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  About the Author


  1.


  WOODEN STICKS AND IRON MEN


  He woke in front of a comfortable fire crackling in a stone hearth, in a narrow and uncomfortable bed, and not alone. Sleeping, the girl looked no more than sixteen. Black hair, and he knew it was not his wife. With relief he saw she was still dressed.


  But he was naked except for underwear, and that was quite awkward. A dream, of course; any minute now would come the part where he was late for a math test.


  Startlingly realistic for a dream, with the pungent smell of wood-smoke and dirt, and, yes, body odor. The girl needed a bath. Not terribly pretty, and no one he recognized. That struck him as quite unsatisfying for a dream. Indeed, the entire room had an unbearably rustic feel, a primitive cabin with the cluttered look of constant occupation. One wall was stone; the others rough-hewn wood, like the bench in front of the fire. Odd bits of a household lay about, and something about them disturbed him. In the firelight it was hard to tell, but though he saw clothes and wicker baskets, firewood and stoneware, something was missing.


  Telephones. TVs. A stereo. A light, or even a lamp. These were the things that were absent. He could see nothing in the room that lived on electricity.


  A remarkably subtle observation for a dream, he thought. He rubbed his face where the rough blanket had made it itch and waited for the dream to do something.


  Then he remembered. He had been cold and lost. He remembered an impossible night sky reflecting off a blanket of untouched snow. He also remembered putting the dogs in the truck, driving out to the hot, dry riverbed for a walk. But the memories didn’t connect. There was no bridge between them.


  With some unease, he noted that the dream hadn’t gone anywhere. The girl stirred in her sleep, the fire crackled, but nothing changed.


  All in all, he didn’t like this dream. Time to wake up.


  He’d had nightmares before, the terror of sleep paralysis and the sensation of losing control. Voice was the one thing you kept; you could still scream, though it was always a struggle, and the sound would awaken you. He drew in a breath, and barely had time to wonder how easy it was before the bellowing shout flew out of him, unrestrained.


  The girl shrieked and fell out of bed, and he almost went with her, tangled up in blankets and confusion. Why were his ears ringing? He should have produced no more than a choking cry and then the sensation of falling forward into wakefulness.


  Instead, the girl on the floor burst into tears and the door across the room flew open, revealing an old white-haired man in a nightgown, fear and anger on his disheveled face.


  Christopher was as surprised as any of them. He lay there trying to understand why he wasn’t waking up.


  “Helga,” the old man said, and his face began to clear, a smile settling into the creases like it belonged there. “Stanser skriking, du er skremmende gutten.”


  The girl sat up, sniffling. Looking at Christopher seemed to calm her. He knew he was nothing threatening to see, half naked and clutching the blankets to himself, trying to shake the sleep from his head.


  Except there was no sleep there. In the welling of a strange and terrible fear, he reached out and slapped the coarse wooden paneling with the back of his hand. Hard, so hard the pain made him wince, and a spot of blood appeared where the skin had split. Instinctively he put his hand to his mouth, and the metallic tang of blood spread truth through him like a poison.


  The old man offered the girl a hand, and she climbed to her feet. They exchanged words in their incomprehensible language. She went to the fireplace, lifting an upturned wicker basket and setting it aside to let flickering light flood the room. Christopher’s brain registered that she was wearing a nightshirt as she pulled a tattered dress over it; that she was older than she first appeared, perhaps eighteen; that she turned now to preparing breakfast with a clanking of pots and pans. His brain processed this automatically while the old man came to the bed, adjusted the blankets and made soothing noises. Christopher took it all in but could not make sense of it, could not progress past the brute fact that lay before him.


  He was not dreaming.


  “Kan du forstå meg?”asked the old man, gentle and concerned.


  “Where am I?” Christopher demanded. “How long have I been here?” With no answer forthcoming, Christopher put his hand to his chin and found a hint of stubble. A day’s worth, at most.


  The recognition that he had been in his own bed twenty-four hours ago did not turn out to be comforting. How could he have gone from sand to snow without memory?


  “Where are my pants?” he asked, searching for something concrete from his past, his semi-nakedness now terrifying.


  The old man guessed his concern, and a laughing comment to the girl sent her to the rack that stood near the fireplace. From it she extracted his jeans and T-shirt. She gave them to him, failing to hide her curiosity over the copper rivets in the denim pockets.


  Turning back to her fireplace was all the privacy she was going to give him. Under the blankets he slid into the clothes, grateful for the armor, however thin. Dressed, he felt like a man again.


  “Do you speak English?” he demanded.


  “Tålmodighet, min herre ,” the old man said with a grin. “ Piken arbeider så fort som hun kan.”


  That was clearly a “no,” although a friendly one. With another smile, the old man ducked back into his room, returning dressed in a dingy white robe belted with rope. The girl handed the man a steaming cup, and he sat on one end of the bench near the fireplace, sipping his drink. The girl offered Christopher a cup, too.


  The sheer normalcy of it all required Christopher to accept the cup. The girl poured herself one and returned to overseeing a pot hung over the fire. The tea was tart and musty, a flavor he had never encountered before. The hot drink made him realize how hungry he was, and he stared at the pot. The girl noticed and blushed. She filled a wooden bowl and handed it to him.


  He shoveled food into his mouth with a crude wooden spoon, downing three mouthfuls before he stopped to see what he was eating. Boiled oatmeal, flavored with peas. Unbidden, an ancient nursery rhyme sprang to mind.


  Peas porridge hot,


  peas porridge cold,


  peas porridge in the pot


  nine days old.


  Monks and fireplaces, stoneware and serving girls, a flickering torch on the fireplace mantel. It looked like medieval Europe. Except medieval Europe didn’t exist anymore. Even the smallest villages of the old Eastern Bloc countries had electricity now.


  Or did they? Maybe he was in some remote Siberian village. Or a Scandinavian hippie commune. A plane crash, amnesia, wandering around in the dark. That was an explanation, or at least a possibility.


  “My name is Christopher Sinclair,” he told them, wiping the last of the porridge out of the bowl with his fingers.


  “Pater Svengusta,” replied the old man with a bow of his head, an obvious introduction. “Og dette er vår kjær Helga,” he added, pointing at the girl.


  “Nice to meet you,” Christopher said, although all things considered, it wasn’t. “The porridge was very good,” he told Helga, although it wasn’t either. Lumpy, soggy, and without even a grain of sugar. Still, he smiled when he gave her back the bowl, and her face started to glow.


  He thought about the kind of girl that would get into bed with him without even knowing his name but blushed when he complimented her porridge. Maybe it was a French commune.


  “Thank you very much for the food and shelter,” he said, looking around for his shoes. “But I really ought to be going now.”


  Helga was already busy with dishes, but Svengusta watched him with keen interest. Christopher found his sneakers next to the fire-place. They weren’t completely dry yet. He put them on anyway.


  “Where is my wife?” he asked, fingers fumbling with the lacings. If he had been on a plane, Maggie would have been on it with him. What if she were still out there? He had to go and look for her, now. The urgency rose like a fountain, drawing him to the door where he struggled with the wooden bar that held it closed.


  Svengusta followed, concern on his face. The old man jabbered in his foreign tongue. Christopher brushed him aside, driven by panic. When the bar finally fell away, he pushed out into the snow and gulped down the open air of freedom.


  The air of freedom was cold. Freezing cold, turning his breath to thick fog in the hard light. He ignored it and stumbled on. The snow was shallow, three or four inches, but the cold leached through his wet shoes like lightning.


  After twenty feet, his arms wrapped tight, shaking in the chill, he could go no farther. A village lay around him, silent and dismal—peasant huts, hardly better than log cabins, with thatched roofs. Not a single antenna, power line, or satellite dish to be seen. He was closer to the middle of nowhere than he had ever imagined possible.


  The old man stood in the doorway, bemused and sad. One wave of the hand, but in a universal language it said, Come inside, you’ll catch your death of cold. The bitter truth stung at Christopher, blurring his sight. If Maggie had not already found shelter, it was too late. He had almost died in the night; no one would have survived until morning.


  He shouted at the doorway, rebuking the gentle concern. “Were there others? Did you find the crash site? Did you check?”


  Of course Svengusta could not understand the words. But he understood the message, it seemed. Sadly he shook his head, spread his hands in emptiness and defeat.


  Christopher shivered, paralyzed by despair and anger. His heart pounded with the need to run, to search, to find, but his head could not see past failure. The cold would kill him in a few hours, and he did not even know which direction to start in. Fresh snow covered the ground, obscuring everything.


  There was only the hope that Maggie had not been with him on the plane. He would have never walked away from her, under any circumstance. Even if he couldn’t remember the crash, he knew that.


  Not that he remembered being on a plane. And he couldn’t imagine walking away from an aviation disaster without a scratch.


  What if he had escaped kidnappers and wandered to safety in this obscure town? Maybe he should be lying low, getting a feel for the lay of land. Drugged, kidnapped, escaped. It made more sense than a plane wreck.


  None of it made any damn sense at all.


  Reluctantly, angrily, he slogged back into the little wooden room and slumped by the fire. Helga gave him another cup of tea, her lips trembling with his contagious grief.


  Svengusta did not let him sit for long. Throwing the last log into the fire, the old man pointed at a hallway next to the fireplace.


  “Er en god unggutt og henter noen mere for en gammel mann og en pike, vil De?” he asked with wink.


  The universal price of enjoying a fire: fetching more wood. At least it was something useful he could do. The door at the end of the short passageway was not barred, so he shuffled through it, expecting a storage closet. Instead he found a chapel.


  Wooden pews were scattered throughout a large stone hall, the walls thinly dressed with tapestries where they were not broken by narrow windows. At the far end were double doors, and at the near end a huge, unused fireplace and a half-cord of stacked wood.


  The windows were too narrow for a man to crawl through, with thick but ill-fitting shutters. The double doors were made from solid planks and bound with iron fittings. It was as fine a reconstruction of a medieval church as he had ever seen, until he looked up to see where all the light was coming from.


  A plain wooden chandelier held a dozen gas flames sprouting from little stone cups, wholly out of character for a Dark Age atmosphere.


  The open gas flames struck him as an incredible fire hazard. The walls were stone, but the roof was timber, and there was raw wood everywhere. The tapestries were gray and dusty, not fresh and restored. The rough-hewn benches looked suitably handmade, mostly stacked against the walls instead of laid out in display. If this was a museum, it was a very badly run one.


  Above the mantel of the fireplace was a wooden frieze, a bas-relief carving. A hard-faced man stared back at him from the wood, a handsome woman standing behind him, etched in astounding detail. He tapped the frieze to make sure it was real wood, not a plastic molding.


  The wooden man did not respond, of course, facing outward with serene determination. He stood between the woman and any possible danger, any imaginable threat. His features were solidly European, with a trimmed beard and mustache, but his stance was Oriental, with a katana held in a classic two-hand grip.


  The sword had the correct curve, the round suba hand-guard, the distinctively wrapped hilt. Christopher could even see the hamon—the characteristic wavy pattern from the hand-folding process along the blade. But the man was wearing unmistakably Occidental armor: steel plates molded like clothing instead of the knotted cords and bamboo of samurai armor.


  On the left, a tapestry displayed four men in a defensive semicircle around the same woman. The costumes and the people were solidly medieval Europe. The woman had a halo and was the center of attention. She looked regal, like a queen, or even revered, like some kind of Catholic Marian icon. She was unarmed, but each of the men around her bore a different weapon. One of them was the katana, wielded by the same man in the wooden carving. The others bore a staff, a sickle and a mace, and wore varying kinds of armor, all variations on Western plate or chain.


  The tapestry on the right had only the swordsman and the lady. They stood in a delicate embrace, but their status as lovers was unequivocal. So much for Catholicism.


  Spurred by the cold, he picked out an armload of wood to replenish the stock in the kitchen. Being productive made him feel better, and the firewood was comfortingly familiar. Not very well cut, however. Most of it still needed splitting.


  When he got back to the kitchen, he made chopping motions with his hands. Svengusta produced an ax from the closet at the foot of the bed. Suitably armed, Christopher went back into the chapel to earn his keep.


  The ax was ancient, the haft hand-carved and untreated. But the edge was sharp, and it occurred to him that it would make a formidable weapon. Not really his style, however. His university had had a PE requirement, and on a whim he had fulfilled it with kendo, the art of the Japanese sword. The whim had grown into a passion, a love of the pure simplicity, the comradeship of men and women who studied a useless art for the effect it had on their own inner selves. The kata were dances, half stylized and half practical, a silk painting of death and destruction.


  Swinging the ax at inert logs was not the same, although it was exercise. As warmth and blood flowed through his limbs, he began to come alive again. Wherever he was, he was safe for now. If it was a plane crash, then sooner or later someone would come looking for him. If he’d escaped from kidnappers, then the later they found him, the better, and besides, he had an ax.


  His mind drifting, the next swing missed the log and almost took off his leg. Maybe the unwieldy ax wasn’t such a good idea.


  But then he saw a branch, three feet long and gently curved. Plucking it out of the woodpile, he handled it experimentally. A little trimming, and it would make a fine bokken, which was what he used in most of his training and practice anyway. Besides, hadn’t Musashi, the greatest duelist in all history, won half his duels with a wooden sword?


  Scraping at the stick with the ax blade, he whittled away the hours until Helga called him in to lunch.


  Again the food was plain: more porridge, with a yellowish bread that was spongy and slightly stale. But the ambiance was friendly, the old man keeping up a steady stream of wisecracks that had the girl giggling and blushing. Despite the language barrier, he included Christopher in the conversation, holding up both ends by himself and apparently doing a fine job of it.


  After lunch, Svengusta prepared to go out, indicating with large hand motions that Christopher should stay inside. Christopher was happy enough to comply, since he was working on the laying-low theory and his impromptu weapon. The bokken was as polished as he could make it; now it needed practice.


  In the empty, cold hall of the chapel, he found it easy to escape into the kata. Doing the traditional forms took his mind to familiar, comfortable places.


  Pausing to catch his breath, he was interrupted by the double doors creaking open and two visitors slipping inside. The disarray of the room had led him to believe the chapel was not used, and he was as surprised to see them as they obviously were to see him.


  They were both young, perhaps eighteen. The girl was pretty, the boy was handsome, and though their clothes were poor and plain medieval peasant costumes, the outfits gave the distinct impression of being their “Sunday best.”


  He belatedly realized they weren’t dressed for church, but for each other.


  They were polite and respectful, the girl curtsying and the boy bowing his head. Christopher decided he was the interloper here and was about to leave them to their privacy when a third person swaggered through the double doors.


  He was not dressed like a peasant. He was richly cloaked in garish colors and fur trim, thirtyish, slightly overweight, and utterly full of himself. Christopher hated him instantly.


  The man was as subtle as a foghorn. In one glance he dismissed both Christopher and the boy, and began to address the girl in unctuous tones.


  Christopher knew he should walk away, knew he did not understand the subtleties of this affair or even the culture in which it occurred, but the raw emotion of the drama locked him in.


  The boy objected; the girl hushed him, and though it was obvious that the girl loathed the richly garbed man, she seemed to be agreeing with him. Maybe he had some authority over her? But from the way he was looking at her, he couldn’t possibly be her father. There was too much naked desire for that.


  She pleaded with the boy, passion quavering under her hushed tones. Christopher understood that part as plain as day: If you love me, leave now. Don’t make a scene. The boy’s face twisted in anger and pain, while the man smirked.


  Suddenly the boy broke and ran, the double doors banging behind him, a swirl of cold snow whisking in his wake. The man laughed and took the girl by the arm. When she shuddered, Christopher snapped.


  “No.” Though he spoke English, the intent could not fail to be understood.


  The man looked at him, his face aflame, and snarled. Christopher shook his head in denial and pointed to the double doors.


  The interloper huffed, but he started to go. He stepped toward the doors, pulling the girl with him. She resisted passively, unwilling to fight but unable to surrender.


  “No,” Christopher said again.


  Immediately the man spun and advanced on him in a fury, barking like a savage dog. The girl stood rooted, visibly terrified, and Christopher felt a cold queasiness growing in his belly.


  The man was wearing a sword, a long, straight piece of metal that was both elegant and utterly practical. This was no hippie commune, no museum reenactment. The anger that poured out was not an act.


  Christopher was trapped. Behind him was a rustic cottage and a serving girl. Behind that the quiet village, snowy miles from any kind of authority or civilization or reasonableness.


  Or hospital.


  Christopher did not want to provoke violence. He wanted to flee. But he had nowhere to go, so he stood, paralyzed by impossibility.


  The man took his silence as opposition. His barking reached a crescendo, filling the stone chapel with sound and fury. Christopher tried not to be threatening, but the pressure of the man’s advance made him shift his stance and his hold on the bokken.


  Sudden silence, as the man stopped talking and glared with mortal offense. Christopher was under no illusions. Twenty years of smacking people with bamboo sticks, of katas and cutting bundles of paper, did not make him a real swordsman. He had never killed anyone. He had never even tried to hurt someone. This man walked like a professional, the sword hanging from his hip as naturally as the cloak on his back. One mistake, and Christopher would not be allowed to restart the fight, recover from his error, learn from the experience. If the man went for his sword, Christopher would have to—


  The man went for his sword.


  He was impressively smooth, if not particularly fast. He had the blade almost out of the sheath before Christopher’s bokken cracked down on his skull. Christopher knew he had held back some; still, it was a solid blow, and the man should have gone down, cried out, or at least been stunned. Instead, he snarled and stabbed at Christopher with his sword.


  Christopher’s training saved him and he instinctively parried. After all, hitting people in the head in bamboo-armed sparring matches had never stopped them from attacking him before, why should he expect it to now? His body carried on, even while his mind grappled with the stunning ineffectiveness of his first strike.


  He snapped his bokken up into the man’s face, smashing the nose. A blow that should have blinded, staggered, distracted, at least gushed blood, only elicited a growl. The man lunged, stabbed again as Christopher stepped back but not far enough. The thick steel blade caressed his left side, opening a six-inch-long gash that spat a fan of red into the air.


  But Christopher’s bokken was already in motion, wheeling around his head in a great arc, smashing down on the right side of the man’s jaw. He did not hold back this time—there was nothing left to hold him, as he passed completely into the moment of the fight, surrendering to the reflex of training. He distinctly heard bone snap and the pitter-patter of drops of blood on the hardwood floor.


  The man fell like a stone, Christopher crumpling after him. The double doors creaked, the chapel empty now save for the two bodies.


  He came back to real time, and ordinary mind. He held his bleeding flesh together and tried not to panic. The brutal pain helped; the mere thought of moving was petrifying. He tried to cry out, but he could not draw the breath for it. A stomach wound, the worst kind. If he survived the hemorrhage, infection would almost certainly get him. Hopefully the girl had gone for help, although he wasn’t sure what kind of help these people could offer. He needed doctors and emergency surgery, not hippies and herbal tea. He needed an American Embassy. He needed his wife.


  He did not want to die among strangers.


  Time passed, immeasurably. His mind could not focus on anything but the steady pump of blood. One fact finally penetrated: his opponent was still breathing. He was not dead. Christopher idly wondered if that was a good thing or a bad thing.


  The doors burst open, and Svengusta and Helga rushed into the room. The old man knelt to Christopher, examined the wound with professional authority. He reached out to trace the bloody gash with one gentle finger while chanting.


  The line of fire went out, the pain suddenly just a memory. Christopher looked down in wonder at his whole flesh. Only the drying blood said it had ever been otherwise.


  Svengusta was already kneeling over the other man. He examined him briefly, then stood and began removing his own wool cloak.


  “Løp ,” he said to Christopher. “Knockford. Løp!”


  Christopher did not need to speak the language to understand. Knockford was obviously somewhere, anywhere other than here. And “Run!” was utterly self-evident.


  But the same lack of direction that had paralyzed him all morning nullified him. He stood up but did not know which way to turn. Helga was struggling into her own cloak as Svengusta struggled out of his, and when it was free, the old man threw it into Christopher’s arms.


  The impetus released him. He hurried after Helga, out of the doors into the village, down the road, carrying the cloak uselessly in his hands. After two hundred yards he fell to his knees, gasping for air.


  Helga tugged at him, also spent, but fear drove her like a whip. He climbed to his feet and into the cloak. Even though it was too small, hanging barely below his waist, the warmth it gave was the difference between life and death. Helga hugged her own threadbare cloak tight around her shoulders, and they hustled on. She kept looking over her shoulder in terror until he made her quit. They did not have the energy to waste. Already he was dizzy and nauseous.


  He began to notice the cold as the adrenaline in his system faded. Though his body burned with latent energy, a deep psychic weariness threatened to overwhelm him every time the wind reached under his cloak and through the rent in his T-shirt to prod him with icy fingers. He had been seriously wounded, more injured than he had ever been before in his life. It had not been a scratch that could be dismissed with conjuring tricks or ignored by the power of suggestion. But the wound was completely gone, his belly not even sore.


  Eventually it occurred to him that his opponent might also be healed. In a panic he looked around for a place to hide, but the snow was unbroken on the roadside and would give away their trail. Nor could he last through the night without shelter. And in his confusion he had left his wooden stick behind.


  His only option was to follow Helga, who determinedly marched along a wagon-rut cut through the snow. As the sun slipped to the horizon he began to hope that the cover of darkness would protect them. But nightfall brought its own fears—and the return of memory.


  At first it was only the glitter of the country sky unobscured by city lights. But as the sun faded, the stars kept coming, until the wrongness of the night sky blazed out at him, a black velvet canopy crowded with diamonds. He could not find Orion’s trusty belt; he could not even imagine constellations in that sparkling ocean.


  His pretenses collapsed under the weight of twinkling stars. No one could kidnap the constellations; no plane could fly him to any part of the globe that would look like this. He remembered the confusion now, one moment desert heat and the next winter’s cold. He had called for his dogs, but the jingle of their collars was gone. He had looked back for the way he had come, only to find his tracks began abruptly in the snow as if he had stepped through an invisible doorway. A doorway that was already closed when he’d rushed back, leaving him freezing and alone in a silent forest. With nothing for company but the trees and the impossible, innumerable stars.


  He stopped, gaping at the sky, reading the pitiless message spelled out in brilliant points in the night: lost , beyond all hope and understanding, beyond all ordinary meaning of the word. Everything he had built, everything he had struggled for and fought for and won, was gone, stolen away in an instant.


  And with it went the only treasure that really mattered: Maggie. He would never see her again. Robbed of purpose, he stood rooted by despair.


  Helga pulled him into motion, leading him forward like a dumb beast.


  2.


  INTERVIEW WITH A PRIEST


  They came to a town sprawled in the middle of a gentle valley, a small river running in front of it. Most of the buildings faded into the darkness; a large church dominated from the center of the town, with many-colored shining windows.


  As they crossed over the simple stone bridge, he began to outpace the girl. He could no longer feel his feet; his tennis shoes were inadequate for the weather. The modernity of the light called to him, with its promise of shelter. Absurdly he began to hope they would have a telephone. Three large stone steps led to double doors, twice as large and impressive as those of the tiny chapel he had fled. They had no handles, so he grasped a huge bronze ring in the shape of a wreath of wheat and let it clang against the doorplate.


  A blast of warm air: to his left, Helga had opened a small doorway framed in one of the large doors. He had to hunch over to follow her through the short, narrow space. Inside, he found a huge hall with light blazing from chandeliers and half a dozen crackling fireplaces.


  A handful of tables were scattered about the room, mostly empty. At the closest a young man in a cassock frowned at them over a stack of black slates in wooden frames. The man standing next to the clerk was dressed as a soldier, in a chain-mail tunic with a long, straight sword at his hip. He stared at Christopher intently. Christopher stared back, heartbroken by the absence of a radio or a handgun, and shamed that he had let himself expect them.


  Helga had shut the door, and now she hustled over to the two men, shaking and babbling. The clerk rose to his feet, concern on his face and in his reassuring touch. Helga calmed a bit and gasped out the rest of her story. Christopher could tell when she got to the part about the fight from the curious affect that flitted across the soldier’s face. But then it was gone, replaced by the mien of the professional military man.


  The agitated clerk sat Helga down in his chair and said something to the soldier, who dismissed him with a brief nod. Then the clerk ran off, disappearing through one of the many doors emptying into the hall. Helga sat and sniffled; Christopher stood, swaying from exhaustion. He wanted to move closer to a fireplace, but the pressure of the soldier’s gaze pinioned him in place.


  Soon the clerk returned, accompanied by a small crowd. A short, stout, middle-aged woman seemed in charge: she glared at Christopher and spoke to him. When he shook his head mutely, she muttered something in a different language, elegant and tonal, and waved her hand. While Christopher tried to decide if he should wave back, she studied him, and then reached a decision. The crowd surged around her, listening to her verdict, and then the soldier came forward to claim him.


  Helga came also, and because of her, Christopher followed the soldier deeper into the church, through wood-paneled hallways lit by gas lamps, to a small, windowless office. Inside, a pair of armchairs faced a comfortable fire. One of the chairs contained a priest in crisp white robes trimmed in gold. At first Christopher thought he was young, because of his clean-shaven face. Every other man Christopher had seen here wore a beard; even the young soldier had a permanent rascally five-day growth. But the priest sat like an old man under a heavy burden.


  Still, when he turned to Helga, he greeted her with a smile. The girl trembled in obvious celebrity-worship while she related her story, guided by a few gentle prompts. At the end of her tale, she squeezed Christopher’s hand reassuringly and then abandoned him. By reflex he turned to follow her out, but the soldier was leaning against the wall, his arms folded in denial.


  Christopher turned around again, and the priest waved for him to sit. The chair was padded in old leather, worn thin. Christopher leaned forward to soak in the heat, the crackling logs familiar and safe.


  A pot of tea sat on a side-table. The priest poured two mugs and offered him one. Gratefully Christopher took it, wrapping his hands around the smooth stone cup.


  “Thank you,” he said.


  The priest said something, probably polite. Christopher shook his head.


  “I’m sorry,” Christopher said, “I don’t speak your language.”


  The priest eyed him critically, bowed his head, and began a prayer. Again he spoke in a different language, beautiful and exotic, the same one the woman downstairs had used.


  Christopher could not remember the last time a prayer had any effect on him. This one did. The air felt heavy and close, and the pressure of an unseen gaze lay on him, the sensation so vivid that he looked around the room. It was empty, save for the three men.


  After his prayers the priest looked up at Christopher and said, in perfect English, “I am Krellyan, Saint of the Bright Lady, and I enjoin you to answer my questions truthfully and fully. Are you a spy?”


  Having just accepted he would never see home again, the sound of his own language was disorienting. It gave rise to hope, and with hope came fear. The mixture was indistinguishable from anger.


  “No, I’m not a spy. I can’t speak the language. Why would you think I’m a spy if I can’t even speak the damn language?”


  “It is not helpful to speculate on my motives,” Krellyan replied calmly. “Please, just answer the questions. Is your intent here hostile?”


  “No,” Christopher said, misery washing the hard edge out of his voice. “I don’t even know where here is. My only intent is to not be here. I want to go home. Call the damn Embassy, already.” A tremor shook his body.


  “What Embassy?”


  “The American Embassy. I’m an American.” Christopher felt an odd compulsion to provide a complete explanation. “From Arizona.” The priest showed no recognition, but Christopher controlled his exasperation. Arizona was a fairly obscure place, after all. “It’s right next to California.” Everybody in the world knew where California was.


  “Where is California?” Krellyan asked with the perfect imitation of innocence.


  The exasperation won, and his temper snapped. “Stop fooling around!”


  From behind came a jingle of metal; Krellyan raised a forestalling hand and spoke in their foreign tongue. Christopher was reminded that an armed man watched him. The fire no longer seemed quite so cheery.


  Krellyan turned back to Christopher with a subtle frown. “Calm yourself. I am not fooling around, as you say. I do not know of any county, realm, or land by those names.”


  Christopher pounced with killing logic. “Then how in the hell can you speak English?”


  “Is that what you call this tongue?” Krellyan answered. “I do not recognize that name, either.” When Christopher stared at him, Krellyan continued. “Surely you understand this is merely a spell, and that I do not actually know your language.”


  “No,” Christopher said heavily, “I do not understand.”


  “You are far from home, then,” Krellyan said with genuine compassion. “Helga says they found you unconscious on their doorstep, like a heap of abandoned rags. Do you know how you arrived in this state?”


  Christopher shrugged helplessly.


  “Tell me what you do know.”


  “Nothing. I went for a walk, and then I was here. One minute I was at home, and then I wasn’t, and I have no idea how or why.” Christopher gripped the stone cup fiercely, but it was not an anchor.


  Krellyan sighed. “You did not enter any mysterious doorways? Or pass through unfamiliar arches or portals?”


  “No, I didn’t. I just walked. In the open. There wasn’t any warning at all. Well,” he had to admit his guilt, “I wasn’t paying attention. One minute there was sand, and the next there was snow. But I didn’t see or feel anything. When I tried to go back, there wasn’t anywhere to go back to.”


  “I accept your innocence.” Krellyan smiled. “I have never passed through a gate myself, so I doubt I would recognize one either.”


  “You haven’t?” Christopher cried. A terrible fear overwhelmed his bafflement over talk of portals and doorways. “Then how can you send me home?”


  “I do not recognize your dress, your speech, or your names. I have no idea where to send you back to, even if I could.”


  Steadied by the priest’s calm rationality, driven by a curiously stronger than normal urge to tell the whole truth, Christopher’s fear spilled out before his conscious mind could silence it. “I don’t think it’s on this planet.”


  In the plain wooden room, with its rustic beams and paneling, its stacked firewood and wrought-iron pokers, its creaking floorboards of knotted pine, the concept was absurd.


  Krellyan raised his eyebrows. “You claim to be from another plane? Which one?”


  Christopher struggled not to let confusion set in. Which one? What the hell did that mean? How many were there, anyway? But wait—if there were more than one, then space travel must be routine. There was hope!


  “It’s called, um, I mean, we call it Earth.” Christopher was rewarded with a flash of recognition. Krellyan knew that name, despite his frown.


  “I do not believe you are from the elemental plane of Earth. You are clearly human and not in any guise, at least as far as I can detect.”


  “Earth is full of humans,” Christopher argued back. “That’s where we come from! Send me there!”


  “No. The plane of Earth is extremely hostile to human life and populated only by elementals.”


  “You mean there’s a place you call Earth that isn’t Earth? I mean, isn’t my world?” That sounded like they didn’t know how to get to Earth. His Earth, that is. The fear began creeping back.


  Krellyan had his own concerns, though. “You mean to claim you are from the ancestral home of mankind?”


  “Yes, I do. And so are you.” Christopher knew enough about biology to know that convergent evolution was a fantasy. And these people were plainly human. “You—or your ancestors—had to have come from Earth at some point. Judging by your technology, I would guess the last millennium or so. By the way, we’ve made a lot of progress since then.” On the other hand, Earth didn’t have interstellar space travel, or universal translators, so maybe bragging was premature. “Send me there.”


  Emotions struggled on Krellyan’s naturally placid face. “I cannot. That plane has never been found, despite centuries of searching. Most consider it legend or possibly no longer extant.”


  Christopher’s hands trembled on the stone cup, splashing what was left of the tea. “But I just came from there.”


  “To be perfectly honest, I do not believe you. Peace.” Krellyan raised his hand to forestall Christopher’s outburst. “I know you tell the truth as you know it. I do not know what magic can fool both my spells and your mind, but the alternative is absurdly improbable. It seems far more likely that you are a pawn being used by my enemies, although I cannot guess to what end.”


  “I’m not a pawn. I’m not your enemy—that I know of,” he finished lamely. Maybe he had been brainwashed, like the nonsense you saw in movies. Maybe he would hear a code word and turn into a zombie-like assassin.


  He’d never believed in that crap, but then, he hadn’t believed in magic spells either. He wasn’t sure he did even now.


  “Do you have a lot of enemies?” Christopher asked, to break the silence. The guy seemed thoroughly nice. But then, that probably wasn’t a bar against having enemies on any planet.


  “More than enough for my purposes,” Krellyan said ruefully. “But our problem right now is your enemy. Ser Hobilar charges you with assault.”


  Christopher shrugged. “Then I charge him with attempted rape.”


  “Rape? Is that what you thought? I am certain Ser Hobilar does not deserve such a charge. Did you see him offer any violence to the girl?”


  “Well, no,” Christopher admitted. “But she did not want to go with him. And—”


  Krellyan cut him off. “Agreed: she has no love for Hobilar. But his rank entitles him to certain privileges. One of which is protection from assault, except at the hands of a noble.”


  “He drew on me! What was I supposed to do, stand there and let him kill me?”


  “That might have been easier to fix,” Krellyan said. Anticipating Christopher’s fountain of outrage, he continued. “Had the knight wrongfully slain you, he could have been charged for your revival.”


  Christopher blinked.


  “Are you saying,” Christopher said as slowly and clearly as he could, “that if he had killed me, you could have . . .  revived me?” He could not contain his incredulity. “Brought me back from the dead ?”


  Krellyan looked alarmed. “Yes, of course that is what I am saying. I find your amazement to be utterly incomprehensible. Are you not aware that priests outside your own lands possess equivalent powers?”


  “Um, priests in my, uh, lands, don’t possess any powers. None. All they can do is talk and con people out of their money.”


  The two men stared at each other in mutual incomprehension.


  Krellyan let out a breath. “This we must first establish, or I fear our conversation will be utterly in vain. You have no ranked priests?”


  “Actually, I don’t understand that either. I thought you meant noble birth, but that doesn’t seem to make any sense when we’re talking about priests.”


  “You,” Krellyan said slowly, a mirror of Christopher’s incredulousness, “don’t know what ranks are?”


  “No. I obviously don’t have any idea what you mean by it.”


  “You do not know what tael is?” he asked with rising intensity.


  “Tail?” Christopher tried to match the sound. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that term before.”


  Startled, Krellyan rattled off words, watching Christopher’s face with growing concern. “Iron. Gold. Hats and beer. All of these ordinary nouns are translated by the spell for you, but tael has no translation. And you are compelled to truth, so you cannot be lying. Indeed, who would ever think to lie such an absurdity, such a tremendous folly? You do not know what tael is. How can this be?”


  Christopher was a bit nettled by Krellyan’s astonishment. “Maybe we don’t have any where I come from.”


  Krellyan gaped at him. “Impossible. And yet . . . if the plane of Man is without tael, then it would explain why it remains hidden. Almost I believe you—but it is impossible.”


  “You still haven’t told me what it is.”


  “Tael is the source of rank, and rank binds powers to one’s command. Powers such as this translation spell or whatever rogue conjuration sent you here.” He paused for a correction. “In the case of divine magic, we prefer to assert that we are bound to the god, who works through us. Admittedly, the results are indistinguishable.”


  That sounded relevant to a man in Christopher’s position. “So, if I had a bunch of this stuff, could I find my own way home?” Krellyan began to shake his head, but Christopher pressed on. “Where does tael come from?”


  “Ultimately? The source of all tael ? Some say the gods, others say the gods were made from tael. But I suspect you mean, where does one obtain enough tael to gain a rank,” Krellyan said with an iron smile.


  “Yes, I suppose I do.”


  “From the dead brains of sentient creatures.” Krellyan looked at him carefully.


  Christopher was sorry he’d asked.


  “My chief source of tael comes from the deaths of my people. Do you find this disturbing?”


  “It depends,” Christopher said warily, “on how they died.”


  Krellyan smiled, some private expectation confirmed. “Of course it does. In my lands, they are natural deaths. But let us return to the issue at hand. Do you now understand your crime? You possess no rank, yet you attacked a ranked individual. You have no powers, but you challenged one who does.”


  “And I kicked his ass,” Christopher said. “I suppose that makes it worse.” He almost asked what powers the vile Hobilar might command but remembering the ineffectiveness of his first two blows seemed answer enough.


  “Yes, actually,” Krellyan agreed. “No doubt wounded pride will drive Ser Hobilar to press his case. Had he given you a sound thrashing, probably nothing more would have come of the matter.”


  “But the girl would have—”


  “You did the girl no favors. Now her paramour is shamed that he too is not a law breaker, Hobilar is furious and even more relentless, and her father is placed in a delicate position in town.”


  Christopher cringed. “I guess I owe her an apology.”


  Krellyan smiled wanly. “Don’t bother. I am certain she does not see it as I do. Her juvenile assessment of the issue is likely more in accordance with yours.”


  This world wasn’t so different from his, after all.


  “It is obvious that you were unaware of our laws. That is no defense, yet perhaps I can induce Hobilar to mercy. After that, I have little to offer you. Without the key to your home—wherever it is—you cannot return. We can give you a little charity while you learn our language and customs. Then you must forge a new life and make your own living. If you have no trade skills, there is always room in the fields.”


  “But—”


  “There can be no buts. Whatever accident brought you here is beyond my power to repair. Yours is not the only tragedy I cannot undo, nor is it the worst.”


  The invisible burden Christopher had seen when he first walked into the room returned now to the priest’s shoulders. Any further argument Christopher could hope to make was buried under that weight.


  “Thank you,” he said, because it was the right thing to do, even though he didn’t feel particularly thankful.


  Krellyan seemed to agree. “It is little enough. But it is what we have to give. Karl will show you to a room for the night; in the morning, I will deal with Hobilar and you will return to Burseberry village, under the care of Pater Svengusta. When you do learn to speak, I advise you to not discuss your fantastic origins. You must set aside your past; talk of other planes will only make you a stranger in your new home.”


  Krellyan started to say something else, but it came out in their foreign tongue. Seeing Christopher’s confusion, he stopped talking and spread his hands in apology.


  The interview was over. Christopher stood, awkward and uncertain, until the young soldier beckoned with one hand. Christopher followed Karl through the halls to a different room. Smaller and unheated, it contained little more than a narrow bed and an end table. At least the blankets were clean, if not plentiful.


  A few minutes later Helga joined him in the room, bearing a tray of dishes. Chicken soup, apparently, with onions and some mushy vegetable he could not identify, and a side of the yellow bread. It struck him as rather plain, but Helga devoured it. The quality ceased to matter after the first bite: he was famished, and all that mattered was quantity. When he reached for the last slice of bread, he realized he had not been counting. He did not know if he had already eaten his half. But Helga shyly passed, and he wolfed it down.


  Then she began to undress, shedding cloak, boots, and dress into a pile in the corner of the room. Christopher crawled to the farthest side of the bed and pressed himself up against the wall, unprepared for this kind of behavior in a church. But when she put out the light and joined him on the bed, all she was interested in was her share of the blanket.


  He lay in the dark, unable to stop himself from wishing the priest’s words to be untrue. Those who were swept away by the tsunami or buried by the earthquake wished it to be untrue, too, and just as futilely. At least he still had his life.


  But without his wife it did not seem so valuable of a commodity. It had taken him most of it to find her the first time. They had met late in life yet still early enough to hope for children, grandchildren, even golden anniversaries. Meeting her had been like waking from a stale dream, discovering purpose and meaning in the mundane boredom of existence. I will come home , he promised her. There was a way to get here. There will be a way to get back. I will not stop searching until I find you again.


  The words echoed emptily in the cavern of his grief, until sleep came like mercy.


  3.


  VISIONS


  The walk home did not seem as long. They dressed him in cast-offs, gray and brown tunic and leggings with many patches, and fed him a good breakfast—porridge, of course, but livened with sorely appreciated chunks of bacon. Thus fortified, the cold was held at bay. In the morning light the land looked ordinary and Christmas-card pretty.


  Helga was radiant and happy, prattling away despite his mute incomprehension. When they reached the chapel she chattered at Svengusta, who laughed at her remarks and made sympathetic eyes at him. Christopher suspected she had been told to talk to him a lot, the quicker to teach him the language.


  The old man finally retreated, leaving Christopher to Helga’s care. He found some peace in splitting a cord of firewood stacked outside the back wall of the chapel. Once that was done he had to go and ask Helga for another chore. The work made him feel better; it also nourished a terrible worry. What kind of living could he make in a medieval society? He was too old to work in the fields; such backbreaking labor would kill him quickly. He was literate, but he had not seen any paper, even in the church, and in any case he wasn’t literate in their language. His profession was mechanical engineering, and he was damn good at it, but he was not a blacksmith. The ax he had been using might represent the height of their manufacturing abilities, and its simplicity defeated him.


  When Helga sent him off to fill buckets with snow for their water barrel, he began to wish he had paid more attention in his civil engineering classes. But those were long ago, and he doubted a civil engineer could accomplish anything without metric tons of concrete. Underground sewage systems were probably too large of a step forward. On the other hand, they had all those gas lights, so they must be able to make pipes.


  Bending over a clean snowdrift a dozen yards from the chapel, at the edge of the forest, he was wondering why they burned gas for light but not for heat, when he went sprawling face-first into the snow.


  Someone had kicked him, hard, and was now laughing. Christopher surged to his feet, furious. His anger congealed into sickening fear when he saw his attacker. An armored knight, clad in steel from head to toe, stood half-hidden behind a large kite-shaped shield. From underneath the helmet Hobilar’s eyes blazed with cruelty. His sword tip waved lazily in front of Christopher’s face, dismissive and threatening in the same motion.


  Hobilar spoke. All Christopher heard was the brutality of the school-yard bully.


  “Helga!” Christopher shouted for help, his voice slipping out of his control and into panic. Hobilar grinned in amusement, and privately Christopher agreed with him. What help would a peasant girl be against this monster?


  Anger at his own foolishness broke his paralysis. He threw his bucket at Hobilar’s head.


  The knight blocked it with an easy motion of his shield, but Christopher was already running. Hobilar and his sword were between Christopher and the chapel, so he fled into the forest, cutting at sharp angles around the trees and ducking under low branches. Hobilar followed madly, lagging behind only due to the weight of his armor.


  When Hobilar slipped to one knee, Christopher took his best option. He reversed and ran straight for the chapel door. Helga, white-faced and sobbing, held it open for him. He flew past her, struggling to stop before he face-planted into the fireplace, turning just in time to see her throw the door closed and drop the bar.


  With no time to spare: Hobilar slammed into the door with all his armored weight, shaking the entire wall. The wooden bar was not meant to withstand such abuse; the wall bracket splintered. Christopher threw himself against the door to hold it closed before Hobilar recovered.


  Now they struggled with the door between them, Hobilar’s fury matched by Christopher’s terror.


  “Get Svengusta!” Christopher shouted at the girl. She fled out through the hallway to the main room.


  Hobilar, enraged, continued to push, shouting insults. Christopher had the advantage. He could brace a leg against the bed frame. Eventually Hobilar stepped back from the doorway. The silence was more terrifying because Christopher could do nothing against it. Had Hobilar remembered the front door? If so, Christopher’s best option was to wait here, then flee out the back when Hobilar came in the front.


  Fighting was out of the question. Hobilar’s helmet guarded his one weak spot. Christopher was no Musashi.


  The door rattled, and splinters flew into Christopher’s face. Hobilar had come back with the ax from the woodpile. Christopher held as long as he could, but the door rapidly disintegrated under the assault. He had no choice; he staggered back, suddenly aware of his short breath and flagging legs, retreating to the main hall.


  He heard Hobilar finish with the door and step through it without haste. Christopher found his bokken, gripped it in sweating palms. The priest’s words had been so reasonable that Christopher had forgotten what kind of world he was in. Now he was caught unready, too tired to run, too weak to fight.


  Hobilar came into the room. Indoors, his armored figure was unreal, the quality of a nightmare. His cruel, panting chuckles broke the spell, and all Christopher had left was the fear.


  Christopher raised his stick to the guard position. Hobilar’s sword lashed out, and the wood cracked and splintered. Stumbling backwards, Christopher fell, staring upwards in hypnotic helplessness.


  Behind him the cold wind blew in through open doors, and Svengusta sailed past, waving his arms and shouting. Hobilar tried to brush the old man off. Svengusta gestured commandingly at the frieze hanging over the fireplace. Hobilar snarled, but it seemed he feared the wooden god. Reluctantly the knight retreated past Christopher, through the double doors, and down the stairs. There he stopped, sheathed his sword, and unlimbered his shield, digging its pointed bottom into the ground. Resting his hands on the shield, leaning against it, he smiled at Christopher.


  No translation spell was necessary to understand his message: I can wait.
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  Once again Christopher sat in the little kitchen, drinking hot tea. Svengusta was no longer happy, alternating between scowling at the blankets hung over his ruined door and frowning at Christopher’s silence. The old man had tried to draw him out with conversation. Christopher could not see the point of it. He did not speak the language; he did not understand the rules. He did not belong here, and Hobilar would soon resolve that problem. Christopher was only waiting for him to overcome his superstitious fear and finish the killing. When an armored man walked into the kitchen from the main hall, Christopher didn’t even look up.


  But it was the soldier rather than the knight. Karl frowned at Christopher, frowned at Svengusta, and spoke over his shoulder. Another man followed him into the room—old, white-haired, white-bearded, and dressed in sharp white robes. He greeted Svengusta like a dear friend, but he glared at Christopher like a washer-woman contemplating an unfortunate stain.


  Svengusta and Helga went out, leaving Christopher alone with Karl and the new priest. The formality was discomforting.


  The priest chanted in the beautiful language, touching his tongue and ears in the same ritual Krellyan had used. When he was done, he spoke to Christopher in English.


  “I am Cardinal Faren, the top legal counselor for the Church, and unfortunately the bearer of bad news. As it may have become apparent to you, Ser Hobilar cannot be dissuaded. Though I have convinced him to stop trying to kill you for the moment, he demands a trial.”


  “Can I win?” Christopher asked.


  “No,” Faren said. “The facts and the law are clear.”


  “So I’m to die?” Christopher could not prevent his bitterness from spilling over.


  “So we must change the facts,” Faren said.


  Now Christopher stopped, made himself consciously set aside his emotions.


  “I’m listening.”


  Faren tipped his head, a tiny sign of approval. “One obvious solution to this dilemma is to change your status. If you are ranked, then your assault upon another ranked individual does not carry an automatic and inflexible death sentence.”


  Suddenly this conversation seemed to be going in a direction Christopher liked.


  “But rank is not cheaply come by. Saint Krellyan’s pockets are not so deep as to elevate everyone who needs it, or even deserves it, out of mere charity.”


  The priest seemed to be waiting for something.


  “I would be willing to earn my keep, if that is a possibility,” Christopher offered. What could they possibly want him to do that was worse than farm work?


  “I was expecting as much. Still, I hesitate. What I offer you is fraught with danger. Every year our young men are called to war. With them we send a pair of healers. We have considered you for this position, for two reasons: First, we have taken the liberty of divining your suitability for the priesthood, and you qualify. Secondly, your skill in arms indicates you are not wholly unfamiliar with the battlefield, and thus perhaps you will fare better there than one of our young priestesses, whose innocence is matched only by their naïveté.”


  They wanted to draft him, and who could blame them? He had no family here to mourn his fall on the battlefield. What did this society owe him, anyway? Hadn’t they fed and protected him? Well, not terribly well, actually. He could do with more bacon and fewer rapists.


  Then something clicked in his head. If tael came from people, and wars killed people, then wouldn’t a feudal army count tael as part of its loot?


  “Does war tend to lead to the collection of large amounts of tael ?”


  “Yes, it does,” Faren said. “But this is unlikely to be of value to you. Battlefield promotions, while the stuff of every boy’s fantasy, are in fact quite rare. Politics and privilege govern the distribution of booty, as a man of your age must already be aware.”


  “Let me ask you another question,” Christopher said. “Do your armies build siege weapons?”


  “Occasionally, I suppose.” Faren seemed slightly mystified.


  A mechanical engineer could surely make living out of that. It would make him valuable; more importantly, it would keep him off the front lines.


  “I’ll take it,” Christopher said.


  Faren raised his hands, slowing Christopher’s impetuous charge. “There is more to consider. To be drafted is to serve for three years, but to become a healer is to dedicate your life to the Bright Lady. It is not lightly entered into.”


  “You said I qualify, right? Or wait, is there a catch? Do I have to give up sex, or stop eating pork, or—” A terrible thought occurred to him. “—cut something off?”


  “Nothing as simple as that,” Faren said, grinning for a moment before remembering his severity. “You must agree to serve the Bright Lady’s cause. Pursuant to that, of course, is to accept the authority of our Church and its leaders. And naturally, behavior consistent with the Good, which your affiliation suggests will not be unduly restrictive.”


  Although the magic translated the words, it did not provide meanings. Affiliation with who, or what, and how did the priest know he had one if he didn’t know about it? What was the role of the Church in this society? Was it a force for progress and civil liberty, or a bastion of conservative repression? What was its position on, say, farm machinery?


  “We could go into this for hours,” Christopher said, “so I’m just going to take your word for it. Tell me that I don’t have to do anything immoral, or give up my wife, or stop trying to go home, or engage in any perverse self-mutilation, and I’m onboard.”


  Faren obviously wanted to object, but the pressure of the circumstances swept him forward. “Agreed,” he said. “I swear to you that you need not surrender your morals, your wife, your home, or any body parts. In exchange, you must agree with the Lady’s credo. To put it so briefly that it causes me physical pain, it is this: Justice for all, even those who have died and those who do not yet live.”


  That sounded like a pretty reasonable creed.


  “Deal,” Christopher said.


  Faren sighed. “I am sure I must be committing some kind of crime. You know nothing of our Church, you lack the years of training normally demanded of a novitiate, and you know nothing of our realm. Yet I am pressing you into not only war but priesthood, solely because sending a stranger to likely death is easier than sending one of our own.”


  “Priests get paid, right?” Christopher asked.


  “Yes,” Faren said with a snort, “you will receive a stipend. It will not make you wealthy, but nor will you starve.”


  Money meant escape from the peasant class. Every man had his price, and right now, Christopher’s was bacon in his porridge.


  “Where do I sign?”


  Faren pulled a small vial from under his robes, attached to a silver chain around his neck. He opened it and poured out a tiny purple ball, about the size of an M&M.


  Christopher stared at it, entranced, although he could not have possibly explained why.


  “Consume this, go into the chapel, and pray. You must open yourself to the Bright Lady. Clear your mind and let her speak to you. Ah, how can I teach you this in an afternoon? This is folly!” Faren turned away in frustration.


  “I’ve meditated before,” Christopher said. Zazen was part of the ritual of kendo. “I think I can handle it. Is there anything specific I should chant?”


  Faren glowered at him from under his bushy white eyebrows. “You are full of surprises. Yes, there is a phrase, though you need not chant it. Simply recite, ‘I pledge myself a willing vessel to the Name of Ostara, Bright Lady of Heaven.’ Then pray, or meditate, as you put it, until she responds. If after a full day she has not responded, then she will not accept you. I do not expect this to be the case.”


  Christopher decided to act before he lost his nerve. He picked up the ball, and before Faren could invent further problems, popped it into his mouth.


  It dissolved instantly, with no taste or sensation whatsoever. It was as if he had eaten a ball of air. It seemed a bit of a letdown after all the hype.


  “Thank you for your generosity,” Christopher said awkwardly, trying to cover his disappointment.


  The courtesy seemed to sour Faren. “Considering we have coerced you into risking your life, I think the balance is even.”
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  They left him alone in the chapel, with a fire in the massive, dusty fireplace, so he sat down on the floor in front of the wooden frieze of the god and goddess and cleared his mind. Meditation was not his favorite activity. He preferred the action trance of kata. Still, he owed it to them to make an honest effort. Then it occurred to him that his total lack of expectation was unwise. He had been exposed to lots of crazy stuff, so maybe he really was going to be contacted by an otherworldly spirit.


  But a god? He didn’t think so. Clarke’s third law: any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. However all this stuff worked, it was just technology, even if he couldn’t see it. He had faith in that.


  “Om” had never worked for him. Instead, he thought of the winter wind drifting along the snowy streets of his childhood Pennsylvania. He thought of that one magical night, a full moon on fresh snow, midnight as bright as day, the world still silent and sleeping. He walked along the sidewalk, making the only tracks in sight, snow whispering under his rubber boots the only sound.


  Time slipped away.


  He was hallucinating.


  The snow he walked on was now inside a room that grew brighter and larger. The pale moonlight gave way to color, pouring from great stained glass windows. The altar stretched away from him, down a long white carpet. Statues of gold and silver emerged along the walls, objects of art and beauty. Someone was waiting for him.


  Slowly he walked forward to the raised altar, where a beautiful woman dressed in white greeted him with a warm smile. He recognized her from the frieze and the tapestries, although he would have known who she was without them; her identity could not be mistaken. She was suffused with a pearly radiance, bright and pure. He knelt, not because he knew he was supposed to but because something in him wanted to.


  “You cannot be compelled to this choice,” she said in musical tones. She gazed upon him earnestly. “Do you truly wish to pledge to my service?”


  Christopher was swept away by awe. She was everything good and right he could think of. Being in the presence of so much moral purity did not make him feel inadequate but only encouraged him to try harder. There was no blame here, only shared desire for the greater good.


  He really, really wanted to join the team. He wanted to be on her side. At the same time, her words echoed in his mind. He instinctively knew he could not be compelled to this, even by her. He must choose.


  While he struggled to control his emotions and order his thoughts, he noticed, in that unsurprising way of dreams, a man sitting on the edge of the altar, idly playing with a katana.


  It was the swordsman from the frieze.


  “You are in need of a favor,” the swordsman said, “or rather, may soon be. I, too, may possibly require a favor in the not too distant future.”


  The image of Ostara stood smiling, waiting patiently, like a computer animation waiting for someone to hit the “next” key.


  “Who are you,” Christopher said to the swordsman, “and what are you doing in my hallucination?”


  The swordsman rose to his feet, sheathing the katana in a single fluid move, and bowed.


  “I am Marcius, Marshall of Heaven, Consort of Ostara, and an aspect of the Bright Lady.”


  The titles seemed to indicate a lot of rank. “What could you possibly want from me?”


  “First let us talk of what I can offer you. My portfolio would seem topical: Strength, War, Luck, and . . . Travel.”


  Those were all words that applied to Christopher’s situation. Especially the last one.


  “I’m listening.”


  “Luck we already have, in that you are here. Your Strength must be your own. But I would have you serve me in War. In return, I will serve you in Travel. Pledge to my service, and I will offer you my pledge of service: when you have paved a road a thousand miles to your home and are short but one small pebble to bridge the gap, then you will call on me and I will not fail you.”


  It sounded like a hard deal. Then again, Christopher was in no position to bargain. Marcius was offering him a chance to go home, despite what the priest had said about the way being unknown. The god wanted something in return. Then again, everybody did.


  “I accept,” Christopher said.


  “I accept,” repeated Marcius. “But not without gifts.” The god spoke the same prayer that Faren had, touching Christopher’s lips and ears.


  The dream began to fade away, everything emptying into white.


  “But what am I supposed to do?” Christopher asked desperately.


  The voice of Ostara spoke again, from a distance. “To thine own self be true.”


  And then he woke, manifestly alone in front of the dead fire, although the sense of presence, of recently departed company, was overwhelming.


  What was he to make of this? Were there really gods? They didn’t seem omniscient, or omnipotent. In fact, they were making deals. Did this mean they were demons? Did that imply there was actually a real God out there somewhere?


  Becoming a priest before studying any theology might have been a bit rash.


  The windows were dark; the hour was late. He staggered to his feet and went into the kitchen, where Helga slept with a blanket over her head. She had left the light on for him. Intrigued, he walked over to the mantel to stare at the little gas flame.


  It wasn’t attached to anything. Where did the gas come from? He couldn’t hear any sound, and when he picked up the little stone cup that housed the flames, he couldn’t feel any heat. But most disconcerting, when he pointed the cup at the wall, the flames didn’t bend up, they went straight out, horizontal to the ground.


  The flame wasn’t real: it was a hologram. He put his hand in it. The flames stopped at his fingers, and he felt nothing. He covered the cup, and the light went out.


  He removed his hand and let the light return. What in the hell? They didn’t even have an iron stove, but they had holographic lighting. And worse, it was stupid holographic lighting. Why simulate a torch flame? Even fluorescent tubes were less annoying. Why not simulate a steady glow like an incandescent bulb, or even better, pure sunlight?


  As far as he could tell, the cup was simply hand-carved stone. He could not find an opening to replace the batteries. Fumbling for the nonexistent catch, his dismay surged at the inexplicableness of it all. Magic healing, but swords to fight with; light from a stone, but no telecommunications; the ability to speak the language of Earth, but no way to travel there; gods who made deals with him, but his life in the hands of a thug.


  “What a crock,” he muttered, perhaps louder than intended. From the side room Svengusta stirred and poked out his head.


  “A big day tomorrow,” the old man said. “Best prepared for by sleeping, I would think.”


  “Of course. Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake . . .”


  It occurred to him that he had understood the old man. The sounds coming from his own mouth sounded strange after the fact, though they felt natural enough on the way out.


  Svengusta was remarkably unsurprised and responded in the beautiful prayer-language. “It appears you have graciously accepted our burden. Thank you, and well met, Brother.”


  “Our burden?” Christopher began but stopped again when he realized he had responded in the same priestly language.


  Svengusta waved aside his confusion and returned to the common tongue.


  “Time enough in the morning. I’ve cleared a bunk for you in here.”


  Apparently priests weren’t supposed to sleep with the help. Christopher followed the old man into the tiny, cluttered room, where two double bunk beds served mostly as shelf space. The mattress was as solid as wood, the hay tick packed down from years of neglect, but Christopher did not feel inclined to complain. He had been given too much already, and the debt of kindness was fast outgrowing his ability to repay.


  [image: ]


  Morning caught him by surprise, in the space between new and familiar. He could not remember where or who he was, until Svengusta stuck his head in the room.


  “Helga’s kept your porridge warm for you, Brother.”


  “Thank her for me,” Christopher said.


  Svengusta’s weathered eyebrow quirked. “You can thank her yourself, easy enough. But not from that bed.”


  Christopher climbed off the bunk, feeling grungy. It had been days since he’d had a shower, and there was little hope of one on the horizon. The facilities here were crude; the chapel had an outhouse, and even the big church in town had relied on chamber pots.


  “Good morning, Pater.” Helga handed him a bowl of porridge, smiling shyly.


  “Call me Christopher,” he said without thinking.


  “Fair enough,” Svengusta said. “We need not stand on ceremony out here in the fields, as it were. It’s no Kingsrock with its ‘by your leave, lords’ and ‘begging my pardon, ladies.’”


  Helga giggled, overcoming her momentary confusion, and turned back to her chores.


  Christopher realized that while he might know how to talk, he still didn’t know what to say. He ate his porridge in silence, considering what would be a safe way to ask questions about last night’s vision.
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