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To Edgar Rice Burroughs, for inspiration,
and for having a sense of humor about it all.




CHAPTER ONE


EXILED!


Cut to a week later, and I was back standing outside that same fucking cave in the hills above Tarzana that had started it all. And standing was the right word, too. I was so petrified I couldn’t go forward or back. Couldn’t move a goddamn inch, which was stupid, considering I’d just hitch-hiked seven hundred miles to get there.


Did I mention I don’t like tight spaces? Well that cave was tighter than a walrus’s poop chute, and blacker too. I’d been up it once before, so I knew. It might be a quiet afternoon on that hillside right now, instead of a dark night with police dogs and whirly-birds chasing me like last time, and I might have brought a flashlight, but it didn’t matter. I was still froze up like a statue.


And my claustrophobia wasn’t the only thing keeping me out of that hole. It’s a little long to get into here, but the last time I went in there, I found this weird clock-looking thing way at the back, and when I touched it, well, I went to another planet. Yeah, I know, but I did. Waar, it was called, and while I was there I got mixed up with this spoiled rich kid named Sai-Far, and helped him rescue his sweetheart, Wen-Jhai, from this grinning, grab-ass son-of-a-bitch named Kedac-Zir. More important than all that, though, was that I met Sai’s best friend, Lhan-Lar, a sweet-talking sharpie with a face like a hot-rod devil and a heart of twenty-four carat gold, and I fell in love. At least it coulda been love, maybe, if it’d had half a chance. Our first night together sure went like gangbusters, but before we even had time to wake up and have our first morning sex, I got drugged by a bunch of sneaky little orange-robed priests and dragged away. No goodbyes. No nothing.


Next thing I know I’m wakin’ up in a cave in Monument Valley with Lhan’s smell still on my skin and good old Earth gravity crushin’ me to the ground like an elephant sitting on my chest.


All I wanted to do as soon as I realized where I was was to get back to him, and fast—who knew what those fucking priests mighta done to him after they 86ed me—and the only way I knew how to do that was come back to this cave and touch the little doo-hickey again, which should have made me as eager as a bridegroom to push back into the dark, right?


Yeah, well….


Other things had happened on Waar, too, and some of ’em didn’t sit well. I’d killed a guy. Lots of guys. And not by accident, either. I’d chopped ’em all up with a big-ass sword. It was that kind of place—guys with swords killing other guys with swords, giant centaur-tiger dudes tearing each other to pieces, creepy priests kidnapping people. I’ve been a biker chick since I got kicked outta the army. I’ve seen plenty of brawls, but Waar was just a whole ’nother level. Did I want to go back to that? And what about the really bad stuff? People owned slaves there. Lhan owned slaves. How could I love a guy who owned slaves?


So I stood there, thinking about all the things Earth had that Waar didn’t. Rock and roll, Texas barbeque, Harley-Davidsons, equal rights—at least in some places—air conditioning, dive bars, Marlboros, guys bigger than me, blue jeans, leather jackets. But Earth also had cops, jails and a warrant for my arrest for killing that dumbass dude outside the Fly-By Nightclub—even though that had been an accident. And it didn’t have the one thing that really mattered. Not anymore. Big Don was a rusty smear on the highway somewhere east of Sturgis now, and without him around, all the rest of it seemed kind of bland and washed out. Waar, on the other hand, had wide open spaces, wimpy gravity that let me run twenty feet a stride, no extradition to the US, and a chance to start again—at everything.


With a grunt, I shoved into the cave and worked my way to the back. It wasn’t easy. My mouth got drier as the walls got narrower, and I’d completely sweated through my t-shirt by the time the flashlight finally found the opening to the back cave. It was a little hole halfway up a knife-cut wall, and so tight I didn’t know how I got through it before.


I put the Maglight in my teeth and climbed up, then looked through. I knew it opened out again, but forcing myself to put my head and shoulders into that sphincter was as hard as reaching into a full toilet after a diamond ring. It made me shudder just to think about it.


I thought about Lhan instead, wondering if he was okay, wondering if he’d escaped the priests who’d grabbed me, if he was even still alive. That pushed me through, and I rolled onto a layer of sand, then pulled my legs in after me. I was in the little tent-shaped chamber where the dogs had found me and where I’d fallen back on the clock-thingy—and out of the world.


I flashed my light around. I didn’t see it. Panic squeezed me like a python. Had the cops taken it? No, wait. There was a little mound of sand at the back. I crawled to it. It was surrounded by paw prints and boot marks, like it had been covered in a scuffle. I brushed it all away with the sleeve of my hoodie and saw metal underneath. I breathed a sigh of relief, then immediately tensed up again. The doo-hickey was there, but I didn’t see the glow. When I had found it before, the headlight-sized gem in the center of it had been glowing—a kinda weak, lemonade light. Now there was nothing. I turned off the Maglight, just to be sure. Still nothing. I swallowed, afraid now that something was wrong, and turned the light back on. I still had to try.


I reached for it, then stopped an inch from the gem, all my misgivings coming back. Did I really want to go? I thought I did, but… Well, what the fuck. It wasn’t going to work anyway. I slapped my palm across the gem.


Nothing happened. I was still in the cave.


And yeah, I know. I’d just said I knew it wasn’t going to work. I wasn’t exactly surprised.


I cried anyway.


***


I hadn’t planned for after.


I walked back down the hill to Ventura Blvd. with just the clothes on my back—my hoodie, some dusty jeans, some dustier Vans and seven dollars—all I had left after the dead-run sprint I’d made from Monument Valley.


The race had started six days back when a couple of Arizona Park Rangers had caught me trying to hitch-hike buck-naked down US 163 and wanted to know what the fuck I thought I was doing. I’d been so cooked by sun stroke by then I think I told them the truth, which needless to say they did not believe.


Anyway, they took pity on me, gave me some clothes, a meal, and a lift to Flagstaff. I was desperate to get to LA as quick as I could, but I knew I wouldn’t be going anywhere without a little traveling money, so I made some the old-fashioned way. No, not that old-fashioned way. That way doesn’t work with girls as big and beefy as me. Instead I went and stood with the Mexican guys outside a Home Depot until a truck came by, and I made eighty bucks humping roofing tiles up ladders for two days.


Three days and six hundred miles of hitch-hiking later I got dropped off in the parking lot of a Ralph’s supermarket on Victory Blvd; and spent my last intact twenty taking a taxi up to the top of Vanalden in Tarzana. I’d told the cabbie not to wait. I hadn’t thought I’d be coming back.


Now that I had, I needed a plan, ’cause finding another way back to Waar might take a while—like the rest of my life maybe—and I was gonna have to make a living while I looked. I was also gonna have to avoid being arrested for murder. I squinted in the sun as I reached Ventura Blvd. and looked for a bus stop. Fortunately I knew a place where I could lay low while I figured shit out. At least I hoped I did. All I had to do now was figure out which buses to take to get there.




CHAPTER TWO


THUNDERSTRUCK!


“Well I’ll be a son-of-a-bitch. I thought you were dead.” Eli hit the kill switch on the lathe and stared at me through his safety goggles as the thing whined to a stop. He pulled off his gloves.


“Nah. I just look that way.” I ducked under the half-open roll door into Sun Valley Engineering, Eli’s machine shop, and looked around. It was the same grimy little place I remembered, with a greasy film of three-in-one and metal shavings all over everything, and posters of girls with tattoos and betty bangs bending over low-riders on the walls. Eli specializes in reboring pistons, and there’s always an assortment of bikes, hot-rods, lead sleds and trucks crowding his parking lot, but he also makes other, shadier, things on the side—lock picks, slim jims, gas tanks with hidden compartments. He could make a fortune if he was willing to pack and bore silencers, but he draws the line at accessory to murder, so he has to settle for being comfortably well off.


He tugged his goggles down to his neck, exposing his bifocals and a pair of bushy black eyebrows as he came around the lathe and spread his arms for a hug. Eli is in his fifties, with wild, greased-back gray hair, a face like a dry creek bed, and the dress sense of an Arkansas moonshiner—bib overalls, no shirt, tattoos from neck to wrists, and unlaced combat boots.


I crushed him to me and leaked tears on his tats as I sobbed like a school girl. After a while, when I’d petered out to sniffs and snorfs, he pushed me back to arms’ length and gave me a once over, then squeezed my biceps.


“Well, where-ever y’went, it toned you up. You do a stretch?”


“Nah, I…” I wasn’t ready to go into all that just yet. “Just went out of town.”


Eli grinned. It was like brown paper folding up. “I’ll bet. Last I recall, your face was all over the TV for killing some drunk hoopty outside a bar. You get that all cleared up, or are you still flyin’ low?”


That was one of the reasons I came to Eli. He wasn’t the type to call the cops on a gal for a little error in judgment—not without hearing her out anyway. He’d been one of Big Don’s oldest friends—like since the navy—and had set me up with the construction job in Van Nuys after Don died. A true-blue guy, no matter what else he did on the side.


“Still on the lam, and guilty as charged.” I swallowed as Polaroids of that night flashed through my head. I still felt bad about that guy.


“He put hands on you?”


I squirmed. “Not so much that he deserved—”


“Save it. It’s good enough for me.” He pulled a pack of Marlboros from the chest pocket of his overalls, lipped one, then shook another out toward me. I waved him off. Weird, I know, but I really didn’t want one. Guess going cold turkey on Waar had worked. He shrugged and lit up. “So whaddaya need? Money? A bike? A fake ID? A lift over the border?”


“I—I don’t know yet.” I wiped my nose with the back of my hand, like I was the world’s biggest five-year-old. “I guess if you could manage somewhere for me to sleep tonight? I got a lot of thinkin’ to do.”


He looked at the beer clock over the compressor. It said four o’clock. “Go lie down in the back for a bit. You look like you’re gonna curl up and blow away. I got a job I gotta finish ’fore I close up, then we’ll go out to the house and get some supper. Delia’d love to see ya.”


***


I lay down on the old green couch in Eli’s office, but I didn’t sleep. For one thing, it smelled a bit too much like moldy towel. For another, my mind was stuck on the spin cycle. I couldn’t stop it.


How was I gonna get back to Waar? I didn’t even know where to start. Did I spend the rest of my life snooping around in caves looking for little green glowy things? Both times I’d been teleported it had begun or ended in a hole in the ground, but that didn’t guarantee any other caves had teleport gems. Hell, I didn’t know if there were any more at all. I could have used up the only one on Earth!


That hurt too much to think about. There had to be more. There had to be! I couldn’ta lost Lhan forever. That just wouldn’t be fucking fair! But where should I look? If they were just lying around, people would have found ’em long ago. They had to be hidden somewhere.


So where did I start?


By the time Eli came back to the office a little after five, I’d fallen asleep from all the walking in circles my mind was doing. It was a relief when he woke me up. I’d exhausted myself.


***


Eli’s place was as rag-tag and rumpled as he was, a dusty redneck compound north of the 210 freeway with a dried out ’50s ranch house up front, and various sheds, garages and stables out back. There was a horse carrier, an old tractor, a rusting Airstream trailer, a few dogs and chickens running around, a dozen vintage cars and bikes in various states of repair, and his daily driver, an old Ford pick-up with a “Keep honking, I’m reloading” bumper sticker on the back window.


Inside, the house was pretty much the same, a jumbled mess of mix and match furniture, old tin signs, a coffee table made out of an old door set on an engine block, more dogs, a kitchen with a half-built Moto Guzzi propped by the back door, and on every wall, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, double stacked with battered old paperbacks—mostly sci-fi and fantasy, but with some spy and detective stuff mixed in.


Maybe that was another reason I went to Eli. Of the few people I knew in LA, he and Delia were the ones who just might believe me when I told ’em what had happened to me. If I told ’em. I mean, I was dying to tell somebody, but at the same time I was, uh, kinda shy about it too. Over the years I’d had people tell me plenty of times they’d seen a UFO, or been visited by angels, or lived a past life as Catherine the Great, and I knew how I’d acted. I’d given them the glassy smile and the noncommittal nod, the “Huh, whaddaya know,” and the quick change of subject, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to be on the receiving end of that kind of treatment—not without a six pack in me at least.


Eli passed me beer number one. “So, you decided what you wanna do yet?”


I was sitting at the kitchen table while him and Delia got some dinner together. Eli was pan-frying some steaks while Delia stirred up a salad made with mushrooms, tomatoes, and greens from her little garden out back. They looked like a pair of tattooed apple dolls pottering around the kitchen—both brown, greying and desert-hard. Delia was half Indian, half black and half Irish, and let her wavy iron-colored hair hang loose down her back.


I pulled on my beer. “I’m still not sure, but I guess it’d be good to skip town for a while.”


Eli nodded. “I made a couple of calls while you were asleep. Some Mongols I know are goin’ down to Tijuana on business this weekend. They could get you across no problem.”


Mexico was a good idea. Easy to lay low down there. Easy to make a buck if you weren’t too particular about the work, or the company you kept. But did I want to go? All I really wanted to do was hunt for a way back to Waar, but who was to say I wouldn’t find it south of the border? Whoever sprinkled those teleporters around probably didn’t give a damn about international boundaries.


Eli read my hesitation as reluctance. “Well, you got a couple days to think about it. And I’ll see what else I can come up with. Let’s eat.”


He flipped the steaks on some plates with black beans and rice on the side and set ’em on the table as Delia dished out her salad. They sat down and Eli raised his beer.


“To safe returns.”


Delia hoisted as well, but I hesitated. I knew he meant me coming back after six months, but all I was thinking about was getting back to Waar. Well, I’d drink to that.


I clinked their bottles. “To safe returns.”


Delia had never been chatty, and I think Eli was giving me some space, so for a while there wasn’t much to the conversation except, “Pass the salsa,” and, “Another beer?” But finally, after second helpings and a lot more beers, Eli got out the tequila while Delia put some coffee on, and we all moved out to the back deck to watch the sun go down over the San Fernando hills.


“So,” said Eli, and left it at that.


I knocked back my shot and held out my glass for another. He filled it and I settled back in my lawn chair, looking up at the stars that were just starting to come out overhead. One of those little lights might be where Lhan was. I didn’t know which one to wish on, so I wished on ’em all. Take me there now. I need to go back.


Nothing happened. I downed the second shot and sighed. “You’re not gonna believe me. It’s National Enquirer kinda stuff.”


“Try me.”


I opened my mouth, but I still couldn’t get started.


Delia put a hand on one of mine and squeezed. “I believe all kinds of things. Go on, sweetheart.”


I nodded. “Well, I’ll start from the beginning, then. The part you know about—punching that guy outside the Fly By Night.”


So I told it. How the cops had chased me up into the Tarzana hills, how I’d hid in the cave, how I’d touched the stone. I could see them tense up a little bit at that, but I was drunk enough now that I just kept going, and when I told them I woke up on Waar, I could see the nervous smiles start to form on their lips, but they let me go, at least until I got to the part about the Aarurrh—the big tiger-centaur guys that captured Sai and me almost as soon as I got there.


I’d just finished describing One-Eye, the big alpha male Aarurrh who had been the leader of the hunting party, when Eli burst out laughing.


“Tiger-Taurs? Are you—?” He laughed again. “Shit, sweetheart, you really had me going there for a while.”


I blinked at him, pulling myself out of my memories. “What do you mean?”


“I’m sayin’ you picked the wrong guy to tell somebody else’s story to.” He motioned toward the bookcases in the living room. “I have read all of those, y’know.”


I still didn’t get it. “Somebody else’s story?”


Delia was frowning too. “Be nice, Eli. Jane’s been through a lot. Don’t—”


“Yeah, but she ain’t been through this!”


I balled my fists. I didn’t expect them to believe me. But I didn’t expect them to be so bare-faced about it either. “Are you calling me a liar?”


Eli held up his hands. “Now now, don’t get your panties in a twist. I’m not saying you’re lying. Maybe you got knocked on the head and you dreamed a book you read once.” He laughed again and shook his head. “I’ll give you credit for picking an obscure one, though. Most people haven’t even heard of that one, let alone read it.”


He hadn’t calmed me down one bit. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t hit my head, Eli. I didn’t read about it in a book. It all happened. To me. Where do you think I’ve been for the past six months?”


Eli looked me in the eye for a long second, then sighed and put down his drink. He stood up. “Wait here.”


Delia and I watched him go back into the house, then exchanged a glance.


“I’m sorry, Jane. It usually takes him to the second bottle before he’s this ornery.”


I shrugged. “It’s fine. I didn’t think you’d believe me. I just had to tell it is all.”


“Well, when he comes back you can tell the rest of it. I want to find out what happens next.”


There it was. I could hear the pity in her voice. She was being kinder about it than Eli was, but she didn’t believe me any more than he did. She thought I was sick or something. I drank off another shot and turned away from her, looking up at the sky. There were a lot more stars out now. I had a lot more to wish on.


After about five minutes of silent sitting, Eli came back through the door.


“Here it is.” He held out a book. “Knew I had it somewhere.”


I took it and looked at it. It was battered old paperback. The title didn’t mean too much to me—Savages of the Red Planet by Norman Prescott Kline—but the illustration made my heart do a back flip. Against a Ty-DBol blue sky, a big, square-jawed hero wearing nothing but a loincloth and an armored sleeve was fighting two half-man half-tiger centaurs, while a hot purple-skinned chick looked on all wide-eyed in the background. I turned it over. A sentence on the back jumped out at me. “Stranded on Mars, which its inhabitants call Wharr…”




CHAPTER THREE


HOPE!


Istared at the word for for a full minute, my mind spinning like a stripped clutch, then flipped the book over again and stared at the cover for another minute. The cen-tigers in the painting looked absolutely nothing like Aarurrh. They looked more like zebras with tiger-faced men where their necks should be, but combined with the armored sleeve, the purple chick in the corner, and motherfucking “Wharr” on the back cover, it was kinda hard to buy that it was all just some crazy coincidence.


I looked up at Eli, my jaw hanging by one hinge. “What is this? What the fuck is this?”


He sat back down in his chair. “That’s the story you been tellin’. Except it was written in 1909 or so, by the guy whose name’s on the cover, Norman Prescott Kline.” He chuckled. “I still don’t know how you got your hands on one of those. There ain’t many copies around anymore.”


“I’ve never seen this before. I told you.”


“Well then maybe you heard someone talking about it some time.” He nodded toward the book. “Lancer brought that out in the mid ’60s, hoping to ride the Conan wave, but it tanked. Everybody thought it was just another Burroughs rip-off. Thing is, a lot of the hard-core fans think Burroughs ripped off Kline.”


“Uh, who’s Burroughs?”


Eli rolled his eyes. “You never heard of Edgar Rice Burroughs? The guy who invented Tarzan, and John Carter of Mars, and Carson of Venus? One of the fathers of science fiction?”


I shrugged. I’d heard of Tarzan, of course, but the rest of it meant nothing to me. I was more of a true crime gal. “I guess I have.”


“Kline wrote Savages in 1909 and it was serialized in some crap pulp magazine, and Kline fans claim Burroughs must have read it before he wrote his own Mars stories.” He sipped his tequila. “Anyhow, Kline’s version didn’t see the light of day again ’til Lancer Books went searching for old pulps to repackage in the sixties. Like I said, it didn’t do too well for ’em—though it’s a collectable now.”


I shook my head, wishing I hadn’t had quite so many shots on top of so many beers. It felt like the world had just pulled a rabbit out of a hat, and I couldn’t figure out the trick. Had I made it all up after all? Had I heard somebody talking about this cheap-ass book back in the day, and just dug it out of my subconscious? I could swear I’d been to Waar. Hell, I had the scars to prove it, didn’t I? But were they proof? I could’a got those scars anywhere. Maybe I’d hit my head when those dogs swarmed in and I fell in the cave. Maybe I’d spent the last six months in some kind of schizophrenic dream and I’d just now came out of it. But, no. That would mean Lhan wasn’t real, and I wasn’t ready to believe that. Not yet.


I held up the book. “Can I read this?”


Eli raised his glass. “Enjoy. Just go easy on the spine. It’s the only one I got.”


I got up, then realized I was being rude. “Uh, sorry. I—I just—I really want to…”


Delia waved a hand. “Go ahead, Jane. Go on. There’s a bed made up in the Airstream. We’ll see you in the morning.”


I gave her a grateful look, then saluted Eli with the book. “Thanks, Eli. I don’t… Well, goodnight.”


“Night, Jane.”


“Get some rest, girl.”


***


I didn’t get any rest. I read that book cover to cover in about six hours, then turned off the light inside the Airstream around 4am, but that don’t mean I slept. I didn’t. I lay there staring at the curved metal ceiling of the trailer until the sun came up, seven little words running through my head on an endless tape loop—Norman Prescott Kline had been to Waar.


I saw why the book had been a flop. It was a terrible story. Boring and predictable and corny at the same time. After the civil war, Captain Jack Wainwright, southern gentleman and officer of the Confederacy, heads out west to escape a bunch of evil carpetbagging creditors, and finds a strange object while prospecting for silver in Nevada. The thing transports him to “Wharr,” which for some reason he thinks is Mars, and he falls in love with a local girl—a princess named Alla-An, who immediately gets kidnapped by an evil prince, and for the rest of the book, Captain Jack chases the bad guy from place to place, fighting his minions and trying to rescue Alla-An. Then in the end he saves her and they get married, even though they’ve said, like, three words to each other in the whole book.


Anyway, the fact that it was a stupid story didn’t really matter, because behind all the noble speeches and the other hero bullshit, every detail about Waar was just how I remembered it. It was all there, the Aarurrh, the airships, the names of things. The princes were called Dhanans, the birds everybody rode were called krae, the big-ass gila-monster pit-bull bastards were called vurlaks. Some things sounded a little different. For instance, Kline spelled Ora’s capital city Armlau, where I’d heard it as Ormolu, but shit, close enough, right?


All that book did was make me sure that this guy had been to Ora, and if he had, he might know the way back. I had to find him. I’d beat it out of him if I had to.


Around 6:30, I heard the back door of the house open, and boots crunching across the gravel of the yard. I got up and looked out a port hole. Eli was tip-toeing toward his truck, beer cooler and jacket in hand. I pulled on my jeans and t-shirt and stepped out barefoot, holding the book.


“Hey, Eli.”


“Shit. I was tryin’ to let you sleep.”


“Forget it. I was awake. I, uh, finished the book.”


He threw his jacket and cooler in the truck. “Uh-huh. Like it?”


“Ha. It was shit, but… but it was right.” I held up the book. “Where can I find this guy? I need to talk to him.”


Eli snorted. “Better find yourself a seance, then. Kline died broke sometime in the fifties, raving ’til the end that Burroughs and all the rest had ripped him off. Never even got to see that book published.”


I sagged. Of course the guy was dead. He wrote the fucking thing in 1909. It had just seemed so immediate that I’d forgot, like nothing had changed on Waar for a hundred years.


“Well, does he have any family, then? Anybody I could talk to?”


Eli laughed and swung up into the truck. “I haven’t exactly made the man my life’s work, girl. I only know what I read in the fan mags, back in the day.” He pointed toward the house. “You wanna look him up, there’s a computer in Delia’s office. Go nuts.”


The look on his face as he drove away said he thought I already had.


***


I helped Delia feed her three horses and all the various dogs before she went off to work—she was an inventory manager for a company that rented camera cranes and lighting rigs to movie people—then made myself a cup of coffee and a bowl of Cheerios and sat down at her computer.


I am not what you’d call computer savvy. I’ve never owned one. Always felt riding a Harley with a laptop in my saddle bag was a little… wrong. But I have used one before. Whenever I’ve had to do any job hunting I’d go to the public library and use theirs and check the want ads, and I borrowed a friend’s computer after Don died to sell his parts bike on eBay. Anyway, it wasn’t hard to get the hang of it, and pretty soon I had a list of Google results for Norman Prescott Kline.


It got harder from there, slogging through sites owned by people with similar names, store sites offering his books for sale, forums for science fiction fans with post after post by people who really needed to get out more tearing each other new assholes over the most minuscule bullshit. I wasted an hour paging through those before I realized I wasn’t going to find anything useful there.


I found a Wikipedia page for him, but it didn’t have much more than what Eli had told me and his bibliography. Finally I found a fan site dedicated to him. It had a picture of him—a scrawny little guy with spectacles and a big mustache—and a more detailed biography than the Wikipedia page had. It also mentioned that his granddaughter, someone named Leigh Gardner, maintained a museum of his memorabilia at his old house, which was in Altadena, California. There was even an address and phone number.


I stared at the phone number for a minute, my heart pounding, then picked up Delia’s phone and dialed. Someone answered in Spanish. They’d never heard of Norman Prescott Kline. I cursed. The number had been changed. Had Leigh Gardner moved? Did somebody else live in Kline’s house? Was it even still there? There was only one way to find out.


I googled the address, which was on a street called Holliston, and scribbled down the directions, then went out to the yard. There were a couple of bikes out there that actually worked. I picked one, and was hunting around for a helmet when I realized what I was doing. If I found a teleport gem, I wasn’t coming back. I guess I coulda left a note telling Eli to pick up his bike at Leigh Gardner’s house if I didn’t come back, but that seemed a pretty lame thank you for all his hospitality.


Instead I took ten bucks from the top of Eli’s dresser, grabbed my hoodie, and went back to the computer to look at bus routes. It didn’t feel right to be charging back to Waar on the Metro, but it was more right than stealing Eli’s bike. I left the copy of Savages of the Red Planet on the kitchen table along with a note:


Delia and Eli,


Think I found a way back 2 Waar. If I don’t come back U know


I did. Thanks for everything. Especially the book!


Jane


P.S. Took $10


***


The Kline house was the kind of quaint, two-story bungalow that yuppies paint dark green or deep red and fill with fake craftsman furniture. No yuppies had got to this one yet. It was white, with a white picket fence and a white wicker porch swing, all a bit dusty and old-ladyish.


So was the gal who answered my knock. She was shaped like like an eggplant, narrow at the top and wide at the bottom, and very pink and grandmotherly. She wore a gray twin set and pearls, with white meringue-pie hair and a cardigan around her shoulders though it was the middle of summer. From what I could see beyond her, the house looked as dusty and old-fashioned as she was—couches with afghans over the back, dainty side tables with candy dishes, beaded lamps, a fireplace, the works.


She gave me a nearsighted once-over—holding for a while on my hoodie and the Jack Daniel’s t-shirt I’d borrowed from Eli—then smiled like she was afraid I was going to set her house on fire. “May—may I help you?”


I opened my mouth, then shut it. I’d been so busy praying that the old girl had one of the glowing clock-thingies lying around that I hadn’t thought how I was going to ask her about it once I got here. “Say, did your grandfather leave a teleport device lying around somewhere?” probably wasn’t going to cut it.


I finally managed a grin. “Uh, hi. Is this Norman Prescott Kline’s old house?”


“Yes, it is. But—”


“Oh great. Well, I’m a big fan, and I heard you had a—a kind of museum here. Of all his stuff. I was hoping….” I trailed off as I saw her face go all sad and apologetic.


“Oh, I’m terribly sorry.” She sounded like Julia Child. “I thought everyone knew by now. I no longer maintain the museum. There just weren’t enough people coming. I—I hope you haven’t come far?”


“You wouldn’t believe. But, listen. I don’t suppose you’d make an exception since I’m here already. I won’t take too much of your time. I just want to see if—”


She looked like she was going to cry, she was so sorry. “But I’m afraid there isn’t anything to see. I auctioned off all of my grandfather’s effects five years ago. It was in the news. If you want to see them, you’ll have to go to—” She frowned. “Oh, I don’t know where it went—Iowa or some place like that.”


I stared at her, open-mouthed. “Iowa?”


“Iowa. Idaho. I don’t remember now. I’m terribly sorry. I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do for you.”


She gave me another sad smile and started to close the door. I stopped it with a hand.


“Please. Just one more question. Did they take everything? Are you sure they didn’t leave anything behind? Something that might have looked like a—a glowing clock, or a hood ornament, or a lamp?”


Her lips pursed like she was going to get mad, but then she pulled up short and looked at me again, kinda uneasy. “Are you talking about the transmigration ray?”


My heart leapt. That’s what Norman Prescott Kline had called the teleport gems. “Yes! The transmigration ray! I need to find one! Do you have one?”


I realized as soon as I said it that I should have been more discreet. That uneasy look spread all over her face and became the same kind of smile Eli and Delia had given me when I was telling them about going to another planet—that tight little, “Get the net!” grimace. I was getting sick of it.


“You do know that my grandfather wrote works of fiction. There is no such thing as a transmigration ray. He made it up.”


Maybe I could have played it off and said I knew it was fake, that what I meant was that I was looking for a “prop,” as a memento, but I could tell, like a transvestite can tell when the red-necks in the corner have clocked her as a guy, that there was no putting the cat back in the bag. Nothing I could say now was going to convince Leigh Gardner I wasn’t crazy, so I went for it.


“That’s not true, and you of all people should know it! Norman Prescott Kline went to Waar, and he used the transmigration ray to do it!”


She backed up like I was going to hit her. I eased back, holding up my hands.


“Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to shout, but come on. Even if you don’t believe it, I bet there were rumors. Family stories. He must have told somebody. Was it you?”


Her face got very stiff. I’d hit a nerve. She started to close the door. “I will not discuss my grandfather in this way. He was a very sick man. Goodbye.”


“Sick? Ha!” I shoved my foot in the door. “So there were stories! He did say he’d gone to Waar. Did he say how? Did he say he had a transmigration ray?”


Her pink face was turning red as she tried to crush my foot and close the door. “Please, if you don’t leave, I will call the police!”


I was practically crying with frustration. I swear I put my hands together and pleaded like a schoolgirl begging for a pony. “Lady, Mrs. Gardner, please. I don’t want to scare you, and I don’t want to steal anything. I just want to look at the transmigration ray. If it doesn’t do what I think it will, I’ll leave. If it does… I’ll leave even quicker. Please. It’s the quickest way to get me out of your hair.”


Leigh stopped pushing on the door and looked me in the eye. “Nothing like that was found among Grandfather’s things. He claimed he had one, and said he intended use it to go to Waar and live forever before he got old and frail, but he never produced it. He died in his bed at eighty-one.”


My heart sank. “And nobody’s ever found one?”


“Never. Now would you please go?”


“Okay, okay. Sorry.”


I pulled my foot out and the door slammed. I sighed and just stood there, head down, boiling with frustration. Was she lying? Did she know where the teleport gem was but didn’t want to tell me? I kinda doubted it. She didn’t seem like the lying type. Kline must have hid it before he died. Or maybe he lost it. Either way, I was at a dead end. Leigh Gardner didn’t know where it was. Was I going to have to schlep all the way out to Iowa? That would take weeks! And there was no guarantee the thing would be there once I got there. And even if it was—and it worked—would Lhan still be alive after all that time when I got back to Waar?


I closed my eyes, fighting back tears. Shit, if I was honest with myself, I’d have to admit he was probably already dead. Those priests probably slit his throat at the same time they grabbed me. But I couldn’t let myself believe that. I couldn’t just turn my back on him and stay on Earth because of a “probably.” I had to go back and see for myself. I…


A murmur in my ears made me lift my head. It sounded like the tinnitus I’ve got from all my years riding Harleys and going to see rock and roll bands. It’s with me all the time, but I generally ignore it. This time, however, it caught my attention, pulling me out of my swirling brain.


I waggled a finger in my ear, but the sound stayed with me, right on the edge of my hearing. Maybe it wasn’t my tinnitus. Now it sounded like traffic noise from down the block. Or somebody with a radio on static a few houses away. It wasn’t letting me think.


I turned around, looking up and down the street, but the murmur still sounded like it was coming from behind me. I waved my hands around my head like I was swatting mosquitos. It didn’t make a damn bit of difference. I still heard it. I stuck my fingers in my ears. I heard it louder—a whole planet full of people whispering gobbledy-gook inside my head.


And suddenly I knew what it was.




CHAPTER FOUR


CORNERED!


I’d heard that same whispering six months ago in the cave when I’d touched the glowing green gem and been dragged across the universe to Waar—a thousand voices all babbling to me in a language I didn’t understand—downloading it into me. That’s what the teleporter gem did. It took you to Waar and taught you the language. If I was hearing it….


I looked around, eyes wide. There was a gem around here! There had to be! That noise couldn’t be anything else!


I took a step toward the house. The voices got a tiny bit louder. Was it inside the house or behind it? I stepped off the porch and started around to the drive. It got louder still, like bees buzzing inside my head. I frowned. Did Kline’s granddaughter hear this all the time? How did she stand it? I woulda been climbing the walls. But maybe she didn’t hear it. Maybe I only heard it because I’d touched a gem before. Maybe I was attuned to it now or something.


I stepped into the backyard and started toward the back fence. The whispering got softer. Okay. In the house, then. I turned around and saw the old lady through the kitchen window, on the phone, and staring right at me. Her voice came muffled through the closed windows.


“I’m calling the police!”


I waved my hands and started for the kitchen door. “Don’t! Please! It’s here! I can sense it! It’s in your house!”


Yeah, I am aware how crazy that sounded. I was crazy. It was so close. I had to get to it. I had to find it.


Leigh shrank back as I ran up her back steps and rattled the kitchen door. She was crying into the phone. “Yes, Holliston Street! Hurry! She’s trying to break into the house!”


“I’m not trying to break in, Mrs. Gardner. I’m not going to hurt you. I just want you to open the door. I know the transmigration ray is in your house.”


Leigh hung up the phone and backed through a door, out of sight. “I—I have a gun!”


I didn’t believe her. I banged on the door. “Mrs. Gardner! Open the door! Please! Just let me talk to you.”


Nothing but whimpering. Goddamn it! There was no time for this. The cops were coming. I had to be gone before they came, and I would be if I could just find that gem!


“Mrs. Gardner! Are you there? Can you just—”


Right there in mid-sentence, my patience ran out. It was there one second, gone the next, like a drop of water on a hot skillet. I saw red. I snarled. I put my fist through the back door window, then cleared the shards with a couple more punches and reached down to the latch. A second later I was in, knuckles and arm bleeding.


I heard a scream from the living room.


“It’s okay, Mrs. Gardner. I’m just going to look for the transmigration ray now.”


I stepped into the dining room, dripping blood off my knuckles. The whispering got fainter. I backed out and crossed to the door to the living room.


BLAM!


I jerked back as a bullet splintered the door frame beside my head. The silly bitch did have a gun! A fucking Dirty Harry magnum revolver, of all things. Fortunately, firing it had knocked her on her ass, and she was heels-up across an occasional table with her head in a dish of butter mints, her forehead turning purple where the recoil had smacked her in the face.


I jumped across the room and snatched the howitzer out of her hand before she could recover.


She threw her arms over her face. “Don’t kill me! Don’t kill me!”


I flipped out the barrel and shook out the five remaining bullets onto the carpet. “I told you I wasn’t going to kill you. Now, stay put!”


I stuffed the gun in the back of my jeans and stood stock still, trying to listen past the pain in my arm and hand and find the whispering again. My ears were still ringing from the gunshot. It took a while. Leigh looked up at me like I was crazy. Well, duh.


After another minute I could hear it again, and it felt like it was stronger above me. I ran for the stairs.


Leigh whimpered from the floor. “Where are you going?”


“Out of your life, I hope.”


I heard sirens as I reached the second floor, and not too far away, either. Shit! The cops must have had a cruiser in the neighborhood. I didn’t have much time.


There were bedrooms to the right and left, with a bathroom and a closed door in between. The whispering was definitely louder up here. I ducked into the left bedroom, Leigh’s by the slippers under the bed and the curler set on the vanity. The whispering got quieter. I backed out and went into the other, a guest bedroom—neat as a pin. Quieter here too. Damn. The bathroom didn’t give me any love either. What was behind door number two?


I threw it open, expecting a linen closet, but it was a set of stairs going up. The attic! Of course!


I bounded up the stairs, and nearly cracked my skull. The attic was an L-shaped space with a slanting bare-beamed ceiling coming to a point only a few inches over my head. I hunched down and looked around, then groaned. The place was packed with junk! Hat boxes, trucks, crates, piles of old magazines, clothes bags hanging from a rod, an ancient baby buggy. And the sirens were only blocks away. I was never going to find the gem in time!


It was almost impossible to stop myself from tearing into the boxes at random, but that wouldn’t get me anywhere. I needed to clear my head and listen. I stopped, heart pounding, and closed my eyes. Right. It was to the right. I turned to the long leg of the L and squeezed down the narrow path between mounds of junk. The whispering got louder. I was on the right track.


I slipped around the rectangular brick pillar of a chimney and pushed to the far wall, which had a little window in it. The whispering was behind me now. I’d passed it. As I turned back, a flash of red and blue out the window caught my eye. The cops were outside. They were getting out of their car.


“Fucking cops. It’s goddamn deja-vu all over again!”


I forced myself to go ahead slowly, feeling for the moment when the source of the whispering slipped behind me. Just past the chimney, it did. I turned and looked around. There were suitcases piled up all around it. I started tearing into them like a crazed badger, dumping out dusty clothes, old letters, silverware sets, diplomas, and throwing the luggage behind me. Nothing.


As I stomped open another case I heard a knock on the front door downstairs, and Leigh wailing, “She’s upstairs! And she has a gun!”


She was answered by reassuring cop murmurs and the squawk of cop radios.


I flipped over the case, spilling it. Checkers, chess pieces and Monopoly money. I tore open another one. Postcards and souvenir spoons. I kicked it aside and spun around. I’d cleared all the suitcases around the chimney and it wasn’t in any of them, and the whispering was going crazy now, like the last act of an opera. My whole head was ringing, and I was hearing creaks and squeaks as the cops tip-toed up to the second floor. Where the fuck was it! Under the fucking floorboards?


I leaned against the chimney and mopped my forehead with the sleeve of my hoodie, catching my breath and wondering how I was going to tear up heavy wooden planks. I froze. The singing was right here! It was drowning everything out. I stepped back and stared at the chimney.


“Norman Prescott Kline, you sneaky son-of-a-bitch.”


I looked around for something heavy. There were a pair of greenish bronze statues of big-boned gals in long robes looking toward heaven and holding up laurel wreaths. I grabbed one under the tits and swung her at the chimney. She was sturdy and her base was marble. It did some damage.


I spit out brick dust and grinned. I’d be through in five.


“This is the police! Slide your weapon to the top of the stairs where we can see it and come forward with your hands on your head.”


Goddamn it, not now! I was almost there! I had to stall ’em. Time to play as crazy as Leigh thought I was. The cops killed burglars, but they were always real nice to wackos who were a danger to themselves.


“Don’t come up! I’ll kill myself! I’ve got a gun!”


There was a pause. I could hear the cops whispering to each other. I swung the statue again, and cracked mortar. Bricks were hanging loose.


“Hey up there, take it easy! What are you doing?”


I laughed like a maniac and swung again. “I’m digging my own grave!”


A brick tumbled out of the chimney, and more cracked and shifted.


“Come on, now. Stop that. Put down the gun and let’s talk this out. What do you want?”


Smash! I hit the chimney again. “I want out! I can’t stand it anymore!”


“Well, we’re here to get you out. We’re here to help.”


Another swing and the marble base went flying, spanging off a stack of cookie tins. But bricks went flying too, and through the gap I could see wood. I dropped the statue and started tearing out the loose bricks with my bare hands. There was an old wooden box back there, all scarred up, with writing burned into it—Army of the Confederacy.


“Hey, did you hear us? We’re here to help.”


I shouted over my shoulder as I worked my fingers behind the box and tried to lever it out of the hole. “I don’t want your help! I wanna leave this world behind!”


I heard a step on the stair. “Listen, I’m just gonna come up there and we’ll talk this—”


“Don’t come up! I’ll shoot myself! I swear I will!”


The cop retreated. “Don’t do that. Come on. This is nothing to kill yourself over. You haven’t hurt anybody. We can resolve this.”


I braced a foot against the chimney and wrenched as hard as I could. The box ripped out, showering bricks everywhere, and caught me in the chest. It was like an engine block. I staggered back and went ass over tits over one of the suitcases I’d dumped, the box crushing my ribs then slipping off and slamming to the floor.


“She’s down! She’s down! Go go go!”


I sat up, gasping, and saw the shadows of the cops charging up the stairs, guns out. I looked at the box. The lid had split and something inside was glowing a pale lemonade green. Time to go.


I shoved the lid aside. There was another rocket-finned clock thing in there, just like the one in the cave. I stretched for the gem in its center.


The cops saw me reaching. “She’s going for a gun!”


The last thing I heard as my fingertips touched the cold smooth surface of the gem was the double bang of two police-issue nine millimeters firing at my heart.




CHAPTER FIVE


TRAPPED!


At first I thought they’d hit me. It sure as hell felt like something hit me. There was an impact like a car wreck, but no noise except weird voices jabbering in my ears, and no sensation except a cold like skinny-dipping at the North Pole. Then I was falling.


Forever.


Okay, not forever. ’Cause, you know, eventually I woke up. It sucked. Like when I’d done this before, I came to buck-naked with the bed-spins making me feel like I was doing loop-de-loops even though I was lying still. Unlike the time before, I hurt everywhere. All my various aches and pains, which I’d been a little too busy to pay attention to in my last minutes on Earth, all lined up front and center and shouted, “Ma’am, yes ma’am! All present and accounted for, Ma’am!”


My butt and legs throbbed where I’d landed on ’em after falling over the suitcase. The cuts on my knuckles and arm throbbed and stung like someone had poured rubbing alcohol on them, and they were still bleeding—like, a lot—but those were nothing compared the pain in my chest. My ribs ached like—well, like I’d dropped a safe on them—which I had. I felt like I couldn’t catch my breath, and I got nasty zings all down my sides every time I tried.


Worse than that, I didn’t know where I was. I didn’t even know for sure if I was on Waar. I’d had the idea—stupid, I know—that I’d show up in the same place I had last time. No such luck. There were no wide, blue-flowered plains around me. No saw-toothed mountains on the horizon. No horizon at all. In fact, if I hadn’t known better, I woulda sworn I’d ended up in some VIP lounge at the Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport in Atlanta.


I was in a high, round room that looked like it had been designed by Swedish people in the seventies—all egg shapes and white plastic walls and arched doors as tall and wide as the back end of an eighteen-wheeler—and no furniture, just the white marble disk I was lying on, and a console by the door that looked like an ATM. Recessed lighting glowed the same soft white as the walls, and an electronic chime filled the room with a mellow GOONG sound. I don’t think I’ve ever been in a place so clean-looking in all my life, and it made the hackles rise on my neck, ’cause no part of Waar I’d been to had been this spotless, this white, or this high tech.


Where the fuck was I? Had the damn teleport thingy sent me to the wrong planet? It had to be. Waar had been nothing but stone and red dust, and they’d barely invented the wheel. I rolled over, groaning as my ribs stabbed me in seven different places, and looked for the gem in the center of the disk. I had to get out of here before whoever lived here found me and did science experiments on me.


The gem was glowing. It was working! I could get back! I reached out my bleeding hand to slap it, then stopped. What was I thinking? It was only seconds after I’d left Mrs. Gardner’s attic. I’d be going back to the cops searching for me under the boxes, and if I suddenly popped back in front of them they were going to shoot first and ask questions later. Even if they didn’t fill me full of holes, I’d be arrested for breaking and entering, assault, and of course the manslaughter rap I’d been running from the first time I touched one of these gems. Maybe I’d better see what was up on this end of the interstellar poop chute after all.


I got my arms under me and pushed up—and sent myself flying sideways to land on my face and shoulder. It hurt, but I couldn’t stop laughing—which hurt more. What a fucking idiot. You woulda thought this time I woulda expected a different gravity, but, well, gravity is one of those things you take for granted—like a pocket you keep reaching for even when you’re wearing the pants without the pocket. You’re kinda surprised when it’s not there.


I pushed up more gently this time, and got to my feet without falling over again. I was gonna have to go easy for a while, but it felt great to be so light again. I hadn’t known what I was missing before I left Earth, but bouncing around like I was some kind of red-haired jackalope had been the coolest thing ever, and the thing I’d missed most when I’d been sent back—except Lhan, I mean. He was kinda fun to bounce around with too.


I bobbled over to the door like a Macy’s Thanksgiving Parade balloon on its tip-toes but couldn’t find a handle. It was just two plain white slabs that looked like they slid apart. I tried to get my fingers between ’em and pull, but they didn’t budge, and the effort made my ribs creak and twinge like I was being stuck with needles. I stepped back to breathe and massage my ribs, then looked around at the ATM thingy. Maybe that was how you opened the door.


There was a red light blinking on it, and now that I was closer, I noticed the GOONG sound was coming from it too. Was it an alarm? Was it some kind of phone? Was there an incoming call? Was—My heart skipped as I realized that I was the incoming call. The thing was letting the natives know someone had come through the looking glass and was waiting on the doorstep.


Just as I figured this out, I heard voices through the door. They were too muffled to catch any words, but they were coming closer. I looked around. There was no place to hide in the room, so I backed to the far wall, praying that the guys who lived in this airport weren’t as tall as their doors.


The door whooshed open, and a bunch of bald-headed purple guys in orange and white robes looked in, crossbows and spears raised and ready. I stared, my heart thudding with relief. I almost ran up and kissed ’em! Those little creamsicles were Priests of the Seven, and it had been Priests of the Seven who had drugged me and sent me back to Earth, which meant I must be back on Waar, right? Or, shit, maybe not. What if these guys planet-hopped as much as I did? I could still be anywhere. I mean, from the looks of things, I could be on a space ship.


It didn’t matter. Wherever I was, the priests would know how to get me to Waar. They might even know where Lhan was. Maybe they had him locked up right here! I’d just have to beat it out of them. But maybe not just now. There were five of ’em standing in that door, three with spears and two with crossbows, and I was buck naked and bleeding like a stuck pig. I didn’t wanna travel ten thousand light years from home just to end up dead on arrival.


I stepped forward, smiling and raising my hands like I’d been cornered by the cops. “Hey, guys. No hard feelings right? I mean, thanks for the ride home, but—”


They backed off, shouting. One of ’em fired his piece by accident, and the bolt pinged off the ceiling.


“A demon!”


“A demon has come through the portal!”


“Sound the alarm!”


I frowned, confused, then remembered. People on Waar thought demons were big pink chicks with red hair. Not real flattering, but what the hell. If it worked, I’d take it. I leapt toward them, laughing like the wicked witch of the west and shouting, “Swallow your soul! Swallow your soul!”


It wasn’t much of a leap. I was still dizzy and not used to being a featherweight again, so I veered off like a bottle rocket and crashed into the left wall, spraying blood everywhere, then picked myself up, hissing in pain. That seemed to scare them even more and they turned and bolted down the white hall that stretched straight out from the teleport room door.


I ran after ’em, grinning. This was gonna be easy. All I had to do was run down one of these little goobers, beat the tar out of him, and get him to tell me where Lhan was.


They reached a T-bone intersection ahead of me and turned left. I bounced after them and caught the slowest one in a flying tackle, slamming him to the ground and sending his spear flying as we skidded across the floor to smack into a wall. I came up straddling him and got a hand around his throat, then raised the other in a fist. My ribs hurt like fuck, but I did my best not to show it.


“Alright, you purple pipsqueak, where’s Lhan?”


“Wh-who?”


I bounced his head off the linoleum. “Lhan! Dhan Lhan-Lar of Herva! You know, the guy who was with me the night you and your fucking inquisition kidnapped me and sent me back to Earth!”


His pals had stopped by this time, and were looking back, weapons raised, but didn’t look like they wanted to come any closer. One of ’em ran to another ATM on the wall.


Pipsqueak squirmed under me. “Please, demon! I—I know not this person! Let me—”


WHOOP WHOOP WHOOP WHOOP!


A deafening siren went off right over my head and I cringed down like I’d been slapped by the hand of god. Pipsqueak’s pals fled down the hall and I looked up and around, taking in where I was for the first time.


The hallway we were in now was wider than the first one—much wider—and curved away to the left and right in a way that made me guess it would eventually make a circle at some point. In both directions, orange-robed priests stood staring at me with slaves cowering behind them, carrying their books and papers. Directly to my left was a pair of giant double doors with big looping silver symbols inlaid in them, but they only held my attention for a second, ’cause the wall they were set in stopped me cold.


Actually, it wasn’t the wall that had me staring, even though it was pretty amazing—a seamless floor-to-ceiling glass window that went left and right down the hall as far as I could see. That just made the whole place feel even more future-seventies theme-park than it had before. And it wasn’t the view behind the wall either. That was just a big circular open space, more than a football field across that looked like the atrium of one of those fancy hotels where all the floors look down to the lobby below, except so high and deep that it seemed to go up and down forever. No, what was making me gape like a hooked trout was that the floors on the far side of the atrium were all warped and distorted like I was looking at them through a bottle. The atrium was filled with water! I was looking at the biggest aquarium I’d ever seen, but there were no fishes. What the hell was it for?


The sound of running feet brought my head around. More guys in orange and white were jogging up the hall from the left, but these were wearing armor, and looked like they knew how to use their weapons.


“Fuck! Sorry, pal. Gotta go.”


I hopped up off Pipsqueak, grabbed his spear, then jumped to the doors with the silver squiggles on them. They didn’t open. I looked around for a button or switch and saw a glowing white circle to the right of the door at about shoulder height. I pressed it and the light pulsed a little brighter, but nothing else happened. The spear guys were jogging closer.


“Goddamn it.”


I ran right, taking wobbly ten-foot strides and sending panicked priests and slaves scattering, but before I’d got more than a few steps I saw more guards coming in the other direction—a lot more. There musta been twenty of the fuckers.


I skidded to a stop and looked around for a way out. There. A door on the outer wall. It was smaller and plainer than the others, but at least this one whooshed open when I ran to it. I looked in. A little hallway, dark and empty.


I ducked in and the door whooshed closed behind me as I ran on. There were more doors along both walls and one at the end. All the curved white smoothness was missing here, replaced by unpainted concrete and exposed lighting fixtures, and a muffled roar came from somewhere below that sounded like an air conditioning system.


I tried the doors on the walls, which, though they were as big as the ones in the main hall, were just plain old doors, with plain old latches. They all opened into plain old store rooms. No way out.


Whoosh.


The door from the hall opened behind me and the spear guys stepped in, crouching low, with crossbow guys behind them, aiming over their heads. I ran for the far door, expecting to be a pin cushion at any second.


“Archers! Bring her—!”
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