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NILE EMPIRE FROM THE



Welcome to the Nile By the time I made it to my apartment, my heart was pounding against my rib cage like it wanted out. I was almost out of breath. Shouting Pilar’s name, I burst into the loft over the corner grocery store, only to trip over a small stool that had been tossed in front of the doorway. Even as I was falling and grumbling to myself about someone’s poor choice in rearranging the furniture, shots rang out, and two bullets pierced the air where my head had been. Lucky. As I hit the floor, I rolled to my left and took cover behind a high-backed couch that was there. Then I pulled out my gun and took a deep breath. The shots had come from near the window on the other side of the room. I counted three and then popped up on my knees, saw two soldiers looking in my direction and drew a bead on the man holding the smoking gun. After pumping three bullets into the shocktrooper’s bare chest, I realized that I probably should’ve shot his pal first. He had the Tommy gun.



— from “Crocodilopolis”



Torg: The Possibility Wars created by Greg Gorden and Bill Slavicsek



The Near Now … Later today, early tomorrow, sometime next week, the world began to end. They came from other realities, raiders joined together to steal the awesome energy of Earth’s possibilities. They have brought with them their own realities, creating areas where rules of nature are radically different — turning huge portions of the Earth into someplace else. Now a primitive realm of dinosaurs and spiritual magic exists in North America, a fantasy realm of magical creatures and high sorcery invades the British Isles, and a theocratic Cyberpapacy™ springs up in Western Europe. A high-tech espionage realm takes control in Japan, a terrorfilled reality of horrific monters dominates Southeast Asia, and a realm of Techno-Horror decends on Los Angeles. Egypt, along with much of Northern Africa, is a realm of 1930s pulp science fiction. But Earth is not helpless. Standing between these Possibility Raiders™ and total victory are the Storm Knights™, men and women who have weathered the raging storms of change with their own realities intact.
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Introduction Greg Farshtey



… With pounding heart, I advanced the last few steps and opened the great stone door. Would that I had gone blind before I saw that horrible sight! A dozen beautiful young women chained to dank dungeon walls, straining at their bonds and screaming for release. In the center of the room was a vast pit, from which a horrible hissing sound came, as if the king of all serpents waited there to feed. And above it all, there stood the Oriental mastermind I had come to defeat — the Devil incarnate, clad in his flowing silk robes and wearing an expression of pure malice on his face. He beckoned me within with an almost skeletal finger. “Enter, honored foe, and share in the pleasures of this place,” he said. I could barely hear him above the agonized shrieks of the women, which he seemed to regard as if it were a symphony. “You have proven to be a most worthy enemy, but the play is now over,” he continued, a cruel smile on his face. “Still, I am a fair man. I will offer you a bargain: swear allegiance to me, and I will free these fair young things.” His expression grew dark. “Refuse me, and watch these women die, one by one. Choose, Detective-Inspector — now!” My very soul rebelled at the thought of serving this monster who had murdered everyone I ever loved. Yet if I refused, the innocent girls I had come to save would meet their doom at the hands of this black-hearted villain. I realized then that I had no choice. I reached for my revolver and — “Dhalsim? Where are you? Your lunch is growing cold.” The youth returned to the real world with a start. It took him a long moment to realize that he was no longer by the side of Detective-Inspector Hobbes in an underground chamber of horrors, but in his grandfather’s attic in Cairo. He looked down at the tattered yellow pages of the book he had been reading — a “pulp” Grandpa had called it, one of a number the old man had collected during his younger days in America. He heard his grandmother call again and hurriedly slipped the book back into the trunk. She did not approve of his reading the old stories and often chastised her husband for keeping the “moldy old things” around. “When I was a child, we didn’t have time for such frivolous pursuits,” she would say. When you were a child, everyone was too busy seeking the secret of fire, Dhalsim would reply, but only in his thoughts. He could hear her heels clicking on the wooden floor as she came looking for him. He scrambled down the ladder and shut the trap door to the attic as softly as he could. His timing was bad, however — she turned the corner and saw him as he dropped the last two rungs. “So there you are!” she snapped, advancing on him with steel in her eyes. “I’ve been calling and calling — you were upstairs reading that trash again, weren’t you?” He tried to think of a way to explain to her that Brides of the Beast wasn’t bad literature, just not the same as



Introduction Over the next few hours, it seemed as if it his wish what she liked. But he was too young to know the right would come true. The rain pounded against the winwords, so he simply nodded. “Now you listen to me, Dhalsim. Those are not dow, the wind ripped branches from trees, and lightbooks for you. You should be reading stories about ning that seemed to contain a thousand colors in its bolts struck building after building. Where what his great men exploring —” — exploring secret chambers and long-sealed tombs, Grandpa used to call “spears of heaven” struck, the very structures of the houses seemed to change. From where unknown terrors lurk — his window, he could see men and women rushing out “— heroic armies winning important battles —” — battles against the forces of evil, which would otherwise on to the street, trying to flee the fury of nature. But their engulf the world and crush all free men beneath their heels — cars would not start and so they sat inside them, some “ — yes, Dhalsim, and even tales of friendship and crying, some praying, waiting for the end they felt sure was to come. love.” The storm lasted for days. Dhalsim heard his grand— love between a man in black and his trusted confidante, the lovely Cathy Simpson, the only person who knows whose mother pounding on his door for the first few hours, calling for him to come with her to the basement. He face is hidden behind the Raven’s mask — ignored her. It took more than a little rain to frighten “Are you listening to me?” somebody who had traveled with Captain Eternity to * * * Dhalsim ate his soup, but paid little attention to the the Hall of the Snow Devils. After a while, she went away. He stayed in bed, taste. His mind was occupied trying to figure out just what Detective-Inspector Hobbes was going to do: listening to the storm, until he began to get hungry. He shoot the villain? Shoot out a light and make his escape fought down the pangs and strengthened his resolve to under cover of darkness? Well, a few more minutes and stay in his room until his grandmother had regained he could tell his grandmother he was going to play her sanity. With that thought in mind, he let the sound outside. Then he could sneak in his bedroom window of the rain lull him to sleep. and go back up to the attic. * * * When he awoke, the storm had ended. He peered out Then his world collapsed. His grandmother walked into the kitchen twirling the window and then rubbed his eyes to assure himself an iron key on her finger. He had never seen it before, he wasn’t dreaming. The street was filled with big black cars like the ones in old movies. Men in pinstriped suits but somehow he knew which lock it fit. “The attic door is locked, Dhalsim,” she said with an and hats were dashing to and fro, some of them armed air of triumph. “It’s too dangerous for a boy to be with machine guns. Women in old-fashioned dresses playing up there. The floor boards are rotten. One and hats were outside, too — they would jump aside and scream whenever a car came tearing down the wrong step, and you would fall right through.” “But what about all the stuff up there?” Dhalsim road, bullets flying from the windows. What had happened? Was someone filming a televiprotested, the soup now completely forgotten. “Most of it is junk we don’t need,” his grandmother sion show on his street? Why hadn’t his grandmother said. “We won’t miss it. As for the rest, well, perhaps come and told him? He unlocked his door and ran to the kitchen. His we’ll sell it.” Sell? Give away the Raven, Doctor Diamond, Sartor grandmother was there, all right, wearing a dress like the Sorcerer and all the rest in exchange for a few coins? some of the ones he had seen in some old pictures once. She was trying to bake a cake in the oven. She smiled How could she even consider such a thing? Dhalsim threw down his spoon and fled from the when she saw Dhalsim. “That was quite a storm, wasn’t it?” she said, cheertable. He stormed into his bedroom, slammed the door behind him, and dove on to his mattress. He would stay fully. “Dhalsim, would you come here and turn on the in here forever, he decided, taking no food and no water oven.” Dhalsim dutifully went over and turned the knob to until he starved. Then his grandmother would be sorry, but it would be too late. Grandpa would cast her out of “Warm,” hearing the familiar whoosh of the pilot ignitthe house in shame and she would be arrested for ing. His grandmother commented that she would have time to get her baking done before the Pharaoh’s throwing away someone else’s books … A stray thought crossed his mind, settled for a bit, address on the radio. Her comment went right past Dhalsim. He was busy then fluttered on the edges of his consciousness. What if he were to climb out his bedroom window, shimmy looking at the man coming up the walk, accompanied up the tree outside, and climb in the attic window? by what he assumed were soldiers. They didn’t look Then maybe he could somehow get the books out and like any Army men he had ever seen before — barehide them in his room, where his grandmother would chested and carrying strange rifles, they seemed to be a cross between the pictures of ancient Egyptian warriors never think to look for them. He actually made it all the way to the sill before and World War II infantrymen he had once seen. What really riveted his attention was the sight of reconsidering. The tree branch was very thin, and besides, there was a storm brewing. A big storm, from their leader. He was a tall, almost regal-looking Orienthe looks of it. Good, he decided. I hope it washes away tal man, anywhere between 60 and 600 years of age. He had thin, bony hands and a black moustache, and wore the whole city.
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Strange Tales from the Nile Empire silken robes of red and yellow. The garments made him they would check the attic — desperately, he ducked behind his Grandpa’s trunk of books. look as if he were walking amid a living flame. The guards had apparently decided Wu Han had When he was halfway up the walk, Dhalsim remembered where he had seen that face before. This was the been imagining things by the time they reached the evil one in Grandpa’s book, the one who was going to attic. They did no more than poke their heads through feed the women to the snake! Maybe he had found out the trap, then returned to the kitchen. Dhalsim, bathed in sweat, watched as Wu Han and how Dhalsim was rooting for Detective-Inspector the guards climbed into their car. He could imagine his Hobbes to win, and was coming to take revenge! Dhalsim screamed and ran to his grandmother, bab- grandmother trying to escape their clutches, but knew bling out an explanation laced with references to Orien- she never would. Wu Han was too powerful — it would tal masterminds, secret laboratories and missing girls. take a man like Detective-Inspector Hobbes or the His grandmother patted him on the head and said, Raven to stop him. Dhalsim opened the trunk and began to page through “Now, Dhalsim, that’s what comes of spending all your time reading those silly stories. Everyone knows who the old fictions, that now had become horrifyingly real. He knew that, somewhere in this strange new world he that is — it’s Overgovernor Wu Han.” The madman was almost at his door. There was no had awakened to, there would be men and women who time left! “But he’s evil!” Dhalsim said, louder than he could oppose men of evil and their minions. He had found them once, in the pages of a hundred books — intended. His grandmother frowned. “Well, it’s true that some tears burning in his eyes, he vowed that he would never of his directives have been a bit harsh. But I’m sure it’s rest until he had found them again, in the flesh, and only until order is restored to the city. Now you be quiet joined in their crusade. He stared hard at the image of the Oriental villain on while I welcome our guest.” Dhalsim impulsively reached into the pocket of her the worn page of the pulp. He suddenly felt a sense of apron and snatched the key to the attic. Then he dashed purpose greater than any he’d known before, as he for the staircase, peering through the bars of the railing burned the features of his enemy into his brain. Someday, Wu Han, we shall meet again … while his grandmother opened the door for Wu Han and his guards. He heard the Oriental explain that he Welcome to Strange Tales from the Nile Empire, a was on a “goodwill tour” of Cairo, meeting his new subjects. His grandmother made polite conversation collection of tales centered on the pulp reality of Torg: for a bit, then asked how long it would be before all Roleplaying the Possibility Wars. In the Near Now, the Middle East has been transformed by the reality-warpthose nasty martial laws would be lifted. Wu Han’s face clouded over and he seized the old ing power of Dr. Mobius, a mad villain turned High woman’s wrist in an iron grip. “I see your years have Lord, and his Darkness Device. Now this region of the not taught you the wisdom of silence, woman. Still, I world is a bizarre combination of the glories of ancient suppose you are still young enough to be of some use … Egypt and the heroic fiction of 1930s pulps. Costumed heroes and their arch-foes battle atop in the mines. Take her away!” Two burly guards seized his grandmother and pyramids, while inscrutable masterminds plot the fiery dragged her, screaming, out the door. Wu Han turned ends of entire civilizations. Storm Knights, those who to his remaining men and said, “I thought I saw a whelp can resist the ravages of warring realities, fight a desperate battle to reclaim the world from those who in here as we approached. Find him!” Dhalsim shot up the staircase and unlocked the attic would use and then destroy it. It’s a world of high adventure, dark mystery, and an trapdoor in a fever of motion. He pulled the door shut behind him just as the soldiers finished searching his ongoing battle between Good and Evil — and it all room. He knew it would only be a matter of time before awaits you within.



6



Crocodilopolis Matt Forbeck



There I was, nursing my lunch at a corner table in Rick’s American Cafe and wondering — amongst other things — how I could talk Afif into shutting off the elevator music streaming out of his damned jukebox, when all hell broke loose. The front door of the joint suddenly smashed flat down on the floor. It narrowly missed crushing the bouncer sitting on the bar stool beside the now empty doorway. Now, I’ve never been overly fond of that man — I mean the bouncer, whose name I can never seem to remember — but I winced when the first of Wu Han’s shocktroopers stomped into the saloon and shot what’shis-name down in cold blood. Immediately after which, of course, I grabbed my beer, turned over the table in front of me and sat down behind it. I was scrabbled around behind the table. I set down my beer and drew my gun, making sure it was loaded. The rest of the Pharaoh’s boys in bronze skin tones waltzed into the place and gunned down everything that was standing. Luckily, the rest of Rick’s patrons had taken their cue from the falling door and had quickly found shelter from the hail of lead falling in their general directions. No one else died. Old joke: Why is Mobius so desperate for cash? So he can afford to buy shirts for his soldiers. Okay, so I only heard it a few weeks ago, but I’ve been told it’s been around for a while. The bullets hit other things, though. The bottles lining the back wall of the bar burst into sparkling shards of alcohol-covered glass. Light fixtures shattered, half-finished meals spattered off tables and holes pocked the walls. Providentially, a bullet shot right though the front of the jukebox and cut short “The Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy of Company B” in the middle of its twenty-second playing of the day. Long live rock and roll. No matter what you may read in your favorite pulp magazine, discretion is the better part of valor. I didn’t see any sense in wasting my precious hide by capping one of the uninvited guests with my Peacemaker just to be repaid by being knocked six feet under by a burst from a KK81. So I just sat back, sipped the head off of my beer and wondered where the hell those so-called Mystery Men were when you needed them? The old radio-show Shadow might know, but these real-life clowns couldn’t find their own shoelaces without directions. Eventually, the racket let up. Then I heard a voice shout out something in Arabic. Although I never admit it in public, I do have a rudimentary grasp of the language. It comes in handy in my line of work. People say the damnedest things right in front of you when they think you can’t understand them. But this was Terran Arabic, Mobius’ language, the Arabic of the invaders, and it still gives me problems from time to time. But I did catch the man dropping my name.



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Nobody had to tell me that when a squad of “You old Spaniard, are your ears stuffed with wax? shocktroopers beats down the door of your favorite Wu Han has declared war on illegal liquor, the kind speakeasy and starts slinging lead before even asking that you bring into this fair city. My establishment is for your name, it’s time to skedaddle. There was a back simply the latest casualty in this battle.” The burly door near my table. No coincidence — I had planned it Egyptian picked up his broom and resumed sweeping. that way. Before the guys in the white skirts and way I checked the faces on the bodies. One of them out-of-style headgear could punctuate their question belonged to Basaam, a bartender who had always with another round of gunplay, I was gone, lost in the served me liberally strong drinks. The others were not winding, narrow streets and alleyways of Cairo. familiar. As I stood over the bartender, staring at him, This was not the Cairo I had visited in the more Omar stopped sweeping for a moment and said with carefree days of my youth. It had been changed with the great intent, “My friend, they were looking for you.” coming of the invaders and now resembled something I stopped feeling sorry for the dead and decided to more out of an Indiana Jones flick than any city ever concentrate on the living instead. “They asked for me seen on this earth. Even stranger, the Pharaoh’s artifi- by name?” cial sun burned overhead, perpetually in the high noon “Yes, just before they shot Basaam. You look position, adding its heat to the already sweltering Egyp- troubled.” Concern showed clearly on Omar’s welltian day. Still, one sun or two, I knew where I was going tanned face. and how to get there, and I arrived soon enough. I explained to him that a similar thing had just Omar had given me a key to his bar in case of just happened to me in Rick’s Cafe just minutes ago while such a situation as this one. Rumrunners weren’t ex- I’d been waiting to meet Pilar. Omar’s concerned look actly popular with Wu Han right now, and you never turned suddenly to one of surprise mixed with fear. knew when you were going to need a safe place to hide. “Then she is not with you?” At that point in my life, I was thankful to have a “What? No, I told you I was waiting to meet her. safehouse to run to. Why?” Particularly since smuggling liquor was just a cover “The shocktroopers, my friend, they left you a mesfor what I was actually doing. I mean, sure, I brought sage, one I did not believe could be true.” booze into the Nile Empire, but that was only to help Omar was scaring me now. I grabbed him by the pay the bills. It was what I brought out of the country shoulders and held him firmly at arm’s length, staring that was important: guns. hard into his saddened eyes. “What message? What did To all but two people in Egypt, I was nothing more they say?” than a small time rumrunner. To Omar, my contact “The leader, he told me that they have her captive. with the Egyptian resistance movement, and Pilar, my That they are now holding Pilar, but that they want you. contact with the Israeli-NATO forces, I was a godsend. If you do not come forward soon, she will die.” The weapons Omar and his people supplied me with I pushed Omar away and tried to absorb what he had went straight to Pilar and her people, who distributed said. Failing that, I dashed out through the front door of them to the multinational armed forces stationed in the cool, dark saloon and into the hot, sunlit street. I Israel. leaped over a grey-haired old drunk in filthy robes who The soldiers were able to use the Terran weapons was lying outside the doorway. throughout the Nile Empire, where their own armaBy the time I made it to my apartment, my heart was ment was useless. Thus, Omar, Pilar and myself were pounding against my rib cage like it wanted out. I was able to do some good for our own version of reality and almost out of breath. Shouting Pilar’s name, I burst into turn a tidy profit for our efforts. Not that any of us cared the loft over the corner grocery store, only to trip over about the money, though. This had to do with honor. a small stool that had been tossed in front of the doorWe’d have done the same for nothing at all. way. Even as I was falling and grumbling to myself Omar’s was virtually empty when I sneaked into it about someone’s poor choice in rearranging the furnithrough the back door. The place was in the same state ture, shots rang out, and two bullets pierced the air as Rick’s had been when I’d left it. The joint’s owner and where my head had been. namesake was busily sweeping up when I walked out Lucky. of the back room and into the saloon. He was the only As I hit the floor, I rolled to my left and took cover one there – unless you counted the odd body or two on behind a high-backed couch that was there. Then I the floor. pulled out my gun and took a deep breath. The shots Omar looked up and dropped his broom when I had come from near the window on the other side of the entered. A look of surprise crossed his dark-bearded room. face, then a smile. “Angel, my friend! I’m so happy to I counted three and then popped up on my knees, see that you are not dead.” We embraced quickly, and saw two soldiers looking in my direction and drew a then I asked him what had happened. bead on the man holding the smoking gun. After pump8



Crocodilopolis ing three bullets into the shocktrooper’s bare chest, I streaming out through a skylight before him. Even in realized that I probably should’ve shot his pal first. He the middle of running away from a squad of angry had the Tommy gun. troopers, George’s curiosity got the better of him. He I ducked back down, hugged the floor and wormed decided to investigate, much to his later regret. my way underneath the seat of the couch while a burst Through the glass, George saw dozens of barrels of from the submachine gun stitched a deadly design beer and crates of wine and booze being forklifted into across its back. Using the barrel of my revolver to poke panel trucks, on the sides of which were written in aside the fringe that hung from the couch to the floor, I Arabic, Akbar’s Food Distribution, Inc. And what do you saw the soldier glaring nervously at his handiwork. He know, there was nary a priest nor shocktrooper in sight. was probably wondering whether or not it was safe to George may have been a fool, but he was no idiot. look behind it. Instantly, he knew what he had stumbled across: a My first shot tagged him in his right arm, and he warehouse and distribution center for unblessed, i.e. dropped his gun. Then he turned and ran for the illegal, alcohol. balcony. I started to crawl out from under the couch, Then George saw something that chilled his blood, but halfway out I realized that he’d be long gone before something that made even me shiver when he told me I’d make it. about it. Down there in the middle of the warehouse Just as the shocktrooper made it outside, my second stood a tall, mustached Arabian man, wildly gesticulatshot caught him in his right shoulder-blade, spinning ing and shouting orders with the voice of a chainhim around against the railing. Pain and fear warred smoking Darth Vader and the authority of a Pharaoh. across his face. My last shot pierced his forehead and George recognized him from the papers. He was the knocked off his headdress, sending him crashing to the one they called the “Untouchable” because, try as they street below. might, Wu Han’s men could never catch him. He was Crawling out from beneath the couch, I ran to the Hosni Abdul, the most ruthless gangster in all of Egypt balcony and looked down. A crowd was already begin- and maybe the world. ning to form around the fallen soldier. More of Wu Abdul and I had some dealings just after the invaHan’s men would be here soon. sion when I first began smuggling liquor into Cairo. The apartment had been ransacked, torn to pieces, Before the world had gone to pieces, Hosni had just presumably by the two recently deceased men. Could been a small-time drug dealer, not even important they have been looking for a clue as to the location of enough for the then-authorities to bother with. But after Abdul’s warehouse? Did these idiots think I’d leave a the coming of the Pharaoh, Hosni’s tune changed from map to the place lying around? one of a broken harmonica to that of an orchestra. He I kept the location to that place secret, even the fact had power; he had connections; he had a vision. Within that I knew where it was. That kind of knowledge can a month, he was the easily the most notorious and be dangerous to its possessors. As such, I had told dangerous of the Egyptian booze barons, but he wanted nobody that I knew where it was, not even Pilar. In fact, more. I don’t think even Abdul himself was aware of my I had stopped doing business with Abdul not too knowledge, and I wasn’t about to tell him. long ago. I prefer dealing with people I consider stable. The man who’d let me in on the whereabouts of He’s not one of them. Not by a long shot. Hosni would Abdul’s hideout had apparently been a bit too free with sell his family into slavery if he thought he could get a that information for his own good. My favorite English good price. drinking companion, old George Howe, the indepenStill, he paid the most cash for the best kinds of dently wealthy ex-actor, had stumbled onto the place liquor, the kind that I was importing. I wasn’t in it for during one of his infamous binges. Within the week, his the money. Most of the people in my line of work body was found in a Chinatown alley. His tongue was continued to deal exclusively with Abdul, despite the missing. fear that the snake would bite a hand that fed him. He’d been crawling over the moonlit rooftops of the Instead, I had managed to build up a network of concity in an effort to evade the soldiers that had chased him tacts of my own. I dealt almost exclusively with the bar out of King Tut’s, where he’d started a brawl with one of owners themselves, bypassing Abdul’s middlemanning Mobius’ men over how silly he thought grown men altogether. looked in skirts. A quick fist fight and a dash up a back Not surprisingly, Hosni and I didn’t have much time stairwell later, George found himself leaping from one for each other any more. Cairo rooftop to another, leaving his pursuers vainly Getting back to George’s story, what really scared hunting for him in the labyrinth of alleyways behind the him — the thing that made him want to hop the next bar. It was during his escape that George made the boat out of Cairo — was that while he was looking discovery that would change his life and mine. down on Hosni, the gangster suddenly stopped As he was strolling along across one particularly hollering at his men and froze. He hesitated for a large rooftop, George noticed a patch of brightness moment and then tilted his head back to look right up 9



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire through the skylight and into the darkness at George, I asked him where Pilar was. He didn’t answer. I his eyes burning with fury. Something inside George shook him and asked him again. He said something in told him to beat it. That’s one thing about George: you that Terran Arabic. The tone of his voice told me he never had to tell him anything twice. didn’t feel like talking, particularly to me. Now, to hear George tell it, you’d think that it’d be I smacked him again, harder this time. He closed his just about impossible for Hosni to have even seen eyes and didn’t open them. Then he stopped breathing. George, much less be able to pick him out of a crowd as Cursing, I searched the man’s body. Shocktroopers the man who’d been peering through his skylight that don’t have many places on themselves to hide somenight. George didn’t care. He wanted out of town, and thing and this one had nothing of note. I slid his he wanted out now. bandolier off of him and slung it around my shoulder. The first person he came to was me. “Here, Angel,” Then I reached down and grabbed the other soldier’s he said, “in God’s name, you must help me. Get me out submachine gun. I figured those things might come in of this bloody place. Take me back home.” handy. I laughed and reminded him that England had been A quick look around the room accomplished nothoverrun by dwarves, elves, dragons, and leprechauns, ing. By the time I had finished, I could hear footsteps and that he probably wasn’t very welcome there any- pounding up the stairs. I quickly locked the door and more. Then he explained to me the situation he was in. then ran out onto the balcony. He even told me the location of the warehouse. The people below started shouting when I appeared, “I don’t care where you take me,” he said. “Just get but none of them were equipped to stop me. I heard me out of here. Get me away from Abdul.” gunshots from behind me. Wu Han’s men were blowI laughed again. I figured there was no way Hosni ing the lock off of the door. Subtle as ever. had gotten a good look at him, and I told him so. He I tossed the machine gun onto the roof, climbed onto remained unconvinced. the railing and then hoisted myself up over the ledge. “Well, then,” I said. “I’ll be leaving here tomorrow Then I picked up the gun and started running. I figured night if you think you can hold out that long.” I could make it back to Omar’s without too many He pleaded with me to leave right then and there, problems. After all, with all the costumed lunatics even offered to pay me ten thousand dollars up front. I running around Cairo nowadays, who’s going to pay begged off, insisting that I couldn’t leave until tomor- too much attention to footsteps on the roof? row at the earliest, and that we’d stand a much better I took a bit longer getting to Omar’s than I had to. No chance of getting him and the boat out of the city under sense in being careless. I stopped and hid several times the cover of the night. What I didn’t tell him is that I was to make sure no one had followed me and took a fairly waiting for a shipment of Terran weapons to bring back circuitous route back. to Israel with me. Like I mentioned before, I’m not in When I got to Omar’s, I leaned over the back ledge. this for the money. I tossed the gun into the building through an open George finally relented and went off to hide some- window and then swung down in after it. I ended up in where, saying that he would meet me at my apartment Omar’s living room which was situated directly above the following evening at six o’clock. I never saw him the back room of the bar. again. No one was around. Omar had suspected something That was just over a week ago. In the meantime, I’d horrible was happening when the Pharaoh took power, been to Israel and back again. This time Pilar decided and he had sent his family out of the country soon after that she should come with me and learn the other end the invasion. As such, he had more than enough room of my operation so that someone could carry on my for a guest or two in the place. I stayed there occasionwork if anything unpleasant should ever happen to me. ally, until we decided that it would be safer for all Instead, something had happened to her. concerned if I found a place of my own. I’d been waiting for her in Rick’s when Wu Han’s Lucky thing. men came knocking on the door and asking for me by I checked the gun’s ammo. The drum was half full. I name. The last time I’d seen her had been that morning, slotted it back into place and cocked the weapon. right here in the apartment. Then I tiptoed downstairs. Omar was sitting at a Suddenly, the trooper lying before me stirred. Ap- small table in the middle of the room, a bottle of parently, he wasn’t so dead after all. I picked him up whiskey and two glasses before him. I looked around and tossed him into a sitting position on the couch, the place cautiously. He’d done a good job cleaning up. which had seen better days. “Angel! I was hoping that was you I heard upstairs. He was bleeding badly. With the aid of Core Earth Come in, my friend, and share a drink with me and tell medical technology, he might have survived. As it was, me what you’ve discovered.” He motioned to the empty he was a goner. Still, he wasn’t dead yet. wooden chair across the table from him. I smacked him lightly across the face. His eyes I crossed the room, set the Tommy gun down on the fluttered open. He was in shock, but I didn’t care. floor next to the table and sat down. Omar poured each 10



Crocodilopolis of us a drink. I suddenly began to realize how worn out Omar had suggested that we take horses, or maybe I was. even camels, instead. I had vetoed that idea quickly I sipped at the whiskey and closed my eyes as I felt enough. I’m a city boy and had never ridden a horse in it burn its way down my throat. Already I could feel my my life. Now wasn’t the time to learn how. muscles starting to relax. Then I opened my eyes again Besides, with the coming of the Pharaoh, the desert and, looking at Omar, drew a deep breath. “Amigo,” I had changed. Watering holes were fewer and farther began, “have I got a story for you.” between now than they had been before, even on a Three drinks and one long story made short later, I fairly well-travelled road such as this. A full tank of gas shut my mouth and let Omar get a word in edgewise. would easily get us through the Western Desert to “So, they have got Pilar?” Madinat al-Fayyum and back, but we had no such “As well as I can figure,” I nodded grimly. guarantee if we took the living mounts instead. “Do we know where she is being held?” As Cairo fell farther and farther behind us and the I shook my head. “Cairo’s a big city. She could be city loomed somewhere in the darkness ahead, the anywhere.” absurdity of the entire situation struck me. Here I was, Omar gave me a pensive look. “If you will pardon a Batman-Niké-wearing Spaniard from Valladolid covme for a moment, I would like to make some calls to see ered in sunblock and dressed in bright blue shorts and what can be determined.” a baggy white t-shirt bearing a cartoon character sayI waved him away and poured myself another drink. ing, “Don’t have a cow, man!” Wayfarers hung from a He went over to a phone behind the bar and began cord around my neck, an antique revolver rested in a dialing. Two or three more calls, a few muttered prom- western-style holster on a gun belt hanging low on my ises and a couple of veiled threats later, he returned to hips, and what was I doing? Racing through the desert the table. He was wearing the kind of look you might with Omar, my Egyptian friend I’d attended the Unisee on a policeman bearing the news of a child’s death versity of Michigan with many years ago, to save a to his parents. childhood friend of mine with whom I’d been supply“My friend, I am glad that you are sitting. I have ing the Israeli-NATO forces with antique weapons. I horrible news. Pilar. . . .” His voice trailed off into a had trained to be an electrical engineer. Where had my choked back sob. Seeing the look upon my face, he life gone wrong? quickly continued. Okay, true, I had been unsatisfied with my job, and, “No, Angel. She is alive. But she is not well. She has after the invasion, I had leapt at Pilar’s offer to do been captured by Wu Han’s men and taken to a peni- something both exciting and vital to the world as I tentiary, a two-hour drive to the southwest of here.” knew it. Particularly as it meant I’d get to work with “And the name of this place?” Omar again. But I hadn’t expected anything like this. Omar hissed it out as if it left a bad taste in his mouth: My apartment had been ransacked, I had been shot “Madinat al-Fayyum.” at, my friends were being hassled, kidnapped and The whiskey in my stomach suddenly took a bad killed. I’d even killed a man — two men! And now I was turn. I swallowed hard, just barely keeping it down. heading into the middle of the Western Desert, in a car I checked my watch. The sight of the Terran design that had been obsolete over fifty years ago, so that I made me wish for my old digital again. Travelling could rescue the woman who had gotten me involved through the desert by daylight would be suicide. We in all this in the first place. It was almost too much. had five hours until sunset. And you know, I wouldn’t have traded places with “We need to get busy, amigo. We leave tonight.” anyone in the world * * * * * * The Terran jeep purred like a desert cat as we sped After an hour or so of demonic driving, the terrain out of Cairo and into the dying sun. The Pharaoh’s began to turn from the smooth sand dunes of the desert artificial glow had already vanished from the sky, but to the scattered foliage of Fayyum. We had reached the its dusky light was still visible against the southeastern oasis, but it would be another thirty to forty-five minsky. For the first hour or so, neither of us spoke a word. utes before we reached the city proper, Madinat alWe were heading into almost certain death. What more Fayyum itself. was there to say? In the days of the Romans, Fayyum had been a kind By my reckoning, however, heading for Fayyum of beach resort in the middle of a desert, and that was probably the last the thing that Wu Han’s men tradition continues to this day. Fifteen minutes north of would expect me to do, and therefore the safest place the city, we skirted to the left of Lake Qarun, only for me to be — for a while, at least. Omar had my months ago an inland salt-water sea, now once again a undying respect for accompanying me on this trip. It large body of fresh water surrounded by kilometers of was a tribute to our long friendship. After all, Pilar was sand. my problem, not his, although without him I wouldn’t The Romans had named the city “Crocodilopolis”, have stood a chance. the home town of Sebek, the crocodile-headed god of 11



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire the waters. Time did not treat Madinat al-Fayyum well, own late-twentieth century civilization and immerse and, by the twentieth century, the place had degener- myself in the nostalgia-laden reality of the Nile. Nosated into a sprawling slum. Under Mobius’ rule, though, talgia was the driving force behind that beckonthings were looking up. ing call — nostalgia, that is, for a world that never The Pharaoh’s high priest, Ahkemeses, had taken a existed, for a reality far more fantastic than mine. shine to the town and beneath his guiding hand it was But I managed to ignore it easily enough. With all its transformed into a thriving city once more. Life was faults, my world was my own, and I wasn’t about to good for the natives again, particularly if you hap- turn it over to Mobius without a fight. pened to be a crocodile, as they were declared sacred. As we got within a half kilometer or so of the city, Causing harm to one of the holy lizards was punishable Omar slowed down and turned the jeep around in the by a long and tortuous death. Seeing as how crocodiles direction we had come from. Then he shut off the all along the Nile had grown into even more menacing engine and got out. “We walk from here.” creatures since the invasion, this was rarely a crime that He grabbed the Tommy gun from behind his seat managed to get to trial. and checked to make sure that the drum was full. Then The “new” Crocodilopolis was centered around a he took a spare drum and stuffed it into one of his grand temple, dedicated to Sebek himself, and to his jacket’s large pockets. reptilian representation on earth, the Sacred One. This Meanwhile, I gave my Peacemaker the once over. It particularly large lizard had been singled out by was loaded and ready. Then I took a set of hooded robes Ahkemeses himself, after which the lesser priests from the rear of the jeep and put them on so that I’d fit knocked themselves silly trying to get the thing to wear in a little bit better with the locals. all sorts of jewelry. This king of the crocodiles was I looked over at Omar. He was caressing his treated with great respect and was allowed, along with wedding ring, and there was just the slightest trace all the other crocs, to roam the grounds surrounding the of fear on his face. I had told him to stay behind in temple at will. Cairo, that this was my affair, not his. He had inOne side of the pyramid ran all the way up to the sisted on coming along, though, and I admit I was banks of the Bahr Yusef, the ancient canal that sus- glad. Suddenly he noticed me watching him, and his tained the oasis and was fed by the waters of the mighty hands dropped to his side. A steely look entered his Nile itself. On its three other sides, the place was eyes. “Ready?” I asked. surrounded by a bazaar, filled with merchants plying He patted the Tommy gun where it hung beneath his their services and wares to the faithful who had made robes and nodded. We took a sand-colored tarp from the pilgrimage to Fayyum. Beyond these tents and the back of the jeep and used it to cover the vehicle. stalls sprawled the low buildings of the town: shops, Then we turned toward the spotlight-covered temple, restaurants and homes of the newly prosperous natives thrusting like the white edge of a broken bone up of Crocodilopolis. through the dim, flickering skin of the city. As it loomed Omar’s sources had discovered that the temple of brightly against the star-filled night sky, we marched Sebek was much more than simply the elaborate shrine off toward it to meet our fate. it seemed to be. Beneath the temple proper lay an As we walked through the city, Omar explained his underground complex which housed one of the plan to me. According to his sources, the side of the Pharaoh’s weird science research labs and, more im- temple that faced the Bahr Yusef was both the most portantly to me, a prison. potentially dangerous and the most thinly guarded. The prison was home to many people whose crimes Many supplies and prisoners were shipped to the temple were of a sensitive nature, i.e. political. Some waited via the canal, and they were brought in through an here until Wu Han was able to find enough time in his entrance in this side of the pyramid, but there were busy schedule to question them. Others, spies who had fewer guards here than on any of the other sides. They purposely been kept ignorant of their contacts’ loca- weren’t really needed. You see, this was where the tions, were being slowly brainwashed so that when crocodiles liked to play. released they would seek out their compatriots and True, it was dangerous, but Omar figured that, turn them in. dressed like shocktroopers, we should be able to work The invasion had affected different people in differ- our way safely into the prison. Unfortunately, his conent ways. Many people in the Pharaoh’s realm had tacts in the resistance had been unable to supply details thrown off their old lives and taken up the ways of of the temple’s interior. Once inside, we’d simply have Mobius’ realm. Even a few of my old friends had gone to play it by ear. over with the rest of the mob. As we wound our way closer to the pyramid through I had heard the call of ancient Egypt during my stay the now deserted bazaar, I said to Omar that it all here as well. Sometimes late at night, particularly dur- sounded just fine, but exactly where we were supposed ing troubled times like these, it seemed that it would be to get two shocktroopers’ uniforms around here? He so simple to toss off the complicated way of life of my grinned and motioned for me to follow him. 12



Crocodilopolis We ducked into the tent closest to temple and the sides,” I smiled, “you look a little like the ugly one.” canal. It was empty except for an old motorcycle and I stopped, half-expecting Omar to launch into a sidecar. “My friend who owns this tent and vehicle has counter-argument. Instead, he just grinned and shook given us permission to use them both,” explained Omar. his head. “You are right, Angel,” he chuckled. “Your “He will not be able to return here after tonight, for fear own features are far too disgusting even to pass for one of the Pharaoh’s retribution. Tomorrow, he begins work as ugly as he. You shall go. I will stay.” as my new bartender.” We slapped each other on the back, stepped out of Omar pulled aside a flap in the section of the tent that the tent and headed for the temple. As we stepped faced the temple. Two guards were strolling alongside around the back of the pyramid, we were plunged into the pyramid wall. Omar checked his watch. “Just like darkness. Compared to the other sides of the temple clockwork,” he grinned. which were illuminated by spotlights, this side was Then he stepped forward and waved at the guards. pitch black. Apparently, the crocodiles liked it dark. “My friends,” he shouted in Arabic — his native Arabic After giving our eyes enough time to adjust, we — “could you assist me for a moment? My friend and continued on. A dim light burned over a doorway just I are having problems starting our vehicle and were a little bit along the way. A single guard stood before it. wondering if you could help.” As we approached, he turned and levelled his rifle at us, The guards looked at each other for a moment, shouting “Who goes there?” in Arabic. nodded and then walked over to the tent. Omar ushSuddenly Omar shoved me forward to the ground. ered them inside and showed them the motorcycle, “You fool,” he barked, “I’ve no time for your games! saying something about the engine oil. When the guards Can’t you see that this man is hurt? Don’t just stand hunched over the bike to get a better look at it, Omar there gawking. Lend me a hand!” glanced over at me and nodded. Omar bent over to help me up with his right hand as I grabbed the head of the guard closest to me and the soldier trotted over. The guard had just managed to rammed his face into the motorcycle’s gas tank. Then, open his mouth to ask what was going on, when Omar’s while he was dazed, I brought my right knee smashing left fist swung around and caught him square in the up into his nose, knocking him unconscious. As he jaw. He went down like a load of bricks. dropped to the ground, I looked over and saw that We bound and gagged this one with strips of his own Omar had already dispatched the other guard. clothing. When we searched him, I found another set of “Pretty slick,” I cracked. Omar smiled. Quickly, we keys, which I confiscated for my own use. Then we undressed the two guards. Then Omar reached into the hauled the guard back to the tent and deposited him sidecar and fished out two lengths of rope and a couple next to his pals. Both of them were still out. of large bandanas which we used to tie up and gag the Wordlessly, we headed back to the door. It was guards. locked. Omar took the keys out of his pocket and began “My friend asked me not to kill these poor sods,” trying them in the lock. The fourth one worked. explained Omar. “Apparently, they’ve been kind to He eased open the door slowly, and to our relief no him in the past.” alarm sounded — at least not one that we heard. He Then he stepped over and removed an odd looking looked at me somberly and wished me good luck. I weapon from the guard he KO’d. It was a tranquilizer flipped him a quick salute and slipped into the temple, pistol. “They must use these against the crocodiles,” locking the door behind me. said Omar. There I was, alone beneath the temple of Sebek, I nodded and began changing clothes. As he smack dab in the center of Crocodilopolis. I wanted donned the other uniform, Omar explained that little more at that moment but to leave, to get the hell there should be a service entrance just a short way out of Egypt, to be safe at home back in Spain. But Pilar around the corner from where we were now. He was being held prisoner somewhere in the bowels of reached into the pocket of his skirt and fished out that complex, and if I couldn’t find her, I wasn’t coming some keys. “These will let us in.” back. One of us, he explained as we readied our weapons, I wandered down the dimly lit, stone passageway, should enter the temple to locate and rescue Pilar. The past many intersections and doors, always working my other should walk the guards’ beat so as to allay any way further and further towards the center of the suspicions should someone come to check up on them. complex, until I came to a door with light and pieces of Or relieve them from their posts. “I will go into the Terran Arabic streaming from underneath it. From the temple,” he said. type of talk within the room and the number of voices, “No,” I shook my head, “I’m going. Pilar’s my friend, I could tell it was a gathering place, a bunkhouse my responsibility — not yours. And if anyone does maybe, for the temple guards. I decided to pass it by. decide to check up on these two bozos, chances are you, A little bit further down the passageway and around as a native Egyptian, would have a better chance of the corner, I ran across a similar door. Again, I stopped fooling them into thinking you’re one of them. Be- to listen. I heard three voices coming from within. 13



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire One was quick and light and spoke in a thick I quietly pried open the door and took a quick look Lancashire accent. The second was tainted by a Terran around. It was a large room, cluttered with all kinds of Arabic accent, and was deep and raspy. The last I boxes, tables and crates, and there was no one to be recognized from his occasional radio broadcast seen. I shoved the door open just a little bit farther and speeches. It was that of Wu Han, the Overgovernor of slid into the room. Cairo himself. Carefully, I turned and locked the door behind me I recognized the second voice as well. What the hell and took a nearby chair and jammed it up underneath was Hosni doing here? If I hadn’t been on my way to the doorknob. I heard a crackling noise somewhere off rescue Pilar, I’d have stopped and killed him right then to my left. I threaded my way between the crates until and there. As it was, I was content to sit and listen. I came upon a clearing against the leftmost wall. Then Wu Han spoke: “To get down to business, how much I slipped behind a large crate marked “Electrical Equiplonger until your, ah, device is operational, Blackpool? ment — This Side Up” and tried to get a good look at The Pharaoh is extremely interested in your progress.” what was going on. “Well, we are currently at a fairly delicate point in The victim was strapped to a large chair, her back to the research, but, barring any unforeseeable accidents, me. The hair was the length and style of Pilar’s, but I the Allorizer itself should be up and running by the end couldn’t tell for sure if it was her. Her feet were imof the month, m’lord. The Doc could have his dooms- mersed in a large metal tub of water. day machine ready to roll inside of six weeks.” Standing on the chair’s right, facing away from me I could almost hear Wu Han’s cheeks cracking from and looking down upon his victim, was the woman’s his rare smile. “Good, good,” he cackled softly, “the torturer. He was a small, ordinary looking man, dressed Pharaoh will be pleased.” The emphasis on Mobius’ all in black, except for a long, extraordinarily white lab proper title was unmistakable. coat. He seemed to be enjoying watching the woman “Well, what about my operation?” rasped Abdul. thrash helplessly against her bonds. “Why did you send your bully boys to drag me out In his hand, he held a small black box with a dial here? Places like this make me nervous.” upon it. Wires ran from the switch to a large black box Wu Han chuckled at the gangster. “Originally, I had against the far wall. Atop the box were two large planned for you to identify this man Oliveri for us, but electrodes to which a set of jumper cables were ateven with your information, we were unable to locate tached. The other ends of the cables were clipped to the him. ” edge of the tub in which the woman’s feet were soaking. Hosni laughed. “I knew I should’ve never let you The man turned the dial all the way to his left, and the send your clowns in after Angel. That boy’s too smart woman suddenly stopped thrashing about. for them, way too smart.” Suddenly, he cut himself Then the little man leaned over the woman, and in short. broken English tainted by a thick Terran Arabic accent, “Silence, stormer.” The menace in Wu Han’s voice he spoke to her. “My dear lady, how can I help you if was undeniable. “I have little use for those who do not you refuse to tell me the truth? How can I end your pain know their place. You may yet have your chance to if you do not answer even the simplest of my questions? capture this Spaniard for us if you think that you can What am I supposed to do?” outdo the Pharaoh’s men. But for now, you shall stay The woman groaned in pain. She seemed to be trying here and wait. to say something. The little man leaned closer to her, “We have instead captured a woman who was stay- then closer still. When his face was within mere inches ing in Oliveri’s apartment. She may —” Suddenly a of hers, she cursed at him and then spit in his face. painful scream came from further on down the hallThe man stood back, set the switch down on a small way. Wu Han continued on, barely missing a beat. table to his right, removed a handkerchief from his “Ah, I believe that is her now. Doctor Nasser is pocket and wiped his face clean. Then he looked down presently questioning her in the interrogation chamber and examined his coat. A large, bloody spot of saliva down the hall. You should stop in and watch him at had landed on his left lapel. He tried to dab it clean, but work sometime, Blackpool. He is quite an artist.” it smeared, leaving a dark red mark on the coat. The woman screamed again, and I started on down Upon seeing the stain on his coat, the little man the hall. Eventually, the woman’s cries became closer became enraged. He snatched up the switch, and in a and clearer. Dear God, the agony that woman was voice thick with rage, he said, “For that offense, my enduring! Beneath my breath, I muttered a prayer that dear little Pilar, you will pay.” With that, he cackled it wasn’t Pilar who was being tortured and a vow that, madly and spun the dial all the way to his right and if it was her, I’d kill the bastards involved. Pilar began bucking. Soon, I reached the doorway from behind which the Screaming in vain protest, I stood up, drew my screams were coming. I pulled out my key chain and Peacemaker and emptied all six cylinders into the began trying each key, cursing at each one that failed. torturer. In the next instant, I rushed over and swept up The seventh one worked. the dial, which the torturer had dropped. I tried to turn 14



Crocodilopolis it to the left, but it had been damaged in the fall and I rubbed my eyes clear and looked up to see who it wouldn’t budge. was. Hosni stood there before me, dressed smartly in I reached down and grabbed the jumper cables and tan slacks and a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves. He tore them from the tub. Instantly, Pilar’s body stopped wore a revolver, butt forward, on his left hip. A golden flopping. pendant of Sebek, with a small ruby set in each eye, I knelt down beside her chair and checked her for a hung upon his chest. pulse. Then I checked again. There was nothing. She “Zayak innaharda, Angel, my dear friend. I am glad was gone. to see that you are feeling better. After the beating the I quickly unstrapped her from the chair, laid her out guards gave you last night, we were wondering if you on the ground and began CPR. Four minutes later, she were ever going to wake up.” The man’s ugly voice still wasn’t breathing when the shocktroopers started rasped through his large, toothy grin. knocking on the door. “Zayak inta, Hosni. I’m better now than I was last Three minutes after that, the soldiers managed to night, but much worse than I was yesterday morning.” batter the door down. I didn’t even look up. I was still I glared at the Egyptian turncoat through half-lidded performing CPR on Pilar when they came in. They had eyes and asked him what he, the most feared gangster to drag me off of her body. in all of Cairo, was doing here in Madinat al-Fayyum. He laughed. “Have you not figured it out by now? * * * Mobius’ soldiers had not been kind to me. I woke up Oh, I would have given you credit for easily being the next morning, feeling like I’d drunk dry every gin clever enough.” joint in Cairo. It took me a while to pry open my eyes, I scowled at him, and he continued on. “Wu Han, in and even longer to get my bearings. I had a headache his infinite wisdom, has decided that there is no reason this big, and it had Wu Han written all over it. that the Pharaoh should only collect the profits from the When I did finally manage to get my eyes open, the legal side of liquor distribution. So they have given to first thing I saw was a ceiling I didn’t recognize at all. me the honor of running the illicit side of the operaExploring a bit further, I realized that I was lying on a tion.” cot jammed along the back wall of a cramped, dirty Of course! In exchange for a healthy slice of the room at one end of a cell block. Three of the walls were profits, Hosni would sell unblessed alcohol for Mobius. unpainted stone, and the one directly across from where That explained a lot of things, like why Hosni rarely got I was reclining was made of iron bars. The cell across hassled by the authorities and why he was here. from me was empty. It also made clear why there was such a shortage of I was alone in the cell. There were no other furnish- blessed liquor. A good portion of the stuff made by the ings except for the cot. There were no windows in my local distilleries and bought by the Pharaoh’s men was cell or in the corridor outside it. I looked to see what being diverted to Hosni instead of making it to the time it was and realized that my watch was missing. temples for the priests’ blessings. This would help to I stood up and realized that I was having a rough keep the price of the illegal hooch artificially high, time telling where my feet were, so I sat back down guaranteeing higher profits for everyone involved. again. I put my head in my hands and stayed that way There was one major potential problem with this for quite a while, at least until the world stopped plan. If someone were to discover it and blow the spinning. I’d have killed for some aspirin and a hot whistle, it would be a great blow to the Pharaoh’s shower, but my prospects of getting either of those image. things seemed rather small. Hosni interrupted my chain of thought. “I see you I decided I needed some help. I called for the guard. are just now realizing the implications of this. I thought When he came, I asked if I could have some food and your English friend would’ve told you.” He paused for something to drink. I stopped just short of begging for a moment, a puzzled look on his face. “You weren’t some aspirin. He left without saying a word. aware of this arrangement before, were you?” He returned ten minutes later with a bowl of some I looked up at him to say, “No,” and got the surprise fairly bland fool mudhammas, the Egyptian version of of my life. Omar, still dressed in his stolen shocktrooper’s meatless chili, and a pitcher of warm water — no getup, was standing just behind Hosni and to his left. aspirin. While I’ve had better chow at restaurants lo- When he noticed I had seen him, he winked at me and cated next to glue factories, I still slopped the stuff grinned. down like it was the food of the gods and rinsed it down Hosni took my obvious surprise as being at his with the entire pitcher of water. When I was finished, I revelation. “That’s too bad,” he said with a look of decided I should try to get some more shut-eye, so I lay honest regret. “I always considered you an admirable back on the cot and tried to get some sleep. adversary, Angel. But I have said too much. You know That didn’t last very long. A few minutes later I was too much.” He paused and took a deep breath and then awakened by a guard rattling my cage door. “You have smiled sadly. a visitor,” he said flatly, then turned and left. “And so you will have to die.” 15



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Omar had his pistol out. I smiled back savagely at he stumbled into Wu Han and Hosni strolling down a Hosni. “Not today.” corridor. They were engaged in an intense conversaOmar pistol-whipped Hosni on the back of his head, tion, but Wu Han spotted Omar anyway and called him and the gangster fell forward against the bars of the over. cage. I jumped up from the cot, reached through the He assigned Omar to Hosni as his personal guard, bars and grabbed Hosni’s gun. His crocodile pendant and told him to protect his charge at all costs until they was dangling into the cell, so I reached up and ripped could figure out how I had gotten into the temple. Wu it off his neck, breaking the chain. Han then dismissed them both, saying he would let I held it up and nodded at Omar. “Guards! Guards!” Hosni know when I awoke so that he could have a he called in Arabic. “The prisoner has stolen something chance to interrogate me. from Mister Abdul. Lend me a hand!” Omar decided to play along until I had recovered. Moments later, two shocktroopers arrived to find He had guessed correctly that before that point in time, Hosni lying on the ground unconscious and me sitting I would be in no shape to travel. Hosni led Omar back on the cot, dangling the pendant before me with my left to his suite, and there they spent the night. “I slept in the hand. Omar was covering me with his gun. He looked most uncomfortable chair I have ever had the privilege at them scornfully. “Don’t just stand there gaping at it,” of sitting upon in my life.” he said. “Get in there and get it.” I laughed, and he continued on. He and Hosni had The guards quickly opened the door to the cell and simply been left to stew in the room, until I awoke, less entered to take the bit of jewelry from me. With my than a half hour ago. By his estimate, it was now almost right hand, I quickly drew Hosni’s pistol from behind two o’clock. my back and levelled it at them. They stopped dead in Suddenly, he stopped talking. A well-dressed, handtheir tracks. some, red-headed European in a black shirt and pants I told them to put up their hands. They looked and a white lab coat was heading towards us down the behind themselves for some support from Omar, only hallway. As he passed us by, he said, “G’day,” and gave to see him smile widely and nod at them, pointing his us a sharp nod. He had a Lancashire accent. It was at their backs. Blackpool. Then I ordered them to lie down on the ground, and I stopped dead in my tracks and turned around to they did. I undressed them quickly — not such a look after him as he turned right and vanished. I grabbed difficult thing to do, as shocktroopers don’t wear all Omar by the arm and went after him. “Omar,” I whisthat much. I quickly changed into one of the guard’s pered excitedly, “that man — I heard him talking to Wu uniforms. I grabbed a set of weaponry for myself, Han last night about some sort of doomsday device. If including a rifle, an automatic pistol, a tranquilizer gun we could find out more about it —” and two hand grenades. Then I bundled up their keys, “It would be a great help to the resistance moveweapons and remaining clothes and tossed them to ment.” He finished for me as we turned the corner and Omar. saw the Englishman duck through a doorway down the I stepped out of the cell and locked the door behind hall. me. Then Omar and I dashed down the corridor, past We strode up to the door quickly. It had the words the other prisoners’ astonished faces and into the guard “Top Secret — Keep Out” written on it in large letters in station. It was deserted. English, Arabic and Terran Arabic. I tried to open it, but While Omar kept watch at the door, I raced back it was locked. down the long corridor and tossed one set of keys into Just then, we heard shots ring out in the distance. the second to last cell on the right. The three men inside They were quickly followed by the sounding of an looked up at me in shock. “Let everyone out,” I ordered. alarm bell. The other escapees had been discovered. None of them moved. They seemed to think it was a While Wu Han’s men were dealing with them, we’d be trap. I pointed my gun at one of them. “Do it! Now!” He able to escape in all the commotion. jumped forward, scooped up the keys and began to I was about to try my keys in the door when it unlock his cell door. suddenly burst open. Blackpool was standing in the I ran back to the guard station and nodded to Omar. doorway. He looked at us and started shouting. “Let’s go!” I said. “What the bloody hell is going on out here?” SudThe corridor outside was deserted. Following Omar’s denly, he brought himself up short as he noticed Omar lead, we marched off to the left, trying to act as if we and me. “And just what are you two doing here? knew what we were doing. As we were walking, Omar Shouldn’t you be attending to that alarm? explained to me what had happened. In reply, I smiled, drew my pistol and pointed it at Omar had begun to suspect that something had gone his middle. Omar did likewise. “Sorry, old chap,” I said wrong when I hadn’t returned after an hour, so he in my worst John Cleese accent. “I’m afraid we won’t be abandoned his post and entered the temple. Once in- doing anything of the sort today. Now if you’ll simply side, he wandered around for a few, long minutes until put your hands above your head and turn around and 16



Crocodilopolis walk back the way you came, you can avoid getting a an electromagnetic pulse — which is capable of renderbullet in you.” ing useless all electrical equipment in an area approxiBlackpool’s jaw dropped so far, I thought he was mately the size of France.” going to scrape it on the floor. When he recovered, he I let out a low whistle, but Omar still looked conclosed his mouth firmly and swallowed hard. Then he fused. “Just like with a nuclear warhead,” I explained, turned and re-entered the room. Omar and I followed “but without the big boom.” close behind. “Well,” said Blackpool, “I’m not exactly sure what a “I recognize you,” he said carefully. “You’re that nuclear bomb is capable of, but I’ve had it described to Spaniard they captured last night. What do you want?” me that way before, yes. “World peace and ten million dollars,” I replied, I hefted the gizmo in my hand. “I guess we’ve got “but that’s beside the point. The Allorizer — where is what we want then,” I said to Omar. “Let’s go.” it?” Omar held up his free hand. “Wait one moment, Blackpool hesitated for a moment, so I cocked my Angel,” he said. “Can you tell me? Exactly what does a gun and pressed it against his back. That was a dumb transcapacitor look like?” move. “Hm, I don’t know. Something like this, I’d guess.” As soon as the barrel of my pistol touched his back, I waved the device in my hand at him. Blackpool whirled around and knocked the gun from “And exactly how is it important to an Allorizer?” my hand and me to the ground. I rolled away and “You got me there, too,” I admitted, and the paused sprang to my feet. Blackpool was standing in what I for a second. “Omar, are you insinuating that our assume was a martial arts pose. British friend is not to be trusted?” He was quick, and he looked like he knew what he He nodded. was doing. I figured he’d mop up the floor with me in “Well, I agree with you. And I’ll tell you what I’m a fair fight. Fortunately, this situation wasn’t fair. going to do.” I stuffed the gizmo into one of my pockets Omar had been aiming. He shot Blackpool in the leg. and then pulled out one of my grenades. With all the commotion going on in other parts of the “Now Señor Blackpool, I am willing to bet that, with complex, I guessed no one would hear the shot. If they your leg in the shape it’s in, if I throw this grenade into did, they probably had more pressing issues to deal the Allorizer, you’ll never be able to fish it out in time with. to get rid of it. On the other hand, you could probably Blackpool collapsed, holding his thigh and scream- make it into the hallway.” ing in pain. I reached down and grabbed him by the Blackpool’s eyes opened wide. “You wouldn’t.” lapels of his jacket and wrestled him into a sitting “Bzzt. Wrong answer. But you can still try for what’s position. I asked him where the Allorizer was. behind the door.” With that, I primed the grenade and He didn’t reply so I kicked him in his bad leg. He flipped it into the Allorizer. I could hear it clanking screamed once, then bit down on his lip. When he around on its way to the bottom of the device’s outer recovered he was ready to talk. shell as Omar and I dashed for safety with Blackpool He pointed to a large spherical device resting on a hobbling along close behind. low, wide bench against the far wall. The large orange I can still hear his voice screaming after us as we gizmo on the top of the contraption, he claimed, was the charged down the corridor and turned the first corner. transcapacitor, the essential element that made the “You’ll pay for this, Oliveri! If it’s the last thing I do, I Allorizer work. That was what we wanted, he said. swear I’ll make you pay!” I collected my pistol and then went over and reThen the room far behind us exploded in a ball of moved the device while Omar kept the Englishman flame, and the voice stopped dead. covered. When I returned, they were talking. “This way, Angel!” Omar pointed. “Just around the “And just what does this Allorizer of yours do?” next corner is the door through which we entered.” asked Omar. We turned the corner and raced to the doorway. Blackpool looked at him with wide eyes. “You don’t With a shove of my shoulder, the door opened, and we know?” spilled out of the temple of Sebek and into the harsh Omar shook his head. Blackpool shot me a question- noontime sun. ing glance, and I shook my head, too. Then he let out We stopped for a moment and leaned against the one short laugh. wall of the pyramid to catch our breaths. The warm air “Well, then,” he said. “You’ve got it now. It hardly felt good in my lungs, and the sunlight warmed the skin matters what it’s for, does it?” upon my uplifted face. I breathed a deep sigh of relief. I raised my leg as if to kick him again and repeated For a moment, I thought about all that had happened Omar’s question. He looked at me fearfully, then swal- in the last twenty four hours. Omar and I had escaped lowed hard. from the temple alive, and in the process, we had “Well, if you’re going to put it that way … The destroyed the Pharaoh’s latest doomsday device. But Allorizer is a device capable of releasing a large EMP — we had failed to do what we’d set out to do: save Pilar. 17



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire For all the good we’d done, I’d have traded it all to get dile opened its mouth again, and then tossed it onto his leathery, pink tongue. The lizard chomped down on her back. Suddenly, Omar nudged my shoulder, bringing me the morsel, but the grenade’s toughness seemed to back to the reality of my situation. I looked at him. His confuse it. Since he couldn’t munch on it, he swallowed face was lined with concern, and he nodded at some- it whole. Omar and I hustled back into the temple and shut the thing over my left shoulder. I turned to see what it was. There, on the path between Omar and I and our door behind us. Seconds later, there was a satisfyingly getaway bike, was the biggest crocodile I had ever seen, wet explosion, and when we poked our heads back and I’ve seen quite a few. This one was twice as big as outside, the Sacred One was gone. Picking our way carefully past the gore, we made your average lizard, and he was covered from snout to tail with dozens of golden chains and other suitable bits our way to the tent. The three guards were still laying and pieces of jewelry. It was the Sacred One, the mani- there hogtied. Wasting no time, Omar kick-started the motorcycle while I cut the ropes binding each man’s festation of Sebek on Earth, and he was in my way. Omar pulled out his tranquilizer gun and emptied it feet. Then I jumped into the sidecar, and off we went, into the beast, but the croc just grunted, then opened leaving the temple behind us. At the edge of town we changed out of the guard wide his gaping maw and started ambling forward. Omar unslung his rifle, cocked it and pointed at the uniforms and into our regular rigs. It felt good to be creature. The creature took three rounds and showed back in my civvies again. no signs of slowing. Then we climbed into the jeep and headed for Cairo, Omar lowered his rifle and cursed colorfully at the leaving Crocodilopolis far behind us and in much lizard. He raised his weapon to fire again, but I waved worse shape than when we had arrived. As Omar drove us out of town, I raised the orange doohickey him back instead. I fished into my pocket and pulled out the last of my towards the cloudless heavens. I said a silent prayer for two hand grenades. Priming it, I waited until the croco- Pilar and whooped a defiant victory cry.
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The fish swam in the air while thunder howled in Janya’s ears like the cries of the damned. Shadows strobed across the desert, and flickering rain glowed in deep pools left undisturbed by her passage or that of any of her five companions. She hunched forward with the wind at her back, ignoring the visions, ignoring the thunder, ignoring the manlike figures that danced on the wind in mad caperings, ignoring the waters that seemed sometimes to rise up above her head and then recede, leaving behind the airborne fish. The six members of the group had seen it all before, and knew death lay in accepting, believing, making real the unreality around them. “Another few hundred yards. Still steady on course,” said David, their mostly-leader, in a quiet voice. The others nodded as though they had heard him, despite the great smashing noise of the winds that should have blown his voice away in an instant. In fact, his words carried normally through the white noise of the reality storm: just one of the many tricks the team had learned on their frequent sojourns into the Nile Empire. “This one’s bad,” observed Tomas, the team’s demolitions expert. “Worst one I remember. I’m sure glad it’s on our side.”An old joke. “Thirty-one hours long, I said,” Janya piped irritably, tugging at the itchy, muffling desert clothes that swathed her like a baby. “You didn’t think such a long storm would be a peewee, did you Tomas?” She fought to keep her feet against the winds buffeting her from behind. “No, Janya, I didn’t think a peewee would predict a peewee,” said a voice behind her. It was Piotr, and she saw him in her mind’s eye: tall and dark-skinned with square features that were no doubt jutting against his burnoose as he grinned at her in that annoying way. She whirled. “Piotr, just because I’m younger than you —” and then the wind pushed slimy tentacles down her throat and she began to gasp and cough. “Janya!” David said without turning. “Don’t face into the wind! How many times must we tell you?” How could he have known what she had done? Sometimes she wondered who the real psychic of the group was. She turned back in the direction of their march, coughing and spitting as the flowing mists wrapped all around her, streaming away into the wind. The rest of the group continued on in silence, but some were shaking quietly inside their swaths — though any sounds they might have been making, such as laughter, were lost behind their layers of clothing. Janya trudged on, and thought black thoughts, thankful that none but she could hear them. David held up a hand, and the group came to a ragged stop. Now rain was falling up from the ground, and a kind of darkness engulfed them in which they all glowed green. From somewhere there was a harmonic whistling, like maniacal birdsong.



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire “Janya,” David said. “According to the map, we are The four watched in reverent silence as their two near our goal. Are you getting anything?” companions disappeared into the deep fog of the storm Just call him David Always-Cautious Ben Ibn! Janya front. cleared her throat, rasped, “No,” then coughed and Half a minute passed, and with rigid control, Janya spat. “You know I can’t call up visions at will, David,” managed to steady her nerves and remain motionless. she said petulantly. “Why can’t you trust the previous There was an audible sigh when the two reappeared, vision, and leave it at that? You know what I said.” Her but Janya was proud to let no sign escape that she might voice took on a rote-reciting singsong. “A thirty-one have been worried. She knew then that the worst of the hour storm, sixteen of them pro-Core Earth, one mixed, shakes was over. fourteen pro Nile — and something very important One of the figures waved — it was impossible to tell very near here. I can’t get anything more for you now, which through the dark thickness of the air — and the okay?” Not that she had tried to see what might be party started forward. there, but her mind was a blank anyway. No sense in “All clear!” came Nikola’s strong alto, throaty with straining herself. excitement. “It’s Core Earth, all right, and wait till you “All right,” David said mildly, only half paying see what we’ve found!” She and Piotr turned and attention to her outburst. “Look up ahead. I think walked back through the dark clouds without further maybe that’s where we want to go.” comment, quickly disappearing again. David barked “Lord!” said Tomas. “I thought the storm was bad! out “Keep formation!” as the group advanced, then What’s going on up there?” broke formation himself to move ahead of the rest. He “Looks like a cusp,” David said slowly. “But we’re waited until everyone was in position, then stepped dead in the middle of the Empire. So it’s a cusp between through the cusp, weapon still at the ready. The rest of what and what?” the team followed without a moment’s hesitation. One “Core Earth hardpoint,” suggested Piotr. “Makes by one they plunged into the darkness, and were lost to sense. Could be an important artifact that Janya sensed the view of the fish and the fires. Janya was the last to —” go through. “Something living,” she interrupted, the words comIt was like stepping into a room full of cotton, or a ing out unbidden in that hollow voice they had come to buzzing school auditorium as the principal enters: know so well, the one that always left her with the silence fell so utterly and absolutely that Janya stagshakes when it had finished speaking through her. gered with the relief of it. On one side of the front there They all hesitated, but she did not continue, feeling was the reality storm that currently blanketed the eastthe Voice drain away from her conciousness. The howl ern portion of Pharaoh Mobius’ Nile Empire. On the of the winds now sounded like the chittering of hun- other — dreds of insects, and above their heads small fireballs — on the other was an oasis of silence, and green. rode the air currents like gondolas, slowly and grace- And, as Janya had felt, there were living things: people. fully rising into the sky. Janya had a feeling of dread, “Welcome,” said a short, brown-skinned man, bobbut it was a natural one and not psychic at all. She said bing and smiling, utterly incongruous in the middle of nothing, but began to shake. the storm and the evil Nile Empire. The companions “Piotr, you and Nikola scout ahead,” David called. goggled at him, and at the other men occupying the “Make sure it’s Core Earth, and safe for Janya. Every- oasis: brown and small, also smiling, and clothed in one else —” he raised his voice, but only slightly. white to a man. Janya saw no women, but there were “Everyone else fan out and watch for trouble. I think horses and tents kept further back from the cusp, within we’ve made it to our goal, but there’s no use getting a stand of palms. There might be women there. sloppy now.” “It’s so peaceful,” blurted Nikola, echoing all their Piotr and Nikola, the weapons experts, detached thoughts. Janya stepped forward, loosening her burthemselves from the group and advanced cautiously noose as she did to reveal neck-length blonde hair and on the storm front before them. It boiled up black, a shockingly blue eyes within a young-old face. miniature thunderhead, and within the clouds could be “Who are you?” she said imperiously. seen the shapes of striking snakes. Both scouts fingered The man all but ignored her and began shaking each their weapons as they advanced, and the rest of the of the group members’ hands in turn. At a brief nod team moved silently and gracefully into covering posi- from David, the group responded politely but warily, tions, backward like ice skaters. Janya fell back instinc- carefully unwrapping themselves from their own storm tively, moving to the center of the semicircle, where swaddling clothes at the same time. Janya gave the man David wanted her. She heard the snick of a bolt being a cold stare as he shook her hand, but he ignored it, or thrown, and the hum of a high-tech weapon being did not understand. armed amid the nerve-tingling hum of the storm. She “I am called Koska,” the man said finally, when all tried to stop shaking, but her hands refused to stay still. the hands were shaken. “We all welcome you, in the 20



Storm Shift name of Allah. We are so pleased that you could re- to be as direct as possible. But please forgive us; our spond to our invitation.” The men behind him smiled ways are not your ways, and what may seem speedy to and waved, like foolish grandparents peering at a baby, us may be slow for you. Please be patient.” He regarded but they did not speak. them all. Janya wriggled, already uncomfortable on the “What invitation?” interrupted Janya, dropping sand, willing the man to get on with it! If only she could her overwrap to the sand. “It was because of me and me suggest thoughts as well as hear them. only that we came here.” Koska regarded her, and “We are what you call Sufis,” Koska said. “The full smiled an annoying smile. meaning of this is not important to you, I think.” “Perhaps,” he said in a dismissive way. “And per- Indeed, not only was it not important, it was downright haps not. Though we walk in Allah’s footsteps, there is boring! Who cared what a soofy was, anyway? Janya much that is hidden to us all.” looked away, examining the palms and the horses Janya snorted, “Not to me,” but Koska ignored her tethered by the pool. What she wouldn’t give — and turned to David. “You are the leader of this group?” “But to us,” Koska continued, “it means teaching “If any is leader,” David replied, “it is I.” With his and guiding wherever our guidance is welcome. That is wrap off, he looked the natural leader: not tall, but why we called you.” He nodded at David, and Janya dark-skinned and serious, with black curly hair and shifted again on the sand, making a little spitting sound dark, brooding eyes. “Do you claim to know who we with her lips. There he was, talking about calls! She are?” he asked. “And if you don’t mind my asking, who knew perfectly well there had been no call, or she’d are you? And what are you doing here? You said have sensed the mind behind her premonitions about something about an invitation … could you explain?” the storm and this area. Koska was dreaming. “The answer to the first question,” Koska said slowly, “We know something strange has come over the “is, regrettably, no. We know almost nothing of you. land in these past months,” Koska continued. “But we But we should like to remedy that. The answer to the do not know what it is.” Was this guy for real? The other three is yes, in due time all will be explained. world had practically flipped upside down, and he still Please, all of you, sit and refresh yourselves while we had no idea what was going on? It was obvious he’d be speak.” no help to them at all. “How long do we have, Tomas?” David turned to The man continued. “Here, in our little section of the their second-in command, also small and dark but with desert, we have learned that we can live in peace, finer white teeth than David. He was dressed in bright despite what has happened to the world. But recently colors beneath his robes, and wore a large digital time- we decided that it is not enough. Allah lives in all men, piece on his left wrist. Janya started to speak, but they and it is also our duty to help those that ask for it. Of the both ignored her. changes that have come, some are good and some are “Ten hours, maybe more,” Tomas replied. “It was bad as we see things. It is up to the people themselves about five and a half hours to get here.” to determine who, if any, we will help.” His voice “That gives us between three and five hours to echoed hollowly in the hot, still air. “Will you tell us,” explore here, depending on how much safety margin he said to David, “who you are and why you have come we want for our return,” David said. “Very well, Koska, to us?” we will sit.” He nodded to the group, and they relaxed David hesitated, and Janya sensed the test in the slightly. There was something strange added to the brown man’s words. Would David see it too? Should silence then, and Janya puzzled until it dawned on her: she say something? As she hesitated, David spoke. Nikola had shut down power on the high-tech weapon. “We are the peoples of this world,” he said, “of the “We don’t need a safety margin,” Janya remarked as world before the invaders came. I agree with you, that they sat, all still wary and holding their weapons at what is good and what is evil lives in the minds of man, ready. “I said the storm would last sixteen hours and I but ‘who was here first’ is a fact, indisputable.” meant it. I don’t mind travelling through the mixed “And also irrelevant,” Koska said gently. “It is not storm, either.” the possessor of a gem, in Allah’s eye, who is the proper “There are other ways to be delayed,” David replied. owner, but he that will do the most good with its “Shush, now, and let this man speak, unless you have wealth. Continue.” something official to report.” David cleared his throat, and Janya felt as though she Janya stared at him, stung, and said nothing. was watching the boxer she had bet on lose the first Koska smiled and nodded to David. At a wave of his round. It might not be over, but it didn’t look good. hand, a younger man rose from the group and brought David cleared his throat. “We are what we are,” he gourds filled with water to each member of the party. said. “Call us Those That Were Here. We fight, right or Although they accepted them graciously, none drank. wrong, to preserve that which was, though we know When all were served, Koska spoke. that things will never be exactly as they once were.” “I’m sure you have many questions,” he said, “and Koska said nothing, but nodded, as did the other Sufis. we sense that time is of importance to you, so we will try Yay! A point! 21



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire “We live across the desert,” David continued, “out- adjust to the changes that had been wrought in her side the boundaries of the … the strangeness that has mind and body. Now she has … strange powers, powcome over the land. The Nile — uh, this new land. It has ers that serve us in our quest. Our gain was her loss, a … a reality … that is very strong. Some of us cannot however: due to her nature, a second transformation live here if it is intact, so we wait in our own land, at the would kill her. That is why we move only through border between the two realities. When the great storms storm fronts that will not affect her.” come —” David gestured at the cusp wall “— then, There was a silence, and the rest of the group bowed sometimes, we can travel this land in greater safety, their heads at the acknowledgement of the so-often seeking our allies, and seeking ways of harming our unspoken truth. The Sufis, too, seemed to sense the enemy. That is why we have come here. Do you under- importance of David’s words. None spoke for a long stand what I mean by realities?” time, and Janya felt stymied and impatient again. It was Koska frowned. “We know of some of the things that no big deal, and this oasis was too hot to be sitting have happened to the world around us. Our words for around on. this change may be different, but I think the concepts “I am confused,” Koska said at last. “Is not the storm are similar.” He looked around him, and the other Sufis a different reality from your own? Is it not just as nodded slowly. “Very well. Continue.” dangerous for her as the change wrought on the land? “Well,” David said. “That is really all there is to say. And what of the rest of you?” It is who we are, and why we are here.” David smiled. “The storm is caused by a clash be“But specifically here at this place,” blurted Janya, tween two bordering realities — in this case, the Nile unable to contain herself, “because of me.” Empire that surrounds your oasis here, and the Core The Sufis looked curiously at David, and the Storm Earth found here and across the desert. All storms have Knight said smoothly, “Yes, I should have mentioned a bias for one of the two realities that spawned them. that. Janya is from one of the invading realities —” Often, they shift between the two, unpredictably. That “I thought,” interrupted Koska, “that you fought to is why Janya’s psychic abilities are so useful: she can preserve what once was?” There was a tinge of doubt in foresee when a pro-Core Earth storm will come, how his voice. “Why does this invader fight with you rather long it will last, and when it will change to a mix, or to than against you?” a pro-Nile storm. The odds of her being subject to “I never said that I fought to preserve,” Janya said another transformation in a pro-Core Earth or mixed hotly. “Let me speak for myself!” She glared David into storm are very small. Janya is willing to take that risk.” silence, continued on in a rush of words. “There are as Although there were times, she reflected, that inertia many reasons to fight as there are fighters. I fight with guided her more than bravery. these people because it is a thing to do, and I enjoy it. But The Sufis nodded and smiled as David continued. mostly, I fight alongside them because they are my “The only danger to her is when the storm shifts to profriends. They helped me when I needed help, and now Nile. We simply make sure we get back home well I help them.” She remembered then the Soviet school, before then. As for the rest of us,” David waved at the where they had taught her how to be an Earth woman four other companions, “we are of a kind called ’Storm and how to use her newfound abilities. “Now I pay my Knights’ by some. We have powers of our own, powers debts. It’s as simple as that.” that, among other things, allow us to exist in the storm She did not mention Magna Verita, though saying — or in the reality of the invader, should we need to.” the name in her own mind brought memories, dark The Sufis nodded, and an older man spoke from cloaks and furtive looks and voices speaking Latin in their group. His English was poorer, his accent much sonorous rhythm. She did not mention what it once had thicker than Koska’s. been, nor the horror it had become, the horror she had “You spuk of powerz,” he said. “How iss it thet the fled. It didn’t matter any more, and it was none of their littul one has powerz too, when she is not a Stormy business anyway! She looked at the Sufis looking at her, Night as the rest of you?” and they were so foolish and unknowing that it almost There was a murmor of laughter among the Storm made her cry. She sat back, and David shot her a strange Knights, but it was Svetlana, the trainer, who spoke. look. His mind was gray just then, so she did not know “We’re talking about two different things here,” she what the look was for. said patiently. “Storm Knight powers are unique to He took over, speaking quietly and calmly. “Janya those who cross realities. Some of those people become crossed the border out of the Papacy — another one of Storm Knights; others, like Janya, do not. But many the invading realities,” he said. “She was subjected to a humans, Storm Knight or no, have the natural, though new reality — the reality of the Earth she had fled to.” almost always latent, ability to predict the future and to He looked at her, hesitated. “She was … changed by her hear the thoughts of others. Janya may have had this encounter with Earth. Her energies were drained by the ability before she came to Earth; we don’t know. But she change. We found her and helped her as best we could, has it now, very strongly. It has nothing to do with helped her to live in a new world, and helped her to being a Storm Knight. It is a valuable ability, and a great 22



Storm Shift burden for her to bear. Sometimes it predicts the storm journey.” He pronounced a strange syllable, and the shifts. Sometimes it guides us to important places, as it other Sufis began a low hum. Janya, still skeptical, did today. What Janya said was true: we heeded no call, nevertheless began to hum too. but came due to her premonition based on those abili* * * ties.” Janya felt a warm glow, and turned a defiant look Sometimes the messages came to her in her sleep, on the Sufis. like prophetic dreams that time and again came true. In “This cannot be,” stated Koska. “We know for cer- those dreams, she was someone else — a different tain that it was a man who heard our call. The masculine person each time — experiencing whatever event her and feminine minds are very different.” mind was seeing. In one, she remembered being a little “Tell me about it,” muttered Piotr, and Janya won- boy in Israel, seeing a group of Nile shocktroopers led dered what exactly he meant by that, but David si- by a captain carrying a talisman. The boy watched as lenced them with a gesture. the shocktroopers entered “his” house and set up a “What do you mean, a man?” he asked sharply. secret station for spying and sabotage, killing the occu“The mind to whom we sent our summons. It was a pants … including the boy. Janya had awakened screammasculine mind.” ing. Later she had led her group to the house, where the “Well, I didn’t need a ‘summons,’” Janya said haugh- shocktroopers and the captain had been eliminated. tily. “I found this place on my own. Perhaps another Other times there were waking dreams, daydreams heard your call, and our arrival here was coincidental.” of the future, or little calls to her mind from the outside. “Which means Nile stormers might come here as Sometimes she could pinpoint the origin; other times, it well, in the very near future,” muttered David, “though was a fleeting thought blown away on the wind. SomeI doubt they’ll brave the storm until it turns pro-Nile.” times she was aware of having just had a psychic He turned to Koska. “It is possible that the one you impression, with no idea what it was. ‘summoned’ is one of our enemies. They may be on There was also the Voice, that spontaneous presence their way here very soon. Perhaps, when you meet that spoke through her, telling of the future. It was them, you will be able to form your own judgment always right, and speaking with it always left her about which of us is good and which is evil.” shaken, as though she had been possessed for a mo“Perhaps,” said Koska, nodding. The others behind ment by a powerful spirit from another world. him nodded as well, and the older man said something And then there were occasional times when a in a singsong language that Janya did not recognize … concious effort on her part would bring about a psychic but she sensed the thought behind the words: the old episode. These times were few and far between, but she man was puzzled, worried, and a little hostile. had been working on improving her abilities. To ac“Yes, very confusing,” said Koska. “We too have complish this, Svetlana had taught her how to enter ways of predicting things, and Father points out that what she called a ‘fugue state.’ Janya still had no idea you arrived at the appointed time, and in the appointed what music had to do with it, but she took up the Sufi manner. You must be the ones.” He stared at David. hum, and let her mind free associate, as Svetlana had “Are you sure it was not you who heard our summons, taught her. Svetlana … slim but terribly strong, faint and this little one merely believes it to be her own accent of Russian on her words; of all the group, it was doing? We —” Svetlana she was closest too. The others were often “Damn you!” Janya cried, and immediately regret- aloof, perhaps afraid. Except Piotr, who talked to her ted the harshness of her words. “Excuse me, I didn’t sometimes about nonsense things, and about his life mean that. But stop treating me like a child, or a moron, before the Raiders had come. He could be a bore somejust because I’m young and female. I know how to use times, but at least he talked. David never talked, to my gift, and it was my gift. Mine!” anyone. He took being leader too seriously. He should Koska’s infuriating smile did not fade. “Perhaps we have more fun! Maybe she could get him to go into can repeat the call, and you —” he spoke directly to town with her some time, or go on a picnic, running Janya “— can accompany us on our mental journey. I through the grass, wind flying in her hair, like a bird, suspect that we shall travel into the mind of your flying herself through clouds, diving now down into a companion here, and he will prove to be the stronger of city, big city, big building, dive through the roof and in! you.” Inside the building, a big man wearing strange, silly “No!” cried Janya. Then she laughed at the silliness black clothes and a deep black mask covering his face, of it all. “Of course not. David has no psychic power at then dive through the man and in! behind the man’s all. None of the others do — we’ve checked. We’ll mask, inside the man’s mind, and there were others — probably loop back into my brain and discover you the Sufi minds — there already. Koska’s presence said mistook me for a man because I was so tough.” She “Shhhh. He does not know we are here,” and her own grinned, and then so did Koska. mind tiptoed quietly, listening. “Perhaps,” he intoned. “Let us now repeat our call; Do we have reports on their whereabouts? the man’s see if your mind can find ours, and come along for the mind asked, and he must have also spoken those words 23



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire aloud, for from far away the man heard a reply: “Yes, * * * lord. They were last seen within two miles of your “Janya?” suggested destination. We have every reason to believe The word floated on the air, a taste of vanilla, the they are there now.” hum of Latin, the shout of “Witch! Burn her!” echoing. Very well, said the mind. The storm begins to shift “Janya?” even now. Within one hour it will have changed comThe word had a voice, deep and masculine. Concern pletely, and she will be trapped. Then the others are was in that voice, and something else. Vanilla? Latin? mine as well. She had fled Magna Verita for many reasons. Janya did not at first know what was happening. “Janya?” What was the significance of this? Had the Sufis really Piotr. The voice was Piotr. She opened her eyes, brought her here, and if so, why? smelled vanilla mixed with the odor of burning, saw “Shhh,” whispered Koska. “Though I cannot under- her companions hovering over her, Piotr, David and stand your words unless you will it, I can hear the noise Svetlana nearby, the others hanging back, watching her you make as you think. You must be silent, or he will curiously. Behind them, the Sufis regarded her gravely. hear you.” The old one. One with dark hair, kind of handsome, She tried to empty her mind, whispered, “Where are who flashed her a heart-melting smile. Koska, who we?” bowed his head when he saw her looking at him. “Within the mind of the man to whom we sent our “We are sorry,” Koska said. “We did not mean to call. Do you not know him? Is he not the one who sent abandon you, but we were thrown out of the man’s you to us?” mind. We rejoice in your escape.” “No one sent us! Why can’t you understand that?” “Escape?” David whirled. “What do you mean? Janya cried angrily, and then the world jerked sharply What’s going on here?” up and darkness fell and the Sufis were gone! “Nab,” Janya said. Her tongue would not cooperate “What is it, lord?” came a faint voice. with her mind. “Dond!” Be silent. “Don’t try to talk yet,” Svetlana said soothingly. Janya heard a soft padding of feet, there in the utter “You’ve received some sort of psychic shock. I’ve seen darkness. She was lost, disembodied, in a man’s mind. other students with the same thing. It will pass.” Something stalked her, something deadly. Run! Koska stared directly into David’s eyes. “She made She ran full tilt into a wall — wall? — and nearly her presence known to the man whose mind we showed knocked herself silly, then rose and continued, feeling her. He threw us out, but she is more used to being the wall and keeping it always on her left. Words rose within the minds of others, and was able to stay behind. from her fingertips, like sounds from a record stylus, as It was a dangerous thing to do.” she moved along that blind corridor. Somewhere beDavid looked at her with a little grin. “I could underhind, somewhere ahead, there were footsteps and a low stand that.” He paused. Janya stared back at him, her sound that might have been a chuckle, a cough, or a tongue still leaden. growl. “Did we solve the mystery?” David asked, turning Where was she? Why couldn’t she get back? She’d back to Koska. “Do we know why you thought it was a been on the oasis, there with Piotr and Svetlana and the man you contacted, while Janya believes that her vision rest, and Koska — had he been here just a moment ago? of this place was her own doing?” She couldn’t remember. She tried to remember the “There never was a mystery, for us,” Koska said. oasis, Piotr’s face, Koska, but sweat poured down her “We know it was that man to whom we sent our brow, blinding her mind’s eye. Fear! The padding message. This … expedition merely confirmed that. But footsteps were closer now, and then they broke into a it also became clear that he had not heard us directly run. From all around her there was a hoarse shout of and dispatched you here, as we had first thought. The triumph, echoing. Fear! answer to your question, therefore, is ‘no.’ The happenSvetlana! She needed to remember the lessons of stance of your coming here remains a mystery.” Svetlana: calm. Centered. Now begin to think, the oasis: “The answer is yes,” said Janya. cool green silence amid the storm. Koska: little brown David moved over to her, and he and Piotr helped contemptuous man. Piotr: square jaw noticing her, prop her up, Piotr grinning his annoying grin. “Yes, laughing at her. Still running, she felt the wall and the what? What is it?” asked David. darkness become less real, the oasis and her compan“Yes, I know what happened.” She took a shudderions become more real. She turned a “corner” as it ing breath, echoes of pain fading as she inhaled. “Before dissolved away into nothingness, comforting silence I escaped, I passed through parts of that mind.” She and faint, faint hum of voices … spoke slowly and carefully around the numbness in her There was something there around the corner! Red lips and tongue. “That man … he has powers, different eyes! Fangs, dripping blood, a claw flashing out, tear- from mine, and yet the same. Maybe stronger.” ing at her with deadly pain! Screams! Fear! Svetlana nodded, lips tight. “They have them too,” 24



Storm Shift she said. “Their damnable pulp powers! I guess it was “Look, the amplified pure zone is only going to last, too much to ask that we have something they don’t.” what was it, fourteen hours or something?” David said Janya nodded, leaned back into the comforting grasp as he paced, speaking almost to himself. “We’ll wait of Piotr and David. “He did dispatch us here. I just here until the storm is completely over, and then we’ll didn’t know it.” leave. The odds of your being subject to transformation “What?” David nearly dropped her in surprise. in the normal pure zone are only … only about one in “He broadcast, directly to me. He knows me. He a hundred. Maybe we can protect you somehow. We’ll wants to kill me. I represent a threat to the Nile Empire: get you back.” his assignment is to remove it.” She shook her head, but it was Nikola who spoke. “Broadcast? What are you talking about?” David “Don’t forget,“ she said, “Janya said they know we’re looked across at Svetlana, concern on his face. here. Once the storm shifts, they’ll be on us like flies on “I’m fine,” Janya said, annoyed. “I know exactly dung. Assuming that this … MindSlayer … is a stormer, what I’m saying.” Weariness struck her then, physical and that he brings a few other Stormers with him, we and mental, and she sagged in Piotr’s arms, enjoying don’t stand a chance. We’ve got to leave now, lose the strong comfort of them. “When I received my ourselves in the desert while we’ve still got cover of the impressions of the importance of this place, it was storm.” because the man — I think he calls himself ‘The “We won’t leave Janya!” David said harshly, and MindSlayer,’ or something just as stupid — suggested Piotr shook his head as well. it to me. But he’s strong enough to plant the suggestion “Don’t be a fool, David,” Janya said. “You can’t do deep; subconcious. I didn’t detect him at all. I thought me any good by staying and getting killed in an hour it was my own, normal impression, picked up the way when the storm shifts. Leave me here. I’ll be safe — it’s I always pick things up.” She paused, took another not like I’m dying or anything. The Sufis have lasted shuddering breath, fighting back the starkness of the this long … I … I have a feeling that they can take care truths she had learned. “What’s funny is that the of themselves.” MindSlayer was in turn ‘tricked’ by the Sufis. He heard Koska nodded. “It is true, you need not fear for their call, also subconciously. When he sent the mes- us. But —” sage to me that there was something important out here “And someday there’ll be another long pro-Core in the desert, he thought he was making it up. He Earth reality storm. You know they come a couple of thought it was a way to trap me.” times a year. I can get out then — or you can even come “And it turns out there really was something impor- and get me.” She smiled a winning smile at David, one tant here!” laughed David. “Hoist by his own petard. she knew he couldn’t resist. She could feel his resistance But what kind of trap? He knows we’re here, I guess — crumbling. does he plan to attack us? We have the advantage here “I suppose … ” he said reluctantly. “But I don’t plan in Core Earth reality, and no amount of Ord to wait for another storm. We’ll get away from here, shocktroopers could stop us as long as we have the lead the MindSlayer away from this area as best we can. cover of the pro-Core Earth storm. We’ll just make sure Then, maybe in a few days when things have quieted to leave well ahead of the time of the shift.” down, we’ll come back for you and take you across the “No, we won’t.” The weariness was defeat, tugging at pure zone.” He turned to Koska. “I understand your her eyelids and at her psyche. It was over. All over. “I told words concerning good and evil, but here is the test: the you, he wants to kill me, and he’s done it already. Don’t one who comes might very well slay you out of hand you see? He didn’t just trick me into coming here: he because you are a danger to him. There is no way for me tricked me about the storm, too. He tricked me into to prove it to you, short of your own deaths. But believing the storm would be pro-Core Earth for sixteen assuming I am right, are you sure you can defend hours. It won’t. It’s already shifting. In another hour at yourselves? Don’t forget — the MindSlayer never knew most, it will be pro-Nile, and I’ll be trapped. I can’t leave you were here before, which may explain why you’ve this oasis, or I’ll be subject to the amplified Nile pure zone; survived so long. Now he will. If he is hostile to you, if I try to go back, I’ll die before I get half way.” She sagged, how can you withstand him?” and let the weeping darkness take her. Koska smiled fondly at David, like a teacher before a very young child. “He is hostile,” he said. “This much we * * * “This is ridiculous!” learned from our little sojourn in his mind. But fear not. David strode angrily, back and forth across a flat It is not just happenstance that none has ever noticed our plane of sand. Puffs of white dust rose from his feet, and little enclave in their midst. Our minds, working tohis footprints were etched in the ceaseless patterns of gether, can defeat his purposes, lead him astray so that he his pacing. never finds us. There is only one problem.” “There is no reason to give up hope!” he continued. “Yes?” Janya sighed, tired of the arguing before it had even “The girl,” he said, and his voice carried the knell of a begun. Just to rest for a while. A long while … death sentence. “She cannot stay. Her mind is not one 25



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire with ours, and she would give our presence away as she He shot the dark young Sufi a smoldering look. Janya did within the mind of the Slayer.” Janya started to had no trouble feeling the hate emanating from him. If protest, but Koska held up a hand. His face was dark, anything, she had trouble pretending not to. What was imperious. “It has nothing to do with lack of power or will going on with him? on your part. It is merely a fact that our minds are not “It’s all right, Piotr,” she said softly, raising up her tuned with yours. Yours would be a discordant note that head to look him directly in the eyes. “I — I have a the MindSlayer would surely observe. Then he would feeling. You know, a real psychic one. I have a feeling lead his men here, and all our abilities could not save us, that this is the very right thing to do; that somehow, this for we are ill prepared for battle of any kind.” He looked will be very important for your — for our cause.” She’d around him, at his own band, and at the group of Storm thought to lie to him, to comfort him with a false Knights. “I am sorry,” he said. “Our power is in staying prophecy, but even as she said it she felt the truth of the hidden, not in conflict. If she stays, we all die. I beg you. statement: that somehow, converting was what was She must leave, that the rest of us might live.” meant to happen. She saw, as in an unreeling film, a “No!” said Janya, feeling a hot darkness sweep up into future of power and triumph for the free peoples of her head. “I won’t die to save you! I won’t!” Hearing was Core Earth, if only she would do this thing. It was many fading, heat suffused her face. She scrambled frantically years ahead, but it was there, really there, exciting and for the oasis, stumbling through the blankets that covered real. It was hers to create. her, tearing at them as though they were chains. “I won’t “I’ve made up my mind,” she said quietly, but leave here and you can’t make me!” she screamed, utterly firmly. “I shall convert to Sufiism, and live here the rest unable to control herself. of my days, if that is the will … the will of Allah.” Koska looked troubled. “It is true,” he said softly. Somehow, even saying those words gave her a warm “We cannot — it is not our way. But you condemn us all sense of power. by your actions. You — ” The dark young Sufi grinned. Piotr frowned and “I don’t care,” Janya said, huddled now behind a started to speak, then thought better of it and simply palm tree. She wiped at her nose. “I don’t care. I’ll hide shook his head. Gently he let her go, stood, and walked my mind from him — I swear I will. He’ll never come away. near here. I swear it! I swear it!” Her voice rose in pitch Ever practical, David turned to Koska. “What does as her body began to shake. “If I go out in that storm, I’ll the conversion entail?” he asked. “Can she ‘fail’ it? Can die. You can’t kill me! I won’t let you kill me. Don’t kill we outsiders witness the ceremony, or help her in any me,” she sobbed. Piotr rushed to her side, and though way? How long will it take?” she pushed at him, she was too weak to force him away. “Not long,” replied Koska, eyeing her with a penHe took her in his arms, a crushing grip, and she sobbed etrating stare. “For a normal person, there is a 40 day deeply, muffled by his cloaks and robes. period of meditation and recitation of the Koran … but “She’s just a little girl,” Tomas said quietly to Koska. for her …” The other Sufis stood and began to form a “Surely there is something you can do?” circle about Janya. “Her psychic abilities will short-cut “I don’t know …” Koska looked as though he were much of the time normally needed. And yes, you may about to cry himself. “I don’t —” watch. In fact, I encourage it, for she can fail, and if she “Wait!” called Svetlana, and she rushed forward does we must expel her from the oasis before the close to Koska, her face practically touching his. “You MindSlayer arrives. You will be her only hope, then.” said the problem was that her mind was not attuned to Janya looked up at the imposing circle of dark faces, yours. Well, she’s a psychic: tune it!” and suddenly feared she had made the wrong choice. Koska looked baffled. “But to do that would require From beyond the circle, she heard David call “We’re that she convert to Sufiism! It would —” still here with you, Janny!” But his words were drowned “Then it’s decided!” the young, dark-haired Sufi by the humming that had sprung up from nowhere. cried abruptly. “A perfect solution!” Koska turned, face The humming that dragged her with it into a whirlpool blank; then it crinkled into a smile. “You have a patron, of deep black. Humming. Janya,” he called. “Very well, the choice is yours. Will * * * you convert? It means giving up your old life, accepting “This is the House of Unity,” chanted Koska, and a ours. You must be sincere; you may very well never see humming voice replied, “Yes, we make this and accept your friends again.” this as our House of Unity.” The hum became a droning And I might not if I don’t, Janya thought. I might never note, swelling, hundreds of bees swarming in her head, see anybody again if I don’t. It really didn’t seem like there a jackhammer in the distance, the pounding of a mallet was another choice, and she was too weary and too on a judge’s bench. The beats made her head vibrate, rushed to think any more about it. “I —” she began. and a not-unpleasant tingling filled her body. In swirls “No!” cried Piotr. “You’d be giving up everything! of color, she saw the other Sufis, and knew each of them To live here on some desert water-hole — you can’t!” by name in that split second. 26



Storm Shift “Now you know us, and this is our circle in which show, the words began to make sense. Whole meanyou sit,” intoned Koska, and the voices said, “Yes, we ings, thoughts, concepts, they leaped into her head. In make this and accept this as our circle.” tune? Oh, she was definitely in tune now! There was a sudden lurch in the ground itself, and Words with meanings, meanings strung together to then the world settled back to its usual steadiness. The become sentences, paragraphs: ideas. She knew now pounding noise was now the crash of waves on the what was being said, and gradually the voice faded, shore, thunder at the peak of the storm, and then the leaving only the mind speaking the paragraphs and dune heaved up again and dropped, causing her to pages and chapters and whole books. There was a new gasp and clutch at the sand. The oasis began to whirl, throbbing now, and it was not of the Sufis’ doing. Her colors and noises boring into her eyes, her brain, threat- head was throbbing from the forceful teaching of the ening to explode. The noise and sound filtered slowly language. through her body, making every nerve vibrate, every Somehow, they had taught her Arabic in less than sense tingle and throb. The feeling was now pain, but it twenty minutes. drained quickly through her knees and feet, staining There followed mental prompts, like twinges of the sand red beneath her. electricity (she thought of cattle prods), as to what she “Now you are here, and this is the musalla on which should say, which sections of that book now in her you kneel,” Koska said. The voices rose up again, memory that she should read from. When she stumbled, saying, “Yes, we make this and accept this as our forgetting, someone’s mind was always open and availmusalla.” She knew, at that moment, that a musalla was able to help fill in the words. It seemed easy enough — a prayer rug, and that the sand beneath her had been almost too easy. With the forming of that thought she made holy for her passage. began to sense the disapproval in their minds, the “She has already taken the jalsa,” Koska said. “This stirring of disquiet like a nest of bees below the surface is a good sign.” of the ground. “Yes,” said the others, and when they spoke there She was failing, she knew, but she did not know was no other sound. “We make this and accept the why, or how to prevent it. She stopped reading then, taking of the jalsa a good sign.” stopped passing on the words from one mind to her Jalsa, she then knew, was the name for the position mind back to the mind — then it struck her what she in which she knelt, feet beneath buttocks, that she had had been doing, parroting the words they already assumed by … instinct? Accident? Or had she already knew, assuming that the saying of them was all that was absorbed some subconcious knowledge from them required. It was so obviously also understanding that during their previous meeting of minds? was necessary, acceptance of their truth that was the key. Her vision was wide, bright, colors and the faces of This thought did not come to her from their minds — at all the others, names firmly attached, but as she watched least she did not think so. It was her own thought, and as the storm noise continued unabated, her field of strong and certain and confidence-giving. vision began to narrow. Blackness at its edges first, then Without help from Koska, or the others, she gambled. hazy brown, then night all over, only a pale moonlight She stopped the reading where she was, about one third showing her Koska’s face moving closer … closer … he of the way through the text, and started over. This time extended his hand, palm flat toward her. She raised her she tasted each word as she said it, stopping after the own hand, thumb pointed up as though giving an A- sentences, paragraphs, and chapters, to understand the OK. He pointed his thumb, then touched his thumb to meaning of what she was reciting, and to decide if this hers; she could feel the thoughts, the requests, knew was truly the way she wanted to commit her life. Fear what she should do. drove her, but that way lay failure. She must be sincere. “I sincerely repent,” she intoned, noticing that she She must believe. had picked up some of Koska’s accent from the words Gradually, then, the words bored into her own mind in his mind. “I beg forgiveness before you all, and and spoke of prayer, of following the tariqua, the before Allah.” mystical path. She announced to them all that she “This is the sign of repentance,” Koska announced, would dedicate her life to seeking the Divinity within holding his thumb up high. “Duly given and sincerely herself, within others, within the world itself. She reoffered.” nounced her old life, the physical comforts of the world, “We make this and accept it as a sign of due in favor of the seeking of the Invisible Truth. Somehow, repentence,” the others chanted, holding forth their she knew that this was in fact something she had been own thumbs. seeking all her life, something that had contributed to Then came the words. her troubles in Magna Verita. No witch, she, but a They began as a jumble, foreign and unknowable, seeker of truth. The thought excited her. and Janya knew that it would have taken years, a “Fanah fi’llah,” she said out loud, “I seek to merge lifetime, to do this if she was not who she was, what she with the Creator.” was. But gradually the mind behind the words began to “Fanah fi’llah,” they replied, and she realized that, 27



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire unwittingly, she had fulfilled a requirement of the the veil of time completely, but she did see clearly that passage when she had repeated the first chapter, so that it involved death, her own death, and that the converpart of the ceremony was already done. The disap- sion was meaningless without it. No great good would proval had melted like spring snow, buds of happiness come. and contentment blooming beneath it. I won’t, she said quietly to herself. I’m safe, and that’s Then Koska was before her, touching her on the all that matters. It’s not fair that I should have to be the savior chest. “God bless and save Mohammed and his dis- of Core Earth. I’m not even from Core Earth! They can save ciples,” he intoned. He blew his breath at her chest, at themselves. They don’t really need me. They don’t. her heart. She extended her hand, knowing it was what She hardly noticed as the last of her group stepped came next. He leaned forward and blew softly, baby’s through the cusp and disappeared from sight. A hand breath, three times into her ear. touched her shoulder, the hand of the handsome young “La ilaha ill Allah,” he said. man, whose name she knew was Sullah. It was done. “Come,” he said, “there is much to do. We must She had passed — she could feel the hum of expect- begin to spin the chant of hiding, for the Slayer of Minds ancy, of joy, from them all. Someone rose, left the circle, draws near.” came back bearing a white robe. Quickly she shrugged They gathered again, with Janya now a member, and out of her travelling gear and donned the proffered began the humming. The words they sang were darkgarment. It was the khirqa, and it made her a part of this ness, and every note was a rest; after a time, Koska band of brothers. raised one hand. “Normally,” said Koska, “this ceremony would make “It is done,” he said. “We are safe.” the disciple a full Sufi, having spent forty days at prayer Impetuously, Janya raised her hand as well. “I want to become a disciple. In this case, we have given the —” she said, but the distant rattling sound of a maharder test which is easier for you, and you are now only chine-gun cut her off. It went on and on, a sustained an apprentice. You will not be a full Sufi for many years, burst boring into her mind, and other sounds added in Janya, who I now give the name ‘Beloved Child of Allah,’ then; the whine of other weapons, echoing shouts, but your mind is one with ours. You may stay.” more faint machine gun fire, and then a scream of pure Her former companions, still there around her, terror and agony that she half-heard with her ears, and cheered for her. Piotr’s face was shining. David’s was half with her mind. grim — as usual. Svetlana looked at her proudly, Nikola The Sufis ran to the edge of the storm front, but with a slight air of fear for the unknowable thing Janya hesitated there. Time stopped, silence fell save for the had become. Tomas beamed and nodded, but cast muted call of the storm. The weapons were not heard. worried looks toward the storm cusp as he did so. After what might have been half an hour, there were The storm! How much time had passed? The answer gasps, human sounds from without the oasis, and came unbidden: over an hour. Over an hour, and mean- David and Tomas appeared, carrying someone bewhile the storm had shifted to a mix of powers, even tween them on their shoulders. There was blood on now was shifting toward the Nile reality. Tears rose to their faces, and Tomas limped noticeably. Janya her eyes. screamed a small scream as she ran forward to help “Oh, you must leave now,” she said quietly, but her them, saw Svetlana carried between them, limp and voice carried the impact of a lightning bolt, and all unmoving. Behind them, Nikola and Piotr burst through quieted. “I’ve kept you here too long. Hurry. We’ll see the cusp, walking backward, pointing their weapons each other again. No time for good-byes.” out into the storm. David and Tomas gently set Svetlana They tried to protest, to speak, to prolong the leav- down, then collapsed themselves. ing, but she hurried them, a dread in her gaining “Ambushed,” David gasped. “Stormers and a dozen strength with each passing second. Despite what she shocktroopers. The storm is all Nile now, and they’re had become, she was also Janya the psychic, and she more powerful than we are. We hardly made it half a knew that something terrible would happen very soon mile.” He stopped, drew breath with a hideous rattle. — probably too soon, but the future was fluid and “We lost them in the storm, for now, but they’ll find us perhaps changeable, if only they would hurry! Tears soon. We’ll try to protect you. Try.” He put his head in streamed down her face as she hurried them. “Don’t his hands, dropping his rifle to the sand. “We left too worry about us,” Piotr said. “Janya, we’ll be all right.” late. Sorry, Janya. We made it all for nothing.” She said nothing, unwilling to tell him that the tears * * * were from another disappointment, another fear. “How much time do we have?” Janya’s head was The feeling she’d had that something wonderful whirling with possibilities, but none of them looked would occur upon her conversion: she felt the whole bright, none of them gave her that psychic sense of truth of it now. There was a second part to the task, rightness. another deed that must be done for the great good to “We gave them the slip amid the chaos of the storm,” occur. She did not know what it was, could not pierce replied Svetlana, resting beneath a tall palm tree. Her 28



Storm Shift arm was a wreck, broken in two places, including a skin. His mind was red as well. He frowned and turned nasty-looking compound fracture — but thank Allah away from her gaze. she would live! “I estimate that it will take them several “I will not betray you, David,” he said softly. minutes to reorganize, and then the MindSlayer must “Nor I,” said Nikola. cast about looking for us. Perhaps we have an hour, if “We’re with you,” said Tomas, and Svetlana nodded we’re lucky.” She winced as Nikola carefully dressed sharply after hesitating for only an instant. She looked the wounds. up at Janya. “That’s it, then!” cried Janya. “We’ve the time: the “I’m sorry, Janushka,” she said, and her eyes were rest of you can convert also! Then we can all be safe, all shiny. “We are a team. You have chosen your path. We hide from the MindSlayer. He won’t find us and then long ago chose ours.” he’ll give up and go away —” “But it’s stupid!” cried Janya. “The MindSlayer is — ” “No, Janya,” said David, a deep finality in his voice. “Thank you for your help,” David said stonily, and “We will not do that.” she knew then that her careless comment had cost her “Why?” she cried. “It’s the perfect solution! All our dearly, cost her his love and companionship forever. minds will be as one, we’ll all be safe, be together —” He walked away then, beckoning to the others. The “And what of our cause?” David said quietly. “Safe, others followed slowly, one by one, except for Svetlana. yes — and useless. We’d be bound to stay here the rest She remained beneath the palm tree, but her eyes were of our lives, being good Sufis and pursuing personal closed and her breathing was shallow, asleep. There enlightenment while the rest of the free world is con- was no one left to talk to. quered around our ears.” With that thought, it seemed, Sullah sauntered casu“You could still contribute as a Sufi. I intend to.” ally into view. His dark eyes captured hers, his smile “How?” he shot back. “Sufism is a doctrine of per- beamed at her through the darkness of despair. There sonal sacrifice over gain, denial of the false outside was someone she could talk to — she was, after all, part world to obtain the real one ‘within.’ It’s pacifistic. We’d of this brotherhood now. She ran to him, breathless and stay here and help ourselves, and no one else. As long afraid, stopping just short of throwing herself into his as there’s a chance for us out there, our duty is to help arms and sobbing out her fears. — out there. I will not hide my head in the sand.” “Sullah,” she said, desperation tinging her voice. “You won’t do anyone any good dead,” Janya said, “You must help me somehow. My … former companstung. “Stay. Find peace, learn the Sufi way. I know ions are going back out into the storm to try to defeat the only a little of it, but I know it’s good. And it means MindSlayer. I know they can’t do it — I just know it! His survival.” mind is powerful, and he may not know exactly where “Perhaps we’re less concerned with personal com- they are yet, but he’ll be able to tell their plans. There’s fort than you are,” David said haughtily. Janya flushed. no way they can outwit him or outrun him. They’re “Do you think you’re so important?” she snapped doomed! Doomed, and they won’t do anything but scornfully, then realized what she’d said. “I’m sorry, rush out there and get killed! We must stop them David. I didn’t mean —” somehow. Are we allowed to use force to stop them? “Janya.” The quiet word carried the impact of a Can you talk them out of it? Help me, please!” bullet. “No more ‘I didn’t mean it’ excuses for you. “Child,” Sullah said slowly, and somehow the word You’ve said your piece, and now we truly know your was not an insult when he said it, though it made her mind. We need no more advice.” very sad to hear. “Child, it is not our way to use force, “David!” she cried, hurt beyond understanding, for any reason other than personal survival.” beyond reason. “No, David, I care. I converted partly “But —” because I felt it would aid the Earth. But I —” she “No!” he said sharply, as though scolding a puppy. stopped. How could she tell him of her cowardice? “Never.” Then he continued in that quiet voice. “It is “Certainly you did,” he replied sarcastically, his also not our way to try to live people’s lives. Our own words biting as deep as hers had. “Enough.” lives are a quest for Divinity, as you know. That means “David,” Piotr said mildly, “perhaps —” that we must deny that which is false, for us, and accept “I said, enough! I don’t care if you are in love with her only that which is true to ourselves. For your friends, … convert if you want to, but you’d be defying my that means attempting to escape from here, no matter orders to do it. The rest of us — or just me, if it comes to what the cost. They follow the only true path, for them.” mutiny — will take our chances with the MindSlayer “Does that mean I’m a coward for staying here?” she and the storm.” cried. There was a silence, and the members of the group “No, child.” He smiled. “I said, for them. For you, the looked at each other, guiltily … embarrassed. Janya’s proper path was also chosen — I think. You are the only head was whirling. Love? What was David talking one who can truly decide.” about? Janya stared at Piotr a long time, searching his Behind them, the group of Storm Knights was gathface and his mind. His face was red beneath the dark ering up their weapons. Nikola was hunched over 29



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Svetlana, lifting her carefully from her rest. Janya turned hands to her face to block out the blinding whiteness, back to Sullah, frantic. “Surely there is a way! You but most of her concentration was on defying the Nile helped me! Why won’t you help them?” reality that buffeted at her mind. She could feel it calling “Because you wished it, and they did not.” He stroked to her, attempting the transformation that would seek at his chin. “Of course, it is the Sufi way to teach those to absorb energies she no longer possessed, resulting in that wish the lesson; that is why we called out to the her own death in a bright plume of flame to match the world to come to us … that is why you all came here in brightness of the storm. But she would not give in, not the first place … If they ask for our advice, I will gladly yet, and if the burden grew too great she could dash tender it. We all would. You should.” across the cusp and hope that it would save her. For “I did!” she cried, tears coming now in streams down now, the chant also helped hold back the storm. her cheeks. “I said awful things. I didn’t mean them. It was she and the Sufis, chanting together as they Oh, I wish —” had the first time, travelling out of their bodies through “Trust in Allah,” Sullah said, touching the moisture the air, through space and time and reality, calling to a on her face. “He will send his answer soon enough.” mind they knew so well. They walked corridors of The Storm Knights approached, David studiously darkness as they stood in the light, and they called to ignoring Janya’s face as he spoke to Sullah. “We go each other in muted whispers, hiding as one body from now,” he said simply. “We have no wish to lead the evil the mind they sought to influence. ones here, nor to betray your presence to them. We’ll “These are the centers of his knowledge,” the soul of send some scouts to reconnoiter, then try to break out Koska whispered to the soul of Janya. “We dare not dig to the west and circle wide around the oasis. Thank you deep here, or he will know what we have wrought.” for your hospitality. I’m sorry if it turns out that we’ve “Don’t dig at all,” she replied, floating several inches betrayed it.” above the black surface on which they rested. “Just Sullah bowed, and Koska appeared from behind a suggest as you did that other time: they are moving out dune and bowed also. One by one the other Sufis joined to the east, breaking through the perimeter by force and him. No other words were spoken as the companions speed. The east. The east. The east,” and the others took formed at the west cusp wall. Piotr and Nikola, amid up the chant, their souls flitting through the mind of the the hum of their weaponry, slipped out into the fog, out Slayer like gnats on a summer’s day. East, east, east, into the dimly seen wisps of glowing darkness and they chanted, the insidious subconcious suggestion flying fish. After a time, the others moved out too. Janya that Janya knew the MindSlayer was susceptible to, for stared in horror as Svetlana limped out into the storm, he had succumbed once before. If it worked this time, but there was something calling at the back of her mind. perhaps they could buy her friends time to make good The Voice? A psychic moment? Or something simpler? their escape, and still keep the oasis’ location secret. All Something in Sullah’s words that gave her hope. She would be well. hesitated, forming the idea fully in her mind, then If they could accomplish now what they had then. whirled on Koska and Sullah, her eyes bright. At first there was no response from the mind. It “I know what we can do!” she cried. “You must help lurked beneath them, sluggish and unresponsive; after me, brothers!” They stared at her quizzically, and Koska a time, though, there was the faintest lurch of motion, nodded slowly, formally. “What is your request, of sensation. The mind began to move. brother?” She heard the test in those words as well, The east, the mind said to living presences around it. knew she must phrase this properly. But it could be Move yourselves to cover a semicircle on the eastern done! There was no reason for them to refuse! side of that disturbance there. I sense nothing, but a premonition tells me they will emerge from that area, * * * The storm was not so much a disruption now as an eastward toward home. Move! intensity. It drove the Nile reality to a fever pitch, “Yes, lord,” replied a voice, and there was satisfacblinding the land with light and shadow: the light came tion in the mind, as of a cat lapping cream. A sense of from above, a false glow of sun suffusing the entire sky. motion, a caterpillar moving before the eyes of the The shadows flitted in the air, vague shapes of wolves mind, and Janya wished she dared dig a little, to see and birds and cats marching their dark outlines across what the MindSlayer beheld. But she dared not; even the sand and up into the clouds. The wind whistled now his mind was flitting within as well as without, hollowly as it passed the oasis, wrapping tendrils of a searching for … searching for her, perhaps, suspecting wondrous past around the little island of plain, present- that she might be probing his mind, trying to discover day Earth. his plans. He could not know she would have so many Janya stood at the edge of the cusp, on the Nile side, allies to amplify her abilities. holding back death by main force of will. And east, east, east the chant went on, now maybe She and the others stood just outside the oasis bound- too much, for the within-mind stuttered a moment, the ary, peering into the brightness for signs of what was moment of a soap bubble popping, and the mind began happening to her former companions. She held her to look about, suspicion tinging its thoughts. 30



Storm Shift “Retreat now,” she murmered, and because she was “The will of Allah,” Koska muttered, and began to now one of the Sufis, amplified by them, the MindSlayer walk back toward the oasis. “We will not force you to did not sense her words as he had before. They rose up, come, for I sense something strange at work here — but balloons, through the strata of the mind and on toward there is no more that we can do, so we will leave you. light and reality. As she rose, Janya risked a casual Come to us when you can. Sullah?” brush of the mind, surface thoughts only — but she had The younger man regarded the older. “By your to know. leave, I’ll wait out here for just a moment.” Horror touched her then. Koska nodded, and that little smile crinkled his face. The MindSlayer was uneasy. Unease filled his mind, Then he turned and passed through the cusp, which unease clouded his words, his deeds. Unease about the now looked like little more than a gauze curtain strung situation, about his own abilities. Unease about the around the oasis. His form rippled, then was lost to orders he had just given. sight behind the gauze. As she rose, committed now to the escape, no way to Sullah turned to speak, but Janya was already stridtell the other Sufis that, no! They had to stay — as she ing purposefully up the side of a steep dune that rose, she felt the mind resolve itself: to recall the troops blocked the view before her. As she climbed, a long would be difficult in the storm, and probably unecessary. rattle of a machine-gun fire split the quiet air, loud as a But what of the west? Surely someone should cover the cannon; she broke into a run. At the top of the rise, approach from the west. premonition caused her to throw herself flat. In the last vanishing moment before she emerged She saw a deadly tableau before her. The five Storm once again into her own body, Janya felt the MindSlayer Knights were ranged in a ragged, curving line across move, move to the western side of the oasis, alone. the open sand. Standing before them, no more than fifty Right in front of the escaping Storm Knights. yards away, was a figure dressed in black, with a long Normally she would not have feared — the odds flowing cape. He stood, without protection, atop a were five to one against him. But the MindSlayer was small dune. His face was masked; one hand rested powerful, the storm was heavily pro-Nile, and Svetlana casually on his hip, the other was extended before him. was wounded. The odds were too even. He had sent his men to guard the eastern escape, but his There was a sensation of flight, then heaviness, and unease had led him to guard the western route himself. Janya sat down hard on the sand, exhausted by the He was alone. ordeal. Her concentration slipped an iota, and there Nikola lay face down in the sand. was the storm, hungry fangs probing at the cracks of Her weapon lay to one side, and for a moment it her mind. Firmly, steadily, she beat back the reality of looked as though it were twisted and burning from an the Nile. But she could not hold this for long. A few explosive overload, but then the vision passed like a more minutes at best. television animation, the gun twisting and writhing “Come,” said Sullah. “We have done what we could into a whole unit. Illusion! But Nikola still did not for our friends; now we must be safe ourselves. We move. Subject to the illusion, she had taken the full force must enter the oasis again, before the MindSlayer’s of the imaginary explosion in her face and chest. The thoughts touch us … and before … before you —” He sand beneath her grew red as Janya watched. did not finish the sentence, but took her firmly by the Janya gasped for breath, terror taking her. A blackarm and lifted her to her feet. Her concentration was so ness crept in, and she had to fight her fear to prevent the intense that she barely resisted. power of the storm from overwhelming and transformBut when he had her on her feet, she said, “No.” The ing her: she could feel for a moment that her body word cost all her strength for a moment, but it stopped heated up, the molecules vibrating faster and faster. him in his tracks. Koska was there by their side, then, She held it back, watching. Why weren’t the others dark and nervous — just like David. fighting back? Could she do anything? Distract the “We must retreat,” he said. “It is not safe for anyone Slayer? Reveal the illusion? Or hide from his power, out here.” save herself by retreating to the oasis and joining with “No,” repeated Janya, and the effort was less this the other Sufis to confound the search? As the thoughts time, so she could also turn her head and look into his whirled round in her head, Sullah dropped down beeyes. “My friends are still in terrible danger. I must see side her, looking out at the battle below. what happens.” Piotr moved, slowly, as though in a dramatic movie At that moment, as if in response to her words, the scene. His weapon rose slowly, as though it weighed haze cleared away before them, leaving only a bright several hundred pounds, and sweat poured from his desert vista, dunes rolling away without end. Although brow with obvious effort as he tried to bring the gun to Janya could still feel the power of the storm all around bear on the MindSlayer. That one gestured casually, her, it looked as though it had abated, so normal was the then, and with a cry Piotr fell, clutching at his head. His scene. weapon fell unused in the sand. 31



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Svetlana swayed where she stood, gasping for breath; Sufis teach, she thought to herself; they help others David appeared spellbound, unmoving. Janya looked who ask for the help. They also search within themto Tomas. The second in command dropped his weapon, selves for signs of the Divinity, rejecting that which is raised his hands above his head. The MindSlayer took false and accentuating that which is true. It came to her a step forward. then what the remainder of the vision of her conversion Tomas will draw a concealed weapon! Janya thought, meant, and she laughed with the sure knowledge of it. knowing that if she could sense the impending happen- She knew what truth was right for her, knew the final ings, the MindSlayer, with the powerful pro-Nile storm outcome … knew the universe. She strode on. to aid him, must have ten times her information. InThe eyes behind the mask narrowed at her apdeed, even before her realization could fully form, proach, and the man in black before her made an allTomas’ hand snaked into a pouch hidden in the cloth encompassing gesture, freezing the helpless minds behind his neck. But the hand did not come out — it was around him so that he could deal with the one free mind as though some creature hiding in the pouch had bitten that approached. She could feel his probing thoughts, deep, holding the hand in place. More illusion? touching at the corners of her mind, trying to batter Then Tomas snapped his left hand down and back down her defenses with the strong reality of the storm up, striking himself full in the face. His other arm stuck to aid him. He sensed her weakness, the death that in the pouch, he could not defend himself from the lurked near for her, and redoubled his efforts. She traitor left hand as it dropped and struck, and struck strode on, eyes locked with his. Five yards from him, again. His face was red and puffed, softening beneath and the efforts stopped. The mental commands vaneach blow; the hand struck again. Tomas was beating ished, the pressures eased. She did not falter, did not let himself to death before her eyes. the relief stupefy her. She advanced, four yards, three Then the MindSlayer laughed out loud. He was yards, two, stood next to him and stared into his eyes. going to kill all her friends before her eyes, and there “You call yourself MindSlayer,” she announced. was nothing she could do. His reply was the swift strike of the cobra, arms Sullah gasped at the vision before him, and that little lashing out to crush her to him, wrapping her in strength cry of horror, that small exclamation of fear, sent an like steel, held firmly round her waist and neck. unexplainable chill up her back, and an answering fire “You fool!” he cried from behind his mask. “I knew leaped from her head and down. She stood, remember- you would make this mistake! I have you now — you ing Svetlana’s words: there were things, after all, that thought that because my mind was strong my body the Storm Knights had that the invaders could never would be weak. You did not know that the physical have. strength of the MindSlayer is enough to snap your neck Sullah, eyes wide with terror, clutched frantically at like a rotten twig!” His grip tightened, drawing her face her arm, trying to drag her back down before she was near to his, twisted painfully back over her shoulder. seen. She twisted her shoulder, breaking his grasp, and “I knew it,” she said quietly, easily. “In fact, I was began to stride down the face of the dune, eyes straight counting on it.” ahead and locked on the MindSlayer’s mask. Then she opened herself to the full power of the proHe saw her coming, and made a casual gesture, not Nile storm, drew its power to her in fact, calling for the recognizing her at first. She saw buzz saws then, whirl- reality to overwhelm her, yearning for it. As the transing through the air, and they were stalengers from the formation began, she felt a power within her welling Living Land, but there could be no attacking stalengers up, a hidden power she had been completely unaware summoned from nothing, and they could not live well of. It was Storm Knight power, offering her protection in the Nile storm; she knew them for illusion and from the storm, from the reality that tried to kill her. shrugged them off. They vanished like a school of fish She laughed for joy, knowing she had done the right scattered in all directions by the hungry shark. thing, made the right choice. But there was one more The MindSlayer had turned away, but his head choice left to make. She was not Janya now, but the jerked back when his illusion dissolved, and she sensed Beloved Child of Allah, a Sufi. She rejected that within the scrutiny as he recognized her. Another laugh from herself which was false, rejecting thereby the Storm him, and she felt his mind boring into hers, command- Knight power, and let instead the truth fold through ing her to pick up a weapon and shoot her friends one her: she was ordinary, and the reality of a strong pure by one. zone demanded transformation. But she was drained But the command was easy to resist, despite his by her previous transformation, and so the power must awesome power, because she was not just Janya now, come from her physical being, power rushing through but Sufi also. Their voices were strong within her, her with the awesome energy of an erupting volcano, reciting the Koran, soothing and comforting. Violence fueled even more by her own acceptance of her fate, was for the weak. She was one of them now. She was spurred by her will. strong, the Beloved Child of Allah. She strode on, With a final glorious cry, Janya’s body vanished in a leaving the gun where it lay in the sand. column of pure fire, the jet of flame and roar of power 32



Storm Shift completely consuming the MindSlayer as well. Where Piotr fought to hold back his tears, could not win, but they had stood, Ord and stormer, there was then only wept silently, alone. A hand touched his shoulder and blackness on the sand. The MindSlayer had been de- he composed himself somewhat, but still he could not stroyed. speak. “Koska spoke true.” It was Sullah, standing behind * * * “We gather to pay homage to our brother, the Be- him in the darkness. Their eyes did not meet. “She is not loved Child of Allah.” Koska’s voice was strong in the dead. When a Sufi performs the ultimate sacrifice, to quiet evening air. The storm was gone, and peace had save the lives of others, then he ascends to the heavens descended upon the oasis with the flight or death of the to become a new star in the firmament.” shocktroopers and other, weaker stormers. Freed from Piotr looked up, saw many stars dazzlingly bright in the MindSlayer’s mental shackles, the Storm Knights the clear night sky. Thousands of them, twinkling and had made short work of the rest of their foes. flashing to the humans who labored below. “She is not dead, but has made the ultimate choice a “I think it’s that one,” Sullah said, pointing. It was a Sufi can make,” Koska intoned. “We salute her. She has small red star, but it flashed then, brighter than any achieved the heavens. others in the sky, until the tears rolled out of Piotr’s eyes “By her actions we know you,” he continued, look- and spilled down his cheeks. Then it was a small red ing at the Storm Knights. “We will come with you from star again. this place, aid you with our teachings, spur on those all “If you speak true,” he whispered, teeth clenched around us who are uncertain, and guide them toward around every word, “then I will find her.” He stared the true path: to defeat this unholy enemy. This we into the night sky. “Someday, I vow, I will find her swear.” again, up there among the stars.” There was silence for a long time, then the Sufis wandered away, one by one, to silent meditation among the shadowy palms. From somewhere came the sound of water lapping at the shore.
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The Chekhov Strain Christopher Kubasik



Wu Han’s thoughts raced with the manic energy of a Core Earth kid high on cotton candy. He was a happy man: insidious, villainous, cunning, and malicious. He was an overgovernor of the Empire of the Nile, an evil subordinate to the despot Dr. Mobius and he was good at his job. He awoke each morning and leaped out of bed knowing he would accomplish countless activities that day. He felt himself a part of the universe, a force as strong as a hurricane. He needed nothing and no one, for he was a part of everything. He loved his life. He stalked up the length of his council chamber. The scarlet dragon on the back of his silk robe danced happily as he gesticulated wildly with his long-nailed hands. His long Fu-Manchu mustache tightly framed his inscrutable smile. White teeth gleamed against his golden flesh. “I need a plan!” he exclaimed and whirled around at the head of the council chamber’s large table. He spoke in precise English, but his speech was marred by an Oriental accent that had more to do with Western stereotyping than China. His lieutenants, thugs and thieves from countless ethnic backgrounds, grunted and nodded their heads in approval from their chairs around the table. When Wu Han wanted a plan, life filled with action. “Duuh, what are yuh thinking about boss?” asked Scourge. Scourge had a quizzical face resembling a bulldog from a Warner Brother’s cartoon that had just been smashed by a frying pan. “Something very large, I believe!” Han exclaimed. A thrill ran through the hearts of his minions, for never had they seen the insidious Oriental master criminal so full of life. The invasion of Earth was going well. Han was inspired. Han’s thoughts now moved like a movie projected at four times normal speed. He began contemplating information he had learned about Core Earth during his journeys into the native lands of the planet. (Just a note: the thought of Wu Han actually taking the time to contemplate was not necessarily an oxymoron, but certainly stretched Han to the limits of his mind. He thought like a gymnast moved, each thought flipping into the next trick in the routine. If there was ever a moment’s pause, he did it only to balance himself for the next mental leap. He felt uncomfortable if he paused to consider something for too long. The rhythm of the pulp reality demanded constant motion, physical and mental, from its heroes and villains. Han was happy to oblige.) “Another Death Maze?” asked Achmed D’uarb, an Arab assassin whose every other tooth gleamed gold. “Another search deep into the Egyptian desert for an eternity shard?” whispered Scar, whose ruined throat hinted of the long ago splash of acid. “Another stelae to be planted out in Earth?” put forth Mr. Hoggs, whose immense flesh jostled as he spoke.



The Chekhov Strain “Kill another Storm Knight?” As the men rushed out of the room, Wu Han “Try to betray Mobius again?” smiled. His eyes were distant. If he was thinking “Agitate tribal wars in Afghanistan so we can run about the future outcome of the orders he had just guns?” given, there was no way to tell. He was like that. “Make another stab at the diamond mines under He’d be plotting one moment, and then plotting someMrs. McReady’s farmlands?” thing else the next. “No” whispered Wu Han, curling his long fingers * * * before him. “I need something unique.” Los Angeles had been deserted when the Living Land A hush fell over the room, a silence created by thrill invaded. The city had been reclaimed during the Miracle and ... fear. It was not every day that a pulp villain of California. Now it struggled against the hideous realwanted change. The results could be very profitable ... ity of Tharkold. The city still struggled to live. Many who or completely disastrous and unknown. stayed behind were actors and directors and technicians “I want something so large, so devastating to the and craftsmen of theater and film. They kept working, people of Earth, that my reward from Dr. Mobius and beleaguered citizens came to see the shows. would compare even with the riches of the ancient A production of Anton Chekhov’s The Seagull had pharaohs.” The villain smiled a cruel smile. It had just opened at the Mark Tapper Forum. A rapt audience worked. He had applied himself to coming up with a filled the large theater. The play, like most of Chekhov’s fantastic and daring plan, and it had happened. Possi- work, dealt with loss, and the desire to keep living in bility energy infused Wu Han’s thoughts, to the villain’s the face of adversity. This audience lived in a country at advantage. Events tended to go his way. war with invaders who ripped reality away from the “I will poison the earth,” he said levelly. conquered. The play cast a spell of truth. “The water supply?” The first act of The Seagull takes place beside a lake. “Their food?” The set of the Mark Tapper Forum’s production showed “No! You insufferable buffoons! I do not desire to kill a beautiful sunset that slowly faded as the act prothem! We need them alive so we might steal their gressed. On the left side of the stage, in front of the false possibility energy! No, I need a creative way to poison lake, was a stage for, as it said in the play’s stage notes, them... Poison their behavior, make them easier to “private theatricals.” It was a stage on the stage. The defeat ...” curtain on the stage upon the stage was drawn shut. It “Perhaps we could create some sort of toxic radio would remain shut until Konstantin, the young writer wave transmitter?” suggested Scar. in The Seagull, opened the curtain. He would present a “Shut up,” said Wu Han quietly. A deep chill ran play he had written to his friends and family. It would through the room as his evilness permeated the souls of be a play within a play. his henchmen. Han infused them with the desire and Wu Han hid behind the curtain of the smaller stage, strength to do harm. “I have an idea even more absurd. waiting for the moment Konstantin revealed him to the Something only someone as insidious as myself could audience and the actors. Han would take them comever have come up with. Gentlemen,” he said, resting pletely by surprise. his hands on the table, leering at them, “prepare yourWu Han was bored, bored, bored. self. We make history in the course of the Possibility He had hidden himself behind the smaller stage Wars.” before The Seagull had begun. He so far had endured He walked down the length of the chamber, ignor- nearly twenty minutes of the production. He could not ing the men in the room completely. Then, suddenly, he believe that Core Earthers considered such naturalist placed his bony hand on Scar’s shoulder. Scar flinched. drivel entertaining. He exerted more energy going to “Scar. Arrange the following. I need a library. I sleep than all the characters in the play used up during require a library containing books and stories from the the whole show. beginning of this world’s Western civilization.” The play revolved around a dozen characters living “Books?” on an estate in Russia at the turn of the century. Most of “That’s right. Books.” them were out on the stage at the moment, waiting for “You mean like Earth’s pulp stories?” the play Konstantin had written to begin. Some of the “Well, yes, some of them, of course. A sampling of characters were servants, some writers, some actors. everything. Their religious allegories, their tawdry Some were related by blood, some by marriage, some parlour dramas, their snail-paced English murder mys- by love. Each wanted something from another characteries, their existential essays disguised as novels. A ter in the play. As it was a Chekhov play, they never got whole pastiche of their boring civilization. Begin.” what they wanted. The sound of chairs sliding on stone filled the room Konstantin told Nina, the aspiring actress and his as the thugs sprang into action. If Wu Han wanted young girlfriend, to get ready to perform his play. She books, then books it would be, no matter how useless started toward her position behind the drawn curtain the request seemed. of the small stage. 35



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Wu Han drew his KO8 pistol out of his golden The boy tapped a stick against the ground three sleeves. Heather Davis, the actress playing Nina, came times and raised his voice. “O, ye venerable old shades around the small stage and took two steps up the small that hover over this lake at nighttime, send us to sleep ladder to the platform. and let us dream of what will be in two hundred She looked up and saw Wu Han, smiling patiently, thousand years.” pointing his pistol at her face. Sorin, Arkadina’s brother, said with complete coolShe froze in fear. ness, “There’ll be nothing in two hundred thousand She was young, no more than 20, with pale skin, and years.” Han smiled. So weak. All they could contemstraight, thick black hair, a gift of her Native American plate was the final demise of their world, cities, their ancestry. She was at once vulnerable due to her small entire race. Dr. Mobius and the inhabitants of the Nile frame, but, in her eyes, owner of a certain toughness. made plans for an empire that would last for eternity. Wu Han found her charming. He fingered the trigger of the pistol in his right hand For a moment she considered turning and running. and looked down at the girl. She stared up at him, Wu Han shook his head. Then, with his empty hand, he furious. Would she act — become heroic? Han deemed crooked his finger, gesturing for her to approach. it impossible that anyone from Core Earth, or even the She finished walking up the steps. Han put his hand other realities, was capable of such action. It was always on her shoulder and forced her to sit. He then placed the thus when Han travelled through any reality other than tip of his gun against her head. his own. The beings in other realities had no frenetic He then stood quietly. He listened to the dialogue of energy. They moved like minute hands on a clock, still the play he had read and re-read in Egypt come to life. in the moment, revealing motion only after you had left On the other side of the small stage’s curtain, them alone long enough. Arkadina, the famous Russian actress, played by the “Very well, let them show us that nothing,” said the actress Elaine Sanders, asked her son, “When are you boy, trying to sound clever and with good humor. going to begin, dear?” Already, only listening to her for The woman playing his mother followed curtly with, about a quarter of an hour, Han had discovered he was “Let them. We are asleep.” fond of the character’s manipulative manner, but could Konstantin stepped up to the stage to draw the cord not stomach her petty aspirations. A woman of her that opened the curtain for the stage. The audience in skills could easily rule a nation if she applied herself. the theater and the actors on the stage gasped. “In a minute, Mother,” replied the boy. “Please be In that moment Wu Han appeared, framed within patient.” Konstantin, Wu Han thought, was a useless the gold painted wood of the small stage. He held the pup, more pathetic than Han had even expected in his tip of his pistol lightly against Heather’s head. Banks of reading of the script. The boy craved his mother’s stage lights illuminated him, including a golden special approval on everything. He could not simply write just overhead. to write, act for action’s sake, for the thrill of simply Han smiled graciously. “Ladies and gentlemen of the doing what he wanted. He needed everyone around audience. Members of the cast. This is a kidnapping.” him to tell him that he was of value. He craved Around the theater, his servants, dressed as patrons, Arkadina’s affirmation that what he wanted to do he pulled Thompson submachine guns out from under their should do. seats. According to the ancient tradition they each fired Konstantin would last no more than three minutes in several rounds into the ceiling to panic the crowd. There the Empire of the Nile. were screams and couples clutched at one another. But that behavior, that despairing inaction, was the Han raised his hand and quieted the audience. “My core of what Han sought for his disease. It was so name is Wu Han,” he continued and bowed in greeting. perfect he almost let loose an evil laugh. “The men with the dangerous weapons are my associ“‘Oh, Hamlet,’” Arkadina began, quoting ates. We have come for the cast of this production of The Shakespeare’s Ophelia, “ ‘Speak no more; Thou turn’st Seagull. We will take these thirteen actors and leave mine eyes into my very soul; And there I see such black everyone else behind, unharmed. Unless there is trouble. and grained spots as will not leave their tinct.’” Of course.” Han felt the Heather’s shoulder stiffen. She Konstantin countered, “‘Nay, but to live in the rank was afraid, but would not show it. He had met the type sweat of an enseamed bed, stewed in corruption, hon- before. She would not give him the pleasure of showing eying and making love over the nasty sty—’” the sound him he was in control. She impressed him with her of a horn cut him off. He turned to his audience: his performance. mother, her friend Trigoran, family members, servants, The man playing Trigoran, Nicco Francesca, moved and hangers on. They sat on wooden benches by a lake, to stand up. Han watched with excitement. Was somelooking toward a small stage. Konstantin stood by the thing about to happen? Would Francesca offer a chalstage, looking back at the assembled group and said, lenge? Was he about to have to earn his living? “Ladies and gentlemen, the play is about to begin. The villain’s hopes dashed quickly as he watched Quiet, please, quiet! I begin.” Francesca move with incredible slowness. 36



The Chekhov Strain Francesca finished rising. Han did not mind the question. Thinking out loud, “Heather, are you all right?” he asked the girl. Han speaking out loud, it was all the same. swung his gun toward the man. “Mr. Francesca, please. “I am seeking the essence of the plays of one of your Remain seated.” Han had memorized the names of all world’s dramatists — the essence of Dr. Anton the actors from the program. Francesca stood momen- Chekhov’s plays.” tarily stunned, confused that a stereotypical Oriental “Wouldn’t it have been easier simply to read a book villain would know his name. He paused, uncertain on the subject?” Sanders roared. Han had decided that what to do next, and then sat back down. “What do you she was actually much like Arkadina, her character in want?” he asked the play — loud and annoying. “Only your talent,” Han said, and smiled. “This is not a literary exercise,” he said calmly. “I am “And if we refuse to go with you?” seeking the organic, living essence of the play. It is my “There is a phrase I have come across while traveling ambition to make a thriving, malignant disease from it.” in your world. ‘All actors are cattle.’ If you wish to die, There was a pause, but Francesca could not help but I assure you, you will. I will get someone to replace you ask. “What?” with little difficulty. If you come with me, however, I Han smiled and curled his fingers in anticipation. He will treat you well. I give you the opportunity to work had expected to deliver the explanation of his scheme to on your play until you can no longer stand it.” his prisoners after the plane arrived in Egypt. No mat“Until we can no longer stand it?” asked Eileen ter. For him, the exposition of a plan was one of the Sanders, the actress playing Arkadina. better parts of his job. “Yes. You see, I need to suck the very life of this play “Your world has many kinds of stories,” he said out of you all. You shall be unharmed, but the play — loudly, raising his hand toward the ceiling of the plane, the play will be mine! HA! HA! HA! HA! HA! HA! HA! “many different styles. This is a strength of your world. HA!” You have a variety that the invading realms do not have. We limit our points of view to concrete realities. * * * Wu Han felt a comfortable thrill. The kidnapping Your world, rich in possibilities, can support many had been a success. They were all on board a cargo types of styles... and many different portrayals of life. plane on their way back to Egypt. Motion! Motion! “This variety is clearest in the history of your drama. Motion! There was nothing so enjoyable as being be- In the Greek plays, written at the birth of Western tween a point of departure and a point of destination. civilization, the protagonists and villains are living He often thought that if he should ever stop long forces. Antigone and Creon, Medea and Jason — all the enough to rest he would simply die. characters have a strong will, and fight to have that will All the actors, chained to benches that lined the wall survive, in a sharp conflict with an opposing character. of the plane, watched him as he paced up and down the In many respects I see the Greeks sharing a great deal in length of the cargo area. He gesticulated wildly, oblivi- common with my own native reality ...” ous of his captives. His brain produced thoughts so “In your esthetic wet dreams,” put in Sanders, who quickly and in such quantity that his mind could not seemed intent on pushing the villain as far as she could. contain them. The excess spilled out his mouth. He “Perhaps,” continued Han. “Perhaps these words mumbled to himself, not hearing a word of what he are only the ranting of a madman...” He’d lost his train said. The thoughts that remained in his head competed of thought again. It happened often. Luckily, it usually for attention. They crashed through and into one an- looked as if he were pausing dramatically. What had he other, like the waves of an ocean smashing into a cliff’s been saying? Something about his words perhaps bebase. He was eating a feast of ideas. He tasted each ing the ranting of a madman. That was no help. He said notion, but never became stuffed. He was ecstatic. He that all the time. was never so happy as when he was only vaguely Oh, yes. aware of all that was going on within him. “... but I see the similarity. In both the Nile and the The actors, meanwhile, remained quiet, uncertain Greek plays, there is conviction. This conviction drives what to do. Every once in a while they glanced at each both parties — for there is always a clear opposition — other. All they found was fear in the eyes of the person just like in my reality. Most importantly, both sides act they looked at. It was better to stay in one’s own on their convictions. Finally there is a great deal of thoughts. physical danger, as in my reality. Death is often the Finally, after several hours of flight toward Egypt, climax of a Greek play.” Han’s reveries were interrupted by Francesca. “Could The Overgovernor noticed that Heather was more you tell us,“ the actor asked, “what this is all about?“ alert than she was before, listening to him intently. With his make-up removed he was younger than There was something about the girl ... but now was not Trigoran. Middle-aged, but in good shape. His hair was the time to dwell on it. dark brown. He asked the question quietly, as if to There was something about her flesh ... No, he was avoid causing Han to become furious. focusing on his evil plan. What was his evil plan? Her 37



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire shoulders were so round, strong. He smiled at her about people sitting around moping. In these plays people cruelly, stalling for time. fall in love, but don’t act on it. They have goals, but never That’s right. The history of Western civilization’s take the first step to get to them. They have dreams, but drama. the dreams become clouded and obscure by the fourth “However, during the rise of European culture some- act. The dreams remain only as memories of something thing interesting happened. The characters of your lost, not something to strive toward. stories became less certain of themselves, less driven by “In the plays, a dozen characters wander around the their own beliefs. The seventeenth century work of stage, bumping into each other, but not producing any England’s William Shakespeare demonstrates this. real sparks. Nothing like the conflicts between Jason and Macbeth and Hamlet were the driving forces of the Medea! To an audience member, the characters are like play, but had no real opposition external to themselves. paramecium under a microscope! They are there to be Macbeth’s king and Hamlet’s step-father were not re- studied — true to life, accurate, but not truly making ally opponents worthy of the men. Instead the real anything happen! It’s clear how Chekhov chose to be threat came from within. They spend the length of their influenced by your world’s science, and your science respective plays wondering whether they should take dragged your view of yourselves down. Whereas Dr. action at all...” Mobius’ weird sciences constantly remind the citizens of “Well that’s part of what the world is about,” said the Nile how strange and peculiar the universe is. A Heather, but less as if she were arguing with him and universe that we have the power to affect. Your popular more as if she wanted him to deny that fact. view of the universe has shifted from the Greeks, who “In your world, dear child, not mine. I am too busy interacted directly with the forces of nature through the pursuing my goals to question them. gods; to Shakespeare, whose characters at least attracted “Meanwhile, in Spain, Cervantes had just finished the attention of nature, such as Macbeth’s regicide-proDon Quixote, portraying the the idea of heroic quests as ducing storms; to Chekhov’s indifferent universe, where the unfortunate disease of the mind. Quixote had locked men live their lives in a universe that cares not for them himself up in a room filled with the romantic fantasies one iota. You have turned yourselves into worms who of previous centuries and had taken them to heart. But matter not to anything but yourselves!” He paused and the world had changed, and the new world saw such then laughed wickedly. “And your race is actually quite views as absurd. The tale portrayed Don Quioxte’s capable of being completely indifferent to itself!” need to live a committed, passionate life as a joke that “But we still have the Greek plays!” cried Heather. needed repair by the scientific realities of the time.” “And we have stories of heroic deeds, and doing amazSanders tried to throw her hands up into the air, but ing things!” they were held back by the manacles around her wrists. Han was astounded. He could hear in her voice, “But such a life is absurd! He gilded the entire world buried in her anger at him, a hunger, a desire for with his madness. He wanted to be a hero in a world something more than her world had to offer her. that has no heroes. Of course he needed to be cured.” He cut her off gently. “Yes, your people do. That is a Han raised his hand and opened him mouth as if strength of your world. Members of your world generabout to shout, but hesitated, closed his mouth, and ally discredit the stories you just mentioned as being drew his hand to himself. “Miss Sanders,” he said as if useless, if not harmful. But you still have them. You are to a child, “In my reality, and please remember, this so rich in possibilities that you can express an almost reality might soon rule your world, there are heroes. limitless number of realities. You have only one, but There are villains. We spend our lives doing heroic and you can conceive of so many. You should know that villainous deeds ...” such an ability is almost magical to we realm raiders. “Seems like a bit of a waste of time to me,” and she We normally know only one way of performing life, slumped down in her chair and shut her eyes, showing one way of thinking, of expressing ourselves. You are her complete distaste for the conversation. wizards of reality.” “What he’s saying,” put in Heather, her voice filled “What has that to do with us?” Francesca said, with passion, but nervous, since she seemed to be rattling his chains desperately. siding with their abductor, “is that once, in our stories, Han walked up to a chair at the front of the cargo area we had heroes, we had people who were as big as life and sat down. He folded his hands and held them would allow them to be.” before him. “I believe that all these realities of yours “Well,” answered Sanders, her eyes still closed, “then make your race very powerful. It is my goal to hone life isn’t as big as it used to be anymore. So we can’t be your reality down. To weaken you by limiting your as big.” possibilities. “Precisely!” Wu Han shouted with such wild joy that “Of course, the entire invasion rests upon this prinSanders opened her eyes to see what he was up to. “By the ciple — when we impose our reality upon your world, time your Darwin had written his Origin of the Species, we disorient you. This is one of our strengths. HowAnton Chekhov was producing his pathetic vaudevilles ever, in a peculiar twist, every one of the invading 38



The Chekhov Strain realm’s realities seems to encourage the creation of * * * heroes. Why this should be, I do not know. My theory “Again?” asked Heather. is that for a society to be aggressive enough to travel “Again,” answered Wu Han. from one cosm to another, one war after another, the He and the actors were in an underground crypt. society must reach an extreme pitch of energy. And if Shocktroopers had moved six sarcophagi to clear an this amount of energy is available, the reality randomly area for the stage. Scarlet torchlight and lanterns lit the produces heroes. crypt. Thick stone pillars, carved with crocodiles and “The challenge, then,” he said, tapping the tips of his Egyptian numbers, framed the stage. fingernails together, “is to produce a reality without Strange, silver antennae shaped like beetles and heroes. A reality we can conquer easily. A reality where thunderbolts were fastened to the frame of the stage the inhabitants find life overwhelming, where they are and pointed toward the actors. The antennae crackled barely active. In short, I want the inhabitants of Earth to with blue electricity. Cables ran from the antennae and behave as if they all are in a naturalistic drama of the all of them found their way to a large box covered with turn of the century. Specifically, I want to create a virus knobs and dials. Next to the box squatted a device that will infect everyone from Earth, making them whose sole purpose seemed to be to go “clatta-clattastumble around the planet as if they were characters clatta” once in a while. There was also a small spout on from the works of Anton Chekhov.” one side of the box. Beneath the spout was a petrie dish. Everyone on the plane was quiet, looking at Han as During each performance of the play a few drops of a if there was something more for him to say. liquid of an indescribable color fell from the spout, into There wasn’t. He just smiled at them. the glass dish. “That’s insane...” said Sanders softly. Wu Han sat in a stone throne. He looked at the actors “In the Empire of the Nile, my dear lady, we have a as they rested amid the drawing room furniture of the saying: ‘It’s so crazy, it might just work.’ ” fourth act. Four shocktroopers, armed with machine guns, stood behind him. * * * The actors were asleep in their rooms. Their captors Some of the actors were asleep from sheer exhauslocked the doors, and guards stood in the hallways. tion. Others were awake, but only because they were Han sat in the library he had built. The air of the too afraid to give in to sleep. chamber was cool and comfortable, for the large hall “We’ve done the play three times today already,” was underground, far beneath the desert heat. Electric said Francesca. “We’re really not going to be very lamps buzzed softly, filling the literary tomb with good.” brown light the shade of a faded page. The towering Wu Han smiled cruelly. “Do you think you were shelves, crammed with countless volumes, seemed to good even in Los Angeles? I did that audience a favor lean in toward him. by taking you out of the theater.” He laughed manically, pounding his fist on the “Well, really!” cried Eileen Sanders. “This is too wooden table before him like a child watching a violent much!” cartoon. “It will be too much when I say it is too much!” The people of Earth were so pathetic! Never had he answered Wu Han. “So far I have seen almost nothing met a race that so undervalued the power of life! From to make me believe it was worth my time to bring you Cervantes, who mocked the life of romantic adventure, here to Egypt.” to Kurt Vonnegut, whose prattling portrayed life as “Well, we still need a bit of a rest,” said Francesca, passionless and without joy, there was no end to their who had become the cast’s nominal leader and repreneed to justify the boredom of their lives in fiction. sentative. “Perhaps you can tell us what all these metal It had taken months for him to put the library together. devices are for?” He had conceived the idea of using Earth’s stories against Han smiled, for he knew that the actor was playing her natives, an idea inspired by the ability of stormers to on his love of explaining his schemes. He respected inspire people with tales of heroic deeds. He had shipped Francesca for the maneuver. He decided to oblige the in thousands of books, reading one after another for just man. They probably did need the rest. the right narrative that would satisfy his requirements for “The metal devices are the antennae of my Dramatic a disease to ruin the people of Earth. Mode Reception Unit. With the machine I shall suck the Yet, as he sat in the room remembering how ridicu- essence of the Chekhov’s reality out of your perforlous they had made their lives through their fiction, a mances. I shall then study the essence, purify it, and solemnness overcame him. He stopped laughing. There build a biological virus from it. Because this virus shall was something about being in the library that quieted be alive, this strain of pure Chekhov, it will carry its him and calmed him. Something that tamed his frantic reality across the surface of Core Earth, infecting the spirit and asked him to sit down and think a while. inhabitants.” The sensation frightened him. Without another Francesca put in, “I thought ... won’t the technology moment’s thought he stood and left. required to make the bug require the reality of the Nile? 39



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Won’t the virus fall prey to the reality of my world?” * * * The actor searched his memory. “I’m not sure exactly Five days passed. how this works ...” The cast did the show three times a day. “No, a fine question, sir. I’m glad to see you followHan watched each performance, searching for scraps ing my thinking so clearly. Indeed, a large portion of the of insight that might help him analyze the data his virus population will get switched over to Earth’s real- weird device was collecting. ity, becoming useless. But the Chekhov strain populaThe guards had to be changed frequently. Each tion will be very large. Assume fifty percent loses its group of shocktroopers became listless and bored after corrupting influence due to a lack of Nile reality. The only half a day on duty in the theater. remaining portion of infective material would have a The boredom of Earth’s drama was overwhelming. devastating effects on your world’s population. Han himself watched the play intently each time, “Actually, the difficult part will be making the virus though it bothered him to sit still for so long. able to create the performance of the Chekhov reality As for the actors, every one of them became sloppier without actually switching the reality of the infected and more uninspired as the days went on. Earth native. If I cannot accomplish this, the disease will All except Heather. be useless, since it will rob the victim of his possibility Somehow she actually improved each time they energy before Dr. Mobius can claim the energy for performed the play — she became more lively, enterhimself.” taining, and driven. “So you just want to render us helpless while you And each time she finished the show she looked at advance your reality and rob us of our possibility Wu Han, searching. He was certain she was seeking his energy?” Francesca asked, stalling for his weary com- approval. He did not give it. He behaved with complete panions. indifference to her, for this gave him great pleasure. “Exactly. Your people will live lives of quiet des- However, he was becoming increasingly drawn to her. peration, unable to stand or rally against the might of He knew that soon he would take her, take her as he Dr. Mobius and the Empire of the Nile.” took power, land, and all the other women in his life “You are unaware of something, sir,” put in Sanders, before Heather. standing and crossing to the fiend. The guards raised Take, take, take. their weapons, but Han gestured with his left and they Han decided that tonight would be the night, for he relaxed. needed a distraction. His dreams the last few nights “Yes? What is that?” he said smiling, placing his had been haunted by domestic imagery, brought on, no hands into the deep silk sleeves of his robe. doubt, by watching The Seagull so many damnable “The characters in a Chekhov play do not just sit times. For weird science, Wu Han would suffer. The around. They are all trying as best they can to get what night before he’d dreamed that he sat in a parlour they want. In the words of Michael Shurtleff, The Three watching snowflakes, contemplating their significance. Sisters is not a story about three sad sisters who never It was maddening. What would an overgovernor of get to Moscow, it’s about three lively sisters who fight the Nile have to do with sitting around a parlour like hell to get there.” thinking? “That may be, my dear. They still fail.” Wu Han So it was that during the final performance on the smiled and raised his face toward the ceiling, toward fifth day that Wu Han, already primed and agitated, the sky hidden behind the thick stones of the tomb. felt a penetrating and uncomfortable sensation. ”And they fail because, in the reality of Chekhov, the It was the end of the fourth act. Nina, the character universe will crush you. You can be full of life in the face Heather played, had left Konstantin to have an affair with of that despair, but you will fail. When the Chekhov Trigoran, the older, established writer. He then betrayed strain infects someone, he will, perhaps with good her. After that, she travelled all across Russia working on humor, be completely consumed with that attitude. her skills as an actress. Konstantin, the young, ambitious People shall think about why they cannot act as op- writer, had followed her, hoping to regain her affection. posed to taking action. Against the might of the Nile, an He was desperate for her love. He had needed his mother’s entire society built on making aspirations a reality, they love, which she refused to give, and so had turned to will fall like china dolls before an angry child.” seeking Nina’s love. He needed someone to approve of “And if we refuse to help?” she asked sternly. him. But he never got the affection he needed from Nina, “Oh, that again?” He shook his head with a soft either. She always refused to see him when he came chuckle. “Which of you wishes to die?” backstage to give her flowers. No one raised their hands. At the end of the fourth act, Nina returned. Yes, Wu Han thought. You all will serve me, and I shall She was in a parlour with Konstantin, come to visit destroy your world. For though you devalue life, none of you him. She asked that he tell no one else that she had is willing to give it up. returned, for Trigoran was in the house. He granted her 40



The Chekhov Strain wish and put a chair against the door to the room to “Are you all right?” Heather asked, touching his shoulinsure their privacy. der. Han pushed her hand away. “I’m fine,” he hissed. Konstantin had grown unsure of himself in the She stepped back, upset. “I’m sorry. It’s just that...” intervening years, and needed her as desperately as he He felt a desperate need to appear in control and did before, although he was now a well-established lashed out “What?! ‘It’s just that’ what, little girl...?!” writer. He tried to express his love for her, telling her he “It’s just that... what you said about heroes... In the worshipped the ground she walked on. Nina could plane. That’s why I became an actress. To be bigger than make no sense of this. “Why would he worship the life. All I’ve found is that they want me to be as boring ground I walk on?” she asked herself. as life. I’m sorry.” Tears were forming in her eyes. “I She wanted to change the subject. She explained to thought, even if we were doing Chekhov, I’d try to give Konstantin what she had learned in the two years she you something of what I wanted. I thought you’d like had been working as an actress. She said her life had it.” She covered her face and ran from the room. been hard at first, but it had become easier when she Han whirled, his golden silks flapping around him. realized that all she had was her work. “What matters How could she think she needed to get his approval. is not fame, nor glory, nor the things I used to dream of. She was nearly a goddess. He wanted to run after her, No. What matters is knowing how to endure, knowing to hold her in his arms, to comfort her... how to bear your cross and have faith. I have faith, and He dropped to his knees. “What am I thinking?” he it doesn’t hurt so much now.” shouted at the heavens. The soldier left behind to escort Wu Han watched Heather speak the lines, fasci- him to his chamber looked at him with concern. “Get nated. When he had first seen her, she had filled the out!” Han screamed. scene with an arbitrary earnestness, as if she had to The guard left. deliver a sincere sermon. It was engaging, but not Something was happening. Something was wrong empowered. Now, after fifteen nearly continuous per- in his mind. He felt it, slow acid dripping from his formances, something had happened. When she spoke memories and eating at his synapses. Something was the lines, it was as if the goddess Isis possessed her. She inside of him, and he had no idea what it was. did not force the sentiment, “showing” that she had “I’ve got to rest,” he thought. He stood up, brushing faith and would endure. It was simply true. She had sand from his robe, and walked toward his private energy that Han had never seen from anyone from Core chambers. Earth. He thought for a moment she might have flipped * * * over to the Nile reality, but knew that the event would Nightmares assaulted him. He saw himself alone in have produced obvious effects. a maelstrom, alone and without power. The storm Watching, he felt a desire. A desire unlike his other caused him no harm. It simply cut him off from that hungers. He looked at the actor playing Konstantin, which he knew, that which gave him joy and comfort. and saw him looking at Heather with desperate eyes, He looked around for his henchmen, but could not find longing for her to turn to him and declare him worthy them. He searched the desolate landscape for his arch of life. And Wu Han, criminal mastermind of the Em- foes, but found no one. He once would have welcomed pire of the Nile, was suddenly afraid that his own eyes such solitude to contemplate a variety of evil plans. He would betray the same sentiment. now felt nothing but loneliness. He was desperate. “Enough!” Han declared, stopping the play before Screaming at the wind. He clutched at the storm, desNina could leave and Konstantin could kill himself. perate to feel something, but his hand only passed The other actors, waiting in the wings, looked out through the air, finding no comfort. onto the stage to see what had happened. * * * “That is all for today. Thank you very much. You will He awoke drenched in sweat. rest tomorrow.” His breathing was heavy. With visible relief the actors streamed out from the He had slept long enough to gain perspective on his wings to be led to their rooms. condition. He was diseased. He realized that it had Nina stopped by Wu Han. been growing slowly, though he hadn’t noticed it at She spoke quietly, so that neither the actors nor the first. Like the guards, he’d become a bit slower. He’d guards would be able to hear her. spent more time thinking about his work, whether it “You didn’t like the play tonight?” was of value. “No. No. It was fine.” He’d attributed the sensations to boredom brought “I’m doing it for you.” on by watching the play over and over. But now he “What?” Han asked, startled. He was aware of how realized that he’d actually become more involved in the close he was to her, to her pale skin, how much he play as the days went on. wanted to touch it, and yet knew he had no right... What was happening? Han clutched at his head. What was he thinking?! He Then the image of Don Quixote flashed before him had the right to anything he wanted! — the old Spaniard locked up in his library of fantastic 41



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire fiction, eventually overwhelmed by it. Han realized Now the Eagle looked confused, and he blinked that he’d done the reverse — locked himself in a cham- twice. Thinking his nemesis might be trying to lull him ber filled with naturalistic fiction. into a sense of false security, he spat out, “Yes, you He raced to his library. fiend! Do you think I have forgotten The Death Chambers of Wu Han? The Death-Maze of Wu Han? Wu * * * Pale brown light filled the great hall. Dozens of Han’s Passages of Blood? Wu Han’s Labyrinth of Terbooks haphazardly collected at the bases of the shelves. ror? Each maze more deadly and more terrible than the Great Expectations. The Octopus. The Stranger. Countless last? Can you have forgotten how many times you have others. Han went from one shelf to the next grabbing driven me to the brink of my sanity with your ingenious books off the shelves and flipping through them, read- yet perverted tests of intelligence and endurance?” ing random passages and dropping the book to the The Eagle paused, waiting for a response from Han. floor. The Overgovernor simply stared at him blankly. After He could understand them. Not fully, not as a native. a moment he said, “Oh, yes. Those,” and smiled, as if Suddenly he did not find them ridiculous. There was remembering a childhood friend he had not seen for something in them that spoke of a truth. A truth he did years. not fully understand at the moment, but feared he soon The Eagle’s brow furrowed. “Oh, yes, those!” he might. shouted out and looked at Captain B’Shad. The captain The steel door of the library swung open. in turn looked down at the Eagle, his brows furrowed Two shocktroopers entered and took up a position in confusion as well. Between them they knew that on either side of the door. From the inky darkness something very strange was happening. The captain beyond the doorway appeared the confident and fury- cleared his throat. filled face of the Eagle. Han had tracked down the “Perhaps your latest death-maze is not ready, masman’s history after the Eagle had foiled several of Han’s ter? I can have this insolent pig ...” plans. The man was an Earth native from the United “No,” interrupted Wu Han calmly. “There is no new States. He was a CIA agent stationed in Cairo when the death-maze under construction. I have been focusing invasion began. He’d flipped over to the Nile’s reality, my efforts toward other goals.” With that his eyes still fighting the “bad guys,” but alone, without the drifted over the countless volumes that stood stacked bureaucracy of the CIA hanging around his neck. on shelf after shelf. The Eagle and the captain glanced The Eagle was manacled, and someone behind him around the room as well. “Take him away. Lock him thrust him into the room. The Eagle fell face first to the up. As long as he is imprisoned he will be no bother to floor, spitting out an oath as he struck the stone. The us.” Eagle’s outfit was simple — a black suit, shirt and tie. A “But, master ...” began the captain. silver pin was on his jacket’s lapel. It showed a symbol “I am busy, slave. Please. Take this man out of my from the United States, an eagle clutching both olive presence ...” branches and arrows in its talons. Unlike the American The Eagle twisted free of B’Shad’s grasp and writhed symbol, the bird on the Eagle’s jacket had its head toward Wu Han over the desk. His face showed panic turned toward the arrows. The man’s chiselled good and concern. “It’s true, isn’t it Han?! What they say! looks set the whole ensemble off nicely. Don’t do it, Han — stop reading these books now! I Captain Achem B’Shad of Wu Han’s intelligence heard the rumors and feared this would happen. I’m force stepped into the room. He too dressed in black, from there! They don’t know what life is! They don’t though he looked shiny and polished. Han realized for know the thrill of motion and action. They live in fear! the first time that B’Shaad’s face wore a permanent Always trying to be safe! They pass their lives in desneer. It was ludicrous. He almost laughed. A perma- spair, wondering why they feel dead, but never allownent sneer? ing themselves to live!” The captain grabbed the Eagle by the scruff of the Before he could say anything else Wu Han’s right neck, pulled the man up and threw him onto Han’s hand slapped him across his left cheek. Han’s razor table. The reading lamp threw a harsh light against the sharp nails cut three thin streaks of blood. The Eagle hero’s face. looked up into the face of Wu Han and saw that he was “I’m sorry for disturbing you, master, but as you can once again facing an arch-villain. “Do not dare to see, we’ve captured a quarry worthy of your attention.” presume to tell me what mysteries I can and cannot “What new death-maze have you devised for me successfully navigate, you blathering idiot! Do you this time, Han?!” the master of infiltration said with a think I don’t know what dangers I face on my quest for level tone. knowledge?! I am Wu Han, inscrutable and insidious! An expression of puzzlement passed briefly over the Need I your permission to risk my sanity for the greater inscrutable villain’s face. “Death-maze?” He searched good of my master, Dr. Mobius? NO! I am in control! his memory for the term, knowing it was in his thoughts And if my behavior is a mystery to you, then so be it. I somewhere, but only found the image of Heather. shall rule alongside Dr. Mobius, and this research shall 42



The Chekhov Strain be the undoing of you and your native race! Take him Atlanta, Georgia — as if he were some long lost demiaway!” god whose return had been prophesied for the last The speech inspired B’Shad and the shocktroopers, seven decades. Was everything a fiction, then? Had the filling them with the desire to serve their master as prattling of authors from different dimensions unwitloyally as he served the Pharaoh. The three of them tingly recorded the events of other worlds, inspired as grabbed the Eagle roughly and dragged him away. The if through dreams? Or worse, did the story tellers of Eagle looked back at Han, smiling in relief. different dimensions actually influence the course of He’d inspired himself as well. He was a villain of the actions on other worlds? Was he merely the product of Nile. And that part of him had no intention of becoming racial prejudice run rampant in Western adventure overwhelmed by thoughts and emotions. “I will not fiction? Logic told him no, for his world had existed for think this way,” he said through gritted teeth. “I am of thousands of years, while Earth’s pulps were comparathe Nile. We are people of action. We move. We flow tively young. And yet he knew that the nature of a through life without rest, but are that much more alive reality could influence memories. Terra might only for it. I will not fall prey to this disease. I will find a believe itself to be so old. What if Mobius’ history were cure!” no more than a false memory? What if there were nothing he could believe in? If reality was no more than * * * The actors rested and soon became bored. a projection of an elaborate lie, what might he depend Wu Han spent days in the lab, gathering his data, on, root himself in, to get through the day? recording information. Arranging test tubes. Throwing Heather. switches. A young girl. Even when she became caught up in Sometimes he made progress. He had not lost his his discourse, he had been more curious that she apprereality, and when he was emotionally functional he ciated his words than actually aware of her as a person. could perform experiments at an incredible rate. As a woman. Other times he was trapped in despair. He could not He saw her image before him. Her pale skin, her even name the despair. When he was in this state he did straight black hair, like an Indian’s, down to her shoullittle work and did little more than stare at the petrie ders. Her small face, perfect for an actress. He realized dishes filled with the essence of Chekhov. that when she smiled, when she became upset, when confused, her compact features communicated each of * * * He lay in bed unable to sleep. the emotions with direct clarity. Each feeling of hers It was the disease again. Even as he was consumed in could change from one instant to another. A series of the fit, some part of him was aware a new kind of desire portraits, each lovely, each intriguing. had trapped his thoughts. It was like lust, but somehow She understood him when he talked about his love of different. motion. Perhaps she could understand his confusion as He knew lust well and used his power to sate it. As well. an overgovernor of Dr. Mobius, any whim was his to The world was suddenly insubstantial. He once satisfy. What he wanted he got. So much of his amorous knew his place in it. He was a driving force, as strong as activity boiled down to conquests. The taking of what the wind, an equal to the force of the ocean. Now he no he wanted. For him, women were no different from the longer knew where he belonged, if at all. land he ruled so successfully for Dr. Mobius. If she would just touch his hand, however, that Until now. would be enough. The warmth from her white hand He got up and paced. would ground the useless energy within him, steady His body reacted to energy that had no outlet. him, let him know there was something real he could He wanted her affection. depend on. Heather. “I had not anticipated an existential dilemma,” he He was just like that simpering Konstantin in The thought to himself. “This may set my plans of conquest Seagull. back by an as yet indeterminate amount of time.” He He screamed, a long time, his hands curled into fists, smiled. Suddenly his former way of thinking (which, his nails digging into his palms, piercing his golden though pushed to the back of his mind at the moment, skin, drawing droplets of scarlet blood. The scream screamed loudly at him to stop this nonsense) struck echoed along the spines of the Earth books in his him as rather silly. He enjoyed making a joke of it. bedroom, the pain carried from one to the next. * * * He dropped to his knees, clutching his head, blood In his cell, made of cyclopean steel blocks, the Eagle smearing his temples. He could no longer think prop- shivered as a chill of unknown origin ran through his erly. Everything seemed so fragile. To rule, to be im- body. mortal, was nothing in the face of the mysteries which * * * now confronted him. He’d seen his image on a shelfful Wu Han looked through the one-way mirror into of pulp books in the children’s section of a library in Heather’s bedroom. 43



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Each of the actors stayed in a simliar room. Each Heather awoke with a start when he entered the contained a four-post bed with a canopy, a bureau room. It took her a moment, in the dim light, to realize made of light oak, a wash-basin with running water (an who had entered. Then she realized it could not have extravagance, but Wu Han wanted the best for his been anyone else. actors), and a small bedside table. Inside the drawer of She sat up abruptly, her left hand moving to cover each table was a book containing the collected plays of her chest. The nightgown covered her body except for Anton Chekhov. her left shoulder. To Wu Han its smooth, round form The rooms were all part of the same underground gleamed with unearthly light. He stood transfixed for a labyrinth that theater was in, buried far beneath the moment by the bare flesh, then moved his gaze a few desert sands of Egypt. Underground it was always inches to meet her eyes. cool. Heather was asleep beneath a thick quilt stitched “I heard you calling for me.” He tried to sound in with hieroglyphics of owls, eagles and crocodiles. Only control of himself, and did. He was a master criminal her right hand resting lightly on the quilt and her head after all. and her shoulders were visible. “I did?” she asked with puzzlement. Although she Her pale face almost disappeared into the white clearly did not know she had done such a thing, she nightgown and the white pillows of her bed, but her shifted her eyes away from his gaze. black hair, long and straight, separated her face from “Yes. You said you wanted me to bring you ... the white around her and accented it. It was the visage motion. To bring you the action of life.” of an angel floating in the mist of heaven. Her pale skin reddened. When she raised her head She moved her mouth, a slight gesture, but Han Wu Han saw that she was grinning. “I think I might stepped closer to the glass pane, pressing his finger- have done that,” she said playfully. nails against the smooth surface of the glass, desperate Seductively? for any sight of her, how she lived, how she moved. He Wu Han’s confidence began to return. “I am not could have her, he knew, as he had taken all that was often in the habit of giving favors,” he said regally. He his. But now... Now he needed her to want him. He felt closed the door behind him. the mirror mocking him as he reach for her image and The action disturbed Heather and she pulled the knew only the touch of its cold, hard surface. quilt up around her. “I didn’t know I was asking for She continued to move her mouth and he realized anything. I was asleep. Talking in my sleep.” that she was speaking. Speaking in her sleep. His heart Wu Han hesitated, afraid of making the wrong move. pounded faster. He tried to make out the words and Curse it all, he thought, what am I afraid of losing?! thought he saw her mouth forming the syllables of his “Don’t you want what I can offer you?” name. He reached over and flicked a switch to activate She lowered her head again. Softly, so softly Han the room’s microphone. thought it might have been the sound of the wind caress“Wu Han,” he heard her say softly, barely audible ing the leaves of palm trees, she said, “I don’t know.” through the low static of the speaker. “Wu Han. Let me The insanity gripped him full, squeezing him in an live,” she continued, “I want the motion of life, the imagined vice. A vice made of large shiny blocks of drama. Let me be your Medea...” metal designed by Dr. Mobius that gleamed like merHan’s breath caught in his throat. He opened his cury in the torchlight. He fell toward her bed, dropping hands and pressed his palms tightly against the glass. to his knees at its edge. His fingernails dug into the quilt “Wu Han...” by her feet. Her small, delicate, pale, perfect feet (he had He ran from the observation chamber and in just a never seen them, but in his mind he imagined they must few steps he stood outside the door of Heather’s room. be perfect.) “Please want what I have to offer,” he said Then he paused, terrified, his hand hovering over to her, pleading. His face was tilted up to hers, his eyes the doorknob. wide with anguish. She looked back, distaste on her Words in her sleep. What if they had no substance face. He looked away, realizing that he had shamed when she awoke? himself before her. “I’m sorry.” He hated himself for his inaction. Who was he to be “I thought ... I just imagined ...” She paused, exasperafraid? He who had helped plan the invasion of earth! ated. “You’re a pulp villain!” He looked up and saw she He who had ruled all of his lands with an iron will that was now looking at him again, imploring, wanting to gained the admiration of all his slaves! He who had know why he was disappointing her. almost obtained the weapon necessary to betray the “Yes ... yes, I know ... but there is a disease in my High Lord, Dr. Mobius. He who had managed to sal- mind. Your fiction has infected me. Not as severe or vage his position when he failed! “I am an invader from concentrated as an axiom switch, but enough to alter another world!” he shouted in his mind. “What is this my resolve.” fear? Why am I driven to inaction?” His hand hovered “What?” she said, again with distaste, as if he had beside the doorknob. Then, an impulse overwhelmed said the most ridiculous thing in the world and was him, he clutched the doorknob and turned it. wasting her time. 44



The Chekhov Strain “I’m responding to thoughts differently now. I need or a meaning made no sense. It was one’s purpose, in you. I want you ...” he said. “Please, I’ve never felt Han’s case, villainy, that produced the work. anything like this before.” Who had put the idea in his head? “You’re not what I thought you were,” she said. Then it came to him. “No. I’m no longer what I thought I was either.” Irena! “I thought you were a man of action, who took what It was Irena from The Three Sisters. That damned he wanted.” Chekhov again! Han imagined his insidious synapses “I was.” drowning in the playwright’s naturalistic bilge. “I thought you were strong enough to rule worlds...” Yet he could not deny he now felt that working was “I am. I just need to share it with you. If I have you, the best way to control his despair. I know everything will be fine.” He reached the lab and threw open the door. His “That’s pathetic.” Her eyes contained both disgust hand touched a small metal panel by the door and the and concern. lab became alive with light. Blue arcs of electricity cut “I can give you so much.” across the air between silver orbs resting on metal rods. “But look what’s happened to you.” Glass tubes fixed into the ceilings flickered for a mo“I can cure it. By the time I have created the Chekhov ment then produced a dim, orange light. The glass Strain, I will possess enough knowledge to build a counter tops of the lab stations all glowed with a soft vaccine.” white light. When Han stepped up to the station where She threw her hands up into the air and then slammed he stored the Chekhov essence, the counter’s light lit them down to the quilt. “This is absurd! You invaded him from below, turning his eyes into hollow sockets, my world! What am I even thinking about?!” his mouth into a permanent grin. His face was a vision Han stood up and stepped away from the bed, his from a child’s nightmare. head bowed low. “You’re right, of course. What was I He took the petrie dish with the Chekhov essence in even thinking about?” He stepped to the door. it and dabbed a bit onto a microscope slide. He pulled Had the preceding conversation really occurred? He a stool up to the counter. He placed the slide into a large felt dizzy. The world twisted around him like a meta- and bulky microscope that was so stuffed with knobs phor that never finished. and dials that an Earth native would not even know He turned back to her. “I...” he began, but could say how to begin using the device. no more. He leaned into the lens of the device and, with his He left. long-nailed fingers, adjusted the knobs to pick up the infrared range of Organic-Narration. He only recently * * * He hastened to his lab. He desperately wanted to had put the sensors for such a scan on the microscope work. Something to throw his mind off the misery of it and did not know what he would find. all. “All I can do is work,” he thought to himself ... This is what he saw: ... and then abruptly stopped moving in the torch-lit hall. It occurred to him that the notion of work being central to life was not his own. It was only an echo of endure disconnection someone else’s ideas. endure disconnection Whose? endure disconnection He started toward the lab again, walking slowly. He endure disconnection began to search his mind, remembering recent and endurenection distant conversations, trying to remember where he disconnec endure had picked up the notion of work being an integral part disconnection endure of life. The image of a woman appeared, although he disconnection endure could not remember specifics. She reminded him of disconnection endure Heather, but he did not know why. disconnection endure He remembered her saying, “Man must work, work disconnection endure by the sweat of his brow, whoever he might be. That disconnect endure alone gives a meaning and a purpose to his life, his disconnectione happiness, his success.” enddisconnection Who was it? It was maddening not to know, because endure disconnection upon remembering the exact quote he realized that the endure disconnection notion was completely contrary to his view of the endure disconnection world. Although a busy man, Wu Han never saw endure disconnection himself as working. Contemplating insidious plots and endure disconnection building infernal devices is just what one did! It was not endure disconnection work. The idea that one had to keep busy for a purpose endure disconnection 45



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire He pulled back from the microscope. When he looked up, he saw that Wu Han was Incredulous was an expression the insidious Wu walking quickly to the door of the tomb, ignoring the Han had never worn before, but now it was full upon cast completely. his face. He stared blankly for a moment, then put his “Is that it for the day?” Heather shouted. He ignored eye to the lens again. her. There was no denying it. The two words, “endure” She smiled. and “disconnection,” ran along strings that wound around * * * each other like the two snakes from the Staff of Eton. In the library. He pulled away from the microscope once more, his Stacks of books stood on the wooden table at the eyes once again focusing on a distant thought. What center of the room, each stack containing more books could it mean? And how could Chekhov have known than the last. They towered above one another, threatabout the nature of disconnection nearly a century ening to topple and crush the Oriental man who sat at before the invasion of Earth by the Possibility Raiders? the table’s chair. Han knew that the man had been a doctor, but a doctor Wu Han’s face shone with perspiration in the white of medicine, not of strange technologies and light of the table’s reading lamp. It was clear now. Facts interdimensional physics. he hadn’t understood about Earth’s history had formed He had been a healer. themselves from misty confusion into concrete theoWas that a clue? ries. Once again he saw how limited his point of view “Endure disconnection,” he thought, without at first was; he’d lived too long under a reality controlled by realizing he had formed the intertwined words into a Mobius’ Darkness Device. sentence. He tried the phrase out loud. He knew, of course, that the reality of Earth had “Endure disconnection.” changed over the centuries. The technological index He said it softly, feeling acutely the movement of his had slowly risen, and with it the social index. And in lips and tongue when he formed the words. There was turn, judging from the stories before him, the spiritual pleasure in them. “Endure disconnection,” he said and magical indexes had slowly dropped. There was again, puzzled. What did it mean? nothing particularly strange about this — it could happen over time in any of the realms or cosms. In fact, the * * * A night of rest had put Han in a better mood. The creation of Jean-Paul Malraux’s Cyberpapacy was a performances had begun again — he needed more dramatic, if unanticipated, result of just such a change. essence for his research. The play, however, was not He realized now that he had missed the main elegoing very well. ment of what made the Earth so strange. “I’d always “This is nonsense!” Sanders exclaimed during the assumed,” he thought, “that it would be traumatic for second act of the day’s second performance. “I just can’t a population to have their reality pulled out from under keep this up.” them. We Possibility Raiders have traumatized so many “This is your work!” Han shouted irritably. “I thought worlds time after time. But the people of Earth had you people, you actors, loved acting, and couldn’t get ripped their reality out from under themselves time enough of it!” after time. And they’ve somehow learned to live with it! Francesca put in, “You think we live this material. In fact, it is almost natural to them!” We don’t. It’s just a style. It takes work to behave this He began looking through his library, searching for way.” the changes on the world of Earth. He discovered that Han paused for a moment, searching for the right they were not a simple, slow change as he had assumed question. He was certain he was about to get a clue to under cursory examination. Earth fought wars in atwhat he had seen in the lab the night before. “But it is tempts to keep old views of the world in place against called naturalism. It is your representation of nature. Of humans heralding a new view of the universe. Nations life.” divided themselves along religious lines. Families someHeather piped, her voice purposefully indifferent, times broke apart due to differing outlooks in the as if hurt and bitter, “You yourself said that our world development of the world’s reality. Men condemned to has a vast variety of points of view.” death. Books banned and burned. “But this one, this Chekhov, is closer to how you live It was amazing. It was one upheaval after another as and see the world than the Greek play, yes?” people tried to deal with reality sliding out from under “Closer, but not the same as our life,” said Francesca. them. “Our view of the world has changed many times over He knew he was on to something, but had to trace it the centuries. Our writers do the best they can to make back to its sources. sense of these new views.” He lowered his head and He decided to work his way back through time. He said, “Listen. Maybe you’ve made a mistake by bring- started with Chekhov’s contemporaries, in Russia and ing us here.” abroad, and then further and further back. 46



The Chekhov Strain As the hours passed, further and further back in time up his own rules. First the life after death was all that he went. mattered. Then Heaven was gone, and all he was left And although the changes became less frequent in with was a few decades and nothing but bones. the older ages of the world, they were no less startling. “And Chekhov, the astounding Anton Chekhov, He had never appreciated just how durable the people was aware of this disconnection.” of Earth had to be to survive all that had happened to Han remembered that the characters were always them. ending up disconnected from what they considered Then he got to the Bible, a book he had not bothered their homes. Olga, Masha, and Irena losing their home reading before. It seemed so fantastic in nature that it to Natasha in The Three Sisters. The loss of the orchard served no purpose for the disease he wanted to create. in the Cherry Orchard. Nina’s final disconnection from Now the book lay open before him and Wu Han’s her home at the end of The Seagull. In each case, the eyes were wide. characters travel into a new environment as a new force He sat in rapt fascination and horror looking at the takes over the land they grew up on. One reality after story of Earth’s creation. It had begun, like so many another. No reality they could count on. other genesis tales, with different elements of the world Wu Han’s mind reeled. How many worlds collapsed created one after another by an omnipotent force. The before the invading realities of the High Lords over the universe was made, the Earth was made, nature was millennia. How did the people of Earth survive? made, man was made. Chekhov saw one way humans soothed their anThen came a difference from other religions, because guish. the story of Western civilization’s religion contained a Because humans wanted the absolute love of God disconnection buried right in the holy text. Han’s long again, the reality of Paradise, but had separated from fingernails traced a line under the words as he read God, they began seeking the love in other places. In them. Their God banished the first humans from Eden, romances, in mothers, in affairs, in fame — in any a Paradise, to another kind of a world, a world where relationship they thought might give them the sensathey were on their own, with their God slowly remov- tion of belonging in Paradise once again, of having ing himself from daily affairs. God’s love as clear and resounding as it was in the Over the next few thousand years this text would Garden of Eden. become the underpinning for innumerable social and He stood up, started pacing. His mind began workscientific points of view in Western culture. It would ing quickly, not as it used to, not out of control, but still allow humans to support the view that they should quickly. He curled and uncurled his fingers. conquer nature and control it. Eventually the book “Of course, the love of a parent or a spouse can never itself would be seen as dispensable, as the scientific be as absolute and complete as that of God’s. Humans progress of the human race allowed them to become just don’t have that much energy or power. Chekhov gods in their own right. saw this. He also saw how disappointed everyone was, “Of course the social and technological axioms had focusing their energy on quests for affection they could increased over time,” Han thought. “The human race never complete. He knew there was no way to get the had been cut off from their creator, and they were on feeling back, tried to point that out to people so they their own to make it work. There was no draining of would not pursue a hopeless search.” possibility energy in such circumstances, but the people Han remembered Nina’s word’s at the end of The of Earth were constantly cut off from previous realities Seagull’s fourth act. “What matters is not fame, nor as they created new axiom sets for themselves. It was a glory, nor the things I used to dream of. No. What self-inflicted disconnection! matters is knowing how to endure, knowing how to “And even though they survived each disconnec- bear your cross and have faith. I have faith, and it tion, there was still pain. They had started in Paradise doesn’t hurt so much now.” and had lost that reality. They were always trying to get “Endure disconnection,” he said aloud. back to it. Their entire history is everyone arguing For the people of Earth disconnection was a way of about the way the world should be, and what is real and life. Disconnected from the universe, Paradise, God, true, rather than accepting the world as it was, because the love they needed to feel whole. And always trying they knew it wasn’t yet what it was “supposed” to be. to cure it through impossible means. They still had memories, buried deep, of all the splenWas that was it was to be a human from Core Earth, dors of ages past. And many of them desperately wanted then? Always disconnected, always alone? to get back to those times. What was Chekhov’s cure? “First man was at the center of a universe focused Endure. Endure because that’s just the way life is. around him. Then he was somewhere unimportant in a And Heather? he thought, staring ahead, mindsprawling universe. First he was created in God’s im- lessly, afraid to feel anything for her for fear it was age. Then he was simply another animal on the planet. leading him down a trap Chekhov had clearly pointed First he was to live by God’s laws. Then he was to make out. “What am I to do? Should I try to cure myself, even 47



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire though it is now clear to me that once in the grip of this Wan lowered his eyes, and then looked at her again. way of thinking I can never let it go? Or should I “You don’t appear to be taking it seriously.” surrender to my fate, needing to connect desperately “It’s rather absurd, you know.” An anger began to with something or somebody, but knowing it will spill out of her, perhaps at Wu Han for his strange ways. never be enough? Shall I live a few more weeks, desper- Perhaps at being kidnapped and flown half way around ate to gain emotional succor from Heather, only to end the world and forced to perform Chekhov repeatedly. my life like Konstantin, killing myself because I know “I’m sorry, I’m not from this ‘reality’ of yours. It’s hard I’ll never have it?” He would go mad from the dilemma! for me to understand all this stuff.” And then something came to mind. There was a Han laughed. He laughed out loud, not his typical book, somewhere in the stacks, by a philosopher of evil, dark laugh filled with narrow secrets and obscene some sort. He hadn’t asked for books on philosophy, mysteries, but a truly mirthful laugh. A joyful laugh of but they’d got mixed in with the large shipments by understanding. Perhaps the first he ever had. “It is accident. absurd, isn’t it?” he asked her, and crossed to a chair in His henchmen had often had difficulty understand- the corner of the room and sat down. “Yes. It is strange. ing the difference between War and Peace and Beyond My disease. From books. You don’t see how many Good and Evil. verbs and nouns run through your own bloodstream. He ran down the stacks, to the back wall of the Your people are in the middle of an ocean of ideas, library, tossing one book aside after another. The floor stories, of styles. I’ve never really examined a world like was now littered with volumes. yours. It overwhelmed me. He found it. He remembered the red cover now, and “Books...” he said and laughed again. “Ruined by saw that the author was Rilke. He flipped through the books.” He lowered his voice and leaned toward her. pages, frantically, desperately needing to know that it “Powerful things, your books. They carry the soul of would be all right, that he could love and not inherently your race. Our cinemas are much more popular here, become miserable through disappointment. even more popular than in your own world. We’re a He found the page. people of action. Moving pictures. Movies. Moves. The paragraph he had vaguely remembered read: Move! That’s what we’re about. Action! Keep it hop“A good marriage is that in which each appoints the ping, don’t stop. People think a lot in your books. They other guardian of his solitude. Once the realization is sit around and talk. There are ideas. Not many ideas in accepted that between the closest human beings infi- movies. They can be entertaining, stunning, engrossnite distances continue to exist, a wonderful living side ing. But not many thoughts. Look for that next time you by side can grow up; if they succeed in loving the see a film.” distance between them, it makes it possible for each to “What do you want?” she said with exasperation. see the other whole against a wide sky.” “I want to return to the United States with you,” Wu Disconnected, but together in disconnection. Han answered, smiling an enigmatic smile. He found Konstantin never saw that as a possibility. himself enjoying Heather’s reaction. She did not move. Frozen. Then her mouth slowly * * * He knocked on the door. Politely. Not with shame, thawed and she worked it carefully. She made two false but with respect. It was hard for him, but he knew he starts before she got a sentence. “You want to leave could learn respect given enough time. here?” There was a pause, and then Heather said, “Come “There’s a problem,” the Oriental man said, looking in.” down at the yellow hands folded in his lap. “I’m ... no He opened the door and entered the bedroom. longer evil. I can feel it it. My insidiousness is gone. I’m “I wasn’t calling you,” she said. Her face was flush, no longer a villain. There’s a kind of ... confusion inside the quilt drawn up to her neck as she lay in the bed. Her of me now.” He looked up at her. His face was a mask hands were buried deep beneath the quilt. of control. “I actually don’t know how you people stand “I know. I saw the light beneath the door. I thought it. There’s a swirling mist of possibilities before me. you might have been going over your lines.” Everything used to be much ... simpler. I wasn’t conShe rolled her eyes and turned away from him, her cerned with deciding how to behave. Now every action cheeks burning an even brighter red. “Not exactly.” carries some ethical weight.” “I see.” “Sounds like you’ve fallen from grace,” she said Her hands appeared at the top of the quilt and she sat smiling, curious. up, dragging the quilt up along with her. “What do you “Yes. That’s it exactly. There’s something about your want, anyway?” reality ... Knowledge and stories and living as a human “I... I have changed.” being ... all intertwined. I learned too much, and so now “I know... you’re diseased with Chekhov or some- I’m on my own. Whether I wanted it or not, I’m more thing.” human now.” 48



The Chekhov Strain “More human?” she asked with an arched eyebrow. “There is a war going on. I’m sure my knowledge of “Don’t deceive yourself, my dear. Most of the invad- reality and the Nile Empire will be of great use to your ers in the Nile are already very human. The only reason people ...” we’re not completely human is because we’ve clamped “My people ...?” she said with mock incredulousness. down our possibilities, made the definitions of life very “Our people. Bonded through an insufferably slow clear. I think to be truly human is to be confused.” reality,” he said with a laugh. He turned his head and She laughed out loud, and quickly covered her mouth. kissed the palm of her hand. He smiled at her happiness. Again, it was not the smile “Is that it? You’re going to just lock yourself up in a of evil, but a natural, open, unguarded smile. His face think tank?” She raised her other hand and wrapped had never worn such an expression before, and it her arms around his neck. looked rather awkward on him. “You’re going to have “Well, there were two other things I wanted to spend to get rid of the mustache,” she said, giggling. a great deal of time doing” “I’ve been thinking about doing that very thing ever “Yes?” she asked, gazing up at him. since I encountered my likeness in Earth’s libraries.” “Well. I thought I’d try my hand at writing.” “How do we leave?” she asked. “What about the “Writing?” others?” “Why not? I think I’ll have an interesting perspective “I’m still an overgovernor of the Nile,” he answered on your people.” simply, rising from his chair. Crossing to the bed. “Fair enough. And the other thing?” “We’ll all get on a plane, everyone, including that He reached for the light switch on the wall and the insufferable Sanders, and return to North America. room was plunged into darkness. “Well, that...” he There I’ll tell my slaves that I’ll be meeting with a unit said. “I actually thought I’d get a start on tonight. Before of shocktroopers who have been secretly stationed in we leave for the states in the morning.” the United States.” He sat down on the edge of the bed. In the darkness Heather’s voice coyly asked, “You “I’ll order them to leave, and, being my slaves, they’ll sure you don’t want to wait until we’re out of the have no choice but to fly away without me.” Empire?” She looked at him, wry humor in her eyes. “It all “Let me make another attempt at defining my new sounds very crafty. Are you sure you’ve changed your sensibilities. I’m no longer mentally hyperactive. That evil ways?” doesn’t mean I no longer have a craving for motion.” “I’ve become a moralistic wanderer, but not a simple“Oh,” said Heather, warmly. And then she exclaimed ton,” he answered with a smile. with pleasure, “OH!” “And,” she asked, raising her hand to his cheek, “what will you do once you get to my reality?”
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The Strange Affair of the Spirit Cats Douglas Kaufman



It was a gloomy night in Khartoum. The Pharaoh’s artificial sun had set over an hour ago. The faint glimmer of evening stars was obscured behind an ominous layer of black clouds. In the alleyway, three shapes floated like ghosts through the darkness and evening mist. Given the state of Earth since the invasion of realities, the chance that they were in fact ghosts could not be dismissed lightly. One of the larger shapes, thinking upon just that likelihood, harrumphed and fumbled about in its waistcoat pocket, as if looking for a lost bit of change. “G’dam,” it muttered. “Jacques, did I give you that Pharaoh’s Curse Lucky Charm? What have I done with it?” As he spoke, the third shape approached the other two … slowly … ominously. The large shape now turned out his pockets in measured, slightly frantic, haste. “Ex — excuse me,” trilled a pretty, young voice from out of the darkness. “I can’t see you very well, but — you wouldn’t by some chance be the man known as Lord Cunningham?” “Goodness!” exclaimed the large waistcoated shape. “Either you’re not supernatural or my reputation is such that even the spectres know me!” “Am I a spectre, then?” A flame was struck from a match, held in the hand of the owner of the pretty young voice. It was, in the vernacular, a Pretty Young Thing who held the match in a white-gloved hand. A small hat stood atop an exquisitely formed face piled high with auburn hair, and green eyes glowed faintly in the red firelight. The small pouting lips, also shining in the match light, held an expression of mock insult. She regarded the waistcoated man steadily, as the match burned down nearly to her fingertips. Behind Lord Cunningham, the third shape growled low in his throat. “Jacques reminds us that in this part of town, it’s best not to call attention to oneself,” said Cunningham, revealed in the matchglow as an immensely fat man with a huge white mustache. He was dressed in the height of fashion and was impeccably groomed — except for an egg stain on the left side of the coat covering his amazing paunch. “There’s a dear; just put out the flame and we’ll make our way to the club. I assume you are here for the club dinner?” He adjusted the monocle he wore as he spoke, as if to get a better view of the lady. “Yes indeed,” she said from out the dark, but the flush on her cheeks was audible. “The Explorer’s Club dinner! How thrilling!” “Quite,” drawled Cunningham. “Have you an invitation?” There was a rustle of paper, and something passed from white-gloved to meaty hand. “Can’t very well read it here, can I?” muttered Cunningham. “Know I had a light of my own somewhere about here … damn pockets … like the Caves of Orion … Oh, fine,” he said aloud. “Come along. I’m



The Strange Affair of the Spirit Cats sure everything’s in order.” And without further ado “Thank you,” she replied daintily. “I — oh!” he took her arm unerringly in the dark, and whisked At that moment she rounded Cunningham’s prodiher toward a blank wall. The one called Jacques fol- gious left hip, and stared full into the eyes of the man lowed, vigilantly scanning the darkness behind them called Jacques — and was instantly lost within the dark for signs of unwanted intruders. confines of his eyes. At the wall, Cunningham rapped lightly on the third The square jaw, dark hair, dark skin, perfect nose, brick up, fifth brick over from the left, and called softly, devilish brows and perfect teeth all smiled at her, “Remmy, Moxis, Attun!” The wall slid back and to the knowingly. She sighed for all the lost years of her life. side, accompanied by the sound of sandpaper on stone. “Hello, sir,” she managed, squeaking slightly on the “Oh!” exclaimed the lady. upstroke. The faint glistening of a teardrop was visible The three passed within, and wall slid shut behind in one eye. them. The darkness was then disturbed only by the “My dear, let me present my good friend Jacques,” plaintive meowing of a small alley cat. said Cunningham, seemingly oblivious to the smoldering looks that were passing between the two younger * * * “And now for a proper introduction,” said the huge people. “Jacques is an apprentice member of the Club, man. In the light of the gas lamps within the club, his and accompanies me on many of my adventures.” girth, florid face, and mustache made him look like “What an exciting wife — er, life,” Lady Tria said. nothing so much as a surprised walrus rearing up on its From somewhere she produced a feathered fan and hind flippers. He doffed a pith helmet, graciously took began vigorously cooling herself, staring all the while the lady’s hat, and handed both to a nearby servant. into the molten pools of Jacques’ eyes. “I,” he announced as the servant moved silently “It is a bit warm, isn’t it?” said Cunningham. “Shall away, “am Lord Cunningham, one of the founding I get you a drink?” Without waiting for a reply, he members of the Explorer’s Club. We are a band of bustled off, leaving a swirl of displaced air in his adventurers, dedicated to the overthrow of the Pha- considerable wake. The lady breathed silent thanks and raoh, otherwise known to us as …” lowered her eyes, raising them coquettishly to meet a “Mobius,” she whispered, eyes wide. There was a fiery look from Jacques. moment of silent fear as she pronounced the name of Neither spoke for a long time. Finally, impatience their greatest enemy out loud. A hush fell over the club. winning over social grace, Lady Tria said, “Sir … Jacques Several heartbeats passed. Then the hum of conversa- … I’m afraid I don’t know your full name. I trust that, tion resumed within the dark oak and mahogany con- as you are a member here, I will meet you again in the fines of the room. near future, when my patron Mr. Quest brings me “We’ll not rest,” said Cunningham, obviously quot- again to visit. I look forward to it.” She held her breath ing something or someone, “until the scourge of Mo- in anticipation of his reply. bius is lifted from the land. And who do I have the Jacques bowed, then opened his mouth as if to speak. pleasure of addressing, my dear?” Time seemed to stand still. Various tunes and marches “I am the Lady Tria,” the pretty young thing replied, played within the lady’s mind. giving a slight curtsey. “I was invited by Mr. William “Here we are!” bellowed Cunningham, bustling Quest, who unfortunately could not be here tonight.” between them like a bull in stampede. “And how are “Old Billy-Q?” roared Cunningham. “That goat! you two getting along?” He handed the lady an unWhere did he come across such a treasure as you?” wanted drink. “I am his niece,” she replied, a little uncertain, but “Quite well, thank you,” the lady replied icily. Jacques still smiling. said nothing, the merest hint of an amused smile on his “Oh. Quite.” Cunningham blew out on his mus- lips the only indication of his feelings. The lady contintache, nonplussed. “And that invitation? Perhaps I ued, “Jacques is —” should look at it now?” “Certainly a mysterious fellow, isn’t he?” “I gave it to you, Lord Cunningham,” she said. Cunningham said jovially, throwing a thick arm around “Outside, in the alley,” she added helpfully. Jacques’ perfectly shaped shoulders. “Doesn’t need to “Oh?” He fumbled again at various pockets. “I seem say much!” to have dropped it or misplaced — Jacques! Have you “Oh, I don’t know,” Lady Tria said. She mounted a seen Lady Tria’s paper?” new attack, trying to sidestep Cunningham and get The one called Jacques, mostly hidden behind back next to the man of her dreams. “Do you mean to Cunningham’s great bulk, made no reply. Lady Tria tell me, Jacques, that you have a reputation for being the moved slightly to her left, to try to get a little better look strong, silent type?” at the silent man. “He certainly does,” cried Cunningham, before “Ah, well,” sighed Cunningham, making a last inef- Jacques’ lips could even part for a reply. “By Jove, I fectual pat at his sides. “You obviously belong here. remember Jacques facing down a horde of villainous Come, you may sit at my table this evening.” minions of Mobius. They taunted him until their faces 51



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire turned blue, but he never said a word. Never lost that So there I was, Cunningham the “great white hunter,” slight, sardonic smile of his. Eh, Jacques?” Jacques with my squad of Askaris (that’s soldiers to you, my smiled sardonically, and said nothing. dear), guides and bearers, following an ancient map, “Minions of Mobius! Dear me!” The lady fanned recently discovered, whose mystic runes I had deciherself prettily. “And Jacques, how did you come to be phered myself. facing a horde of Mobius’ minions?” We were on the veldt, nearing the entrance to an area Jacques drew in a breath (as did the lady Tria). where, according to the map, the talisman lay resting in “By god, that’s our mission here in the Explorer’s a lost temple deep within the jungle. My group was Club!” cried Cunningham. “We dedicate ourselves to getting edgy, but I knew we had to press on. It was on the overthrow of Mobius. We have chosen to oppose a day just like all the others — hot, uncomfortable, and him by denying access to the artifacts he so craves. fly-ridden — that a maddened rhino suddenly attacked You’ve heard of Natatiri, his minion in Khartoum? And the camp! A rare black rhino, it was, and to this day I you heard the rumors a while back, of a mind-transfer suspect that black magic was what made it charge us. device that she was using? Well, the fact that you’ve At any rate, I picked up my rifle and calmly shot the heard no stories recently is solely due to the efforts of the beast once in the shoulder — but astoundingly, it barely Explorer’s Club. Without them, that device might still faltered in its stride as it bore down on us like a runaway be terrorizing innocent citizens.” Cunningham held his freight train. The Askaris and guides and bearers scatown drink in both hands, warming both to the brandy tered like so much thistledown, and I knew that if I ran and to his subject. too, it would charge blindly after my helpless compan“The Explorers are all archaeologists extraordinaire,” ions. Since I had the rifle, I had no choice but to stand my he said. “Adventurers of the highest caliber, men who ground and stare the great beast straight in its piggy are not afraid to venture into the unknown and face little eyes. I took aim for another shot — a shot that I unspeakable dangers, implacable foes, and nearly un- knew must find its mark, or I would have no chance at beatable odds!” Cunningham was getting positively all. I pulled the trigger. red in the face as he went on. “Jacques,” he finished The gun jammed. Irrevocably. I threw it to the ground, breathlessly, “is one such man.” and moved to put my back to a tree, but it mattered little “I see,” the lady said impatiently. “And Jacques.” She what I did. Death was drawing nearer and nearer in the emphasized the word strongly, to make sure there shape of the horn on the beast’s nose, and no human could be no misunderstanding concerning to whom could outrun the charge of a black rhino. I was just she was talking. “Is your line archaeology?” contemplating the irony of being gored to death by a “He’s actually more of an explorer,” Cunningham member renowned for its uses as an aphrodisiac, when interrupted, and Lady Tria made a low growling sound a sudden yell from up in the tree froze my blood — and very far down in her throat. “He’s strong and brave, froze the dreaded rhino in its tracks! and has protected me from harm on many of our I looked up, and there was a man in a black skin adventures.” loincloth, who smiled and waved to me, then leaped There was no way around the man, literally or with startling agility from the tree onto the rhino’s back. figuratively. The lady sighed forlornly. It was either be From there, he calmly dispatched it with four superbly socially unspeakable, or speak with Cunningham. As accurate thrusts from a great hunting knife. And that an absent member’s guest, she couldn’t afford to be man was — rude without taking a chance on being thrown out. * * * “Lord Cunningham,” she said, almost hoping that if “Jacques!” Lady Tria cried delightedly. “A jungle directly addressed he would not answer. “… ” She had lord come to civilization!” She clapped her hands in a sudden brainstorm. “How is it that you and Jacques excitement, and bobbed up and down with a rustle of met?” fine silks. “How thrilling!” she added, in a breathless “Ah, now there’s a tale!” Cunningham bellowed. half-squeal of such pitch and caliber that Lord Cunningham stood stunned, puffing his mustache in * * * Said Cunningham: On a mission, I was, for the and out for a full three seconds before replying. Explorer’s Club. Well nigh unto eight months ago, in “Why, no,” he answered. “It was The Black Jaguar, the very depths of this benighted continent. I was the renowned jungle lord and now-famous man-aboutposing as a big-game hunter, hot on the trail of a town living in Australia. Quite a fellow, old BJ.” He mysterious talisman said to possess the power to bind looked at the lady uncertainly. Jacques smiled and said spirits and ghosts to the will of the wielder. Well, given nothing. the prevalence of sundered spirits, as well as ghosts and There was a silence. “What about Jacques?” she other supernatural entities all over the planet, it was asked after a time, clearly disappointed. deemed High Priority that Mobius not recover this “I’m getting to that,” replied the Lord. “Ah, the item. dinner bell! Shall we go in my dear? Jacques?” 52



The Strange Affair of the Spirit Cats scourge! Again, how wrong I was! * * * “As I was saying,” Cunningham said, spooning a It was a dark night, such as this one, when we seven mammoth quantity of sweet potatoes onto his plate as set out. We met at the former location of the Explorer’s the tureen was passed along in front of him, “I met Club, since we knew the cats frequented the area. Sure Jacques a few months after the incident with the Black enough, we had not gone ten steps before one of the Jaguar. I had returned to Khartoum, where the Affair of members of the team — Bradstreet, I think it was — the Spirit Cats was reaching its peak. Do you remember spotted the baleful yellow eyes of a Gray, perched on a that, my dear?” fence, watching us. Just sitting there, watching. Lady Tria seemed to choke, daintily. “The Spirit We put our plan into action. Two members of the Cats; yes, I think I remember reading something about team began arguing out loud about the relative merits them in the paper. What were they, Jacques?” she asked of destroying a nearby oil refinery, or invading the halfheartedly. capital building and kidnapping the overgovernor. “That was the scourge of strange Egyptian Grays,” The cat was fascinated, drinking in every word. Meaninterrupted Cunningham (the lady shrugged, having while, I sneaked around the fence, alone, to enact the expected no less), “who suddenly appeared all through- tracing ritual. No, no, my dear, no need to be politick. out the city. When I returned to Khartoum from my Just let me say that for one of my bulk, I can move expedition (failed, I might add with some embarrass- surprisingly quietly when need be. ment), I learned that many of our recent plans had been My men, of course, were the key to the plan, and they detected by Mobius’ minions. The Explorer’s Club was were brilliantly successful in their part. They slipped on the brink of extinction. There were clues that sug- just enough names, dates, and times into their convergested the Spirit Cats were sentient minions of Natatiri, sation. It was obvious to the cat that it had to stay for just she who is the dread lieutenant of Mobius in Khartoum. one more moment, to hear what they would say next. The cats were said to be spying on our meetings and When finally they had finished their script, it decided it identifying our members. They said that bad luck fol- had heard enough, and made to leap into the darkness. lowed any who crossed the path of a Spirit Cat. It fell to That was when I spoke the words and cast the beeme to investigate the cats and save the Explorer’s Club wings upon the air; the spell curled about me like pipefrom destruction.” smoke. I felt it take hold of the cat (who, I am glad to say, “You?” she enquired, adroitly mixing politeness did not notice). An Ayslish trick I learned a while back, and dubiousness. and quite useful. “Yes, my dear, I know it appears odd for one of my The cat leaped into the darkness, but its paw prints standing to investigate such a simple-seeming inci- glowed plain as limelight to my eyes, and I hissed to my dent. Don’t forget, however, that Natatiri is a danger- men to follow me! We set off into the night, following ous foe; one of my investigative prowess was needed to the little trail of glowing foot marks as they wound their ensure all our safety.” way toward the center of the city. The lady coughed prettily into her dinner napkin. We travelled for nearly two miles, but only half a “And what of Jacques?” she enquired, a slight edge to mile as the crow flies, I warrant (cats don’t often walk her melodious voice. in straight lines.) It was when we reached the ware“Just coming to that!” he replied jovially. “More house district that the cat found its destination. The wine?” paw prints, still glowing to my eyes (though not those of my men) entered a huge abandoned — or so it looked * * * Once they had decided (said Cunningham) that I — building. After cautiously circling the building, we should lead the investigation, it fell to me to pick my determined that the paw prints did not come back out team. Due to the constant presence of those damnable again. The cat had to be in the warehouse, and I could cats, I made most of my preparations in secret, contact- only hope that the warehouse was the origin point of all ing members only after enacting elaborate rituals de- the dreaded Spirit Cats. signed to block the presence of unfriendly spirits; we Carefully, quietly, we approached. Terkel, master of were assuming at that time that the cats were physical silence, entered the building first. Many dreadful heartmanifestations of spiritual power. If only we had known beats later he called to us to enter; there was no danger how wrong we were! lurking immediately about. Enter we did, and I saw the At any rate, once I had assembled six strong-willed cat’s trail make its way up crates and across beams, members, the final task was to lure a Spirit Cat into a deeper into the heart of the building. situation where it could be — if you’ll pardon the That was not what first gained our attention. Terkel expression —tailed back to its place of origin. My had discovered a man, a pitiful wretch of a bum, hiding expectation was that we would discover a dimensional in a corner of the warehouse near the door we had just rift of some kind that allowed them entrance to our entered. His wrists were bruised and bloody, and he world. I planned to close the rift using certain rituals I’d was gaunt and had a stubbly growth of unkempt beard. come across in my travels — and that would end the He was in a stupor, oblivious to everything. 53



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire But perhaps he had seen other comings and goings mentioned in a soft whisper, “Do you notice there’s of the cats — and perhaps even their master. This was almost no dust? Unusual for an ‘abandoned’ warea perfect opportunity to question a witness, so we house.” huddled around his inert form; first I enacted a detecIt was my fault Kline died. tion ritual to make sure it was not a trap. He replied to my comment, but a little too loudly. It I got some very puzzling results, so I did the ritual must have been that the shocktroopers were waiting in again despite the dangers of magical exhaustion. I got the dark; they knew we were there, but not our exact the same results: somehow, the wretch was spiritually locations. When Kline said, “Yes, I noticed that, too,” incomplete, as though he had only half a soul. I could one of them must have taken the chance and aimed in not fathom the cause for this, so I gently wakened him the dark. Unfortunately, that one’s aim was extraordifor questioning. narily true. There was the rattle of a Schmeisser, and The man snarled at me as he awoke, and his hands Kline fell at my side. flailed and would have wrapped themselves around Flashlight beams stabbed out of the darkness! my neck, had my men not restrained him! There was a “Down!” I cried, hurling myself behind a nearby crate. light of terrible fear in his eyes, and his hair and clothes There were more shots, from shocktrooper pistols and made him appear as a wild beast. He was terribly from my own men. As my eyes became used to the strong. This was my first look at the man we now call light, I saw that there were no other casualties — my Jacques. men had made it into hiding. The shocktroopers hid themselves equally well. Only an occasional, almost * * * “Jacques!” Lady Tria exclaimed involuntarily. “The half-hearted, shot rang out. dirty, drunken wretch was Jacques?” “Hold your positions, everyone,” I hissed. It was a “The very same,” drawled Cunningham, forking a stalemate at the moment, so long as nobody did anyhuge slab of beef into his open mouth. “We’ve cleaned thing foolish. We couldn’t out-wait them, but, I reahim up since then, eh, Jacques?” he said, chewing. soned, at least we had some time to think. Jacques smiled, and the lady felt her knees go watery That was my second deadly miscalculation. from the pleasure of seeing it. “How did he come to Out of the flashlight-stabbed darkness, a such a terrible strait?” she cried. “And did he help you shocktrooper barked an order in an obscure Egyptian in your investigation of the Spirit Cats?” dialect favored by Natatiri’s underlings — and one in “Ah!” said Cunningham, as he bit into a great slab of which I, fortunately, am quite fluent. He cried, “Ascrusty bread heavily coated with butter. He chewed for sault!” and the shocktroopers charged us. Wonderful, I a long time, the “Ah” hanging in the air like a hypnotist’s thought — he panicked! My men will cut them down swinging pocket watch. Finally, with a mighty swal- like wheat. low, he resumed his narration. Except that those shocktroopers were like agile apes, leaping from crate to crate with blinding speed and * * * Ah! (repeated Cunningham), so you want to know if superhuman agility, swinging from the rafters to land Jacques helped in our investigation! Well, there we among my followers and laying about with their fists were, the seven of us with this drunken filthy wretch, before we could fire a single shot. And they laughed as and apparently we had frightened the lad terribly. All they did it, as if taunting us. Not one of my men even he could do in answer to our questions was snarl and landed a blow. look forlorn. So I called a halt to the questioning and Were all the shocktroopers actually stormers? informed my men that for want of a better name, we I felt no manipulation of reality, and when I atwould now call this one “Jacques.” That done, Jacques tempted to do so myself, having engaged in a fistfight in tow, we pressed on. The trail of footprints was just with one of the uncanny enemies, he was unable to beginning to grow cold, and I didn’t want to lose our cancel my energies. His jaw collapsed with a satisfying lead. crunch, and I turned to see what was happening. We continued into the gloom of the warehouse, The warehouse was a confusion of light beams, which soon became completely dark as we moved gunshots, shouts, and flying bodies. I had lost three away from the windows. We dared not strike a light. more men, and I knew we were finished. Retreat was My heightened senses served us well as we wove in and our only option. Disoriented, I hazarded a guess as to out of the stacks of debris, following the cat’s meander- the direction of the exit, and moved that way as fast as ing path. Jacques, mercifully, was silent, content to possible, crying, “Fall back! Save yourselves! Return to follow us and find out what we were doing there. base!” as I did so. I plunged around a corner, into Then, it happened. darkness. I waited for a moment, to see if any of the I had had a crawling sensation up the back of my others could escape. neck for some time, but like an utter fool I ignored it, Three men, and Jacques, found me in the dark, and thinking it was only the tension of the situation. Little we ran as quickly as we could. The shocktroopers called did I realize! I turned to one of my men, Kline, and out to each other, combing the area for us. We moved 54



The Strange Affair of the Spirit Cats silently through the crates, hiding like hunted animals. * * * To those shocktroopers, with their inhuman skills, we “How is it that the shocktrooper captain did not were no better than the beasts a Great White Hunter fire?” Terkel asked, as we landed at the bottom of the brings down with his rifle. chute. I spied a metal door in one wall, one of those laun“Well,” I replied in darkness, “It was a gamble, but dry-chute affairs, and a quick mental calculation told it paid off. You see, I’ve finally realized what Jacques is. me that the odds of our making the warehouse door Did you notice the way the captain seemed afraid of were less than that of finding a better method of escape him?” from the basement. I waved to my men, pointed, and “Yes,” said Terkel, as we all unentangled our limbs they all understood. We could hear shocktroopers up from each other. The darkness at the bottom of the shaft ahead of us — the way was probably blocked — as well was complete. We would have to feel our way out. as behind us, closing in. We made for the chute. “When you put two and two together, sometimes it Flashlight beams again stabbed out of the darkness, adds up,” I stated, as I searched about me to see if there pinning us in their glare like insects on a killing board. was a dropped flashlight nearby. “In this case, it all A shocktrooper captain, with seven grinning men be- makes sense. Jacques’ reactions, the shocktroopers exhind him, stood to our left with his pistol pointing at my traordinary abilities, and Natatiri’s rumored mindhead. The way was clear to the laundry chute, but he transference device. It all makes sense.” could easily gun us all down like dogs before we could “Indeed?” murmured Terkel, as we wedged shut the take more than a few steps. laundry chute to prevent pursuit from that direction. My men froze, and Jacques, with a slight whimper of “Of course,” I said patiently. “Natatiri’s mind transfear, hid behind me — and I must admit I make an fer device: they say it places the soul of one man into the excellent shield. All time seemed to stop. body of another. The shocktroopers must have benefit“Well, well. Rats below, rats above,” the captain said ted from the effects of this machine to have the powers cryptically. “I don’t know who you are, but you are they did — it’s the only possible explanation. I’d bet a obviously not loyal to the great Pharaoh. I shall take hundred Royals that we’ll find the Black Jaguar a great pleasure in ending your existence. Do you have prisoner somewhere about this warehouse. Did you see any last words?” the way the shocktroopers leaped with such tremen“Only this!” I cried, grabbing Jacques and thrusting dous speed, power, and agility?” him in front of me. The captain’s eyes went wide, and Terkel said “Hmmm,” in a thoughtful way. Then, I dashed for the laundry chute, dragging Jacques in “Where does Jacques fit in?” The rest of my men gathfront of me all the while. My men, Explorers all, fol- ered around, breathing heavily and binding their lowed me without hesitation. wounds as they listened. From behind us came the ratcheting sound of a gun “His bestial nature and my detection spell’s ‘half-abeing cocked, but the captain cried “Hold your fire, you soul’ result gave me the clues,” I said happily. “Jacques fools!” That hesitation gave us time to reach our goal. I is obviously the first experiment using the transference pushed my men past me, still interposing the startled device — but something went wrong, and he received Jacques between us and the shocktroopers. As soon as the Black Jaguar’s bestial mind without receiving his they were through, I squeezed in myself (a near thing, humanity. They must have imprisoned Jacques when I must admit) and pulled Jacques in after me. We they discovered the experiment had gone wrong.” plunged into darkness, sliding down a long metal Someone “huh”-ed doubtfully, but at that moment chute, and landed in a soft pile of smelly old rags and my theory gained new ground, for at that moment bedclothes. Jacques howled a bestial, lonely howl. We, all at the edge of our nerves, leaped to his side, * * * “How horrible!” the lady cried, the dainty morsel in flailing blindly in the dark for his assailant. Someone her hand entirely forgotten. “Jacques could have been shouted “What? What?” over and over … and in the killed! How heartless to use him to save your own state we were in, I could not say for sure that it was not miserable neck!” Then, having perhaps realized that myself. It was only when Terkel said, “Look there,” that her words were a bit strong, she bit into the cake and we calmed ourselves and saw what had caused Jacques’ chewed thoughtfully. distress. A small rat scuttled away into the blackness, “How is it,” she said presently, “that the shocktrooper and we all breathed a sigh of relief. captain did not fire? What was it about Jacques that “There, you see,” I pointed out. “He fears the small startled him so?” beast. A sure sign of a loss of part of his humanity.” I “Ah!” said Cunningham, unperturbed by the lady’s fear some of the others were not convinced, but someprior outburst. “That was, I believe, the first right guess thing told me my hunch was right. I had made that night. In fact, Terkel asked me the same We spent a few moments trying to orient ourselves, question as soon as we landed at the bottom of the and determined that no one knew which way might chute. Oh, another dessert tray! Over here, garçon!” lead out of this stygian pit. I chose a direction at ran55



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire dom, and we began to walk. sunder the spirit from its target and nothing more.” “I still don’t see,” Terkel said thoughtfully, “how “Potent,” I murmured. what you’ve said explains why the captain didn’t fire.” “True,” she cooed, “but not enough. The damn sun“I can only surmise,” I replied, “that if the host body dered spirits would hang around and cause trouble — is killed, the soul returns to the original owner. This sometimes try to possess the bodies of their attackers, would explain why Jacques was a prisoner rather than or their own former body. It was too dangerous and dead. Did you notice his wrists and gaunt appearance? messy. So our priests developed a way to place the Apparently he escaped his captors. Fortunately, they detached spirit into another body, where we could could not shoot him without giving the Black Jaguar more easily control it and do less harm.” back his soul. It saved us.” “Such as Jacques.” “A shaky chain,” commented Terkel, “to base our “Indeed,” she sneered, “but we had perfected the survival on.” process yet. Jacques is incomplete — a mental animal, “I had little choice,” I said. “ There are still some as you surmised.” facts that don’t add up …” “But it is of course necessary that he live.” “Perhaps I can help!” cried a female voice, and at that She nodded, and changed a setting on her weapon. instant dozens of intensely bright lights sprang up in The shocktroopers surrounding us grinned and finthe basement, nearly blinding us with their dazzle. gered their pistols as they shifted from foot to foot with There was a hum of electricity, and a murmur of voices, impatience. I wondered how many of them we could and Jacques and my men cried out in surprise. I heard take before they killed us. the cocking of many guns, and feminine laughter. “Yes,” sighed Natatiri. “Jacques must not die, else When I could see again, I looked about me. There we’ll be faced with the Black Jaguar again. We captured were shocktroopers, and a mass of mewing Spirit Cats, him, by the way, by luring him out into the open to save and in the midst of them all was a gorgeous woman your fool neck, lo these many weeks ago. As I’m sure decked in the fabulous jewels and silks of the Nile. It you surmised, that rhino was trained to attack you.” was Natatiri herself, and she held an odd weapon “Why not just kill the Black Jaguar and remove the pointing at us; a terrible smile was on her face. I also threat?” I asked. I didn’t want to give her any ideas, but noticed, with some grim satisfaction, the Black Jaguar I had one of my own forming, and I needed time to tied to a chair in the far corner, his head lolling forward think. on his chest. Obviously, if his soul had been suddenly “Then all my shocktroopers would lose their wonreturned to his body, he would have broken the flimsy derful abilities!” Natatiri protested, reminding me even bonds and laid about himself with vigor. My guess had more of a nasty child. “This spirit transfer thing is very been correct. delicate, and for each gain there must be a payment.” For all the good it would do me. She raised the weapon again, pointing it at Terkel’s “I enjoyed listening to your little tale,” Natatiri said head. “You first,” she muttered. nastily. Everything about her, I recall, emanated an air “That’s another point,” I said hastily. I saw Terkel let of nastiness — I can think of no better word — such as out a deep breath; he shot me a quick, grateful look. I have never felt. It was not evil, the way Mobius is evil. “How is it that all your shocktroopers can benefit from It was not rotten or petty. It was just plain nasty. Even the Jaguar’s powers, without being controlled by the the way she held her weapon pointed at us was nasty. mind of the Jaguar?” In fact, that aspect of her was especially nasty. “Ah, that’s the true beauty of it!” Natatiri cried, and “I must admit,” Natatiri continued with grudging for a moment her face was not nasty. It was ugly. “You admiration in her voice, “that you have figured out a must follow it step by step to truly understand,” she remarkable amount from few clues. However, your said. She was now a nasty schoolteacher trying to own cleverness will be your doom, since you know too explain simple facts to her students. much for me to let you go.” “First,” she said, “the original spirit is sundered As if I would believe that she planned to let us live from its host body and placed in a subject. We call that anyway! I looked about me desperately, searching for one ‘Subject Prime,’ for the initial transfer holds sway another laundry chute, a window — any way out at all. over the recipient: the transferred spirit takes over the I saw nothing. Stalling for time, I said, “But tell me, new body. The only reason Jacques is still Jacques is before you kill us, how the device works. And how you that the technique was not yet perfected. For instance, captured the Black Jaguar. And —” my lovely Spirit Cats,” and here she stroked one, nas“Quiet!” she said nastily, and then she smiled. “You tily, “are volunteers from among my men. Their bodies fool. I never said I would kill you.” She stroked her are cats, but their minds are human. The original bodies weapon lovingly, and then looked at us with nasty are kept in storage near here.” The cat purred and black eyes. “This device,” she said, “borrows the Ayslish rubbed against her elegant leg. principle of sundered spirits and combines with it the “To continue the lesson,” she said. “Once the initial science of mind transfer. In its primitive stages, it could transfer is made, the machine” — she hefted the weapon 56



The Strange Affair of the Spirit Cats — “stores a pattern, and — here’s the true wonder of it friends — turned into cats, damned for all time to a — edits out the mind, leaving only the knowledge and man’s thoughts and dreams in a helpless body. No abilities! That pattern can then be duplicated over and Spirit Cat volunteers, these: they would be caged. Or over, with no effect on the original spirit or subject. killed. No one cared what happened to them now, Now that we’ve made the initial transfer, all of my except me. shocktroopers can have the pattern of the Jaguar withOne — I know not who — leaped for Natatiri, as out having his mind invade theirs . The death of one of though to scratch her eyes out with his newfound them would be harmless to the pattern!” claws. But she laughed even as she made a simple spell They looked a bit uncomfortable at that, but I knew gesture. A jewelled ring on her left hand flared briefly that trying to bribe a shocktrooper was hopeless, even with a blood-red light, and the animal fell at her feet. He a guinea pig shocktrooper. Having thus exhausted all was not dead — just paralyzed. I could see his panting possibilities save suicidal attack, I made a hand signal breaths as Natatiri turned to me. to let my men know. We would at least die gloriously! “And now, leader, now that you can see how utterly “So you see,” Natatiri said, “what we’ve now discov- you have failed those who trusted in you, you shall join ered is a way to transfer skills into another body, over them. No milk for you — forever.” and over again. The price is sundering the spirit of the Suddenly, I knew what I had to do. original skill-holder. The possibilities are endless!” She I screamed, startling her, and charged. Her disquiet was crowing again. “My Spirit Cats are only the first lasted only a moment, and then she smiled a nasty wave of a scourge that shall wipe Storm Knights from smile, and aimed the weapon more carefully at my the face of the realm! A man in a cat’s body is the perfect moving form. At the last moment, she fired, looking all spy; soon I’ll know all your plans. If the cat dies, the the while directly into my eyes. spirit returns to the waiting body here in my sanctum! No other sensation I have ever felt comes close to We cannot be stopped! Your confederates will be matching this one in sheer terror. To have one’s spirit rounded up and have their minds put into the bodies of sundered is to die, yet live. I died that night. My body cats! My shocktroopers shall all have the powers and became a bag of heavy flesh, and dropped away from skills of your most potent fighters, and I — I, Natatiri — the true me. My soul was screaming at the loss, and shall be immortal!” and she trailed off into cacopho- screaming also from the pain as the beam of the weapon nous laughter that chilled my blood and made my skin dragged at my incorporeal being, guiding me along a crawl. path I had no choice but to follow. “Now feel what it’s like to be a cat!” she cried, and Up, then down I went, spreading out into a lovely fired the weapon at Terkel. golden haze that lifted all of life’s weights from me. For “No!” I cried, but it was far too late. I might have one glorious moment, I knew what it was to be truly been able to use Jacques as a shield to protect myself free. from the shocktrooper guns, but with the Black Jaguar’s Which made it all the more terrible when I was abilities, any three of them could have defeated me in mercilessly plunged into the tiny fleshly shell of the cat, hand-to-hand combat without so much as harming a a cat who up to that moment had been cat-terrified of hair on Jacques’ head. I had no place to run to this time. the noise, the movements, the smells. I took on his I could do nothing, except watch helplessly, as Natatiri terror momentarily, and howled and howled, as he sundered my men’s spirits from their bodies and put had. them into the bodies of cats. But my spirit was strong, and the first copy of a It was eerie. It was terrifying. transfer always holds sway. I knew I was Cunningham, A beam of golden light sprang from the muzzle of not a cat, and there had been something very important the weapon. There was a scream that seemed to come that I had planned to do. The air was so riotous with from the air above me, rather than from Terkel himself. smells and sounds that I could not remember what it The echoing cry rent the air, but did not fade — it just was. I looked around me for a clue. went on and on, reverberating through my skull as I saw the tableau I had seen when I was a man, but Terkel crumpled to the floor like a broken doll. A faint from a bizarre angle quite close to the floor, and with sparkle suffused the air all around his body, and then eyes that saw colors in a strange and disconcerting way. there was a rushing of wind, as of a train passing too The lights were brighter, the colors washed out. People near for comfort. My hair stood on end, from fear and were huge, vaulting up to the ceiling, and their voices from a faint electric tingle that rushed over me, through echoed like thunder. me. I saw the golden sparkle leap up and diffuse, and I saw my former body, lying in a heap at Natatiri’s then a nearby cat stiffened and began to howl. feet. I saw my men’s bodies, scattered about like tenAnd throughout, Natatiri laughed, an evil, devastat- pins. I saw the cats that they had become, milling about ing laugh of total triumph. in fear and despair. I saw Jacques, standing alone, as the One by one they fell, and I realized that she was shocktroopers moved in cautiously to recapture him. saving me for last. I saw my men — my charges … my At that moment I remembered my plan. I leaped, claws 57



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire temporarily, was saved! My final act was to restore the extended — not at Natatiri, but at Jacques! I scratched wildly at him, screaming cat screams Black Jaguar to his rightful body. from a throat that could not speak, and left bloody lines * * * “And once free of his unwanted guest, Jacques beon his cheek. He howled in terror, his bestial fear of small animals livid on his face. He grabbed at me to save came Jacques once again,” Lord Cunningham conhimself; in his terror, he was not gentle. I felt his hands cluded triumphantly. “And — to answer your question close about my neck as he twisted the life from me. — this is how we met. A piece of fruit?” “How thrilling!” the lady said, a slight flush on her Triumph was the last emotion that cat felt. As Natatiri had explained, the moment the cat died, cheeks. She fanned herself with a dinner napkin, heedmy spirit returned to its former body. Lying at the feet less of the odd looks others at the table gave her. “And of the unsuspecting Natatiri, I roared with triumph as Mr. Jacques — if I may ask, how did it feel to host the a simple tug on the ankle brought her crashing down mind of the jungle lord?” “Well, er —” Cunningham interrupted again, passbeside me. From there, it was a fast step to wrest the weapon from her shocked hands, and turn it on the ing the fruit bowl in Jacques’ direction. “Don’t forget nearest shocktroopers. Then, quickly fathoming the that he was an early experiment with a faulty device. basics of the controls, I reversed the effects of the I’m afraid he’s not quite recovered, even now.” And as weapon and restored my men, one by glorious one, to the Lord spoke, Jacques took a banana from the bowl their rightful bodies. The cats whose bodies they’d and, removing his patent leather shoes, deftly peeled borrowed, meowing with gratitude, fled the scene. The the yellow morsel with his toes. “Oot geek,” commented Jacques, stuffing his mouth Spirit Cats and remaining shocktroopers were dispatched by transferring their spirits into flies, cock- full of banana. “Quite a remarkable fellow, even so,” murmured roaches — whatever was handy. Two surrendered. Unfortunately, in my concern for my fellows, I had Lord Cunningham, spooning a last bit of sherbet into failed to watch Natatiri. When the dust settled, as they his mouth. “A truly loyal friend.” “Quite,” whispered the lady. “So glad to have met say, she had fled, taking the last of her shocktroopers with her. But the weapon was ours, and the day, at least you both.”
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The Face of Justice Kevin Stein



I stared down into the depths of hell, the hell that only men can create on Earth. Strapped into the infernal Omegatron were — “C. Michael Stone’s office. I’m afraid Mr. Stone is out of town … No, I don’t know when he’ll be back. Goodbye.” — were three men, men held by the hand of Death, led by her rictus smile into this relentless pit of infinite torment. I quickly scanned the area, finding — “C. Michael Stone’s office. No, I’m afraid Mr. Stone will not be in … I cannot answer that. Thank you.” — finding that I was alone. Alone with — “Yes? No, I don’t know when he’ll be back. Thanks.” — with the shattered husks of great men, heroes fighting — “What? No! Bye!” — fighting — The phone rang a fifth time, as relentless and driving as the tale Effie read. Her legs were propped up on her boss’ desk, something she wouldn’t normally do except circumstances around the paper-stacked office forced her to extreme action. She slammed the manuscript down to the desk in literary fury and grabbed the phone from its worn cradle. “I don’t know when he’ll be back, so stop — what? Oh. Hi, Adam.” Effie’s voice changed to a considerably less threatening tone. She swung her legs back down to the floor in a single, graceful motion. Switching the phone to her other ear and supporting it against her shoulder, she turned the pages of the story she was trying to read with a critical eye. One of the pages was a picture for the publisher’s artist to reproduce: two engraved crosses on a block of stone. Push them, and a door opens. “What’s up, babe?” the masculine voice at the other end of the phone inquired smoothly. Effie’s reply was filled with tension: “Nothing. Everything! Dammit, Adam, when is he going to come back?” There was a thoughtful, sympathetic pause at the other end. “I don’t know, Effie. I take it there’s still no word.” “You got it, babe,” Effie mocked bitingly, opening the desk drawer and searching for a red pen. “How much longer am I expected to run things around here?” “You know how the man likes to disappear for a while. Probably went on another trip to Syracuse — ” “Syria,” Effie interjected. “Whatever,” Adam mumbled. “Look! Don’t sweat it.” Angry at Adam’s cavalier attitude, Effie threw the pen down to the desk and shoved herself back into the chair so hard it skittered against the floor a few inches. “You’re not being much help,” she hissed quietly, holding the phone in a white-knuckled grip. “I’m real sorry, Effie. You know I don’t mean anything by it,” Adam murmured disconsolately, his deep voice becoming little more than a guilty whisper.



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Effie sighed deeply, pushing the chair back under evil in the land, shrouding himself in a cloak of darkthe desk. There will be a time when I’ll stop believing ness. Effie had her own theories, and regularly argued that, she said to herself. with herself that nobody could write that much detail Out loud, she returned, “You can repay me by buy- without an eyewitness. Still, she had never actually met ing dinner.” the Wraith, and her own logic and respect forced her to “Tonight? Hey, I can’t. I’ve got a deadline tomorrow admit that C. Michael Stone might just be the most morning, and you know how — ” talented writer of the age. “Yeah, yeah,” Effie cut in tersely, tapping her long Thinking about writing again, Effie absently flipped red fingernails against the wooden desk top. Her index through the manuscript on her desk. Mr. Stone had left finger traced the outline of a word accidentally en- very specific instructions to take one folder out of his graved into the knotty wood while her employer was safe every week if he was gone for more than fourteen writing late one evening. Something tugged at the days. This story was the fourth one Effie had pulled, secretary’s heart from deep inside. She knew she missed and her trepidation for the writer’s safety had grown the man, missed his intentness, his easy style, his win- with every new file. ning smile … The safe itself was hidden in the closet at the side of “Effie?” Adam whimpered. the office, down inside a little secret room whose door “Huh?” Effie said, her train of thought lost in a haze. was disguised to look like a file cabinet. There were “Oh, sorry, Adam. Just thinking.” literally hundreds of the green folders, filled with sto“Look, why don’t you come over tonight. We could ries she had never seen written. Her employer had make something at my place.” never told her which files to take first. Effie always The secretary sighed again, pressing her finger into pulled them off from the top, what she knew Mr. Stone the scarred wood. “Alright. I’ll come over around eight.” would call a “fair deal” with one of his many turns of “That’ll be great … ” phrase. There was a long moment of silence between the In the beginning, however, she had looked through two, broken only by the occasional click and pop of the a bunch of the stories, glancing at their subjects and telephone connection. Eventually, Adam spoke up. who the villain was that week. Some foes she recog“Effie?” nized, returning favorites, some she did not, but evenThe reply was leaden: “Yes?” tually she felt that she was cheating herself by reading “Everything will — see you tonight.” ahead of the time. The word on the desk was “Wraith,” a name that Like many of the Wraith’s readers, the secretary was brought fear into the lives of villains and hope into the also a fan. souls of the victimized. C. Michael Stone was the creThe latest story was about another of the Wraith’s ator of the wildly popular Wraith pulp novel series, and encounters with the Red Hand, a certified genius and was noted for his incredible realism. Effie found that confirmed bore. “Just another joker with a gun,” Stone the Wraith brought hope into her life as well, though had called him. Everyone who read the series knew the she couldn’t always pin-point the reason. She often gun shot bolts of electricity that could fry a man where thought it was because the crimes the novels exposed he stood. As if that weren’t terrifying enough, the Red seemed so real, close to home. The Wraith’s defeats of Hand was usually sadistic. the agents of the Nile’s new pharaoh, the insidious Dr. “Nothing worse than a sadist with a gun,” Stone had Mobius, gave her hope for the otherwise bleak future, also said, Effie remembered. even if that future was printed with cheap ink on reClosing the folder, the secretary suddenly felt as if used paper. some great weight were sitting on her shoulders, as if Late at night, though, away from the office with her she were the only one keeping the Wraith alive in the own thoughts, Effie secretly admitted the reason was hearts of the people of Cairo. It was a great and awethat she worked so close with the character’s creator. some responsibility, and she wondered how Stone did She knew he didn’t realize she watched him, but she it, week after week. often cracked the door to his office open just wide “He’s relentless and driven,” she said to herself in enough for her to peek through. He’d be there, a strange answer. Leaning back in the worn, creaking leather balance of discipline and fury, writing page after page chair, she added, “Two things you’ve never felt at the either with a pen and paper or on a second-hand same time.” Corona typewriter. Effie always felt a vicarious pleaStaring at the door to the office for a moment, the sure to be near Stone’s creation, a certain amount of door she had peeked through to watch a great man at pride knowing that she was closest to the writer and his work. She thought again about all the times they had work. spent together, close, at the late hours of the night. She never knew where her employer’s inspiration Something pulled at her heart again, something strong came from. She was strictly ordered to deny all rumors and undeniable. that the Wraith was a true hero, actually fighting the She did not cry. 60



The Face of Justice obviously dangerous and subversive. For a moment * * * Effie walked out the door to the nearly dilapidated she considered that he might have been drunk, but office building. She turned to lock the door with a key remembering his handsome face and sparkling eyes in seemingly too large for her delicate hand to hold and the Nile moonlight, she knew that he would never stepped into a puddle. allow himself to drink to the point of total intoxication. “Damn!” she swore, shaking the water out of her He was the most stable and confident person she had high-heeled shoes. Whenever it rained the same puddle ever met, virtues she had never considered herself to appeared in front of the door, and every time she possess. always told herself to avoid it. For some reason, she Effie kicked a stone with her high-heeled shoe in never did. slight frustration. Now that she had considered the Inserting the key into the keyhole, Effie tried to lock question, she needed to know the answer. Her emthe door, but the key wouldn’t turn. Cursing again, she ployer had always been amused by her inquisitive grabbed the key with both hands and turned, the tum- tenacity. blers inside the door screeching metallically. EventuAnother turn up a side street led the secretary furally, she prevailed against its mechanical obstinacy. ther into the heart of the ancient city. The area was filled As she always did. with broken buildings and houses, and the scars of a The weaving streets of Cairo were damp from the hundred summers marred the stone surfaces with an recent rain, rare in the heart of the Nile but ominously ugly facade. Effie couldn’t see if anyone was about, and frequent of late. As the secretary made her way up the she kept her eyes moving from shadow to shrouding first block leading to her apartment, she thought the shadow just to be safe. amount of crime had increased since the heavens literThe few working gaslights in the area did little to ally poured down their fury. She also recalled that the comfort the secretary, though she was as familiar with amount of activity of the Pharaoh’s minions increased this neighborhood as she was her own bedroom. She as well. Apparently, there was trouble along the border had never been attacked in all the years she had worked which had to be dealt with quickly and efficiently. in Stone’s office, but was unwilling to give anyone the “To ensure the safety of the people,” was the re- opportunity to make history. Cairo’s cracked walls ported reason for the troop movements, but Effie had were an accurate reflection of its inner structure, both heard that guerilla groups carrying strange devices had social and political. Effie had seen more than one exstarted a war against the High Lord and his minions. ample of corruption or crime eating away at the town in She had tried to do a little investigating on her own to her time. find the truth of the matter, but Stone’s disappearance The secretary couldn’t remember exactly when she had made her own life increasingly hard for her. She noticed that things had changed for the worse in her found that taking care of both deadlines and editing ate adopted city. In fact, she couldn’t even remember where into her time as the sands of the surrounding desert ate she was born. Being an American living in Egypt had its into the walls of the Great Pyramids. hardships, but loss of a past was not one of them. Stone This wasn’t the first time that the Pharaoh of the Nile had pressed her time and again to recall what she had Empire had trouble with factions of rebellious citizens. been before she moved into the city, but a mysterious Though most reports were suppressed by the media wall of mental smoke always arose and blocked her and the more “personal” touches of the military, inci- thoughts, half-realized images of strange and wonderdents filtered through the populous, either by word of ful things flittering across her mind’s eye. Frustration mouth or underground papers, such as the Clarion. It was invariably the only result: frustration and a queasy was these factions that C. Michael had once secretly stomach. confessed that he hoped to incite with his stories of the Effie stopped for a moment to get her bearings. Her Wraith. legs had carried her through Cairo without her think“Reading is more than just a form of entertainment. ing about it, but now she stood, a little confused. The It’s a form of communication,” he had once said over a things C. Michael had said, prompting her to dredge up glass of Chianti in a little restaurant lit only by the glow unknown ideas, echoed clearly in her mind, always the of candles. “If I can tell the people what’s really going word, “Think. Think. Think … ” The empty feeling in on through my writing, then they’ll begin to make the her gut returned, followed swiftly by a staggering wave connection between my fictional oppression and the of nausea, the same she had always felt with Stone. real thing.” “Dammit!” she cursed between clenched teeth, chok“You’re writing a form of guerilla literature,” Effie ing back her rising bile. Hugging herself around the had replied over a glass of her own. Back then she had waist, she leaned up against a nearby building, shufnever taken the time to consider the reason of why fling into a pool of darkness so nobody would be able Stone was telling her what he was telling her. As she to see her weakness. She futilely tried to determine avoided another puddle on the misty Cairo streets, she what forces could tear at her body as phantoms of tried to figure out why he would say something so fantasy ripped the fabric of her dreams, breaking 61



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire through to thought. She saw planes in the sky, not the A veteran of the city, Effie didn’t stay long to find hand-crank props the military used, but planes that out. With the steadiest walk she could manage, she streaked through the clouds and broke the barriers of quickly left the block and continued on her journey sound. Glowing boxes displaying words and numbers without looking back again. danced tantalizingly out of reach. Everything, mediIf the shadows moved from a nearby rooftop, she did cine, travel, entertainment; none was as it should be. not see them. “Or should it?” she silently questioned herself, want* * * ing only to believe in the images. “Are these things the “What are you working on?” Effie asked Adam later way they should be, or am I just going crazy?” that night. A bright stab of pain caught Effie in the heart, and “Another tale of mystery,” the man replied, waving she nearly collapsed under its fury. Her breath came in his hands in the air and rolling his eyes. For all his short, shallow gasps, and she practically felt the blood comedtic theatrics, Effie knew that Adam’s writing was rushing in her veins. “Should … it … be?” she screamed second only to her employer’s. Adam Axelrod’s tales in again, silently to herself. Each word sent a new wave of Strange Stories had won him more than a little acclaim agony crashing against the shores of her body, but she and deservedly so, she thought. His were the only other uttered them, despite the consequences. works of pulp fiction the secretary read. The air above the dark city of Cairo roiled with “Let me guess. It’s another tale about Wu Han,” Effie primal fury, and strange lightning cracked and spat said. among the hovering clouds. Effie looked up at the Adam appeared mildly shocked. “How did you heavens with a face masked by grief and pain, hands know?” he asked, leaning forward. clawing at the harsh stone of the building to keep her on “Elementary, my dear Watson,” the secretary said, her feet. Her eyes filled with fear at the sight of the cracking an open smile. “You always write a Wu Han unnatural storm. She could smell her own sweat mingled story when there’s nothing to eat but leftovers.” with the scent of the tortured city. She felt very small Adam’s reply was filled with genuine surprise, “Hey, and very afraid. that’s great! I didn’t even know that.” “Please, stop, stop, stop,” she murmured, breaking Effie held out her hands in a noncommittal gesture. down and falling to her knees. Her sobs came with a “What can I say? You learn a lot working for C. Michael flood of tears, and the pain wracking her body receded Stone.” as quickly as the storm front overhead with each chokThough she maintained her outward cavalier attiing word. tude, Effie suddenly felt the great weight fall upon her Effie remained kneeling in the dirty street for several shoulders again. Why is it that whenever I mention his minutes, the shroud of illusions loosing their reality as name, I feel like some doom is going to befall me?, she a new, more familiar reality asserted itself into her thought. thoughts. This was the modern Nile Empire. She was Not noticing her inward struggle, Adam reached Effie Perrine, secretary to C. Michael Stone, who had over and took the brandy bottle, pouring himself a been missing for over a month. It was her job to make glass. He said, “What is it like working for him?” sure everything ran smoothly at the office. “Why do you always ask me that? I’ve told you And Adam was waiting for her at his apartment. about a hundred times.” Effie slowly stood, and her body felt like it had been “Professional jealousy,” was Adam’s simple reply. through the proverbial wringer. Every muscle ached, Expelling her breath loudly, Effie leaned back into and the taste in her mouth was reminiscent of moth the smooth cloth of the couch, running her hand on its balls. She ran her hands through her hair, now matted thin fabric. She leaned her head back and stared at the with a sheen of sweat, and stared down dumbly at the plastered ceiling which showed cracks from signs of hat she had been wearing, now on the ground. With a strain and water-damage. Talking about Stone was like slight groan, she bent down and picked up the hat, talking about an elemental force, something willful and brushing some of the dirt off the brim. wild, powerful and tameable. “Only a few blocks away,” Effie said to herself with “He … he likes to work at night.” deliberate evenness, shoving her hair under the hat and “We all like to work at night,” Adam said, gesturing replacing it on her head. Ears ringing louder than she toward his little desk in the far corner of the room. He could remember in her worst sickness, she glanced also had a second hand Corona typewriter, and a greenaround into the poorly lit side-streets. Nobody had shaded desk lamp hovered over its iron housing. Adam seen her and her pain. had placed make shift shelves on the desk, and they Turning to leave, the secretary took a few steps were stuffed with old manuscripts and new plots. “I forward, then stopped short. Though still shaky from want to know where he gets his ideas.” the attack, she managed to crane her head around and “How should I know?” Effie replied testily, turning check behind her. She had the strange impression that her gaze to pin Adam to his chair. The reaction was she was being watched. immediate; he sat back so quickly it seemed as if some62



The Face of Justice thing had slammed him in the chest. He was not, make their way through the dusty, cracking streets. Old however, willing to give up so easily. His professional women carrying baskets of fruit on their way to market, fortitude overcame his personal fear. men in business suits on their way to work. Children “Well, does he dream them up, or take them from were already running about, screaming with joy, oblivinews events… ?” he asked leadingly. ous to the hidden hate and crime around them. Effie didn’t want to play any games. “Or?” The secretary’s bland expression didn’t change at “Or … is the Wraith really real?” Adam blurted, the sights around her. Inwardly she wished there was almost as astonished as the secretary that he had said it. something she could do to help. Poverty for most of “Oh, cut me some slack, Adam,” Effie replied, look- these people was a bad day at market away, and it ing up to the heavens for divine guidance. “Are the pained her to know there was little she could do. characters you write about real?” Though she worked for the Nile’s most popular author, Without answering, Adam stood from his chair and that didn’t mean she was living a life of luxury. Effie just walked back to the kitchen, taking a long, introspective made enough to keep herself relatively comfortable. pull on his drink. Making sure that Stone’s stories got to press was one of The silence made Effie both extremely uneasy and the small things she did. She hoped it brought some extremely curious. If your stories are real, then maybe modicum of salvation by showing others what was Stone’s are as well!, she thought to herself excitedly. She really going on in the city and Egypt. might finally find an answer to a question she’d been Effie walked on, turning down a street to her left, asking for as long as she could remember. Trying to taking the long way to work. Her muscles were still a remain calm, she asked, “Well?” little stiff, and she needed the exercise to stretch. A Adam looked up with a grin so wide it nearly cracked group of women shrouded in black huddled in a wide his face. “Had you fooled, didn’t I?” he said smugly, doorway, whispering among themselves. As the secrefinishing the last of his brandy. tary approached, one of the women held out a huge “Adam!” Effie huffed, picking up a small cushion. reed basket filled with figs, gesturing for Effie to buy “I’m going to kill you!” some. The writer ducked as the pillow went soaring over Without hesitation, Effie reached into her little black his head. purse and pulled out two coins, dropping them into the woman’s lap. Though her face was shrouded, the old * * * The next day, Effie lurched out of bed and put her woman’s eyes lit up with pleasure. Pulling out a small hands to her face. The morning’s dim sun created a cloth bag, she reached into the basket and grabbed two nimbus of light around the tasteful papyrus shades, double-handfuls of the Egyptian fruit, tossing them casting a warm yellowish glow into the apartment. The into the sack and handing it to Effie. The secretary took secretary continued to knead her skin until she felt her the bag and bowed once, turning to leave. eyes were ready to adjust to the new day. “No, no, no!” one of the other women said in the Very little of what happened in the street the night native tongue as she stood. Effie was a little surprised before remained in Effie’s mind, though the memory of at the outburst, wondering uneasily if she had done the pain still lingered. Sleep often had the effect of something to insult the women. The woman, hunched washing away the strange images, as if falling prey to over from advanced years, gently but firmly pulled the dreams released her from the ethereal torment. The one secretary to the ground to sit with them. thing that she invariably retained was the fact that it Effie was stunned. She had passed by these women had happened before, always after talking with Stone. almost every day. They had never reacted this way Stone’s name made Effie grimace, and an unpleasant before. If she had been one of Stone’s heroes, she would taste filled her mouth. It was time to go back to work have sworn that something unusual was going to hapand keep the weight of the world balanced on her stolid pen to her today. shoulders. Crawling out of her night-dress, she stagThe first woman turned around to face into the gered to the shower and turned on the hot water, doorway, her considerable bulk blocking most of the waiting for the rust to clear the pipes until something sunlight from Effie’s face. The woman on Effie’s left relatively clean and clear trickled out. She knew there pulled out a handful of small bones and a deck of cards was a time when the water was always clean, but from under the folds of her coarse clothing, placing couldn’t quite put her finger on when that was. them on the ground with great reverence. “Probably before all the crime-lords moved in,” she For a time, nobody moved. thought muzzily. Wondering what to do, Effie reached down to flip When she was through, Effie put on her light street over the first card, but the last woman lashed out and clothes and headed out into the eight-in-the-morning swatted the secretary’s hand, giving a terse remark in sun. The air was already baking, and any of the unusual Egyptian. The second woman picked up the bones and coolness from the rain the night before had vanished put them back into her clothing. Apparently, Effie had with the darkness. Other people were also beginning to made her own choice about her fortune, or so the 63



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire secretary thought with slight amusement. The last The other women remained silent, waiting for some woman closed her eyes and picked up the deck of cards signal to continue their work. Effie finally built up the with shaking, vein-mapped hands. Clumsily shuffling courage to end the fortune-telling session. Standing on them, she carefully fanned them out and held them in unsteady legs, she gave a nervous smile and slowly front of Effie’s face. backed away, giving her thanks in the best Egyptian Effie had only read about things like this happening she could muster. As she turned, she accidentally in the stories she edited for her employer. She wasn’t, bumped into a small child standing behind her. Apolohowever, willing to let an opportunity like this pass. gizing, she gave the child her bag of figs and moved She was a little apprehensive about what might come hurriedly up the street, wanting to get as far from her up in the cards. She never really considered herself to be fortune as possible. superstitious, but she wasn’t so sure that the superThe three women in the door gathered up their cards natural didn’t exist. Taking a deep breath, she let her and watched the secretary leave, nodding among themhand hover above the deck for a moment before slowly selves in satisfaction that they had carried out the will reaching down and pulling out one of the venerable of their protector. plates. * * * All three of the women’s eyes widened and they Back in Stone’s office, Effie threw herself into her began clucking among themselves, pointing at the boss’ chair and cradled her head in her arms. The ground, the sky, each other. Effie sat in the maelstrom, feeling of oppression was almost unbearable, greater totally confused and a little anxious. The card she than it had been in the past few days. pulled depicted a man with a jackal’s head standing The face of C. Michael came back to her, an easy over the pyramids. Peering closer at the plate, she saw smile and casual toss of his head to remove a lock of hair that the sky was dark, and purple lightning cracked falling into his eyes. He never cracked under pressure, through the air. whether it came from his publisher or the crime on the “Just like last night!” she whispered. street. For Stone, everything was in focus and accesThe first woman took the card and laid it down on sible. For Effie, especially now, everything was a blur. the ground, continuing to block the light with her body. After a while, she looked up from the desk, rubbing The cards were offered again. This time the secretary her hands across her taut face. Everything was the was even more hesitant to draw. The last woman, same: the same office, the same corruption, the same however, was extremely insistent, even with her eyes despair. Pressing her hands into the hard wood of the closed. Reaching out, Effie saw that her hands shook; desk, Effie felt the name of the Wraith beneath her palm she remembered the pain in her heart and soul when and suddenly became very restless. The energy of she saw yesterday evening’s phantoms in her mind. frustration filled her slim body as she struggled beTaking another deep breath, she let her hand and fate neath the invisible weight that had been her nemesis do the picking. and close companion this past month. She wanted to As quickly as they had started, the women stopped move, but didn’t know where to go. She wanted to act, talking. The card depicted a scarab, the winged beetle but didn’t know what to do. sacred to the pharaohs as the symbol of life and the She thought that if she were the Wraith, she wouldn’t universe, hanging above the sphinx. A sarcophagus, be sitting around an office. laid out in perfect detail, rested against the side of the She’d be out there, fighting Dr. Mobius and his evil. human-headed lion. She didn’t know what made her think that, but for The card was whisked from Effie’s hand again, and some reason, she now comprehended the source of the deck proffered, for what she hoped was the last everything that was wrong on the Nile. time. She wasn’t sure if the strange women’s silence “No. I’ve always known,” she muttered. “I just never was good or bad, but she was sure that they were admitted it to myself. Ever since that madman arrived, making her extremely nervous. Closing her own eyes, things have gotten worse.” She wanted to utter a curse the secretary drew forth a last card. but was unable to think of one appropriate or potent The world held its breath as Effie looked. A shining enough. She became more inflamed, finding the origin arm penetrated the depths of space, reaching through of her pain. the scarab, the crackling clouds, the jackal-headed man, Then the words of C. Michael Stone came rushing the pyramids, the sphinx, even the sarcophagus. It was back to fill her thoughts: “The best anger is directed the arm of some unknown but familiar force that ig- toward a result.” nored the universe, death, or the works of man. Clutched “All right, Mobius!” Effie said out loud, standing in its fist was the symbol for infinity. from the desk. “I’ve made my decision. And you’re “Justice,” the woman with the closed eyes mur- going to feel the result!” mured with weak breath, as if she already knew what The secretary went into the walk-in closet and card the secretary would pull. “The Will of Khonsu.” grasped both sides of the file cabinet. Finding two 64



The Face of Justice handholds, she pulled up and to the right. The entire loudly that the men above would hear. They continued unit slid easily aside, revealing a short flight of stairs their conversation, obviously looking into drawers and leading down into darkness. Grabbing an oil lamp off desks, slamming them shut in anger. the wall, she lit the wick with a match from a nearby box No thoughts entered the secretary’s mind; she was and descended. too frightened. C. Michael had never mentioned that he The little alcove smelled of age and dust, much like had enemies, and Effie didn’t think she had any either. Cairo and most of Egypt itself. Effie recalled the first There was only one possible answer to who these men time C. Michael had shown her the way down. She had were. been too stunned and excited to say anything. When They must know where Stone’s at! she had reached the bottom and the safe, however, her Footsteps above made the secretary hold her breath, excitement quickly bled away. This wasn’t any secret and she resisted the urge to bite her fingers. Unseen passage to the pyramids, like she hoped. It was just a hands shuffled around the clothes in the closet, riffing little room filled with manuscripts. them aside until they were all checked. Boxes fell like Today that old excitement returned. It wasn’t for a rain, echoing throughout the alcove like bass drums. feeling of the unknown: it was an expression of a new Suddenly, one of the file cabinet drawers slid open, and quest. Effie knew that she was now working in her own Effie gripped the wooden stairs so tightly that she broke way to fight crime and corruption, searching for a way three fingernails. She wanted desperately to hide, but to show others how bad things had become. didn’t dare move. Shadows bobbed in time with her steps as the lamp Another drawer slid open, and a hand groped quescast feeble yellow light into the room. Except for a large tioningly inside. To Effie, it sounded like the man was metal door, the walls were completely bare, cut out of checking inside of a tomb: her tomb. Finally, the last the earth without ceremony and covered with ancient drawer was open, then kicked shut in disgust. plaster. Stone had never mentioned the origin of the “There is nothing here,” a voice called from directly alcove, but had suggested it was there before he moved above. in. Walking up to the safe set into the wall, Effie put the After a moment of silence, the man called again: lamp on the floor and took hold of a dial on the door’s “Fashid, I said — ” lead-colored front. She turned it precisely three times, Something large and heavy hit the floor in the closet once to the right, once to the left, then back to the right and remained unmoving. Effie was positive her heart again, before reaching for the second dial. This time she was going to explode if she didn’t find out what was put in five numbers, then gave both unlocking handles going on, but discipline and self-preservation made her a turn in opposite directions. sit still and keep quiet. A loud, almost irreverent click filled the room. Effie She wasn’t sure how long she sat in the dark alcove, half-expected to see dirt shower down from the ceiling. ticking away the seconds on the uneven clock of her Grabbing the lantern again, she held it up and saw the thoughts. The air became stale and hot, adding to the three-foot stack of manuscripts left by C. Michael Stone oppression. No sounds came from above, not even the for her to edit and get to the publisher. Taking one of the light footsteps of somebody sneaking around. Some folders off the top, Effie dragged the heavy door closed new element had been introduced into the game, and and turned to leave. Effie didn’t know what. Somebody knocked on the door upstairs, and Effie Without warning, a blaze of light stabbed down became immediately wary. Stone had taken this office from above. Effie’s legs propelled her upwards with in a seedier part of town so he wouldn’t be disturbed; such power that she practically flew out of the alcove. nobody was supposed to know where he worked. The Bringing her hands up like twin claws, she attempted to secretary moved with caution up the stairs to see what rake her cracked nails against whoever had discovered was going on. The door was suddenly smashed open by her. Some force, however, grabbed her wrists and held what sounded like a huge hammer. Fearing for her her hanging in mid-air. safety and the security of the Wraith’s future, Effie Peering up, she stared into the face of Justice. hung the lamp back on the wall and dragged the filing Older than time, stronger than the universe, death, cabinet back over the alcove entrance. Fortunately, the or the works of man. Effie found herself placed gently drawers were empty and she could hear what they on the closet floor by the unstoppable hands of Justice. were saying. Even in the light creeping around the shades of the “Where is the girl?” a man asked in a deep Egyptian office, his hood was as dark and impenetrable as the voice. workings of the cosmos. He was a shining apparition The sound of an overturned chair, then, “I do not enfolded by a cape clasped by twin scarabs of silver, know. I saw her walk in.” and his presence was as real and tangible as the heat of “Fool! Now we must wait till she returns.” the sun or the cold of the moon. Effie blew out the lamp’s flame and sat in primal Somehow, Effie managed to look past the divine darkness. She was sure that her heart was beating so stranger, as if she were being allowed to look away for 65



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire a single moment at ultimate truth. Shattered against the leave, but was giving her time to gather her thoughts. walls of the office were two men, both wearing fezzes Effie let go of his warm and pleasant hand, sure that the and carrying large, heavy pistols. Their eyes were open fist was as cold and pitiless as the desert night. but still filled with fear, even in death. It was the fear of “They must have been watching us for some time,” realization of a lifetime of mistakes and wrong choices, Effie said, staring into space, “or else they could simply a long span of evil years. assume that I was writing the stories.” “We must go,” the stranger whispered, his words Justice nodded again, armor shimmering like the echoing in Effie’s mind again and again. His voice was stars in the wan sun. His stance reminded Effie of a holy deep and commanding, but for her, she knew, held no statue of protection she had once seen outside of one of malevolence. It was almost soft and gentle, sounding the great pyramids. But this statue roamed the Earth, more like mentor than a harbinger. He gracefully held fighting the wrongs men rain down on each other. out a large gloved hand, and Effie took it without fear, Daring to stare into the stranger’s face again, Effie though the two dead men and their memory were well decided she needed to bring up an important point. She within her sight. She saw and felt that the material of the said, “But that doesn’t give a motive.” glove, cape, and costume was like fine snake-skin, a suit “What motive could there be?” of armor against evil. “There must be a connection between Stone’s stories “Those two men … ” she began quietly, daring to and their being published …” The secretary let the speak. She wasn’t sure how to feel or react, and only sentence trail off, hesitating to say her next words, even thought to maintain her stance by locking her knees so to this personification of elemental law. she wouldn’t fall over. “Please,” Justice asked with a universe of politeness. The darkness of the hood regarded her for a moment “Go on.” and Effie’s blood raced with sudden fear. Justice, howEffie blinked in astonishment at the stranger’s loose ever, did nothing to harm her; he pulled back his hood, formality, still wanting to experience this wholly morrevealing a shock of wild gray hair. His face remained tal moment. “The connection must be that what he covered by an arcane mask of silver, a covering without writes is having an effect on the people … since that’s eyeholes or decoration, but the effect was immediate. the reason he writes them,” she concluded with a Effie stared in silence for a moment at the hair, whisper. finding that she could relax, released from the grip of “One of many reasons,” Justice replied with satisfacsomething more potent than the decrees of the gods. tion, pulling the shroud back over his head, again the The sight of age and mortality in an immortal almost fist of right. “We must find him, before it is too late.” wanted to make her reach out sympathetically and “Too late?” Effie said, her heart aching with fear. smooth back the graying locks. Somehow, it made her “What do you mean?” a little sad. “We must leave now.” “These two men were coming to kill you,” Justice Justice pointed to the window, and Effie heard three stated simply. It seemed as if his voice emanated from cars screech to a halt outside. Rushing to the shades, she the air and not behind the shroud of his armor. drew them back just in time to see eight men carrying That confirmed the secretary’s suspicions, and she machine-guns and pistols enter the front hallway. Their straightened herself out for respect. She nodded and harsh voices were already echoing in the stairwell. said, “They must know where C. Michael is.” The shade of Justice gestured for Effie to follow, and Pleasure emanated from the stranger as he nodded, the secretary obeyed, wondering if she should take making Effie even more comfortable, as if she had something with for protection. The stranger’s insispassed a test. tence, however, forced her to leave everything behind. Justice spoke again as he led Effie away from the The men were already up to the second flight of closet: “Why do you think they would want your stairs, speaking the Egyptian words for, “prisoner,” death?” “kill,” and “torture.” The silver spectre opened a winThat question stumped the secretary for a moment. dow and climbed outside and up, vanishing like the In her fear for her life, she had forgotten that the men night. must want to have a reason to kill her. She quickly came “Hey!” Effie whispered as loudly as she could manto the most logical conclusion, gaining a little self- age. “I can’t — ” assurance that she could think so clearly. “If they have A long, silver rope fell from above, and the secretary him, and see that his stories are still being published, choked back her words, then her fear. The men were on then they must have assumed that somebody is bring- the last landing, almost to the office. Effie grabbed the ing them to the publisher.” chord with all her strength, unsure if she could make Justice nodded. “And the only person that could be the climb. As she struggled upward, the apparition is you.” effortlessly pulled her to the roof. The stranger led Effie to Stone’s desk and let her sit Within moments, the angry shouts of the men filled on the edge for a moment; he obviously wanted to the office and spilled out the open window for Effie to 66



The Face of Justice hear. The shining stranger standing by her side made After a moment, she said, “By their makes and no reaction, his hood remaining dark and foreboding. models, I’d say they were government.” Getting down Furniture was smashed but no gunshots were fired, on her knees, she shaded her eyes from the glare of the and the men eventually left the office without bother- sun to get a better view. “They don’t have any license ing to take their dead companions for burial. plates. If they were privately owned, they’d get pulled Justice pointed his finger, tracing the slow paths of over all the time. I assume they’re government.” the cars as they wound their way through the twisted “What can you tell me about the men?” Cairo streets. “Those are the enemy,” he whispered, That stumped Effie for a moment. “What is there to voice frigid, cooling even the heat of the morning. “We say?” she thought to herself, trying to figure out if there must follow.” was something obvious she missed. There were eight of Before Effie could protest, she was whisked care- them, dressed in business suits, each carrying weapfully off her feet and fell to the street below. ons. Was there something about the weapons? The The impact never came. Their trajectory was broken secretary knew that it was possible to get practically by another chord of silver, somehow attached to the anything on the black market from machine-guns to rooftop across the street. Momentum brought them up hand grenades. Even a few assorted scientific gizmos, and over. such as the Red Hand’s electro-gun, were available. Without waiting for her to catch her breath, the silver There must be something else, something she was statue helped her run across the rooftops of Cairo, missing. catching her when she stumbled, guiding her when she The men below continued to curse at the line of chose a wrong path. All the while they maintained sight camels and their white gown-clothed herdsmen. Some of the cars, and eventually Effie found she could run on of the killers drew their weapons, but the more coolher own. thinking of their companions bid them to stop. At that “I didn’t think I could do that,” the secretary said, sight, Effie remembered reading something that C. giddy with excitement and short of breath. Bending Michael had written in one of his Wraith stories, someover, she put her hands on her knees and forced herself thing about hoods and attitudes … to draw air more steadily. With time to rest, Effie “That’s it!” she cried, leaping to her feet then immerealized that she had yet to question her actions. It diately regretting the action as the tangible, looming seemed so natural to follow the one who saved your shadow of Justice fell full upon her. He continued to life, but she knew that there must be some motivation stand, hands on his hips, waiting for her answer. that had yet to be revealed. “Those men are hired thugs, not seasoned profesEffie looked down at the people of Cairo as they sionals!” went about their mundane business, stepping around Justice took an easy step forward, crossing his arms children or baskets in the street. When she had been in front of his chest. From the reaction of her compandown there among their anonymous numbers, she had ion, Effie intuitively determined that the answer was thought her destinations of paramount importance. correct, but realized that she was going to have to Now their motions didn’t seem so meaningful. Stand- defend it. Swallowing, she said, “Professionals would ing above with no one to see her, she felt a strange never jeopardize themselves by revealing their weapdetachment, not only from them, but from herself. ons.” There was an unmistakable, unidentifiable sense of loss “Or allow themselves to get angry,” the deep voice and it made her uncomfortable. She again questioned if added, echoing across the air. “How did you determine she were being made part of a greater plan, and sought your answer?” vainly for a motivation in her savior. Effie felt herself blush, a reaction only C. Michael The figure of Justice peered silently over the rooftop, Stone had ever managed to illicit. For some reason, she down into the busy street below. The three cars, black couldn’t look up, feeling that her answer was not as sedans covered with dust and dirt, were stopped in the logical and factual as she thought the stranger wanted. middle of an intersection, waiting for a line of drom- “I read it in issue 142 of The Wraith,” she murmured. edary camels to pass. Several of the men inside shook The silver statue nodded once and moved directly in their fists and cursed outside rolled down windows. front of Effie. She couldn’t feel any breath leave the After a moment, the apparition’s voice carried over shroud that covered his visage, couldn’t see his chest the warm wind to Effie: “Where do you think those men rise and fall. The sun was high, near noon, and the cowl are heading?” surrounding his head remained as dark as shadows. Surprised that she would be asked such a seemingly She felt she should be crushed beneath his awesome mundane question, Effie quickly straightened herself weight and presence, but he remained as mortal and and walked cautiously to the edge of the roof. Glad that singular as the earth and sky. she didn’t suffer from vertigo, she looked down into the “Do not be ashamed,” Justice stated, invoking both the street and the filthy cars, going, for the moment, wher- words and an immediate reaction of calm in Effie. “You ever the warm winds of change blew. have given a reason based on intuition and knowledge. 67



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire You have justified the reason with fact. You knew the wear on her, and her muscles were sore from running exact source from which you drew your information.” and jumping from rooftops. She had lost her impractiThe figure of Justice pointed at Effie, and she barely cal shoes hours ago, getting rid of them to help her run resisted taking a step back and falling off the roof. “Do faster. Though she didn’t let her body lose its tone, she not diminish your virtues. It is the deeds and not the wasn’t a great athlete, especially compared with the thoughts by which men are measured.” indomitable presence next to her. The line of camels in the street below had finally From nowhere, Justice produced a small silver flask moved out of the street, and the three sedans screeched and handed it to Effie. Unsure of what it contained but away, the men inside leaving with final shouts and grateful nonetheless, she uncapped the stopper and threats. Effie, too stunned by the stranger’s cryptic, took a long, deep swallow. penetrating remark, made no effort to turn around. Her Fire burned into her eyes and reached down through thoughts raced amongst themselves, attempting to her heart. The world boiled with heat, then a crashing understand why she was asked questions instead of wave of absolute cold permeated her body. Thrills of given answers, what direction this lesson was taking. unidentifiable sensations coursed through every nerve, “What you didn’t say,” Justice began, looking down and her veins raged with power. at the slowly receding cars, “was that the dirt covering “Wha — what was that?” the secretary gasped, the cars is common only in the desert, near the Sphinx. blinking her clearing eyes. Her doubt faded with unThat is their destination.” natural speed. Another silver chord appeared, and Effie found “Water from the First Nile,” the figure next to her herself gathered into strong arms again. “Never yell replied simply, taking the flask back and making it your excitement,” Justice added with a final whisper, disappear as quickly as it had arrived. swinging across space to the next rooftop. Taking another deep breath, Effie asked, “The First Nile? Where’s that?” * * * The great body of the Sphinx loomed darkly in the Instead of answering, Justice walked out to the edge distance, the setting sun creating a brilliant corona of the dune. Effie looked on, unable to comprehend the around its head. Also lit by the setting sun were the thoughts behind the dark cowl. The fatigue left her tents and equipment of hundreds of men, all in the body, and she sat silently, attempting to gather her employ of the evil Pharaoh of the Nile Empire. raging wonderings together. Against her desires, the As Effie gazed out across the blackening desert floor, face of her employer floated into her mind’s view, she recalled the great number of stories C. Michael distracting her from sorting out the immediate puzzles. Stone had set around the legendary monument to a “What should we do next?” Justice asked without long-dead king. The Wraith had chased nearly innu- turning around. merable villains to the base of the statue, sometimes Startled, the secretary jumped, taken aback. “What?” apprehending them himself, other times having his was all she could reply. prey stolen from his grasp by unseen hands beneath the The avenger in front of her remained immobile. sands. One thing had invariably been true: justice al- “What is our next course of action?” ways prevailed. “How should I know?” “There are the men we seek,” the secretary’s omniDarkness cracked the sky as the sun set below the scient companion said, pointing out across the land. level of the waiting Sphinx, and darkness enfolded Effie squinted her eyes and saw the three black sedans Effie in a cloak of terror. The god before her spun on his parked outside a large tent. People carrying shovels or heel and approached as inexorably as the day left the clipboards created a constant flow of bodies around the earth. There were no shining eyes in his hidden face, structure. but something powerful penetrated her soul and forced Effie felt the strange sense of detachment return as her to respond. she stared at the swirling masses of people in the camp, “I — I don’t know. I thought — ” ordinary people who knew nothing of her existence “Why are we here?” though she could see theirs. Phantom loss fought with “To find Stone.” unanswered and maddening question, making her The silver apparition’s aura drew back. “And why slightly sick to her stomach. are we here?” “Why am I following?” she asked herself as self“We were following those men. They must know doubt welled up inside her. Of course, she already where he can be found.” Effie barely managed to get the knew the answer. She needed help to find Stone, and words out. She discovered she was more than just Justice obviously knew the way. The next question was, afraid; she realized that she didn’t want to take the “Why does this god care?” but there was no answer for chance of disappointing her mentor, adding to her that. Yet. internal confusion Effie brought her hands up to her face and rubbed “Perhaps,” Justice said, turning back around. His her eyes. The thrill of the adventure was beginning to cape flowed silently like a cloud behind him. “The men 68



The Face of Justice have not yet left the tent. We must know what they are “Damn!” cursed a muffled voice. “Things were so saying.” much easier back on Terra.” Effie stood, recognizing her cue for action. Her legs Sitting at a table, partially hidden from view, sat a felt strong again, and her arms were ready to swing a man in a bright red suit. His shoulders were ridicuthousand miles if necessary. She might have smiled lously wide, as if stiff boards had been jammed into the with her exhilaration, but felt the expression inappro- outfit to make them seem bigger. He wore a wide-brim priate to the time and mission. fedora of the same crimson as the suit, and a red mask In a single motion, she was swept off her feet and fell covered his face. Near his hand was a strange gun. He lightly down the dune, sand cascading like water be- was tinkering with some bizarre apparatus, twisting neath her feet. The huge silver cape of her companion wires together under a circuit breadboard. grabbed at the air, gently slowing their descent. A few The secretary withdrew her head from the under the seconds later, they touched the bottom of the dune and tent and gasped in astonishment. “That’s the Red Hand! were running across the nocturnal desert into the blind The Wraith’s arch-nemesis. He would know where C. sight of the great Sphinx. Michael’s at. Let’s get him!” Effie found that she was leading the way into the She was alone. camp, making all the decisions of when to turn, where For a moment, Effie stood perfectly still. Her mind to dodge or duck. The presence behind her gave occa- had not yet comprehended the fact that she was in the sional advice or comment, but for the most part was middle of the desert, stranded, in the middle of the silent. She was being tested. Justice had said, “Before it enemy camp. Time froze to her eyes and mind, and she is too late.” Was there something for which she needed perceived that her heart had skipped a beat somewhere to be prepared? along the line. The two made the operations tent at last. Most of the That’s when she dropped back down to her knees, crowd swarming around the area had left and gone sudden fear clutching her in cold hands. This was back to their tents, resting up for tomorrow’s excava- nothing like walking alone through the dark Cairo tion of the mysteries of the Sphinx and Great Pyramids. streets; that she could deal with. The eight men, however, were still inside, and Effie This is so totally unfair, she thought numbly; it was her listened at the back of the tent for any signs of their only recourse. She realized how much she had been speech. relying on her mentor to show her what to do, even if he No voices issued out from the thick cloth, and Effie had been leading by following. Now she was alone and looked back at the statue of Justice in worry. Her still didn’t know where to find Stone, not to mention the companion held up his hand in an assuaging gesture. way out of the camp. . . Reaching down, he lifted up the bottom of the tent and Effie caught herself in mid-thought as she saw that peered inside. Effie kept a sharp eye out for guards. despair was slowly beginning to muddy her mental A moment later, Justice came back up and silently waters. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on steadyinstructed Effie to look under the tent. Giving a last ing her breathing, her heart, her ideas. Air smoothly left glance around, the secretary knelt down and ducked her lungs, returning with the warmth of the still night her head under the heavy khaki tarp. air. She concentrated harder, summoning a copy of the The inside of the structure was well lit by oil lamps discipline used by the Wraith, feeling some small eshanging from support poles, around twenty, Effie fig- sence of the water of the First Nile return as well. ured. There were tables overflowing with maps, some Immediately, her purpose became clear, her direction made of paper, others of ancient papyrus colored in complete. She had to find Stone; she had to find Justice. fading pigments. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The shining spectre had left her for some reason, and Then she peered up. she must discover that reason. The eight men were hanging, some upside-down by “The first place to start is this tent,” she whispered, their business suits, others from cords bound to their letting her clear eyes open to the sky. There was scuffwrists. Their expressions gave new meaning to the ing behind her. She turned. word agony, and their bodies remained frozen in con“Then by all means, let’s not waste time,” the Red torted poses of pain. Effie gagged at the sight, but Hand said blithely, jamming the electro-gun painfully forced herself to keep looking around. under her chin. For C. Michael’s sake. Effie rose defiantly, unflinching against the pain of A few of the mens’bodies smoldered, as if they had the weapon, but the villain was not interested in theatbeen on fire, but Effie couldn’t see anything that indi- rics. He grabbed the woman by the arm and dragged cated that had been the case. There were no blazing her to the entrance. fires, no torches, not even a match. Wrenching her * * * horrified gaze away from the bodies, she searched the “I’m going to ask you again. Who sent you here and room for a clue. what is your mission?” 69



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire After a moment of silence, the Red Hand sighed Justice was strong, justice was inescapable. Justice loudly, as if disappointed by some unpleasant event had left her. Justice was strong … that could have been avoided. He adjusted his hat, Justice was strong. Though much of the pain in pulling the front brim down over his crimson face mask Effie’s arms and wrists had left an ethereal torment, she so the shadow fell over his twin eyepieces. Putting a could still feel them through the numbness. She moved foot on the chair in front of him, he propped his chin on her fingers one by one, slowly, from hand to hand. With his fist and his elbow on his knee. a strange sense of relief she found that she still had all “This would be so much less painful for you if you’d her fingers; somewhere, sometime, she believed she just answer my questions.” had lost them, but that was long ago. . . Effie had said nothing at first, then changed her Justice was strength. Effie lethargically clamped the mind and resorted to spitting, then deciding that the fingers of her right hand on the biting ropes until she best thing to do would be to remain silent again. Now was sure her hands were aflame. She couldn’t lift her she was almost too incoherent to answer. She swung head and was forced to rely on pain to find her way, the from the heavy supporting beams of the tent, slowly pain inflicted by the Red Hand, the enemy of the knocking into one of the eight thugs who had tried to Wraith, created by C. Michael Stone, helped by Justice. find her back in Stone’s office. Reaching up the gulf of an inch, Effie grabbed her The memory of Stone brought the woman’s mind bindings with her left hand and pulled with the might back out of the cloud of agony and into the present, of the universe and inspiration. She clenched her teeth which she immediately regretted as the muscles in her beneath blood-flecked lips and continued to pull. At arms reminded her of their ache, the skin around her first, the journey seemed impossible, but she would not bound wrists of its pain. She tried to summon the be denied. Half an inch came, then sped past. Threediscipline she found outside the tent so long ago, but quarters. Another fraction. Victory. she couldn’t concentrate on anything long enough to be Her body continued its pendulum-like motion of any help. against the corpses of her would-be kidnappers. The “Time, time, time,” she slowly intoned to herself, woman understood that these men didn’t know what feeling each swing on the rope slice deeper and deeper she looked like or the Red Hand would have addressed into her body. “Time is my enemy, time is my friend. her by name. But that didn’t matter as another inch Justice transcends time, time, time.” The delirium started came and went, followed by another. Her arms glowed to return. and vibrated with effort and power. “No, no, don’t fall unconscious yet. I’m not done Effie began to swing herself harder, helping nature with you,” the Red Hand said with mock concern, to add momentum as the Hand helped her find her standing again. From his side he produced the electro- escape. She grasped the supporting ropes with what gun, red like his costume. The weapon had some type she told herself again was all the strength she had left, of two-pronged fork with a knob at its base attached to then waited for her legs to do the rest of the work. With the thin muzzle. The gauge currently read, “6,” but the a final swing and a jerk of her hips, Effie kicked a leg up Hand turned it down four points, pulled the trigger and onto the nearest body’s shoulder. The return swing touched Effie’s strong back. threaten to dislodge her precarious grip on the corpse, The woman grew as taut as the cable of a bridge but her foot caught behind the man’s neck, stopping the threatening to snap in the wind of a hurricane. She had motion. long since worn her throat out from screaming and The woman had no time to waste on sighs of relief. could do nothing but open her mouth and let forth an With great effort, she brought her other leg up and over empty cry. Tears streaked clean tracks down her dirty the man’s other shoulder, using the body as a support. face, and the muscles around her eyes twitched spas- Bending her legs at the knees, Effie sat on the corpse’s modically. shoulders. Suddenly, it was all over and she swung freely, Her mind reeled for a moment as fatigue and pain awake in the breeze of agony. made another rush at her senses, but she wouldn’t be “That’s better. It’s no Omegatron, but it’ll do,” the dominated by her pains. Climbing further up the rope Red Hand said, content with his grisly work. He eyed with the help of her new leverage point, Effie grabbed her admiringly for a moment, then added, “I’ve got just onto the tent support and untied her hands, holding the thing for you.” onto the beam. Holstering the gun, the villain left the tent without She fell to the floor as her weakened hands gave out, turning back. managing to break her fall somewhat with her legs’ Effie drifted from consciousness to consciousness grip on the body. Almost too stunned to think, Effie and side to side. Blood ran in rivulets down her arms scrambled around the room for some type of weapons, and onto her shoulders, her neck. Hanging for an but there were only maps and a few chairs at hand. eternity, she longed for some sort of release, some small However, there was something in particular that modicum of justice … suddenly caught Effie’s attention. As if drawn by a 70



The Face of Justice magnet, the woman staggered to a pitcher of water on the middle of the desert, and there weren’t any desks. a table, pouring some into a nearby glass then almost Peering up on a stiffened neck, she made out the letter choking with laughter as she realized how inappropri- “X.” ate that small act of civility must seem. The liquid “Marks the spot, doesn’t it, Mr. Jones?” she mumbled seemed to remove some of the ache in her arms and cryptically, almost laughing. Suddenly, her eyes grew shoulders, and now that she was thinking a little more clear and the phantom of torture left her frame. Rubclearly, she saw that her wrists were not as tortured as bing her hands against the line of the stone where the she had thought. mark was, she brushed away the ancient dirt and found “I’ve brought some champagne for us, my — ” another mark, the same as the first. The Red Hand’s eyes bugged out beneath the lenses Taking a look behind her, Effie breathed deeply and of his face mask as he stood dumbfounded in the jammed both her fingers into the centers of the marks. doorway, holding onto a chilled bottle of champagne Without sound, a door slid aside, revealing the darkand two glasses. Effie also stood dumbfounded, as she ness of the ancient world. had forgotten her captor in her joy of escape. Effie stepped inside the corridor as the sounds of Dropping the glasses and bottle, the Hand reached alarm grew nearer. As she took her first step, the door for his holster, drawing out the crimson electro-gun. As slid closed again, as it had stood for centuries. he swung the weapon’s barrel toward the woman, Effie The winds of the desert erased all trace of her jourreacted on instinct, throwing the contents of the pitcher ney. at her assailant as he pulled the trigger. Effie’s unshod feet scraped against the rough stone The torture-fork was still attached to the muzzle of of antiquity. She thought it felt good to have some solid the gun, and an arc of blue electricity cracked across the support beneath her, and that small comfort made gap as the water struck. There was a blinding flash of some more of the pain in her body disappear. light as the gun shorted out and exploded in the villain’s She expected to smell dust and age, a reflection of the hand. Effie was thrown back against the side of the tent aging stones around her, but instead she was greeted by the concussion, and the Red Hand was hurled by still, though fresh, air. The temperature of the tunnel backward into a row of tables. was the same as the mild desert night outside. Effie Without thinking about consequence, Effie dashed didn’t expect to have her eyes adjust to the stygian out of the entrance into the dark desert night. Alarms darkness, either, but something in the walls gave a were already being raised as people scrambled out of slight illumination. tents and shelters to find out what had happened and Though she was pleased, the secretary maintained a where, hastily putting on pants and grabbing guns. cautious stance, hands held in front of her for immediNobody paid much attention to Effie as she ran amid ate action. the crowds, refusing to stop for even the smallest Time wavered and flowed in the dim tunnel, and moment to give somebody the chance to get a good look Effie felt that she had either been in the corridor for at her. minutes or millennia. She glanced back every once in a Effie still refused to let herself think, sure in some while, only to discover the same picture again and visceral part of her existence that if she slowed she again, a doorway of darkness leading to infinity. When would stop and simply collapse. Legs pumping, bare she looked forward, she swore she saw a point of light feet kicking up dirt, the woman plunged into the dark- in the distance, but was sure it was just a trick of her ness, unheeding of her course. eyes. Still, the point didn’t waver or vanish, and that Without warning, her outstretched hands smacked made her press forward even faster. into something hard and solid. Effie panicked for a As she walked in silence broken only by the shuffle moment, sure that she had been caught, but she even- of her feet and breath on the air, Effie struggled feebly tually realized that she had hit a wall of some sort. A to sort out everything that had happened. Her concluhaze obscured her vision as she brushed back her sion confused her. She wanted to follow Justice, despite matted hair and attempted to discern her location. She her misgivings, fears, and distinct anger. The silver slowly figured out that she was at the base of the apparition had left her among the enemy to be tortured. Sphinx, in the middle of the Nile Empire’s excavation. For what reason? He had saved her life once, why let “The Sphinx?” she silently questioned. “What about her die at the hands of another? … the Sphinx?” Tripping over a large rock, Effie stumbled into a Effie leaned up against the ancient rock of the monu- large chamber. She had been so intent on her own ment, letting the world tilt under her feet. She sup- ruminations that she hadn’t seen the obstacle. Peering ported herself with her hands and dully wracked her around in the near darkness, Effie saw that the walls brain for an answer. were curved, like a huge dome filled with night. SymHer fingers traced an outline in the stone, and she bols and hieroglyphs covered the surrounding stones thought her hand was back on the desk in her office with curves and twists and unknowable angles. The tracing the word, “Wraith.” But she knew that this was secretary stared around. She had crude knowledge of 71



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire heiroglyphics, but these were beyond her. Her head fingers, hands, and arms, and jewels glittered from a hurt as she tried to gain even the slightest meaning from magnificent torc around his neck. what she saw. No fear filled the woman’s heart, no trace of terror The body of a statue lay in shattered pieces in the shook her body. The man before her was not vengeful middle of the chamber, its jackal-head pulverized. The and he was not frightening. He was to be revered. arms were drawn back to swing a huge two-handed “I am just, and no being, divine or mortal, may sword, frozen in a posture of gargantuan might. The escape my curse.” The figure held out its right hand, rock at her feet was part of a giant ear. Effie took a slowly opening the dead fingers and releasing a castentative step towards the guardian idol, wondering cade of broken clay. “Your guardian accepted his fate what C. Michael would say about something like this. when he broke this seal to my resting place.” Effie felt dizzy again, and thought she would faint. Effie was confused for a moment, then glanced back The point of light appeared before her eyes again, but at the pulverized statue in the other chamber. “My this time it was much larger, big enough to step through. guardian deserted me,” she stated simply, turning She steadied herself against a wall a moment, and her back. head cleared. Blinking, she saw that the light wasn’t a “Justice deserts no one. The choice was made. You figment of her pain. It was the entrance to another must make yours.” chamber. She stepped forward cautiously, peering The first pharaoh turned his hand palm up and around as her sight adjusted to the new shining light. gestured for Effie to rise. Wincing, the woman slowly Effie thought that she would have once gaped in stood, joints cracking and sinews aching. The figure astonishment at what she saw, but having travelled before her remained motionless, as patient and underwith a force that avenged the world’s wronged had standing as death. given her a new timber towards the Nile’s mysteries. Effie didn’t understand the great man’s statement, The entire room was lined with gold plate, burnished at and she was about to speak when the pharaoh made different angles to give the area a sense of near-infinite another gesture. Looking in the indicated direction, she space. The flames from lights danced from bowls held almost collapsed with joy when she saw a trough of by golden bearers, the height of a man and perfectly water among a heap of glittering jewels. As thankfully detailed. Jewels too uncountable and large to imagine as she could manage, Effie walked unsteadily to the littered the floor, and gold jars filled with sweet-smell- water, bent over, and slowly drank. ing oils scented the room with honor and wonder. Lightning and fire raced through her veins again, Lying in the center of the chamber was a sarcopha- her blood awash with the power of the world. Gasping gus, ornately carved with hieroglyphs depicting the for air, with life, the woman forced herself to drink passage of child to man to pharaoh to death and the again. The liquid was almost addicting, but she knew eternity of the afterlife with the great gods. She had seen she could stop when she wished, for any reason. The pictures of Egyptian tombs before, and the crypts al- water from the First Nile imbued her with new vitality, ways had markings that denoted the dynasty. Accord- erasing the pain and hurt and suffering. ing to this one’s carvings, it was of the first dynasty. The Ready to plunge herself deep again, Effie reached very weight of the tomb seemed to press down on Effie her hands to the bottom of the trough and touched with its import, and she wasn’t sure she should be something hard and flat. Wrapping her hands around allowed to enter. the object, she brought it out into the air. Not sure what to do, Effie did the first thing that It was a familiar silver flask. came to her mind; she knelt, bowing her head well to Effie stood and stared at the flask, seeing her reflecthe floor. She felt somehow that it was the right thing to tion in its perfect surface. It wasn’t cold like a mirror, do, a sign of respect. What had the first pharaoh done but held as much warmth as her blood and body. It also during his reign? Brought the fighting nations of Egypt brought a realization, the understanding that Justice together under one rule. Ended much of the pain and knew she would escape the Red Hand and find her way suffering. Gave food to the starving people, helped to this tomb. He wanted her to come this far alone. build shelters for the homeless, educated engineers, “But for what reason?” she murmured, losing herarchitects, and scribes. The first pharaoh had brought self in the question. prosperity and peace to a troubled land; he was wise, “The Will of Khonsu follows a path, as do you. As fair, and just. you will. What you seek is in Mount Schairea, in the “Yes. I am just.” land called Israel.” Effie looked up as ancient words filled her thoughts, Effie’s heart raced. C. Michael was in Israel! She words of a legendary man. Standing before her was the could finally find him and avenge herself against his figure of the first pharaoh, wrapped in his venerable kidnappers, the agents of the evil Dr. Mobius. burial shrouds. He still wore the crown of his ascension The first pharaoh turned to face the woman. It seemed to the higher planes, a circlet of gold surmounted by the as if he heard her thoughts and he bowed his head in disk of the sun. Rings and bands of gold covered his respect, as low as befit the greatest ruler in the land. 72



The Face of Justice “That will lead you to the tunnels of Egypt. At the rock and left bare, the right side curving upwards, the end you will find the place you seek,” the shrouded left, down. There was nobody in sight. man said, pointing a shimmering arm towards the Effie suddenly realized that she didn’t know a thing entrance. The doorway had changed, becoming darker about the mountain or its layout. She searched around than before, as if opening to some great void. for a moment for a wall map or legend that gave some The pharaoh lowered his arm and was silent for a indication of where they might be, but couldn’t find moment. He gazed around the scintillating room, turn- anything of use. ing to take in its splendor. For some reason, Effie had “He must be in a cell somewhere,” she said to herself. the impression that the man was smiling, laughing at “But which way?” his own private joke. After a moment, he said to her, Logically, the cells should be down, near the lower “You may take what you wish.” levels, but there was no reason why they couldn’t be Effie was stunned by the offer. She peered around at near the top of the mountain either. She reasoned that the fabulous wonders of ancient royalty, but decided to since the immediate area had no soldiers and most jails take nothing. She did not need a trinket to remind her had some type of guards, the cells were not on this level. of this moment. She concluded that if the cells were on a lower level, “You have chosen very well,” the first pharaoh there should still be soldiers around. intoned, but not to Effie, slowly moving back towards “Up,” Effie whispered, opening the door and stepthe sarcophagus. “I will greet you in Sekhet-Aaru, Will ping out. of Khonsu.” There was an eerie silence in the mountain, and only the near-silent hum of great generators permeated the * * * Spans of impenetrable darkness flowed around Effie air. She walked silently along the rock floor of the as she raced through the labyrinth underneath the curved corridors, keeping an eye out for danger at sands of Egypt. The woman had thought their existence every turn. She came across intersections several times, only a rumor, but now she was deep inside the maze, but Effie kept moving upwards, trusting her judgeanother mystery of her life uncovered. ment. Effie only stopped occasionally, drinking the water The woman stalked around a corner and almost ran of the First Nile to renew her vigor. The liquid’s fire felt straight into the backs of two soldiers, the first she had like the conflagration she withstood in Cairo’s night, so seen. Maintaining her calm, she slid back around. Effie long ago. Imbibing more cautiously than the first time, tried to keep herself steady and not allow fear to creep she felt stronger with every sip and the strength did not into her limbs, but she felt herself begin to shake slightly leave. In addition, she felt another change. Though with apprehension. Gathering her strength, Effie stood there was no light in the tunnels, her eyes somehow back away from the intersection, listening carefully. adjusted and she began to perceive shadows and figSmoke was the first sensation she reacted to, and she ures. It seemed that the water was slowly changing her, knew that one of the men had lit a cigarette. Its pungent bringing her power, but the change was voluntary, a sting marked it as Egyptian. A shuffling of feet and the matter of decision, and she could stop whenever she crunch of stone ground under boot alerted her to danwanted. Accepting the strength, though, added to her ger. fortitude to find both C. Michael Stone and her guiding Without looking up, the soldier rounded the corner, mentor. relighting his cigarette. Effie drew her arm back and Another eternity, and she finally reached her desti- landed a crushing blow to the man’s stomach. Unprenation, the end of the tunnels. Effie could make out pared, he fell unconscious at her feet. some type of man-made covering in the ceiling. Effie Keeping her wary sight on the intersection, Effie found foot and handholds in the walls and scaled her fumbled for the man’s revolver, taking it out of the way to the door. She pushed up with all her strength worn leather holster. She recognized it as a .38 calibre, and lifted the heavy covering away from its resting the weapon common to all Nile Empire’s troops. She place. also recognized that using it would alert the entire Pulling herself through the opening, she crouched fortress to her whereabouts. low in a defensive stance. She was inside some type of Hefting the weapon like a club, Effie hoped she storage room. Cardboard boxes and crates lined the could take out at least one of the soldiers before the walls and filled the rows of cheap metal shelves. They other could draw his weapon. Steeling herself, she were marked in Arabic, and the woman could see that jumped out, prepared to fight. some held canned food, others weapons or medicine. The corridor was empty. Listening for an intent moment, she moved up to the Adrenaline kicked Effie’s body until she shook. “Why door and peered through its tiny window. does everybody keep disappearing?” she thought anThe hall outside the door was fairly dark, and the grily. area was lit by the occasional bulb dangling from wires Suddenly, one of the guards stepped out of a nearby in the ceiling. The corridor was hewn out of the ancient doorway, checking his fingernails. He looked up just in 73



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire time to have the butt of a pistol strike him squarely in her fist into his face with all her strength. The man the forehead, knocking him senseless. Standing, she stumbled backward, shaking his head and drawing a checked the cylinder of the gun for bullets. short club from his belt. After a moment’s thought, Effie left the gun, trusting Effie was actually surprised that her new-found the words of the Wraith: “Rely on your skills. They will strength hadn’t done the job, and she fell back for better never fail you.” position. As the soldier started to charge forward, she Dropping the weapon into the lap of an unconscious made a mental note not to be too overconfident. guard, the woman pulled her men into the well-lit The club swung toward her head, and she ducked room. Inside, she gave a cursory glance around, discov- out of the way. Crouching low, she lashed out with a ering to her delight a book that contained the answers kick to the man’s abdomen, knocking the wind from his for which she was searching. She flipped through the lungs. He teetered on his legs a moment, giving the pages one by one, finding that the cells were located on woman time to deliver another strike. This time he the third level. Switching back and forth between maps, went down, though he tried to get back up. she determined she was on level ten. There was a Effie had reacted instinctively. She wondered if she freight elevator a few hundred feet from the room. had ever fought like this before and couldn’t think of a Closing the book and shoving the maps in between time that she had. its pages, Effie stripped one of the soldiers of his clothLeaping into the elevator, she pushed the button for ing. She removed her own dirty cloths and put on the the third floor. The number of soldiers slowly increased uniform, including the shoes, though they were a little as she passed each level. They were all running around too big. She chuckled softly, thanking fate that the at the orders of their commanders, carrying supplies, soldiers were not dressed in their traditional weapons, or huge artillery shells to the waiting Empire shocktrooper garb. Gathering her long blonde hair into guns emplacements. Explosions thundered from outa knot, she tucked it under the soldier’s headdress and side, and nobody took time out to examine the lift’s placed it firmly on her head. She stuck a cigarette in her passenger. mouth and figured she could pass for one of Mobius’ On the third floor, the number of troops moving troops, if she had to — at least until daytime. from position to position created a living ocean of Tucking the map-book under her shirt, she decided bodies. Stepping out, Effie started to move ahead when to take the elevator up to the third level and move on the deafening heavens rocked as one of the guns firing from there. from the side of the mountain was struck by an enemy Walking out of the room with small satisfaction, shell. Fire rushed out of the corridor to the left, and Effie took three steps then stopped. “What am I over- dozens of men were instantly engulfed. Effie jumped looking?” she asked herself. She realized she was let- far out of the way, her legs propelling her with such ting her excitement get the better of her, and she bowed force that she nearly lost her balance and rolled down her head in silent thought. The answer slowly came the hall. together. Quickly standing, she saw that despite the destruc“This is a military operation. I’ve only seen three tion, men continued to move about, ebbing and flowsoldiers on this entire level. Where are the others?” ing. The woman ducked around a gigantic shell carEffie pondered that question. The obvious answer riage, moving through a column of soldiers heading in was that they were on the top. Installations have men to the opposite direction. The intersection she was lookdefend themselves. Logically, if there are no men on the ing for appeared within a few steps, and she was off and lower levels, they must be preparing a defense. running down its dim length. Effie’s line of reasoning was confirmed by the early Her eyes adjusted to the lack of light as they had in low drone of a siren, its wail building in pitch and the tunnels beneath Egypt, and she saw a nervous intensity. Checking her uniform one last time, she guard sitting at a desk. He was young and anxious, and continued up the corridor. She could already feel the had obviously been stuck here in this tiny hallway low rumble of explosions shake the heart of the moun- despite the danger. tain as artillery shells bombarded the installation. The “Halt!” the man stammered, racking his knees against siren continued its idiot wail. the desk as he tried to stand. Effie pushed the elevator call button and heard the Another detonation somewhere outside caused dust metallic grating of the lift start from the bottom of the to rain down from the ceiling, and the minimal lighting shaft. She cleared her mind of all outside distractions went even dimmer for a moment. Effie knew that the and concentrated on her mission. man must be ready to faint with fear, so she decided to The elevator cage opened up and an overweight play it tough and quick. man wearing the khaki uniform of the Nile Empire “Where’s Stone? I’ve got to move him,” she barked. stepped out in anger, preparing to berate the soldier “Where’s who?” the soldier asked, glancing up fearwho broke protocol by using the lift in times of emer- fully at the ceiling. gency. Before he got his first word out, Effie slammed “Stone, C. Michael, taken about four weeks ago.” 74



The Face of Justice “You mean that subversive author guy? He’s gone.” tor and peered up into the expressionless dark of Effie’s heart dropped in fear. Somehow, she main- Justice. tained her stolid appearance as well as her wits. WearThe shining apparition hit the down button and the ing an expression of supreme anger, she demanded, elevator started its jerky decent. “Where?” As the companions moved down two levels, another “How — how should I know? I just got stuck here gout of flame roared into the third floor corridor. Its today.” force was so great that the fire rushed down into the “Who took him?” shaft and rocked the cage, knocking it off its pulleys. “Ph — Pharaoh Mobius, I think.” Effie could see there was no hope for fixing the lift. “When?” Silvered hands began to force the gate open. The “Just now,” the man whined, pointing back down metal screeched but held. Effie added her effort. Metal the way Effie had arrived. buckled as the gate opened. Two shadows slipped out More dust rained down from the roof, and Effie was and into the immediate corridor without checking for sure the soldier would drop from anxiety. “Release all signs of danger. They raced through the tunnels as the prisoners and escort them to the lower levels,” she quickly as their legs would take them, trying to reach a commanded, turning on her heel. Over her shoulder, staircase before they were discovered. she added, “And stay down with them.” Turning a corner, the two ran straight into a unit of The woman felt the man’s relief and gratitude rush soldiers preparing themselves for the battle outside. over her like a cool, soothing breeze. She ignored the Five were taken out by fists and feet before they could sensation and ran down the corridor’s length in sec- react. The others cocked their weapons and opened fire onds, grabbing the wall for support as she spun herself on the intruders. in a tight arc. Reacting on instinct, Effie ducked and rolled back Time slowed and stopped as Effie stood, transfixed. the way she had come. She saw that the entrance they Across the corridor was an elevator, rising to this floor. were looking for was behind them, and she bolted for Within the cage stood Justice. Justice raised his head to the door. Bullets ate holes in the walls, sending shards look at her. At the end of the corridor, only fifty feet of broken rock flying with deadly force, but something away, a mere few moments of running, was C. Michael blocked their paths, something large and silver that Stone. Handsome, dashing, the feelings she never ad- shrouded the world. mitted to anyone, his hands bound as she was bound to Effie took the stairs a flight at a time, her heart racing him, eyes bright as hers reflected the electric lights of as quickly as her legs. She glanced up once in mid-jump the hall. to see if she were being followed, and saw the figure of A dark shadow fell over the man, a towering pres- Justice close behind, voluminous cape filling the stairence hidden by a cowl of darkness. Across its cloth was well. The shouts of men and the howl of flaming lead the symbol for infinity. The symbol of new tyranny. The echoed around her ears, but she was unharmed. symbol of Dr. Mobius. The doctor prodded Stone around Another eternity of running and the two were back the corner of the corridor. Stone resisted. on the tenth level. Effie tore open the door and somerEffie dared not move. She knew that her first step saulted out of the stairwell in case of danger, but would direct her whole future, be the edict of her nobody had been alerted to their presence. Though her destiny. Though her heart commanded her to save the breath labored in her lungs and her limbs were filled one she loved, it also commanded her to turn and stand with fire, she was ready to move. She had to survive. before the power of Justice. The shining apparition She had to avenge the oppressed. stood in the elevator, cape billowing out behind him She knew the storage room they had entered from with the winds of a thousand avenged voices crying out was off to the left, down the sloping corridor. As she in unison. turned to point the way, she saw that the shining The choice was finally here, finally hers. She could apparition was tightly holding his left arm, as if he had try to save Stone or follow Justice, help herself or help been hit. She moved towards him, but a nod of his head the lives of untold people. turned her back and made her run. The decision was simple. She made it everyday Her presumption was correct. The room was as when she published Stone’s stories. She made it when silent and empty as they had left it. Reaching down, she she vowed to fight against the pharaoh of the new Nile lifted the heavy metal cover with a single heave, dropEmpire. She made it when she stood in the streets and ping it loudly to the side. A shining cord appeared and wanted to help the people in the oppression of Cairo. attached itself to a nearby shelf, and Effie slid down into Effie gave a last look at Stone, knowing this would darkness. A few moments later, the rope was retrieved be the last she would see of him for quite some time. and the cover replaced. Though his face was marred by the shadow of corrupThe world seemed to crash down around Effie’s tion, the light in his eyes shone out and into her soul. ears. Everything seemed to spin and weave. She held She crossed the corridor. She stepped inside the eleva- the hands of Justice, helping him down to the ground. 75



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire She sat down. She would have given anything for a The Will of Khonsu paused again, in introspection lifetime’s rest. and pain. After a moment, he said, “You have come this But there was something wrong. She understood far, but there is much for you to learn.” why she felt so weak, so drained, but there was someThe hand of Justice moved from his arm to his heart. thing else. . . Hands! His hands were cold! “All is not as it appears. There are others who would Effie sat bolt upright in fear. A few feet away, the defeat Mobius and his schemes. They live beyond the silver statue sat slumped backwards against a rock. The bounds of your imagination. Just as I have. Just as you apparition was no longer the omnipotent stranger, but will.” was now a spectre of suffering, of torment. He continEffie found that her pain matched that of the figure ued to hold his left arm, and the woman felt that his life in her arms. She pulled back the cowl of night and was in danger. gently ran her fingers through the gray shock of hair. “What’s wrong?” she asked desperately, scrabbling “This was all planned for me,” she whispered, the over to the shining figure. She raised his back to help conclusion turning concrete in her mind. But she knew him breath better. that there had always been a choice; she could have “The curse,” Justice answered in her ears. Effie’s turned back whenever she wished. blood ran cold at the word; she had assumed the Will of Justice nodded weakly in confirmation and said, Khonsu could overcome all. “You will discover why I needed you to take my place “You have done well,” the spectre continued softly. when you have the same need.” “You are ready.” A spasm wracked the shrouded body, arching it like “Ready? For what? Where is the water? It’ll help a tree in the wind. After a moment, the apparition you.” continued. “There is so much pain . . . so much suffer“The water cannot help the dead. Only the living.” ing. Justice has many faces. When I am gone, take my Justice paused, seeming to gather his next words care- robes and my station.” fully. “You must also help the living. You must take my Effie tightened her lips, determined not to let a single place.” tear flow. Her heart was aflame with sorrow, and she “Me? What do you mean?” Effie replied. But she barely maintained her self-control by concentrating on already understood; she already knew the answer. a single question. “I am the Will of Khonsu, Khonsu the Avenger. I am “Why do you — we, exist?” older than time, stronger than the universe, death, or The woman felt the life ebb from the man’s body as the works of man. I existed before the pharaohs, and my he gave his last answer: “If Justice does not lie in the station has been filled by many before me.” hands of men, who will command the gods?”
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GALAXY PICTURES INC. Bill: Just read your working draft for April/November. I was impressed with what I saw, but I’ve got to confess that this really isn’t our sort of picture. Maybe you should try to adapt this for the stage or something. Anyway, I should get around to reading The Angry One tomorrow morning. I’ve got your address in Cairo. I’ll cable you with the news. Howard (6/6) Like everyone else, Bill occasionally found himself struggling to wriggle out from beneath the weight of the world. In his mind’s eye, he preferred to personify his troubles, fears, anxieties, and shortcomings in the form of a giant raven with blue-black feathers and a long, razor-sharp beak. In particularly trying moments, such as this one, Bill would imagine the raven rhythmically cawing out a sort of primitive imitation of human laughter. The symbolism is a bit heavy-handed, as any critic at the New York Times Book Review would be quick to point out, but it worked for Bill. He imagined that all of the really great writers had similar affectations. Bill received the cable that set the raven cackling upon this particular occasion just before he left Denver. Out of a combination of fear and nervous excitement, he couldn’t bring himself to read it until he was in the skies over Malta seven hours later. The cable came from the office of Howard Sylvester, the head of production at Galaxy Pictures in Hollywood. Bill was introduced to Sylvester by a mutual friend, a senior editor at Vanity Fair. A passionate and loudly self-proclaimed “student” of his craft, Bill had been laboring long and hard to find an “audience” for his art. He had written a couple of novels, neither of which had sold more than 10,000 copies. This was a readership roughly one hundredth the size of that which had perused the interviews with Tom Cruise and Bruce Willis he reluctantly conducted for Playboy. Okay, perhaps one fiftieth once you discount the inevitable thirteen-year-old boys only in it for the pictures. These aren’t bad figures for a struggling young novelist outside the literary mecca of New York. But they aren’t exactly Scott, Zelda and the toast of the town either. As a remedy, Bill’s sympathetic friend had suggested he try his hand at a screenplay and introduced him to Sylvester at a charity art auction. The fact is that even a dreadful failure of a film expects to entertain between two hundred and three hundred thousand viewers, twice that once you factor in VHS, Pay-Per View, HBO, and Ted Turner. At first, Bill greeted the idea with skepticism. He couldn’t imagine John Donne faxing last minute rewrites out to a location shoot or Metamorphosis II: Samsa’s Revenge shattering any box office records. A little research revealed that Faulkner, Fitzgerald, Hemingway,



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire and Jay McInerny had all written for major Hollywood can “pulps” of the 1930s. From everything Bill had studios. Bill decided that the experience couldn’t be all heard, these ersatz pulps inexplicably became a genubad. In fact, after a couple of months spent laboring ine sensation in Egypt shortly after the foundation of away on a pair of screenplays for Sylvester’s consider- the Nile Empire. Despite a print run for each of well ation, Bill found that he was becoming more and more over a million copies, high demand forced readers to enamored with the idea. The challenge of the stark, purchase their issues quickly or risk an annoying sellunconquered medium before him elevated his sensi- out. Last week, USA Today reported a near riot in bilities to the occasion, nudging him into that “jaded” Karnak just after the publisher announced that the posture from which he had always produced what he latest issue of Spicy Crime Stories would be delayed believed his best work. By the time he completed his sixteen days due to an untimely shattered printing first drafts for Hollywood, Bill began to pull his hopes plate. and aspirations out of Triquarterly and the other literary Bill flipped to a random page in a periodical titled Far journals around which he was slowly building a repu- East Action: tation and began to pin them to his fledgling screen“With his mission an obvious failure, Sgt. Yoshima knew plays. Whether the material was good or bad, at least it what to do. Slowly, he drew out the instrument of his demise, would be noticed. Bill never realized just how positive admiring the glint of the shiny, steely, gleaming claw that an impact this particular possibility could have upon was its blade. Soon he would have no earthly cares, soon he the work itself until he felt it there, tugging on his sleeve would hear his comrades and old friends chanting on the path with each keystroke. He couldn’t wait to see what to Hell, unable to join in himself due to his bitter disgrace. adjectives Siskel and Ebert would trot out to describe Yoshima took one last look at the ebony blackness of the night him. sky and plunged the katana into his right kidney, laughing All of this was fuel for the raven. April/November was demonically as he stitched the traditional “Z” pattern into the first of the screenplays Bill had sent along to Sylvester. himself.” It was the story of Bill’s marriage to his ex-wife Francine, Bill always despised the pulps. His grandfather had from their first meeting at a literary luncheon all the a large collection of them sealed away in airtight plastic way up to the day Francine betrayed him to run away bags in a cellar. Bill used to glance through them as a with an art investor from Philadelphia. Although it had child, attracted by their gaudy covers. Even then, the been more than two years since he had even spoken to clumsy prose which infested their pages horrified him. Francine, there was still something about their union In the hundreds of pulp magazines he sifted through as which deeply troubled Bill. He had hoped that setting a child, Bill only found a single story he liked. It was the whole affair down on paper would be a sort of written by a man named Robert E. Howard. Bill later catharsis, though for the most part he succeeded only in learned that Howard shot himself in the head while still coaxing a few more giggles out of the raven. Despite a young man, ostensibly distraught by the impending this, Bill was as pleased with his work as he had ever death of his mother. Though he must have been sufferbeen, and he found Sylvester’s polite yet unmistakably ing at the time he penned the story, Bill could detect final rejection distressing. One of the raven’s favorite none of Howard’s defeatism within the tale itself, a jokes was Bill’s artsy self-doubt routine. More or less well-crafted suspense yarn about muscled barbarians typically bohemian, Bill’s doubt was never centered and their swords — excellent description and brilliant upon his own talent, in which he had iron-clad confi- pacing. Bill made a mental note to look up some of dence. Instead, it was the ability and opportunity of Howard’s work when he returned to the United States. others to recognize this talent that was forever causing After he could no longer stand the magazines, Bill him an increasing amount of consternation. A few shifted his attention to the view of the Mediterranean lopsided social encounters and a quick skim or two out the window on his right. An unbreakable habit through The Lives of the Great Painters and Ellmann’s formed in his youth, he was always writing little segJames Joyce biography had convinced him at an early ments of novels in his head. He shifted his gaze to the age that his one mission in life was to deliver his heart rapidly approaching Egyptian coastline: and soul to the world. Bill was a believer in the immorBelow, the water laps at the beach like a stray hound as tality of art and artists and fully expected to attain it for clouds in shapes menacing and mysterious … himself. For as long as he could remember now, this “Excuse me.” The voice came from the deeply-tanned had been his primary goal. Anything that presented a brunette seated next to him with whom he had hoped hurdle to its accomplishment was cause for despair. to avoid conversation for the duration of the flight. Bill Besides fretting over Sylvester’s cable, Bill whittled almost immediately pegged her as a tourist from Indiaway the nine hour flight to Africa by glancing through ana. “I noticed your magazines. Are you a fan?” a pile of Egyptian magazines his editors had given him “No, not really. Those are for research.” so he might familiarize himself with the new realm. “Linda Jennings.” Linda offered her outstretched With titles like Racy Tales of Conquest and All-Out Action, hand. Reluctantly, Bill accepted. the magazines were obviously derivative of the Ameri“Bill Burns.” 78



Bill “Research? What do you do?” take the time to note how alien all of these feelings must “I’m a writer.” have been to the true artist. “Really? What do you write?” To celebrate, Bill again glanced out the window, “Well, right now I’m forced to write celebrity profile allowing his mind to wander. Not wanting to waste any pieces to make ends meet, but I’m really a novelist.” of this newfound energy, Bill pulled out a pen and “Celebrity profiles? Like, who have you inter- scribbled down the images that came to mind on the viewed?” back of the in-flight magazine: “Just about everybody, I guess: Tom Cruise, Michael Outside, the sun’s crimson redness casually drifts down J. Fox, Paula Abdul, Ace Decker, Hammer, you name onto the back of the huge, satiny beast that is the earth, while it.” elsewhere … “Wow, that sounds exciting. Who are you going to Then the hum returned in all its intensity. Caught off interview in Cairo?” guard, Bill let out a barely perceptible yelp, as tension “Doctor Mobius.” once again froze its way across his face. A few seconds “Really?” later, just as suddenly, the hum drifted away. He was “Sure. In fact, the magazine I am working for is left in his more familiar, non-energized state. already billing me as the first Western journalist to “Bill, are you okay?” Linda obviously picked up the interview Mobius.” yelp. “That’s incredible.” Bill nodded lightly and began blinking his eyes “Yes. Yes, I suppose it is.” No it isn’t. “What part of rapidly, hoping to sweep away any lingering fragIndiana did you say you were from?” As he spoke, Bill ments of discomfort. The operation complete, he looked was startled by a mysterious humming sound that down at the in-flight magazine before him. suddenly roared through his ears. For an instant, he Surprised, confused and looking for a clue, he lifted suspected a problem with the plane’s engines, but then the printed page close to his eyes, hoping that … that realized that he alone could hear the hum. It seemed to … “Crimson redness”? “Satiny beast that is the earth”? be issuing from his own insides. What the hell happened to me? “Indiana? I’m from New Jersey. I’m coming to Egypt * * * on business as well. I’m a doctor. I’m with the Red “Well, that’s all, Mr. Burns. You’ll have both of these Cross.” rooms to yourself and I’ll see that you’re not disturbed. The mysterious hum was beginning to grow louder. Dinner is served at six, breakfast at seven. Is there “Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m really getting a anything I can do for you?” terrible headache. I think I’d like to rest for a few Unlike the rest of the new Nile Empire, Cairo is minutes before we land.” Ever since Bill’s divorce, dominated by anti-government gangsters and profiattractive women always stirred the raven, which was teers. Before Bill left the United States, a few State now beginning to add its own voice to the hum. Department officials decided there was a slight chance “It might be the changing pressures. Would you like that these unsavory elements might make an attempt an aspirin?” upon his life. The logic went something like this: Bill is Bill closed his eyes and leaned back in his seat as the the first Western journalist to conduct a major print hum grew louder and higher. By the time it had become interview with Doctor Mobius. His sudden assassinaan outright whine, the pain was nearly unbearable, tion would embarrass Mobius before the international forcing him to twist his face into an exaggerated gri- community. It would immediately thrust a major dipmace. lomatic crisis into the hands of the Pharaoh and his Then suddenly, pain, hum, even raven were gone. advisors, bettering the gangsters’ station. Although In its wake, Bill felt cleansed by his brief ordeal. Unfa- this scenario was deemed sufficiently remote to premiliar energies swirled through his limbs while a new clude armed bodyguards and other special measures, confidence rushed to reinforce its beleaguered com- the threat was real enough to warrant a few simple rade. Bill couldn’t even field a guess as to what had just precautions. One such precaution was the hiring of a occurred, but neither did he care. Absurd new thoughts local resident to provide Bill with his room and board, ricocheted through his synapses quickly enough to rather than booking him into a suite in one of the city’s mask their own unfamiliarity. For a brief instant, Bill high profile hotels. Ostensibly inconvenient, this arfelt as though his destiny was in his own hands. There rangement rather suited Bill. His landlady, Mrs. Hassan, was no obstacle he couldn’t overcome, no opponent he and her eight-year-old son Alif lived in a rustic mudcouldn’t defeat. Even the image of Francine which had brick farmhouse on the outskirts of Cairo. The farmsat ever-poised at the back of his brain for the past two house was a rather plain, box-like structure abutted years at once faded away. One of his cheeks turned up against a narrow alleyway. Bill, in his mind’s eye, could into an almost imperceptible sheepish grin. So great easily transform it and the surrounding landscape into was Bill’s comfort at this moment that he didn’t even a muddy Renoir or Gauguin. The rural lifestyle of Mrs. 79



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Hassan and her neighbors appealed to Bill’s bohemian bered spats, inconveniences, and minor failures, huntspirit, conjuring endless visions out of an apocryphal ing for some hidden significance in each which had so Pearl Buck novel. All in all, a most suitable work place. far eluded his notice. Coming up empty, he would then “No, that’ll be fine.” try to remember some of the things he still liked about “By the way, I should warn you that the asps occa- his wife, dutifully washing away any bitterness accusionally come right up onto the back porch. If you mulated since the last session. At least she had never should see one, there is a shotgun in your bedroom lied to him. She had not tried to carry on a clandestine closet. You need not actually hit the snake; the shot will affair with the art investor from Philadelphia. She was certainly scare it off.” always completely forthright about her own intenMrs. Hassan caught herself on the way out. “Oh, I’m tions. Two years ago, Francine had told him that she sorry. I almost forgot. This arrived for you this morning had not consummated any sort of relationship with her …” She handed Bill a telegram. “And this is a gift, paramour while they were still married. Bill believed welcoming you to our home. It was my father’s. Alif her. He had no reason not to. and I cannot read it. You are a writer; I thought you It was during this final stage of the ritual that Bill was might like it.” interrupted by a knock on his door. Alif and a couple of “Thank you. I’ll treasure it.” ragamuffins from the neighboring village jostled for “If you need anything, I’ll be tending to the sheep.” position outside. Though the children were all firmly The frail, robed woman executed a hurried bow as she poised on Cairo’s lowest economic rung, a refreshing backed out of the room. enthusiasm was clearly visible in each of them. The telegram was from Galaxy Pictures in Holly“Meester Burns. Mother says that you make up wood. The book was an old blue hardback with a row stories, Meester Burns. Can you make us up a story, of swords embossed across its cover, obviously a bound please?” pulp. For now, Bill conducted no further investigation So much for not being disturbed. The glow in the into either item. He couldn’t bring himself to read the faces of the children more than quelled any anger that telegram just yet due to a lack of nerves. He chose not might have arisen within him. Unlike the poor children to skim through Mrs. Hassan’s heirloom due to a lack of Los Angeles and Denver and all of the American of interest. major metropolises, Alif and his friends came not with As he unpacked his clothes and personal effects, Bill outstretched palms. All they wanted was a story. He went through a familiar ritual of sorting and storing ought to able to oblige them. He certainly had the various items. The only step even slightly peculiar in resources. this operation was the placement of Francine’s photo“Yes. Yes, I think I can arrange that. Come in, all of graph on the desk next to his portable word processor. you. Sit down. Now let’s see …” Sherlock Holmes? No, Bill got into the habit of carrying an eight-and-a-half by too subtle. The Odyssey? Too archaic. The Man in the Iron eleven photograph of Francine, taken outside the Mudd Mask? No, too pedestrian. Bill allowed his mind to Club in New York City, on all of his travels. The proper wander. place for this photo had always been to the right of his Bugbears, ballerinas, gingerbread men, and soldiers all desk so he could gaze at it as he collected his thoughts marched through his thoughts as the storyteller struggled to between paragraphs. Even though he had been di- craft his tale … vorced for more than four years now, Bill still carried Suddenly, the mysterious hum he had experienced the photo out of habit. He found it a convenient tool for on the plane eight hours earlier returned without warnfocusing his energies whenever he needed his prose to ing, snapping his hands to his ears by reflex. As the pain whisper mystery or melt with despair. tightened his face, Bill steeled himself for the inevitable The final step in the familiar ritual was the contem- attack of the raven. The bird had been preparing itself plation that Francine’s photograph would inevitably for such an opportunity ever since he unpacked engender. For the first fifteen minutes or so after un- Francine’s photograph. Mercifully, however, the allied packing the photograph, without fail, Bill would drift onslaught was brief, briefer even than his last encounoff into yet another attempt to work out the puzzle of ter with the pain. Within the space of a few moments, his shattered marriage. Francine had always resented Bill once again found himself in the inexplicably euhis dedication to his craft and the corresponding ne- phoric state that trailed the previous attack. With fresh glect of herself that it entailed. An aspiring writer eyes, he looked out across the dusty Egyptian landherself, she was certainly at least a bit jealous of his scape. He noticed for the first time the land of mystery ability, even going so far as to sharply criticize some of and adventure which surrounded him. his most treasured works. Neither of these unfortunate “Meester Burns? Are you ill, Meester Burns? Shall I circumstances, as Bill could understand them, was just find Mother?” Alif’s green eyes glowed with genuine cause for the malicious betrayal that ended their union. concern. As part of his periodic effort to penetrate this mystery, Bill smiled back at the boy, focusing for a moment Bill would inevitably sort through scores of remem- upon his dirty face and tattered robes. Unlike the 80



Bill mobsters of Cairo, Mobius’ Empire brought neither comparison every time his name sees print. Anyone with glory nor prosperity to any of these children. Though in more than a passing familiarity with CNN can easily rattle no danger of starvation, each was clearly hungry. The off a litany of his infamous misdeeds. Four thousand Sudanese sight began to shake loose words long lost in the re- soldiers publicly executed for refusing to record taped mescesses of Bill’s imagination. sages denouncing their own leaders. Eleven thousand Egyp“No. No, I’m fine. I have a story for you: Once upon tian civilians forced to set their own homes aflame to insure a time there was a man named Jeremy Treadway, who that a hastily organized rebel army would receive no shelter had more gold and riches than anyone else on the Earth. from the impatient desert sun. An estimated total of 60,000 This Treadway kept a fantastic secret from everyone in Ethiopian and Israeli slaves reportedly laboring in subterrathe world except his loyal butler named Hartwick. At nean quarries beneath Mobius’ capital city. And these were night, Treadway would don a mask of crimson and a only the allegations coming out of the legitimate press. The shadowy cape to become the Red Phantom, defender of tabloids were claiming that Mobius routinely places thouthe weak and scourge of the nefarious villainy of the sands of hands severed from fallen enemies on public display. syndicate. They say he periodically rounds up citizens from the lands he “With his riches, Treadway bought an island the size has conquered in order to remove certain mysterious chemiof all Cairo and built a secret headquarters upon it, from cals from their brains! I’ll need a couple more hours to sort all which he could monitor the underworld and plot out of this out. Take your time, Doctor. Take your time. strategies for his mission of justice. He had a crimson At last, the clanking of jackboots and a brusque order car trimmed with solid gold. In his glove he carried a barked out to an adjutant foreshadowed Mobius’ imcannister of ‘truth gas’ capable of forcing his enemies to minent arrival. spill their wretched guts.” Mobius was proving a difficult interview. The first Bill had no idea where the words were coming from. four hours had consisted of roughly 40 minutes of It was as if the story was telling itself. Over the course usable quotation buried amongst 200 minutes of agof the next hour or so, the Red Phantom and Hartwick grandizement and propaganda. This particular comtangled with a gaggle of wealthy mobsters and liber- position is not at all atypical. What made the interview ated their underprivileged victims. As Bill was coming with Mobius particularly taxing and extraordinary was to the story’s exciting conclusion with the Red Phantom the Doctor’s obvious motive in granting it. Bill expected and Hartwick trapped in a disused mine shaft that was his interview subjects to use both himself and his pubgradually flooding with water, the hum returned. The lishers for their own purposes. Frequently, his pubhum forcefully extricated him from his euphoria. In a lished interviews were nothing more than long and panic, Bill quickly ushered all the children out of his complex advertisements for movies, record albums, room. He tried to shake off the last remnants of the even desperate politicians. It was difficult to imagine mysterious pain along with the equally distressing anyone in whom the public would have a true interest story it had inspired. granting an interview for any other purpose. Mobius’ The cause of his malady was no mystery. There was posturing, on the other hand, showed he had granted something about this place, something threatening in the air the interview only because he was the sort of person itself. He somehow felt it. On instinct, he resolved to conduct who enjoyed this sort of public preening. Mobius wasn’t his business early the next morning and leave as quickly as looking to spread a message or send out signals nearly possible. so much as he was seeking applause for himself and his actions. One of Bill’s first queries was to ask the Doctor * * * Bill came to Doctor Mobius’ regional headquarters why he had yet to grant any other interviews. He was in Cairo expecting to interview Hitler. Instead, he got amazed to discover that the real reason was that, until Wally Shawn’s Sicilian from The Princess Bride. Mobius now, no one had thought to ask. soon revealed himself as a ranting egoist who was This would have made little difference to Bill if it somehow simultaneously imposing and amusing. Bill didn’t make his job more than twice as difficult. Over had always hated egoists. This hatred was one of the the years, he had come to depend upon his subject’s few personality traits he’d shared with Francine. private agenda as a ready-made “spin,” a usable narraFor two and a half hours I’ve stood alone in Mobius’ tive thread for the published interview. In Mobius’ private room in the Egyptian Army’s regional headquarters case, Bill had come expecting the Doctor to claim that in Cairo. The room itself is small and spartan, like the world opinion had done himself and his Empire an commander’s quarters aboard a cramped ocean vessel. Mo- injustice and that, in truth, neither was nearly so belligbius himself obviously spends very little time here. The only erent as world opinion believed. He fully expected furnishing that Mobius seems to have added is a copy of Alan Mobius to argue that he had based all of his recent Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind, splayed open actions upon solid reasoning. To argue that, at heart, on the bed. the Doctor and all of his advisors were true humanitarShouldn’t I be just a bit frightened? Mobius is the latest ians, interested only in the welfare of all. In this case, Bill politician to earn the dubious honor of the obligatory Hitler could have easily written up a quick profile summing 81



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire up the Doctor’s concerns, and ended the entire unpleas“So then, your true aspiration really is nothing less ant ordeal in a couple of hours. This jumble of an than total world domination?” interview would force Bill to invent his own spin to lay “Yes, of course! The world is a grape that is mine for over Mobius’ haphazard ramblings. More valuable the plucking. I now estimate that I shall control this time consumed that could be better spent on more entire planet in approximately three hundred eleven important endeavors. Such a job would be complicated days, fourteen hours, and nineteen minutes.” by Mobius’ demeanor, which was so absolutely “At the time of your coronation, nearly a year ago, otherworldly. It would be difficult simply to convince you gave a figure of seventy-one days.” readers in the United States that such a man truly “Yes. My luck has so far been accursed. Even fate has existed. For the first few hours of their meeting, Bill been conspiring against me. So many of my brilliantly himself had difficulty accepting Mobius’ curiously conceived plans have gone awry due to circumstances simple personality. At one point, he was almost con- completely beyond my control. None of this alters the vinced that the entire interview was some sort of elabo- fact that in the end I shall stand victorious.” rate practical joke at his own expense. In fact, Bill was Eleven thousand Egyptian civilians forced to set their own slowly beginning to notice that the whole of Egypt had homes aflame? “Of course, there have been those who an odd, surrealistic air hanging over it. It was almost as have attempted to accomplish your goals in the past. though a Walter Lanz cartoon or a Brothers Grimm Why will you succeed when all others have failed?” fairy tale had suddenly come to life. “I shall succeed because my methodology is more The screenplay deal with Galaxy weighed heavily in insidious than any other ever devised. In a sense, I the back of Bill’s mind all the time he talked with already inhabit everyone and everything on this planet. Mobius. These little jobs he was forced to take in order Somewhere in the brain of every living being is the to subsidize his real work were beginning to wear desire to see me triumph. Every day this desire awakdown his patience. Bill couldn’t help but wonder how ens in thousands, who begin to see the world as I myself much more of this he could stand. He’d still yet to read see it. They become my followers after recognizing that the cable he received from Mrs. Hassan the previous the gods themselves have decreed that it is my destiny afternoon, though his confidence had been steadily to rule. It is my destiny to live forever! The engine that growing since. He now carried the cable in his pocket, drives this process is so complex that none but myself allowing him to read it the instant the impulse grabbed can hope to understand it. Rest assured, one day even him. you will succumb to it.” “Doctor Mobius, I was wondering …” Bill tried to remain unimpressed, though Mobius’ “Pharaoh Mobius.” words triggered within him an inexplicable chill. “Does “All right, Pharaoh. I was wondering what you have this have anything to do with your master plan?” to say to the Israelis and their defenders. World opinion “Of course. All of my schemes are interrelated. I am seems dead set against you.” like a terrible spider sitting poised in the center of a web “World opinion means nothing. Nothing! Do you of death!” This time Bill answered the raven’s giggle hear? I will crush the Israelis and twist their bones into with a little smirk of his own. the desert sands with the heel of my boot. No one can Sixty thousand Ethiopian and Israeli slaves reportedly stop me once I unleash my master plan.” laboring in subterranean quarries. “If you can’t reveal any “Master plan?” details of this master plan, can you at least tell me when “Yes. You have come at a most appropriate time. In you expect to implement it?” that cabinet over there is a device so formidable, so “Soon, my friend. Soon.” absolutely evil that even my own spine shivers in its “What if this ‘accursed luck’ again interferes with mere presence. The many months of labor in my hidden your plans?” underground laboratory have finally borne fruit! I warn “Impossible. This time, I have taken special care to my enemies to take care. Doom shall soon grip them by anticipate every possible consequence of my the throat.” masterstroke and have devised no less than four sepaFour thousand Sudanese soldiers publicly executed for rate backup plans to handle any calamity that arises. I refusing to record taped messages denouncing their own assure you that nothing can save my enemies now.” leaders! “Can I see this device?” Thousands of severed hands placed on public display. “If “No, I cannot show you. I cannot show anyone. I your plan is so absolutely foolproof, why can’t you just must be patient. My enemies are many. Tipping my go ahead and reveal it to me?” hand at such an early date would be extremely foolish. “In good time.” Soon, my friend. Soon the whole world shall see my “But I’m really curious.” device … and beg for my mercy!” Every once in a while, Beneath his mask, Mobius’ eyes noticeably lit up as the raven would punctuate one of Mobius’ sentences he stalled for just a moment. “Yes … yes, I suppose a with a brief giggle. brief demonstration could do no harm. Gebbek!” Mo82



Bill bius called to an adjoining room for a well-muscled quarters and jumped in a taxi that would take him back minion who served as his valet. “Gebbek, fetch the to Mrs. Hassan’s farm. Optiscan … quickly!” During the long drive home, the raven’s merriment “Are you sure master?” hit new heights. Before he arrived in Egypt, Bill was “Yes, you fool! Do it at once!” actually looking forward to this interview as he looked “Yes, master.” With an appropriate dramatic flurry, forward to any respite from the wind-up toy movie Gebbek strode over to the cabinet on the other side of stars and pop singers which were his usual fare. As a the room and plucked out the mysterious Optiscan. powerful and supposedly charismatic world leader, Rounding up conquered civilians and removing mysteri- Bill had hoped that Mobius might even provide him ous chemicals from their brains. Apparently, Mobius with a little inspiration, as Castro inspired Garcia planned to take over the world wearing a Red Grange- Marquez and King Leopold inspired Oscar Wilde. era football helmet that sported two large vacuum Again, he had wasted his time. Soon he would whore tubes coming off the top like rabbit ears. To keep his his craft as well. He still had forty-eight pages of manucomposure, Bill slammed the gate on his imagination, script to carve out; he had a deadline. though not before images of Hitler and Napoleon wearBefore he had even taken his leave of Mobius, Bill ing such absurd contraptions escaped into his con- was already certain that this was the last interview he sciousness, bringing a brief smile to his face. would ever conduct. It was a decision he had made “What exactly does it do?” many times over the course of the last two years. He “With it I can bend the will of anyone on the planet. relented each time it became necessary to scare up more I can make anyone do my bidding!” funds to subsidize work on another novel or screen“Just by thinking?” play. But this time, he tried to convince himself, the “Yes. I have already worked out an elaborate chain decision would be final. This time he had an ace in the of domination. First, I will secretly enslave the world’s hole. In disgust, he tore the Galaxy telegram out of its leaders, allowing me to use their armies for my own envelope and delved into its contents: purposes. The end will come quickly.” “Pharaoh Mobius, how long …” GALAXY PICTURES INC. “Doctor Mobius.” Bill: “Okay. Doctor Mobius. How long did you say you’ve Just read The Angry One. Great stuff, but we’ll have been working on this thing?” Bill picked up the helmet to take a pass due to budgetary constraints. and shifted it about in his hands, revealing a tangled If you come up with anything else, don’t hesitate to maze of wires and electrical innards within its crown. send it along. “I have been devising the Optiscan ever since I was invested as pharaoh.” Howard (6/8) “And how long until it is finished?” “It is finished now!” The raven beat Bill to the punch line and was already “Then why don’t you implement your master plan cackling away before he had finished reading the teleright now?” gram. There are many adjectives that adequately deMobius paused and stared back at Bill as though he scribe Bill’s initial reaction to Sylvester’s cable: shock, didn’t even understand the question. “Because I don’t despair, confusion. If the raven had not been so active want to.” The response was cut short by an aide who recently, Bill would almost certainly have included as rushed into the room and herded Mobius into a corner many as he could manage into one of the little novel for a brief secret conference. In an instant, the aide again fragments he habitually scraped together in his rushed out of the room and Mobius was back. imaginings. As it was, he was too numbed by the events “Mr. Burns, I regret to announce that some of the of the past couple of days to dig deep. information I gave you earlier is inaccurate.” And then, not a mile from the farmhouse, the inBill stared back incredulously. creasingly familiar hum kicked in. It split Bill’s brain “My aides have informed me that a staff car carrying with a single axe stroke, but left him in the merciful a supply of Eternium over the Suez accidentally struck state of euphoria. Once again, he was a new man. The one of our own land mines and exploded. I’m afraid I energy surging through his limbs prompted him to must revise my estimate to three hundred thirty-one days, jump out of the taxi just before it had come to a complete four hours, and six minutes to world domination.” stop. He handed an entire fistful of cash to the driver on Bill no longer needed to ask himself how much more the way. Once on the ground, he sprinted for his rooms. of this he could stand. He was now quite sure he could Inside, Bill didn’t really know what he was after. He stand no more. Mercifully, Mobius’ ravings ceased simply knew that he had to take an action. He had to do after another two hours. With as little fanfare as pos- something. In his energized state he could vaguely sible, Bill then trotted out of Mobius’ regional head- remember the Galaxy telegram and its implications, 83



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire and such an injustice, to his new sensibilities, clearly Shocked, he stared down at the gun cradled in his called for instant retaliation. Above all, he remembered arms. What am I doing? he thought. I was going to kill his mission — to deliver his heart and soul to the world. myself? How foolishly melodramatic. How… pulp. What the He was failing, he knew it, but the adrenalin would not hell is happening to me? allow him an opportunity to stop and reflect upon his Then came the buzz, and the euphoria returned failure. Something had to be done about it. more intense than ever. He knew he would never feel it At first, he decided to sit down and write, but he soon go away again. Slowly, he placed the barrel of the found that his hand would not work quite as fast as his shotgun against his forehead and stretched his arms buzzing brain. In frustration, he jumped up and began out to grasp the trigger. rifling through his belongings, hoping to find a clue as Then he realized what was happening. He quickly to how he might rectify his current situation … or atone snatched the gun barrel away from his own head and for his failure. He was beginning to have difficulty whirled about. He found a convenient target, the phothinking. His brain was working well enough, but the tograph of Francine on his desk. He instinctively blasted thoughts and images were flying by too fast for recog- it into fragments. nition. You almost got me that time, you bastard. It was a good try As he kicked through the contents of his suitcases — the book, the gun, the telegrams. I couldn’t have written and drawers, something vaguely unfamiliar attracted it any better myself … his attention, something blue. It was the book Mrs. His victory reflections were interrupted by a knock Hassan had given him. Curious as to its contents for the at the door. first time, he opened it to its title page: “Mr. Burns are you all right? I heard a shot.” Conan of Cimmeria by Robert E. Howard. Bill paused for a moment. “Yes Mrs. Hassan, I’m Bill thought of the shotgun in the closet. The words fine. It was an accident.” were coming again. “Meester Burns, you never told us how the Red With his mission an obvious failure, Mr. Burns knew Phantom escapes the flooded mine.” The shot had what to do. Slowly, he drew out the instrument of his demise, drawn Alif to investigate as well. admiring the glint of the shiny, steely, gleaming claw that Bill picked himself up off the floor, kicked the shatwas its blade. Soon he would have no Earthly cares; soon he tered glass from Francine’s photograph under his bed, would hear his comrades and old friends chanting on the path and opened the door. “Say, that’s right. Run and get to Hell, unable to join in himself due to his bitter disgrace. your friends, Alif. The best is yet to come.” Burns took one last look at the ebony blackness of the night sky Bill knew that the raven was still there, but its laughand plunged the katana into his right kidney, laughing ter was now muffled by a bright, victorious trumpet demonically as he stitched the traditional “Z” pattern into fanfare that pounded at the base of his brain. himself.” * * * For a moment, Bill laughed at his own cleverness. Howard: This was the perfect solution. He would become a When are you going to get out to Cairo for a visit? martyr to his art. He would leave his few loyal readers The weather’s great this time of year. something to remember him by, while no doubt simulHere are the re-writes you requested for The Red taneously swelling their ranks with thousands suffer- Phantom vs. The Raven. I’ve already started work on a ing from morbid curiosity. Carefully, he unlimbered sequel pitting the Red Phantom against an evil art the shotgun from its rack in the closet and summoned investor from Philadelphia. forth the raven one last time to concede defeat and to Talk to you soon. bid farewell to a worthy opponent. For a harrowing moment, the creature’s response was so shrill, it blocked Bill (10/11) out the euphoria.
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Field Report #083 To: Overgovernor Red Hand Message Origin: The Land of the Dead After almost three months of searching and reporting, Field Major Hopten-Ra is confident that we are in the correct region of the Land of the Dead. Soon we embark upon the mission you wisely bade us to pursue. Hopten-Ra has declared a two day stop to rest and prepare for the fantastic journey that is before us. It is almost humorous where this search has brought us. Following everyone’s expectations, we began looking in remote regions of the Land of the Dead, as cited in my earlier reports. It seems that the prize has been under our noses for quite some time. We will begin our descent from a region almost overflowing with mining operations. When we referred to the diagrams and cross-sectional maps provided by the Operations Office, we immediately noticed a handful of unexplored caverns. Finally, only this morning, a search party led by Dr. Nasca Belar returned with news of a perpendicular tunnel the scientist feels is our answer. While I questioned your appointment of a scientist such as Nasca Belar to this mission, your wisdom, as always, has been borne out. My magic suggests Nasca Belar’s hypothesis is well-founded and thus Hopten-Ra’s decision to descend. Unless this is not the tunnel we are searching for, this will be my last report until we return. I anticipate news of a wondrous discovery that may well allow Pharaoh Mobius to gain an edge over the other High Lords. Your Loyal Servant, Engineer Takken Soth * * * Kord stood tensed in the center of the small clearing, his powerful, tall frame ready to respond the slightest signal of danger. The sabertooth tiger stalking him was somewhere in the overgrown brush at the edge of the clearing, but the animal was too quiet to be heard. Too crafty for Kord to see it. So Kord spun every few seconds in a short arc in a random direction. Left. Left. Right. Left. Right. Then Kord realized that he was simply tiring himself as the big cat waited patiently somewhere nearby. So he tried a strategy he had taught himself in the months past. Still tensed for action, Kord fixed his stance and kept his eyes forward. He flexed his nostrils to make a show of searching for a scent, but he couldn’t sniff out the well-groomed and clean tiger. If he remained poised like this for long enough, the tiger could try a surprise assault from behind, even if he suspected a trap. It was a trap, and a good one.



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire The slightly luminous glow emitted from the south strong male tiger would be embarrassed for some time that illuminated the world was at Kord’s back. Kord over the incident. After all, Sharsa was a young female carefully scanned the ground in front of him. yet without a mate. There it was. A four-legged shadow flashed onto the Soon, Kord reached the falls. Where the water ground and hurtled toward Kord’s own shadow. The dropped off the river was only as wide as three times his almost naked man quickly dropped to a prone position. own height, but that was too dangerous and probably A well muscled, giant tiger sailed over Kord. The too far for the bulky sabertooth to leap. Kord could beast’s tawny hide was taut over working muscles. A make it easily with the help of a vine that conveniently paw raked down at Kord, but the man evaded the tiger. hung over the center of the precipice. Snarling, the tiger landed gracefully, the muscles of Expecting the vine to be there, Kord did not slacken his forelegs bunching to absorb the impact of the large his pace. As he drew near he succumbed and glanced frame. over his shoulder to see if Shakart would witness his Kord couldn’t match such a foe, but all he needed to triumphant escape. The tiger was within sight for the do was evade the beast. Kord did a quick backward foliage became less thick near the falls. somersault. He made ready to dash into the underWhen Kord redirected his attention on the nearby brush, but a growl from the tiger brought him short. falls, he startled in surprise. His vine was gone! It was The sabertooth had already spun around and was too late to stop. He would slide over the edge and facing Kord. If Kord turned his back to flee, the tiger plummet into the churning waters below if he tried. could sink his long curving canines deeply into white, When his toes lipped over the edge of the earth, Kord hairless flesh. leaped with all his might. His arms spun in circles in Kord smiled as he settled into a ready-stance and mid-air and he crash landed on the other side. prepared for the next assault. Kord sprang to his feet, enraged. Shakart growled The tiger did not wait long. He sprang and slashed with pleasure, the vine dangling from a crooked paw. out with a huge paw. Kord sidestepped the blow with Kord couldn’t help but smile too. Kord may have won reflexes born of survival instinct. The blow went wide. the game, but the sabertooth tiger had earned the last Already unbalanced from the poor strike, the tiger word. quickly tried to recover. However, Kord didn’t give the “Very good, my friend,” chuckled Kord. With quick animal the chance. He swept a foot at the tiger’s other motions of his hands he told the cat the trick was a bit front leg and kicked it from the ground. Now unbal- too dangerous. anced, the tiger fell to his side with the help a hard * * * nudge from Kord. A bare-chested, muscular man kicked sand onto the The surprised tiger twisted his body to complete the backs of the sleeping soldiers. “Up, swine,” he comroll and came up on his feet, but the clearing was empty. manded. “It is time to serve your master, Pharaoh Only a slight wavering in the heavy brush told the tiger Mobius.” where Kord had broken through. The squad of ten Egyptian soldiers roused themThe tiger exploded into a run. The same brush which selves amidst mutters of how well they had served once gave the tiger the advantage of cover, now hin- during the past three months of tromping through dered him more than the long-legged and acrobatic jungles and deserts. Field Major Hopten-Ra returned to man who bounced and hopped quickly over any large his own tent to prepare for the day’s descent. obstructions. The tiger’s body was built for ambushing, “Get your equipment together, Nasca Belar. I will not high-speed chases. not suffer delay because you cannot find an all-imporKord didn’t dare glance over his shoulder. The temp- tant transducer,” Hopten-Ra continued. tation was tremendous, but when the tiger drew close Hopten-Ra hurled the command in the direction of enough to pounce then he would be able to hear the a wizened crone. She sat hunched in the sand over a pile crashing of the animal’s movements. of wires, metal bits, and other seemingly useless equipMoments later, when Kord was halfway to the falls, ment. Nasca Belar looked up and squinted into the he knew that he had won. He had escaped. Or so he rising sun. She could make out the confident stride of thought. Ahead, Kord spied the shadow of long, curv- Hopten-Ra, one of Red Hand’s most able commanders ing teeth. A few steps more, before he had time to slow, and therefore the perfect commission for this quest. Kord was able to make out the animal entirely. He Besides, he had helped Pharoah Mobius conquer sevchuckled to himself. It was only Sharsa. eral worlds before this one called Earth. Her deft hands The female sabertooth continued to rest on the jungle continued their work of collecting the pile of supplies floor as she watched Kord flip through the air over her. even when her attention was diverted. Those hands Kord landed on the run and left a soft “mew” floating could perform scientific miracles, so such a simple task in the air behind him. was taken for granted. Kord wished he could see the reproaching look Nasca Belar watched as Engineer Takken Soth hurSharsa was sure to give the pursuing Shakart. The ried to the entrance of Hopten-Ra’s tent. The scientist 86



The Land Below knew that Takken Soth distrusted her. She did not scheduled, near the mouth of the mine. Hopten-Ra would desire for the attention or appreciation of such an rather have honored the agreement by stopping, but not obsequious beast, especially one that was an engineer. waiting for the fat, underworked man to arrive. But the honor that Red Hand had bestowed upon her, “Field Major,” Chufu shouted gleefully, clapping with instructions from Mobius himself, was certainly his hands in greeting. A half dozen soldiers stood reason enough to endure the young man’s unending behind where they restrained two Israeli men. genuflecting. “We are departing, Chufu,” Hopten-Ra explained. Takken Soth’s long robes flowed around him as he “Please accept this as your official notification of our stopped at the tent. “Hopten-Ra, I am ready to depart. departure time.” We must begin our journey at once.” “Yes, of course. I understand that your mission is of “I knew you were ready, Takken Soth. That’s why I great importance. I hear it even has the approval of the did not command you to prepare,” came the harsh Pharaoh himself.” Chufu winked at Hopten-Ra for reply from inside the tent. some sort of verification of the last bit of news, but the Nasca Belar smiled at Hopten-Ra’s quick response. Field Major did not bite. The Field Major was impressed by kowtowing. She “Why are those slaves not working the mines?” liked that in him. If she served Mobius well and was Hopten-Ra asked. rewarded by permission to draw energy from the “Oh, these?” Chufu asked sweeping a hand in front Pharaoh’s Idol, his Darkness Device. She would youthen of the faces of the practically naked, dark-skinned men. her tired, old body and let the Major know just how “They are my gift to you, to help you carry supplies, or much she appreciated him. whatever.” Hopten-Ra stepped out of the tent, now fully dressed “I have soldiers,” Hopten-Ra said flatly. in his officer’s regalia: a gold-plated headdress, a large “Yes, but—” medallion of Ra on a thong around his neck, a revolver “I have soldiers.” in a holster strapped to his chest, and a strong steel “Of course, and they appear to be well-commanded, saber at his waist. He shouted to the soldiers, “Break Major. I wish you the best on your mission.” this tent down.” Hopten-Ra’s spiked beard stuck anBarely listening, Hopten-Ra signalled his squad of grily in the direction of the still waking soldiers. soldiers, Nasca Belar, and Takken Soth to move on. The However, three of the soldiers were quick to re- sand they kicked up as they marched lodged in Chufu’s spond. Their headdresses swirled about their faces as pearly, smiling teeth. they made quick work of the simple task. They packed Moments later, under the guidance of Takken Soth, the tent into separate bundles, strapping them to the the group arrived at the tunnel entrance that hid the backs of two soldiers who did not move quickly enough path they intended to pursue. It was a large opening, to help break the tent down. The two soldiers had to and the tunnel was clear. It curved out of sight less than carry these packs plus the climbing gear that already twenty feet into the rocky hill. burdened them. “You’re certain this is the way?” asked Hopten-Ra. The first gust of wind of the new day blew the sand “Yes,” Takken Soth was quick to provide. “My magic, into the faces of the Egyptians as they began the short and one of Dr. Belar’s strange devices concur on this trip to the nearby slave mines. Hopten-Ra had insisted matter. The mine was abandoned over a month ago that he spend his last night above ground in sight of the after a few near cave-ins. Operations Manager Chufu glorious heavens. Takken Soth, of course, commended informed us yesterday that the area was not rich enough him for such dedication, but Nasca Belar knew the in precious metals to warrant risking the continued Major simply wanted fresh air. service of the slaves. It was evidently abandoned before Ten minutes later, the group arrived at the entrance they searched it completely.” to the gold mines. Slaves, taken mostly from the nearby Hopten-Ra pressed, “Is there any mention of this Israeli front, worked the mines in shifts. Most of those tunnel in the response received from Chufu to the who entered the mines spent their lives inside. Only the query we sent out before beginning this expedition?” ones charged with the favored job of pushing carts “No.” laden with ore-filled rocks had the pleasure of ever The Major said bitterly, “I will see to Chufu’s punishseeing the brilliant golden disk of the sun. They had to ment upon my return.” Hopten-Ra then strode into the shield their eyes whenever they left the mines. The tunnel and began to work his way to the pit with guards told them that it was the forgiving eye of Pha- directions supplied eagerly by Takken Soth. The group raoh Mobius watching over them, though they knew it wound its way through countless twists and turns, but was the god Ra watching over everyone. the guidance provided by the engineer was precise. Hopten-Ra despised the additional delay. The rigid Soon, Hopten-Ra stopped. The passage they were command structure of the Tenth Empire demanded that following had shrunk considerably over the last fifty he deal with Chufu, the bureaucrat in charge of the slave feet. They now faced a small opening that required mines. Unfortunately, Chufu was waiting for him, as movement on all fours. 87



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire “This is it,” Takken Soth smiled. shallow valley. A lagoon of crystal-blue water also Two soldiers went first, followed by Hopten-Ra, the gathered along the valley’s floor. Its water fulfilled scientist, the engineer. The remainder of the soldiers many of the needs of the Ohibi. followed with the bulk of the climbing gear. The tunnel Kord realized that he had arrived just in time. The was dark and stuffy, but the soldier in the front used a Ohibi were already gathering at the edge of the village. flashlight to illuminate the way. Enough light washed A group formed exclusively of men marched with back to allow the rest of the group to make out the shape riotous sound. The banging of the drums hurt Kord’s of the person in front of them and avoid any protruding sensitive ears as always, but the peculiar sound was rocks. interesting nonetheless. After about ten minutes, the crawl had ended, and The Ohibi who Kord and his animal friends simply the group found themselves in a high-vaulted, rounded called Big Ohibi led the procession. Like all of the Ohibi, cavern. In the center of the floor was a gaping black the man was dark-skinned with closely cropped black hole. Hopten-Ra ordered the first soldier to shine the hair. The hair, however, was almost obscured by an bright flashlight down the pit, but even the strong beam enormous headdress of colorful plumage that trailed couldn’t detect a bottom. down his back to his knees. Big Ohibi carried a bag of Following Hopten-Ra’s commands, the soldiers se- animal skin in his right hand. He held this arm high and cured the end of an extremely long rope to a rock the bag bounced and jostled with every step. promontory, knotted an identical rope to the other end. Kord made a curious observation for the first time. They laid the curled mass of hemp next to the hole. Big Ohibi was certainly an Ohibi of great importance, Next, they tied the free end of the second rope around his headdress testified to that. Kord saw the other Ohibi the waist of a soldier and a group of four more soldiers directed their attention more at the bag than the man. slowly lowered the man down into the earth. When the Ohibi procession had reached a point Hopten-Ra spoke ominously, “So, hopefully, we about a stone’s throw from the village, a smaller group begin our descent to the center of the Earth, to the Land led by Big Ohibi splintered away from the others. This Below.” was the usual course of events. Five other men kept pace with Big Ohibi. They all carried spears, but unlike * * * Kord hurried through the dense jungle, his long Kord and the other Ohibi men, these five wore more black hair trailing behind him. The word from his than a simple loincloth. animal friends, the final messenger a small rodent Long, loose robes of fur draped from their shoulders. called a rodar, explained that the Ohibi were mounting Kord laughed whenever he saw this. He knew that all another expedition into the tunnels near their village. five Ohibi were excellent hunters, for he had watched Kord did not understand the purpose of the expedi- them make kills. He had even learned some fighting tions, but he never missed the departure of one, and his techniques from them, but how did they expect to hunt animal friends knew it. or fight in the tunnels when restricted by those ridicuThe Ohibi always guarded the tunnels, so Kord lous furs? never had the opportunity to investigate them himself. Kord was beginning to lose sight of the procession, The spectacle of the Ohibi contingent that entered so he snaked his way through the jungle to maintain a every so often never failed to delight and amaze Kord. view. He almost ran into an Ohibi sentry at the edge of Kord also felt strangely homesick whenever he was the jungle, but even unconsciously, Kord moved too near the Ohibi. Something in the back of his mind silently for the Ohibi to hear him. tingled, but it annoyed more than enlightened him. Kord could almost touch the Ohibi, he passed so He raced among the trees so he wouldn’t miss the closely. beginning of the procession. His vine replaced, Kord Soon, the Ohibi procession reached the gaping enswung over the small falls when he reached it. trance to the tunnels. The crackling flames of an everAs he neared the Ohibi village, Kord slowed to a burning bonfire came into view, though the foul odor lope, then a swift and silent walk. He crouched at the and inky black smoke had been noticeable for some edge of the jungle and looked down the slope of a hill time. onto the village. He rested a spear in the crook of his None of Kord’s animal friends knew what fire was or arm. The Ohibi did not trust him, and he had needed to what its purpose could be. They just wouldn’t go near use the weapon against them more than once. In fact, it. From such a reaction, Kord divined what its use must the spear was of Ohibi make. be: it kept everyone but Ohibi away from the hole in the The Ohibi village was a crude affair. In the eyes of stone wall. Kord still wasn’t sure why all five of the one such as Kord, who could little understand the need hunters with Big Ohibi took a burning stick from the to build shelters when the trees offered cover enough, bonfire and took it into the tunnel with them. it was a marvelous sight. The village was large, row Two Ohibi sentries standing beside the entrance of upon row of wood and grass huts lined the floor of the the tunnel bowed to Big Ohibi as the procession drew 88



The Land Below near. The large man still held the bag over his head, but Fifteen minutes later, the lone soldier hung susthe low ceiling in the tunnel forced him to lower it as he pended two thousand feet below the lip of the pit. The entered and disappeared into darkness. huge rope was tied off and the nine soldiers were Such darkness was unknown to Kord in his world of resting while Hopten-Ra pondered the situation. eternal light. To him it seemed as though the Ohibi “Eye of Horus!” Hopten-Ra cursed. “Even if we vanished, only the magical flames continued to dance returned for more supplies, there’s no way we can use within the range of his sight. more rope. Much more of this and I’ll wager it will snap from the strain. But we must get down there immedi* * * “He’s now out of range of the flashlight, Major,” said ately.” one of the soldiers. He futilely shined the light down the “Perhaps I can offer a solution,” Nasca Belar said abyss despite his own conclusion. swiflty. She reached back into the bag at her waist and “How much remains?” asked Hopten-Ra. withdrew the device she had been inspecting only “Only about a quarter of the first rope remains.” thirty minutes earlier. “This device may be of some “Keep lowering him.” Then Hopten-Ra spoke to use.” Engineer Takken Soth, “Has the soldier reported any“Yes?” Hopten-Ra prompted her, intensely curious thing to you over the two-way?” of what this ball-like object could possibly do. “Nothing of interest,” replied Takken Soth over the “Well,” Nasca Belar smiled. “A flip of this switch,” static of the walkie-talkie in his hand. “Just rock walls, she pointed to the protrusion, “powers this device and though the diameter of the hole is still widening.” allow us simply to float to the bottom of the pit.” An updated report came as a brief interruption of the Hopten-Ra wondered, “Why didn’t you mention static, “The sides are now out of the range of my lamp.” this interesting device earlier?” Then, from one of the soldiers lowering the rope, “Honestly, I am not confident that I have tested the “The first rope is gone.” device enough. However, it is fully operational. I double“Five hundred feet already,” Takken Soth blurted checked its—” incredulously. Takken Soth stepped quickly forward, “Don’t listen “Surely this one tunnel does not lead all the way to her babbling, Hopten-Ra. This is surely another of down!” Hopten-Ra was emotional for a moment. Then Dr. Belar’s weird gizmos. As such it certainly cannot be he recovered, “You’re sure this is the correct—” trusted.” “Yes, Major,” Takken Soth assured him again. “In fact, Hopten-Ra largely ignored the interruption and conI cast my spell again only a moment ago. It’s a variation tinued his interrogation. “Assuming we use it to float of a time-honored spell among engineers that I call find the down to the bottom of the pit, how will we later path. Its range is big, but it indicates that the Land Below return?” must be somewhere at the bottom of this pit.” “That’s simple,” said the scientist. “I’ll just turn this While all of this was occurring, Dr. Nasca Belar knelt knob to increase power, and we’ll float back up.” alone in a corner where she was busy looking over a “A remarkable device,” Hopten-Ra agreed. “We’ll strange fist-sized device. Dozens, perhaps hundreds, of use it.” tiny wires crisscrossed the surface of the object. She Then to the relaxing soldiers, “Pull Meket back up.” flicked a switch on one end of the device and a small Takken Soth was about to complain, but Hopten-Ra bulb winked to life. Nasca Belar then turned the device checked him. “We will use the device.” off. Satisfied with the test run, she tucked it back into Takken Soth managed a smile, “Of course, Major, the large bag at her waist. you know best in these matters.” There was no hint of Meanwhile, the four soldiers lowering the rope were sarcasm in the voice, and he probably intended none tiring from the effort. The load only got heavier as more anyway. and more rope went down. Hopten-Ra noticed this and Hopten-Ra questioned Nasca Belar further about ordered a rotation. One by one, the soldiers were re- the device as the soldiers pulled the lonely Meket back placed. He sent the extra fifth man to work. to the surface. He was disappointed to discover that the There was nothing to do but wait. Hopten-Ra be- device had a probable limit of about 600 pounds carrycame impatient and started to pace about the grotto. ing capacity with a half ton as an absolute and probably When the second rope had run out, he ordered the end unapproachable limit. untied and a third rope attached. Some time after, with Hopten-Ra asked, “Must the device be touched in now all nine soldiers working laboriously to lower the order to affect a person?” load, Hopten-Ra attached the fourth and final rope. “Oh, no,” Dr. Belar answered. “Only one person Takken Soth reported, “The soldier is now out of need hold it. You must understand that I designed the communication range. His last report indicated that he device to carry a single person. If several are to use it at heard high-pitched squeaks. He couldn’t see anything, once, then whoever was operating the device would but I imagine it’s just a few bats.” have to carry them.” 89



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Hopten-Ra considered, “That fact, combined with Meket’s lamp was slowly disappearing from view. The the weight limit is going to hamper seriously the device’s circle of light grew smaller and smaller. usefulness. Still — in order to avoid delay we will “The first knot,” Hopten-Ra announced. He held the proceed immediately. I will operate your device, Doc- device carefully, but firmly in his hands. “How long did tor, and carry you in one arm and the engineer in the that take?” other. I hope the journey down won’t be very long, or Nasca Belar was counting to herself, so Hopten-Ra did at least there might be ledges on which to rest.” not interrupt her again. Shortly, once they had reached As a few of the soldiers stretched hands down to the second knot, Nasca Belar announced that it took grab Meket and pull him to the top, another turned to almost thirty seconds to drop the first thousand feet. Hopten-Ra and queried, “Major, shall we wait here for “That’s a little faster than twenty-two miles per hour.” your return?” “At that speed, how long will it take us to reach the Hopten-Ra considered, “Maintain a rotation of two Land Below?” whispered Takken Soth. guards. If there is a problem, one can run for assistance. Dr. Belar did some rapid calculations. “Of course it Otherwise, make camp within the grounds of the min- depends on how deep the Land Below is, and how far ing district. Approach Operations Manager Chufu and toward that goal this tunnel carries us. If it’s a straight receive permission, of course.” shot from here to the center of the Earth, then we’re “If there are any problems?” looking at something over 200 hours.” “Contact Red Hand by messenger. And remember, Hopten-Ra groaned and shifted the burden he carried. if Chufu causes any trouble, you can threaten him with * * * exposure for his miserable failure in this venture.” Big Ohibi, or Mehret-Ahn as his people called him, With that settled, the three servants of Pharaoh was at the front of the Ohibi procession. The light from Mobius prepared to descend into the abyss. They the torches was pale. Light didn’t spread far in the large stepped to the lip of the pit and Hopten-Ra gave final cavern his group now passed through, but Mehret-Ahn instructions to the engineer and scientist. “Drape your knew the path to the Sacred Temple of Mehret by heart. arms around my neck and help support yourselves. I He guided the procession faultlessly across the rubble will hold you with my arms, but I will need my hands strewn floor. to operate and hold the device.” At the other end of the cavern, countless tunnels After the two assumed the appropriate positions, stretched in every direction. Without stopping, MehretHopten-Ra flipped the switch that Dr. Belar had shown Ahn entered one of the tunnels. The darkness of the earlier. He glanced at the scientist to make sure that was cavern still fascinated Mehret-Ahn. He knew it was the correct. Nasca Belar nodded quickly. She then looked power of Mehret that made the light vanish to protect down, a smile of pleasure crept over her face. Another the Sacred Temple. No other living being had the one of her inventions was now in the service of Pharaoh power to create light that would disperse the darkness Mobius. With her body snuggled closely to the Field of Mehret. In this regard, the Ohibi were the chosen Major, visions of youth for such service washed through people of Mehret. her mind again. The tunnel was tortuous in places, forcing the pro“Throw the rope back down,” Hopten-Ra com- cession to travel single-file. One of the hunters snagged manded. “I wish to learn how quickly we descend.” his fur robe on a sharp rock projection. He managed to As Hopten-Ra took that perilous step forward, his free himself, but there was a large rip in the robe. countenance became grim. Like anything else he did After a few more minutes of travel, the procession while in the field, he faced the situation prepared to act reached the Sacred Temple and Mehret-Ahn stopped. quickly. The fact he was powerless to save himself if the He alone would enter the hidden cavern which opened device failed never crossed his mind. off one side of the now spacious tunnel. He took one of Engineer Takken Soth clapped his eyes shut. the torches with him and gestured to the hunters. Hopten-Ra had a sick feeling of disorientation for a A pair of hunters grasped the rock on the right side split second after he stepped, and his feet twitched in of the entrance and pulled. A huge wheel of stone rolled open space for an instant, but he quickly recovered aside in a smooth groove and revealed a small cavern. when he realized that he was floating down the pit Mehret-Ahn stepped inside and the hunters rolled the much as a water bubble floats through the air. wheel back into place, trapping the Ohibi leader in the Nasca Belar had the powerful flashlight in her hand Sacred Temple. and she whipped it from side to side in the narrow pit. Inside, Mehret-Ahn slid his torch into a sconce near It was immediately obvious that the diameter did in- the entrance. The chamber was small enough that the deed increase. torch illuminated the whole interior. The rough rock “Gods of our ancestors,” Takken Soth muttered after walls had been worked smooth and the walls were he opened his eyes. He followed the spinning beam of decorated with charcoal illustrations. They depicted the flashlight and then looked up. The grotto lit by the Ohibi village, the network of tunnels that led to the 90



The Land Below Sacred Temple, the temple itself, and a figure that concern about ramming into the floor at some point. Dr. presumably represented Mehret himself. Belar assured him that the levitational power of her On the far end of the cavern was a small altar. On the device would not allow that. They would stop, susaltar sat a wooden idol of a squat man. The carefully pended a few inches over the floor of the pit. sculpted face closely resembled that of the last charcoal “The same holds true for the walls,” she explained. illustration. The drawing on the wall represented the “If they curve so the pit is no longer a straight shot, we’ll soul of Mehret and the idol was the god’s physical stop a few inches away from it. We can then push off presence in the world of the Ohibi. and continue floating down.” Mehret-Ahn opened the animal skin bag that he had Just before Nasca Belar switched off the light, they carried from the village and extracted a strange piece of had passed the end of the 2000 foot rope. They tugged stone. The stone glowed softly in the weak light of the on it as they went by so the soldiers would know to pull cave. It was blue, but stripes of red crossed its surface. it up and depart. The three descending figures then The Ohibi leader grasped the wooden idol and, began to hear the squeaks of which Meket had spoken. without picking it up, slid the glowing stone into the Belar snapped on the light. A sweep of the flashlight hollow back of the idol. Then, releasing the idol, Mehret- confirmed Takken Soth’s suspicion that the sounds Ahn stepped backward and bowed before the altar. were created by mere bats. At that time, the pit had Suddenly, a pyrotechnic display of blue and red widened so the terminus of the beam of light could bolts of lightning flashed from the altar. The bolts arced barely reach the walls. across the prone body of the Ohibi. Mehret-Ahn flinched Ten minutes later, they heard the squeaks again. at the stroke of each bolt, but he did not cry out or back Instead of leaving the noise behind this time, the irritataway, though each left a black scar on his body. ing, high-pitched squeals only increased in volume and Seconds later, it was done. Mehret-Ahn collapsed to activity. the floor, exhausted from the ordeal. However, the Nasca Belar said, “I wonder what makes them gather paralysis did not last long. He slowly rose to his feet, here? Perhaps we are near the floor of the pit.” inspected the scars, and repeatedly clenched his fists. Takken Soth startled when leathery wings brushed He reverently retrieved the stone from the back of the by his face. idol. “Give me the flashlight,” he demanded, irritated at He smiled. As always, it had worked. Great Mehret the bats and hoping for a possible end to their descent. had supplied the leader of his chosen people with extra Nasca Belar honored the request and gave him the power. Mehret-Ahn felt he could possibly accomplish cylinder. As Hopten-Ra thumbed the switch, all three any feat. Egyptians winced so their eyes would not be shocked A cry went up from outside the temple. The stone by the flash of light, but no light came. wheel was thick, but the note of terror and fear in the “The flashli—” Nasca Belar’s words were cut short voice carried through. This was soon followed by a by a gasp. Suddenly, instead of tranquilly floating dull, thunderous roar. Mehret-Ahn then heard the hunt- down, the group was plummeting at a terrific speed! ers speaking quickly. He could not make out the words, Takken Soth screamed hysterically as the trio though one of them was evidently trying to shout a smashed through what felt like a wall of flesh. The bats message through the stone barricade. were everywhere. Some became caught in the clothing There were more cries of fright and what the Ohibi of the Egyptians where they wriggled for freedom. leader swore was the cracking of bones. Then everyAll three tensed, expecting to smash into a stone thing suddenly went quiet. floor. Bats’ fluttering forms were all they struck. Mehret-Ahn edged toward the carefully balanced Hopten-Ra clenched Dr. Belar’s device tightly. He stone wheel. He knew something was on the other side had almost lost it when they started to plunge downof it. He could sense it. Power of Mehret or not, he ward. Carefully feeling it, he found the knob that understood that it was a beast he could not conceivably would allow them to float upward. He twisted the defeat. knob. As he listened carefully he made out sounds of “Damn,” he muttered breathlessly as they continfeeding. The beast was devouring the hunters on the ued to fall like a stone. spot. Soon finished, the beast still wanted more and it Nasca Belar fainted in Hopten-Ra’s right arm. He knew where to find it. Rushing intakes of breath around was forced to hold the levitation device in his left hand the edge of the wheel told Mehret-Ahn the beast had so he could catch and hold the old woman’s limp form. sniffed him out. Takken Soth was still screaming. How long would the beast wait? “Shut up,” Hopten-Ra demanded hoarsely. They were spinning end over end through darkness. That * * * The darkness was complete around them. Nasca was disorienting enough. Belar had turned off the flashlight. They descended at Takken Soth did quiet himself, and he tightly grasped the same rate as before. Hopten-Ra had expressed Hopten-Ra’s body. All the Major could hear was the 91



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire engineer’s ragged breathing. any moment. The reality bubble he had created would Hopten-Ra racked his brain for an explanation. They end sometime soon. had finally passed the thick of the bats. He could hear “Can you reach the ledge?” Hopten-Ra asked of the a few squeaks, but in the mind-numbing darkness, the engineer who was nearest the ledge. Takken Soth was Major couldn’t tell if the sounds were only echoes from clearly too far away. above, or more bats that surrounded them. “No. Sir.” The bats. The flashlight. Dr. Belar’s invention. Then “Any ideas, engineer?” Hopten-Ra muttered, feelhe had it! The axioms had changed. The rules that ing Takken Soth’s grip around his neck beginning to governed reality of the Nile Empire were no longer in slip. Maybe desperation would give the man a braineffect, they had descended so far. Sure he had divined storm. the solution, Hopten-Ra exerted his mind and attempted “Ah . . . none,” Takken Soth choked bitterly. “Wait!” to overlay the axioms of the Nile Empire on this strange, he shouted suddenly, finding new strength in his arms unknown region. It was trick he learned on a past to hold on. “Perhaps you could fire your pistol. The campaign. Some people could do it, others completely recoil might push us to the ledge.” lacked the skill. Hopten-Ra thought the idea sounded a bit silly, but It worked. Through force of psychic will, Hopten-Ra it was certainly worth a try. A man just wasn’t thrown created a sphere of energy around himself. Inside that back eight feet by the recoil of a pistol. But then he bubble the reality of the Nile Empire still functioned. doubted that a floating man had ever fired a pistol. The device of Dr. Belar’s still functioned. Working carefully, Hopten-Ra put the device in his Their speed suddenly slowed, and a beam of light shot right hand while the flashlight dangled, supporting the from Hopten-Ra’s wrist, where the flashlight dangled overtaxed Nasca Belar with his arm only. Since he was from a thong. Several seconds passed before Hopten-Ra right-handed, he had to reach across his body at an odd realized that they were floating back up the pit. angle to grasp the handgrip of the pistol, holstered in a “Hold on tight,” he said to Takken Soth. Then Hopten- belt on his chest. Weapon in hand, he aimed over his Ra slipped his arm free of the engineer’s waist so he body and in front of Dr. Belar to the wall opposite the could manipulate the controls of Dr. Belar’s device. He ledge. twisted the knob again, and they started to float back He fired. The .455 Webley jumped slightly in his down. strong hand. Hopten-Ra was surprised at the result. By now Hopten-Ra was exhausted. The movement The three Egyptians were flung soundly against the of his arm from Takken Soth’s waist told him how wall above the ledge. Takken Soth lost his hold upon fatigued and strained his muscles were. However, there impact and fell to the surface of the ledge. Dr. Belar, was no option. They continued to float down. Hopten- who had slipped from Hopten-Ra’s grip, collapsed Ra supported the unconscious Dr. Belar, and Takken beside the engineer. Soth responsible for himself. Hopten-Ra, levitational device in hand, floated about Fortunately, their prayers to Ra were soon answered. a foot over the ledge. He flexed his strained right arm The beam of light shown directly on a small ledge and then twisted the knob again. He floated down until below. It was a perfect opportunity to rest and wait for he was only about a half inch above the ledge, and then Dr. Belar to recover. However, the question remained: turned the device off to drop that last little distance. His how to get to the ledge? legs, unused to supporting his weight, collapsed beUsing the device, Hopten-Ra knew they could float neath him and he fell to his stomach. up or down, and he suspected that they could hover if “We can’t do that for another 199 hours,” Takken he spun the knob to a middle setting the dial suggested, Soth mumbled. He broke into the store of food he but they were in the center of the pit and the ledge was carried in the pack slung over his shoulder. a good eight feet away. How could they move sideways “You’re right,”Hopten-Ra said, helping himself to to it? the food. “However, there’s no other way down, and “I can’t hold on much longer,” Takken Soth com- this is a mission we must complete. Perhaps I should plained. He was still holding on to Hopten-Ra without descend alone.” the Major’s assistance. “I don’t think that will be necessary,” said a new “And I can’t stand it much longer,”Hopten-Ra spat voice. Nasca Belar had revived a bit and caught the back venomously. “Hold tight a bit longer.” exchange, and the scent of food. When they drew slightly above the ledge, Hopten“Are you okay, Doctor?” Hopten-Ra asked, handing Ra spun the knob to the middle setting. They indeed her some dried fruit. hung suspended in place. It was an eerie feeling. More “Quite fine,” she assured him. “I’m sorry I slept so even than floating up or down, for at least then there through the incident, and I appreciate your finding this was motion. Here, some strange force held them, which, resting place. That fall has given me an idea.” Dr. Belar Hopten-Ra suddenly realized, could be lost again at explained her idea. 92



The Land Below Takken Soth erupted, “Purposefully plummet down Sleep proved impossible for them. Takken Soth was the pit just because it’s faster!?” He couldn’t believe envious, for Hopten-Ra managed to will himself to even Nasca Belar would propose such an absurd idea. sleep as the engineer and Dr. Belar kept watch. Nasca Belar was calm, “It’s either that or Hopten-Ra An unthinkable number of hours later, the diameter will have to go alone. We can’t count on having ledges of the tunnel began to shrink. Nasca Belar held the like this whenever we need them.” flashlight as the beam first reflected off the walls again. Hopten-Ra thought out loud, “And we could use the Takken Soth was tense, “Watch carefully, doctor.” flashlight to constantly scan below us. As soon as we And soon Dr. Belar cried out, “Stop!” She clutched saw a floor, or ledge, I could activate the levitational Hopten-Ra tighter. device and we would softly touch down.” Reacting immediately, Hopten-Ra used his energy “Precisely,” Nasca Belar said. to create a reality bubble. He then deftly flipped the Takken Soth remained unconvinced, “Wouldn’t the switch on the device and with only a slight jolt, the sudden change in speed throw you and I off, Doctor?” airborne trio slowed to a more manageable speed. Nasca Belar’s face wrinkled in concentration, “Now Instants later, Hopten-Ra’s feet were a half inch I hadn’t thought of that.” above a wet stone floor. Takken Soth and Dr. Belar Takken Soth’s grin was wiped away by Hopten-Ra’s climbed down and staggered on unsteady legs. Hoptenobservation, “That didn’t happen when I reactivated Ra turned off the device and handed it to Nasca Belar. the device after our fall through the bats.” They found themselves in a chamber about as large as The engineer conceded that point, but he pressed, the one they had left at the top of the pit. “But what caused the failure in the first place? I warned “A tunnel!” Takken Soth exclaimed. you not to trust Dr. Belar’s device.” Dr. Belar immediately trained the flashlight in the Hopten-Ra explained slowly, “I believe your fears direction the engineer had shown. A low-roofed tunnel are misplaced, engineer. It was inevitable that we would led away from the sinkhole. reach a point outside the boundaries of the Tenth “I hope we are through with pits,” Hopten-Ra Empire’s reality. What reality we have passed into I admitted. cannot say — perhaps Core Earth. Whatever the case, it Suddenly, Dr. Belar screamed. The beam of light is obviously unable to support a technology level as flashed around quickly above her head. She looked high as Dr. Belar’s device requires to function.” confused. Takken Soth was defeated, again. He asked for one “Something struck me,” she declared. concession. He asked the trio be tied together so they “Only my headdress,” said Hopten-Ra, bending to wouldn’t have to hang on for the duration of the drop. the scientist’s feet where he retrieved his ornamental Takken Soth objected only slightly when Hopten-Ra headpiece. Before he could replace it on his head, there pointed out that the engineer’s robe, along with belts was another cry, but this one echoed from down the and the holster, were the only tools for the job. “It’s tunnel. settled then,” Dr. Belar announced. “Let’s go.” Takken Soth was horrified, “Someone else is down Hopten-Ra tore the sleeves off Soth’s robe, and jury- here.” rigged a crude harness for the three of them. Hopten-Ra “Let’s investigate,” said Hopten-Ra, leading the way reactivated the device and Takken Soth pushed the into the tunnel. As he crouched to enter the narrow group arm’s distance away from the edge of the stone confines, he drew his pistol and inserted a bullet in the platform. The engineer insisted on having the duty to one empty chamber. watch below with the flashlight for signs of a floor or More screams and cries rang down the tunnel. When another ledge. Dr. Belar gladly relinquished the chore. Hopten-Ra reached a point where it spilled into anBefore Hopten-Ra turned the device off, he ques- other, larger passageway, he had trouble figuring out tioned the doctor, “How long will it take us now, from which direction the shouts came. assuming we still have to go all the way to the center?” A dull, thunderous roar answered that question. He Nasca Belar seemed to have some trouble answer- spun to his left and proceeded. ing, but she finally completed the calculations. “Not as “Wait,” Takken Soth pleaded. “That sound wasn’t long as before,” she said proudly. human.” Strangely, both Hopten-Ra and Takken Soth ac“I know,” Hopten-Ra answered and continued. cepted the odd answer. What the Field Major saw a moment later was enough Then, the longest fall on Earth began. to freeze his blood. A giant lizard was waiting for … The wind rustled quickly through their clothing, but something. It stood over the remains of some slaughunlike the last time they fell like this, they could at least tered primitives. see where there were going. In a rush of wind, HoptenHopten-Ra’s nape hairs rose as he sighted the beast’s Ra lost his headdress. head along the top of his pistol’s barrel. He fired. The The fall lasted for hours. Hopten-Ra alternately or- huge lizard staggered from the sudden blow which had dered Belar and Soth to sleep. Both did their best to rest. surely cracked its skull and sloshed through its brain. 93



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire However, the lizard continued. A man dangling in its sent by Mehret and the others were assistants, or permaw was bit in half and then it turned to face Hopten-Ra. haps slaves? Hopten-Ra fired twice, quickly. Both shots struck Mehret-Ahn raised an open hand in the air with its the creature’s head. It wobbled, and then collapsed. back turned toward the threesome. It was the Ohibi sign of greeting. He added, “I thank you for rescuing * * * Mehret-Ahn stumbled away from the stone wheel. me from the Jendrat.” He spun and faced the altar. Dropping to his knees, he He was suddenly blinded by a brilliant beam of light bowed again before the idol of Mehret. He slipped in that struck his face. When the beam moved, Mehretthe stone and prayed for more power, enough strength Ahn looked down to where it was trained on his chest. to defeat the beast. “Is this a godly weapon?” he asked himself. Surely it The light of the torch behind him flickered. Mehret- was a device of Mehret, for it split the darkness of the Ahn’s breathing became labored. He knew from expe- cave. It was many times brighter than the feeble torch rience that he must leave the Sacred Temple soon. Long which still hung in the Sacred Temple. ago the torch had gone out entirely and he had almost Instead of responding, the saviors spoke among collapsed before signalling for the hunters to roll the themselves in a rapid, fluid language that Mehret-Ahn wheel back. He understood that Mehret would not could not understand. He had never met individuals tolerate his presence for long, even if he was the leader who spoke a different tongue. Their exchange confused of the Ohibi. After that he always left immediately after him. the short ceremony. When they turned to face him again, they appeared Did Mehret truly expect for him to leave now and to take little heed of him other than to stare wide-eyed face the beast? at his chest. He glanced down, fearful of some injury. There was little choice. He would soon perish if he All he saw were a few blackened scars and the customremained. Perhaps Mehret had granted him enough ary mark of priests among the Ohibi: a red and blue power to face the beast. Perhaps it was a test. rock. Perhaps they were simply verifying that he was As Mehret-Ahn staggered toward the wheel, an truly the Mehret-Ahn. Or maybe they inspected his explosion shook the walls. The beast, which must have scars to see if he had yet been blessed by the Great been standing directly before the wheel, roared. Mehret. Surely they could not miss the indicators of There was another explosion. And another. either! The sounds jarred Mehret-Ahn; his head was alThe old woman passed the magical torch to the ready foggy. younger man, and then she pulled an odd artifact from Then the Ohibi heard the beast collapse. Delighted at a bag at her side. It was slightly round, and Mehret-Ahn being saved by his god, Mehret-Ahn tugged at the found himself staring at it and watching the woman’s stone wheel. moves closely. He had never seen such a complex item. The stone wheel rolled in its groove and opened the With a snap! that caused Mehret-Ahn to jump, the now stuffy cavern. Even while he was gasping full woman tore the artifact in twain. She slid one half back gulps of fresh, cool air, Mehret-Ahn stared in bewilder- into her bag and she scooped her hand into the other ment at the dead Jendrat. It was a fearsome beast. It was part. What she withdrew was an impossibility. It was a no wonder that all the hunters lay dead and half-eaten sliver of the GodStone! Mehret-Ahn could not fail to around it. distinguish the blue stone and its red swirls. “What power of Mehret has saved me?” MehretThen he realized his grave error. He was in the Ahn wondered. The tremendous crashes of noise were presence of ambassadors from Mehret and he was not the only clues he had. Never had he heard such a noise, showing them proper devotion! He stepped forward, and he realized that the stone had probably muffled away from the sprawled Jendrat, fell to both knees, and much of it. It was little wonder that the Jendrat’s head genuflected with both arms thrown high over his head. had blown up. The crashing sound in its head must * * * have simply been too much to withstand. Its skull gave When the tall, dark-skinned man first stepped from under such pressure. behind a thick door he rolled to one side, all Dr. Belar Then Mehret-Ahn heard noises to his left. He froze in first noticed was the huge and colorful headdress that a moment of indecision. A savior sent by Mehret-Ahn? he wore. Takken Soth instead noticed the simple but Or another Jendrat? He took the chance and edged out effective groove that allowed such a heavy door to into the tunnel until he stood with legs straddling the move so easily. Hopten-Ra did not recognize any of the dead lizard’s neck. plumes, so assumed immediately that he was indeed in Three strange-looking individuals faced him. The a world removed more than bodily from his own beone in front appeared to be a strong warrior, but an old loved Egypt. woman and soft younger man stood to his sides and Then the man raised his hand and spoke choppy behind him. Perhaps the warrior was the champion gibberish, unintelligible to the Egyptians. The motion 94



The Land Below of raising his arm allowed torchlight from inside the The previous Mehret-Ahn had told him that the nearby room to illuminate a tattoo on the taut chest. The ceremony never worked twice in one day, but surely flashlight in Dr. Belar’s hand immediately zoomed in Mehret would take this opportunity to revivify his on the flesh drawing. divine servants. “It’s an eternity shard,” Dr. Belar gasped, unbelieving. Mehret-Ahn slid the GodStone into the back of the Takken Soth was incredulous too, “Why would he idol as before and turned, stepping quickly out of the have such a design drawn on his chest?” way. He was surprised to see that the old woman had “Perhaps it is part of some barbaric cult he belongs not bowed before the altar. Could these beings be more to,” Hopten-Ra suggested. important than he suspected? Were they perhaps fa“Whatever the answer,” began Dr. Belar, “we will vorites of Mehret and did not need to bow before his soon know it. I have an excellent idea. Here, hold this.” visage? She passed the flashlight to Takken Soth who accepted He was sure of that answer when blue and red bolts and then trained the beam back on the uncivilized man. of lightning flashed from the altar and struck the old Nasca Belar then pulled the levitation device back woman. Mehret-Ahn’s surprise grew when the lightfrom the safety of her bag and quickly opened it along ning arced to strike the other two servants as well. It a seam. From inside the device she extracted the power made sense that Mehret should reward them. Since source, an eyeball-sized piece of eternium. That ex- Mehret-Ahn was always alone when he performed the tremely rare and precious substance was synthesized ceremony, he did not expect it to bless more than one. from eternity shards. However, the divine ones did not seem entirely She held the glowing blue and red stone in the pleased when the lightning struck them. In fact, they direction of the savage and waited for a reaction. She cried out and looked frightened and bewildered. didn’t have to wait long. Mehret-Ahn did not understand that. When the lightThe man moved forward and immediately dropped ning bolts ended and the strangers still stood, the priest to the ground before them, apparently in worship. let the anomaly pass from his mind. “I agree with your cult theory, Major,” Dr. Belar * * * chuckled. The Egyptians had not expected lightning bolts arcA few minutes later, after they had an opportunity to ing from the altar to strike them. Takken Soth and Dr. inspect the small cavern, the Egyptians convinced them- Belar shouted in fear, and Hopten-Ra tried to dodge to selves of the theory. the side, but the bolts tracked him faultlessly. By the When they saw the wall painting depicting the Ohibi time they realized that the danger was not severe and village, Takken Soth asked, “Do you think it’s really that the lightning only caused pain instead of killing or possible? Could there be such a population center maiming, the attack had ended. down here somewhere?” Takken Soth demanded, “By the Eye of Ra, what was Hopten-Ra considered, “It doesn’t appear to be in- that? If this priest has duped us in some way . . .” side these caves, since it’s all spread out. Surely we All three looked at the priest, but the way he watched haven’t somehow traveled all the way through to Baruk them expectantly told them that it had not been an Kaah’s Living Land. We went down the entire way.” attack. All the while they moved about the temple, the “Wait,” Hopten-Ra said. “Do both of you feel differnative priest watched them carefully, but in awe. The ent, a bit stronger perhaps?” oddest part of his behavior, though, was how he folDr. Belar’s face brightened, “You’re right, Major.” lowed Dr. Belar almost ceaselessly. She had not yet put She stepped over to the altar and continued speaking, the piece of eternium away, and the priest seemed to “The priest’s ceremony and that piece of eternium expect that she would give it to him. somehow provided us with additional power. That’s “Should I?” Dr. Belar asked Hopten-Ra after Takken remarkable.” Soth made the observation. Nasca Belar grabbed the idol to recover the piece of The Major said, “Life with the natives should be eternium. easier if we don’t antagonize their priest. We can take it Hopten-Ra smiled, “I’m surprised, Doctor, that you back when we need it.” overlook the obvious. The priest was obviously familiar with the procedure, and has probably performed it * * * Mehret-Ahn was certain these visitors from Mehret for himself, so he must have scavenged a few shards would like to be regenerated. Surely their struggle with somewhere in the caves or perhaps near his village. We the Jendrat had drained them of some strength. They cannot let this discovery pass uninvestigated.” inspected the Sacred Temple for some time, but finally Hopten-Ra got the priest’s attention and pointed to the old woman offered the bit of GodStone to him. He his chest and then to the drawing of the village on the took it reverently, saying the proper prayers over it wall of the cave. The priest seemed to understand before walking to the altar. immediately. He led the way out of the cave. After they 95



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire slid the wheel back into place, and a prayer had been Kord slipped away, so he could follow Big Ohibi and said over the bodies of the dead warriors, the priest the strangers back toward the village. He had to see showed the way out of the tunnels. more, he had to see if his intuition was guiding him correctly. He thought to himself that he must save the * * * Kord was growing tired. His sturdy frame began to blind Ohibi from a horrible threat. What if the Ohibi did ache from holding one position for so long. He dared not want to be saved? How could he face the strangers not move, or the sentries at the entrance of the cave and the entire Ohibi tribe? Surely, they could sense the would spot him. They were especially attentive when same gut-wrenching nature of the strangers. But then Big Ohibi was inside. the Ohibi had not seen the smile. And where were the Kord always moved to this spot as Big Ohibi en- hunters? tered, and left when the Ohibi exited. The sentries * * * never took note of his stealthy movements during such It was incredible. Unbelievable too, if they were not times. seeing it with their own eyes. A gigantic underground Whatever Big Ohibi did inside the wall of stone was world. There were plants, humans, water, light, and so taking an extraordinary amount of time. Kord had only much more. waited this long during the ceremony that marked Big Takken Soth was the only one to voice his awe, “Can Ohibi’s first entrance into the stone. it be possible?” Kord decided to wait it out. He saw that the sentries Hopten-Ra said, “The influence of Baruk Kaah might were getting impatient as well. That was good, because explain part of this world. Look at the dense jungle. when they twisted around to steal glances into the dark- That also explains the primitive level of existence of ness, Kord could shift his weight and relax overworked these natives, and also confirms the reason our technoareas of his body. The wait became more tolerable. logical devices failed in the pit. Baruk-Kaah’s reality Just as one of the sentries was taking a burning stick only supports the lowest forms of technology.” from the bonfire to investigate further into the cavern, Nasca Belar looked doubtful, “ I am not at all certain Big Ohibi strode confidently into view. Kord saw the Baruk Kaah’s reality has anything to do with this place.” shadows of the hunters behind Big Ohibi, but grew The field major ignored her. “It is connected to the alarmed when those figures left the curtain of shadows. Nile Empire. We should see some of its influence as However, something in the back of his mind clicked well.” Hopten-Ra then turned to Takken Soth and said, and he realized he had somehow known there were “Magic?” people beyond the Ohibi. The engineer nodded his head and made some gesThey were very odd indeed. A muscular man was tures with his hands. He looked relieved and reported, first. In him Kord sensed a challenge. An old woman “Yes, my magic works. By the way, when you’re in the was next. She looked much older than any of the jungle, beware of the many small snares others have women among the Ohibi. A younger man was last. He set.” was definitely not a hunter, and from the look of his When the priest and two other natives bowed before flabby physique, Kord wondered at first if it were not him, Hopten-Ra felt a rush of power. He had been in another woman, albeit one with short hair. Mobius’ army for several years now and he had served All three ignored the Ohibi for a moment and looked admirably. His usefulness in the field had kept him around. Odd expressions were on their faces. from advancing higher, but he was a favorite among Big Ohibi said something in his deep, resonant voice the generals. He was accustomed to military discipline to the sentries. Big Ohibi turned and bowed deeply at and obedience, but that sensation paled to having other the waist to the three strangers. The sentries threw their men grovel willingly before you. weapons aside and dropped to the ground, practically “We are blazing a trail I’m sure Pharaoh Mobius groveling at the feet of the strangers. This dismayed would approve of,” he commented aloud to his comKord. Big Ohibi had never bowed to anyone. panions. He realized their position was tenuous still. The faces of all three Ohibi were pointed down for a They had to find some eternity shards. moment, and at that instant Kord saw a twisted grin When the supplication ended, the priest again beckwash across the face of the muscular man. That grin oned for the Egyptians to follow. frightened Kord. There was something undefinable A short time later, the village came into view. A about it that sent a chill up his back. Kord, who dealt crowd of the natives quickly assembled to greet the daily with the ambivalent laws of nature, could not returning priest. They were wary of the newcomers, recognize the grin as a personification of the evil of the but the priest calmed them. He saved making any major man. pronouncement until he had led the Egyptians and the Big Ohibi motioned with his hands back toward the crowd to his own tent. The tent leaned against the same Ohibi village and began to lead the strangers that way. stone wall that the tunnels penetrated, though the The sentries remained on watch. tunnel entrance was a good distance away. 96



The Land Below With the Egyptians to his side, the priest launched He pulled the chest toward the center of the area so into a long speech to the assembled natives. There were he could flip the lid back. From within he withdrew a cries of shock and some weeping at first, and Hopten- package that he unwrapped to reveal a couple pounds Ra assumed the priest had told of the death of the of dried meat. This he passed to Hopten-Ra with the warriors. The priest also dispatched another team of now ritual bow. warriors, probably to retrieve the bodies before another “This will have to tide us for a while, I expect,” said beast arrived to devour the corpses. Hopten-Ra. “However, I feel we are in for a feast Then the priest continued his tale and he began to tonight.” point at first to Hopten-Ra and the other two Egyptians. Takken Soth was paying little attention to HoptenAfter he had gestured at Dr. Belar, he cupped his hands Ra’s statement or the food, for he was scanning the back together as if holding a small fruit, then pointed at the wall. When the priest pushed the chest back against the levitation device the scientist held at her side. He then hide, the engineer noted that it pushed into the hide grabbed his small leather bag and held it high above his further than before. He got to his feet and walked to the head. The crowd of natives gasped, but they appeared chest. With a swift motion, he grabbed the animal hide as yet unconvinced of the divine properties of the and threw it aside. By doing so, he revealed a passageEgyptians. way into the stone! Moving carefully toward Takken Soth, the priest “I thought so,” the engineer shouted. “I thought slowly reached out and touched the flashlight. there was something peculiar about the the stone above “I believe he wants you to turn it on,” observed the animal hide.” Hopten-Ra. Hopten-Ra threw a chunk of meat into his mouth Takken Soth nodded his head and with a suddenly and leaped up, ready to punish the priest for attemptimperious demeanor, he waved the priest back. Grasp- ing to hide something from them. However, the priest ing the flashlight tightly in his left hand, he thumbed was already bowing and motioning for Takken Soth to the switch. The beam was diluted by the light that filled proceed down the passage, so the soldier relaxed. the underground world, but it was clearly visible. The “You first,” the engineer offered to Hopten-Ra. young boy who was first struck by the beam cried out Hopten-Ra drew his gun and walked into the narin fright. row passage. It turned out to be quite short. When he Then all of the natives fell to their knees and flexed reached the end he muttered an oath, “Osiris!” up and down at the waist. The priest turned to the Takken Soth, who had yet to enter the passage, Egyptians, smiled, as if seeking approval, and bowed thought for the potency of the oath that Hopten-Ra deeply. might actually be in the presence of the god. With the “Yes,” Hopten-Ra observed, “this arrangement is day’s events thus far, the engineer would accept anylooking better all the time.” thing. The priest then dispersed the assembled tribe and Then Hopten-Ra shouted, “Both of you, back here, the natives hurried away to perform various duties. now!” Takken Soth looked at the scientist and they both The women broke out stores of fruits and vegetables, made their way down the short tunnel. while the men gathered spears and small bows and Their jaws noticeably dropped when they entered. arrows before racing toward the jungle. Like a professional ringmaster, Hopten-Ra stood with Bowing deeply once again, the priest motioned the his arms above his head gesturing at a huge stone Egyptians into his large hide tent. The structure was jutting from the back wall. It was as large as several many times as large as any of the others in the village. pyramid blocks. Hopten-Ra entered first and saw that the tent was “Friends, the Pharaoh was wise to send us here.” actually only three-sided. The rough stone wall served Dr. Belar only muttered, “An eternity shard!” as the back side. He took a seat on a luxurious pile of “Tons . . .,” Takken Soth whispered. pelts and the others followed suit. As they reclined, the The whole of the room glowed softly of blue and Egyptians finally realized how exhausted they were. It red. had been a long time since they last slept, and that had * * * been on what amounted to another world. They were Kord waited until he saw the hunters gathering their also famished. The brief repast they had taken on the weapons. They were retrieving their bows, so they ledge did not do the job. must be after small game, he thought. Kord dashed into Hopten-Ra made scooping motions toward his the jungle and sounded a Skittera panic call. The little mouth. The priest nodded, but only opened the flap of tree-dwelling animals would pass that along and other the tent to show that such work was being done. When small animals would react to the Skitteras’ scamper for Hopten-Ra persisted, the priest scurried over to a safety. Many small creatures would die, and Kord wooden chest set against a hide that hung on the wall regretted the loss, but in this way the Ohibi were part of of stone. nature as well. 97



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire Kord marked one hunter who was striking a path of oversee such aspects of the job. For now, men and his own. The small Ohibi hunter moved stealthily into women armed with stone wedges and wooden hamthe jungle, but his skills could not match Kord’s. The mers chipped into the rock around the shard. They white man had been raised in the jungle, or so he wanted to leave the shard as intact as possible since thought. such a mammoth specimen might contain other powKord shadowed the hunter, waiting until the Ohibi ers as well. had penetrated the jungle and separated himself from Hopten-Ra would be proud to return with such his nearest fellows. news, and he expected Mobius to handsomely reward Then Kord sprang. In a deft motion he alighted on him. He also planned to ask the Pharaoh for permission the ground in front of the Ohibi, took the hunter’s spear, to continue his duties as a field officer. However, he kicked the man to the ground and pressed the point of knew that this operation would require his presence. the spear against soft neck flesh. The savage priest, and rightfully so, assumed that he “Quiet,” Kord demanded in the chattering Ohibi was the leader of the three Egyptians. Hopten-Ra left tongue. the village for the caves. First, though, he gave the The hunter followed the command, but his eyes natives a demonstration of his great power and floated burned as he watched Kord. The Ohibi had no love for into the air. Awed, the natives redoubled their efforts in the white jungle man who they knew helped animals the Eternity Chamber. With a large pack of food and a escape from snares and other traps. few gourds of water, Hopten-Ra left the village. He Kord continued, heedless of the hunter’s animosity, intended to return to the surface alone, leaving Belar “Who are the strangers?” and Soth to continue the operation. Hopten-Ra planned Then the Ohibi hunter smiled. Kord didn’t like the to bring reinforcements when he came back down. ease with which the man parted with the information. Kord picked his way through the jungle back toward The hunter said, “They are demi-gods in the service of the Ohibi village. Kord had been unable to convince the Mehret. They have come to protect and guide the Ohibi. animals of the jungle that the newcomers posed a They will crush you, and we will finally be rid —” threat. They could disrupt the entire order of the jungle Kord pushed the point of the spear into the hunter’s and disturb a cycle that had been in motion for as long neck to cut off the remark. A trickle of blood ran down as Kord could remember. Even Shakart could not be the Ohibi’s throat. swayed to action. “You are a fool,” he said. “Those strangers are no So Kord would take action with his own hands. He more godly than you or I. They shall ruin you if you didn’t know what he could do to set the strangers back, follow them.” but if he watched for long enough, he would learn With that Kord began to back away, spear in hand. something. He gave a warning, “Move before I am out of sight and The Ohibi began to patrol the jungle at the ridge of I will impale you with your own spear.” the valley with greater regularity and care since the The hunter ground his teeth together but heeded the arrival of the strangers. Kord was hard-pressed to words, for he knew Kord was capable of just that feat. remain constantly out of sight, but he called upon Only when the spear had struck a tree nearby and stuck several Skittera tricks and concealed himself high in the into the trunk did the hunter leap to his feet and give cry foliage-rich trees. of chase. His surveillance bore fruit when he saw the leader of the strangers packing for a journey of some kind. The * * * The priest had objected at first. He was certainly man also carried the odd artifact that Big Ohibi had surprised when the Egyptians, after a brief sleep pe- displayed when the strangers first arrived. Kord still riod, made it clear that he must move his tent. The priest remembered the bits of words he had caught from the was to allow everyone in the village unlimited access to floor of the valley regarding the artifact. what Dr. Belar had dubbed “the Eternity Chamber.” “. . . bring with them this tool that held a portion of Pharaoh Mobius had to be informed of this awesome the GodStone . . .” discovery. The Pharaoh would be able to synthesize a ton Kord had a gut-feeling about the journey the leader of eternium and create an arsenal of reality bombs, en- was undertaking. When the leader left alone and started abling him to vastly increase the size of the Tenth Empire. toward the Ohibi bonfire, Kord knew the man must be Takken Soth, pleased to be finally able to put his returning to wherever he and his companions had skills to use, organized a portion of the Ohibi into a come from. Kord could not allow him to return. mining crew. Rather, he tried to organize them. The Kord slipped from his perch and rushed through the Ohibi were primitive folk, and they forced the engineer jungle to reach the bonfire before the stranger. Kord to accept a chaotic and unorganized program. caught glimpses of the stranger, and since he was The construction of larger equipment, if even pos- walking slowly, Kord easily out-distanced him. sible in the underground world, would have to wait. Along the way, he grabbed the first two fist-sized Soth needed more supplies, and more engineers to stones that he saw. He did not have time to retrieve his 98



The Land Below spears. Judging the heft of the stones as he ran, Kord Kord nimbly dodged an errant kick and shot his left ducked behind a huge fern when he reached his normal fist toward his opponent’s face. spying spot overlooking the cave. The blow hit home with a solid crunch. The nose had There wasn’t any time to wait or make careful plans. been broken. While the man was stunned, Kord ripped He couldn’t possibly overpower the sentries and the the artifact from numbed hands. He then dashed for the stranger at the same time. Carefully considering the jungle. The man would never be able to catch him and distance and the incline, Kord stood up and hurled the he carried no spear. Kord was safe. stones down at the sentries. Kord felt the pain in his lower left back almost before The stone he threw with his right hand struck one he heard the terrible clap of noise. Kord glanced at his Ohibi sentry flush in the face and the man crumpled side in utter astonishment. He was bleeding from a quickly. The stone thrown left-handed was not as accu- small, but deep wound. Fearful that the stranger was rate. It hit the other sentry in the lower chest. attacking with powerful magic, Kord immediately rolled Even as the stones were hurtling through the air, to the ground, cupping the artifact carefully in his Kord dashed down the slope to the cave to finish off hands. either or both Ohibi. The first didn’t move or even Instinct had served him well. Two more horrendous twitch, but the other was trying to prepare himself to do explosions shook the ferns in front of him. Back on his battle with Kord. However, the stone had knocked the feet, Kord disappeared into the thick foliage as the wind out of him. Before he could recover, Kord impaled magician attacked again. him with the other Ohibi’s spear. * * * Without glancing to see if the stranger was in sight “A stormer!” Hopten-Ra roared, pushing the Ohibi yet, Kord grabbed both dead Ohibi by the wrists and medicine man aside for the third time. “How could I dragged them into the cave. He gave little thought to have been prepared for such an attack? His furious the fact that he had finally entered the zealously guarded attack stunned me. My gunshots, except the first, went cave of Big Ohibi. Animal instincts had taken over and wildly astray.” he acted decisively. “It would be too easy,” Takken Soth complained After tucking the hunters away, Kord hurried back bitterly. “We couldn’t have hoped for a find like this on out to inspect the scene of the attack. There were two Earth without another damnable Stormer interfering.” large stains of blood in the dirt. Kord couldn’t take the Dr. Belar joined the two men. “Scouts from the cave time to do it with care, but he brushed unstained dirt entrance have returned and brought news that sent the over the bloody ground. He then spun quickly into the priest into an even deeper rage. I think he has ordered cave, taking cover in the shadows of the entrance. a war party of some kind to search the jungle.” Soon, the stranger rounded a final bend in the trail “He should be easy enough to follow, if he can even from the village to the cave. Kord gritted his teeth and make it very far. He’ll leave a trail of blood I’m sure clenched his eyes nearly shut in nervousness. The these hunting natives could follow if blind and at night. stranger’s eyes were too wary and too seasoned to be My first shot caught him in the side. He’ll lose his lulled by this hastily prepared trap. Kord had to play it energy quickly with a wound like that plaguing him.” out as long as he could. He didn’t want to harm the man, “They better find him!” Takken Soth ranted in a he only wanted to rob him of the artifact that Big Ohibi childish voice. “He has the levitation device. Without thought was so important. Perhaps it was an icon of that, we’ll be stuck here forever.” sorts, and without it, the Ohibi would no longer atHopten-Ra had a cooler head now. “Forever? Untribute godly status to the strangers. likely. If we don’t report back after a while, I’m sure the The stranger halted when the cave first came into Pharaoh will send another expedition.” view, and he looked around briefly. Kord assumed that “But we’ve lost our chance for glory and rewards,” he was looking for the sentries. The jungle man could Dr. Belar commented under her breath. only hope that the stranger did not know the cave * * * entrance was always guarded. Kord had never before felt such agony. With every Kord exhaled with relief when the stranger resumed step he took, it felt as if a small stone inside him grated his pace. When he neared the cave entrance, he imme- against his ribs. He wanted to cry out from the pain, but diately stopped short and cast his eyes quickly about. the Ohibi were already following him. He had noticed signs of a struggle. Kord sprang. His sight was fuzzing. He was confident that he had The stranger’s eyes went wide with shock and he hidden the artifact in a place the Ohibi would never find shouted a word in a language foreign to Kord. The it. That had been his first priority when he realized that jungle man did not stop. He savagely threw his right he would not get far. An adrenalin rush had cleared his elbow into the stranger’s stomach. The man doubled thoughts long enough to allow him to cover his tracks over in pain, but was an experienced fighter. He imme- faultlessly. He concealed the short diversion from his diately went on the offensive. apparent path, but even his energy had a limit. 99



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire He hoped he had chosen correctly. He was certain to Big Ohibi tried again. “Ohibi hunters search the die now, but he had to believe that the loss of the strange jungle even now. Every place near your clumsy path artifact would curtail the evil plans of the magician and will be meticulously examined. The object will be found, his two companions. so why not save your life and save us the search?” A He fell again and he realized that this time he would hunter then handed a blazing torch to Big Ohibi, and be unable to get back up. He also knew if he drifted into the leader waved the naked flame over Kord’s face. unconsciousness that he would never awaken again. Kord tried to spit at Big Ohibi, but instead saliva just Summoning all of his reserves, Kord inhaled drooled from his mouth. The magician, however, evideeply one final time. The earthy scent of the jungle dently understood the gesture, for he soundly punched filled his nostrils. Like an insidious gas, the aroma Kord’s dressed wound. seemed to knock him out, but he simply blacked-out Kord howled in pain and breathed in ragged gasps. from exhaustion. The magician was winding up for another blow, but Surprisingly, he awoke. Kord was spared more pain. A cry went up that overHe reflexively glanced to his injured side, but some- whelmed the foreboding chanting, and Kord could one had strapped his head down. It would not move. make out a few of the words. Then he realized that he was completely entangled. Mammoth. Tiger. Rodar. And more. Leather thongs bit into his wrists and ankles. Another Big Ohibi panicked and dropped the torch into the length of leather looped over his forehead. His side pile of kindling underneath Kord. The dry brush lit up ached horribly, but he knew it had been cleaned and quickly and easily. Even as he felt the heat from the dressed. initial blast of fire, Kord watched in pleasure as the Then he heard the beat of drums and chanting of animal charge threw the entire village into chaos. Ohibi tribesman. Kord wished he had died in the jungle. An entire herd of mammoths waded through the Long ago, he had watched such a scene as this. They assembled villagers, crushing them or tossing them had bound an Ohibi hunter who had murdered another with sweeps of their great tusks. Shakart and other to a wooden pallet. The pallet stood over a pile of dry sabertooth tigers sprang upon hunters, savagely ripsticks and brush. A procession winding its way from ping them with powerful claws and gigantic razor the cave had borne several burning sticks and made sharp fangs. The animals had been unwilling to assist another bonfire below the struggling man. Memory of him, but they would not let him be killed. the scene sent shivers down Kord’s spine. The heat below Kord’s back grew warmer and Kord Outfitted in a gruesome costume, Big Ohibi sud- struggled at the bonds. Pain laced his side, but he denly stepped from the periphery of Kord’s vision and pressed harder. It was no use. The thongs were too loomed over him. His visage was truly horrible, though tight, too strong. the costume did not cover his face. Rage twisted his lips Suddenly, several rodar scurried over his chest. The and burnt in his eyes. small rodents quickly set to work gnawing at the leather. However, instead of striking Kord, Big Ohibi thrust a Instants later, after the rodar had weakened the bonds, large piece of bark before the jungle man’s staring eyes. Kord called to the little animals to save themselves On the soft inside of the bark was a drawing. Thin lines before the fire burnt through the pallet entirely. had been cut in the wood and unmistakably illustrated They sprang to the ground and Kord threw all of his the artifact that Kord had carefully concealed. strength into ripping the bonds. “Where is it?” Big Ohibi demanded. Kord shut his He was free. eyes tightly, but a sound slap to his face encouraged Hopten-Ra knew there was nothing he could do to him to open wide again. put the flames out and save the stormer. The Major Big Ohibi continued, “My masters are not pleased would have to trust in the natives to find the hidden with you or your deed, wild man. You can still save device. Besides, the stormer would have said nothing. your life if you tell me where you have hidden this.” He Hopten-Ra wished Mobius’ Omegatron was available. shook the bark. Then the stormer would talk! Kord remained silent, but he smiled to himself. The When the creatures began racing through the vilstrange device was important. Maybe his effort had not lage, the Major made directly for Nasca Belar. He saw been in vain. Takken Soth some distance to his left, surrounded by Then the powerful magician stranger stepped for- savages trying to keep the beasts away from the engiward to stand on the left side of Kord. His nose had been neer with their spears. They were falling quickly under wrapped. His steely eyes did not reveal emotions as the assault of a bull mammoth. blatantly as did Big Ohibi’s. Instead, the man appeared As he drew near Dr. Belar, he emptied his .455 calm and determined. Kord feared the depths of pain Webley into a huge antlered creature that was bearing the magician might subject him to. Mostly, though, down on the scientist. Kord feared folding to torture and revealing the hiding “Quickly, to the Eternity Chamber,” he shouted spot. above the confusion. “Here, take this to protect your100



The Land Below self.” Hopten-Ra quickly reloaded his Webley and However, he was now weaponless and Hopten-Ra had handed it to Nasca Belar. forced him farther away from the fallen spear. “I must rescue Takken Soth,” Hopten-Ra said, alThen, with cat-like quickness and agility, the jungle ready dashing toward the beleaguered engineer. He man dove to the ground and rolled between Hoptendrew his saber in mid-stride. Ra’s legs and grabbed his spear. Before the Egyptian Dr. Belar followed the Major’s instructions without could turn, he felt himself grasped tightly by the thong questions. She turned and hurried up the shallow incline that held his Osiris medallion and pulled backward. to the Chamber. However, the path ahead was barred by The jungle man had propped his spear against the a sleek sabertooth tiger. A native warrior soon came to her ground and with a sickening thunk, Hopten-Ra’s heavy assistance, but the quick beast dispatched the poor war- body was propelled down the shaft. rior in seconds. Trembling, the scientist lifted the revolver Hopten-Ra died instantly. and aimed it at the tiger’s head. Kord hopped back to his feet. The pain in his side, The tiger somehow sensed the danger and froze in unrecognizable when in dangerous combat, flared back its tracks. Just as the scientist’s finger flexed on the up. There was still one stranger to kill. Kord didn’t trigger, however, a ferocious growl caused Nasca Belar relish the task of slaying an elderly woman, but he felt to turn. An enormous tiger was extended in a terrific that all the strangers must be destroyed. leap and it crashed into the scientist. The gun rolled A quick reconnoiter of the battlefield, however, refrom her fingers as an errant shot rang out. Nasca vealed that he had been relieved of the dreadful task. By Belar’s last thoughts were blurred by pain. the look of how shaken Sharsa was, though, the old Soon at the engineer’s side, Hopten-Ra pulled the woman must have been a dangerous opponent. young man from the fray and hustled him toward the His animal friends were still rampaging through the Eternity Chamber. The Major witnessed Nasca Belar’s Ohibi village, but Kord saw that the Ohibi warriors death and cursed himself for not protecting her. She were recovering their poise. Many of them had already was much more important than the engineer. retrieved weapons. War cries rang out and the Ohibi Suddenly, both running Egyptians were tackled from counter-attacked. Women flailing torches gathered from behind. the pyre meant for Kord scattered the hordes of rodar. The veteran warrior performed a somersault and So Kord let loose a call of his own. It was the call for hopped quickly to his feet, but the unathletic engineer fire, and every animal in the jungle knew to flee when crashed to the ground. Major Hopten-Ra spun. Facing they heard that warning. They all broke for the jungle. him was the jungle man, and he was armed with a Some of the animals had difficulty with the uphill climb spear. Between them, Takken Soth was spread-eagle on to reach safety. Some of them were felled or hobbled by the ground, unsure what to do. well-thrown weapons. The Ohibi wisely did not give Hopten-Ra leaped forward in a flash to protect the chase into the jungle. Ambushing sabertooths would engineer, his saber arcing toward his opponent. The make short work of them. jungle man leaped high into the air. So high, in fact, that As the animals dispersed back to their own territohe leaped over a blow aimed at his neck. Shocked by ries before the predators among them realized any this athletic display, Hopten-Ra was caught in the chest hunger, Kord cheered a cry of thanks to them all. Still by a vicious kick from the jungle man. clutching his side, he staggered through the dense Hopten-Ra staggered back and his enemy fell softly foliage until he found a cluster of Sata’Chlar ferns. He to his feet right beside Takken Soth. The engineer feebly knew the plants would soothe the pain and speed the kicked at the jungle man, but missed. The Stormer then healing process. plunged his spear into Takken Soth’s neck. Kord wanted to retrieve the strange artifact he had The Major had fought enough battles in the desert to stolen from the magician, but he knew the area would learn several effective tricks. Too late to save the doomed be swarming with Ohibi hunters. In his current condiengineer, he stabbed a hand down to the earth and tion, it would be better simply to wait. He was confiscooped up a small handful of dirt. dent that his hiding spot was secure. As the jungle man pulled his spear from the dead Angered though they might be, the Ohibi were now engineer, Hopten-Ra hurled the dirt into the Stormer’s free to rule their own lives again. Kord felt that he had eyes. not seen the last of strangers to his world. If necessary, The jungle man dropped his spear and jabbed his it was a fight he was willing to continue. fingers into his eyes, desperately trying to wipe the dirt An unwitting Storm Knight in a land valuable to the out. High Lords, Kord couldn’t begin to guess the struggles Smiling evilly, Hopten-Ra swung his saber, but a ahead of him. Those struggles would wait for another reflexive move of the jungle man only allowed the day. Kord reclined in the underbrush and fell immediEgyptian to inflict a shallow cut across the chest. ately to sleep, confident that he would be fully healed Regaining eyesight in at least one eye, the jungle when he awakened. man was ready for the next blow and dodged it entirely. 101
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THE STORY OF THE GANGSTER, THE MERCHANT HE MURDERED, AND THE MERCHANT’S ORPHANED DAUGHTER, WHO TOOK THE NAME SHARHAZÁD, BECAME A STORM KNIGHT, AND RESCUED THE WEALTH OF CAIRO ... ran like a man whose wife caught him in bed with another woman. Luckily for me, Mobius hadn’t made much of an attempt to run Cairo personally. He’d only put a gangster named Muggsy in charge six months ago. I’d heard he’d been bleeding the city dry with excessive taxes and outright theft, so I was expecting to face pretty rough odds. But since I hit town this morning I’d only faced off against a half dozen goons. In fact the whole city seemed to have a strange feel to it. Everyone seemed to be waiting for some kind of news — even the thugs on my tail. Of course, Cairo’s problems weren’t mine. The plans for the radio wave mind control device burned a hole in my jacket pocket as hot as my ex-wife’s gaze and all I wanted to do was find some wet little hole to crawl into, preferably one doused in cheap gin, and figure out what to do next. The sun burned so bright overhead it turned the streets of Cairo into long canyons of white, blazing stucco that were starting to drive me crazy. I knew if I didn’t get some shuteye soon I was taking the big fall. The sweat from my forehead rolled into my eyes and blinded me. I knocked over so many fruit carts and pushed so many people out of the way ’cause I was so dizzy with exhaustion there was no way I could lose the two goons still on my tail. I needed something good to happen and I needed it soon. That’s when I stumbled on to the plaza. You know, one of those big, open air market affairs. The crowd was thick and busy. There were five avenues out of the area and all I had to do was lose myself in the mob and calmly use one of the streets as an exit. The goons would quickly lose their trail here. I was certain of it. I checked behind me. The two gorillas, dressed in their tacky cheap suits, were just a block back. They saw me and flashed me their pearly whites to say hi. I smiled myself, waved my hand goodbye and ducked into the crowd. Everyone was shouting and making deals and jostling each other so roughly I thought for a moment I was back in the office of my wife’s lawyer during the divorce proceedings. I forced my way past one person after another. Nobody paid any attention to me — they thought I was just another bargain hunter in a hurry. I’d gotten half way across the plaza and was heading for second street from the left as my escape route when everybody sat down. Let me repeat that, ’cause when it happened it kind of caught me off guard, too. Like I said, I was working my way across a plaza packed with people and noise and smells that shouldn’t



Shahrazád be found anywhere outside of a baby’s nursery, when be working alongside her one day. suddenly this silence falls all over the place and everyI glanced back to my own personal angel of death. one just sat down. He look up at the dame with confusion, but seemed Just like that. content to wait it out until the reinforcements arrived. Now I’m not embarrassed to tell you that I panicked. For my part I didn’t know what to do, so I sat down. I I mean, since the invasion I’ve seen lots of strange stuff. didn’t know what was going to happen either, but I also I saw a man driven insane cause he tampered with the didn’t have a plan to escape. So I figured that rest I so forces of the newly born Egyptian gods. Once I rescued badly wanted had finally come up and I’d see if I could the brain of a physicist that had been transplanted into come up with an idea. a huge computing machine. And just the week before I The woman addressed the crowd and said, “In the was in a town possessed by hypnotic suggestions com- name of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful. Praise ing out of AM radios. The Empire of the Nile is not the be to Allah, the Beneficent King, the Creator of the place you want to be if your idea of a good time is universe, who hath raised the heavens without pillars, having any idea of what the hell is going on. and spread out the earth as a bed; and blessing and So when everybody shut up and sat down I thought peace be on the lord of apostles, our lord and our master for sure I’d stumbled into some newfangled weird Mohammad, and his family; blessing and peace, enscience trap. Maybe the shoppers really weren’t people during and constant, unto the day of judgement.” at all. Maybe they were just scorpions dressed up to Did I tell you I was in love with this woman at once? look like people and they were taking their costumes When she spoke I was certain that she was really an off. I’d heard of stranger stuff. angel of God come down to deliver a message to the But when I whirled around I saw that my personal crowd and me. We’re talking music in the form of gorilla escort was looking pretty confused as well. words here. She barely moved, and when she did, her What’s more, both of them looked kind of afraid. They silks flowing, it was an intense and specific gesture. It stood by the entrance of the plaza looking at crowd, as aided her words, boring them into us. if they were afraid to make a move with the mob right I glanced over at the thug. He shifted kind of uncomthere. The crowd noticed the goons and glared at them. fortably and then saw me looking at him. Whatever At that moment I knew that something weird was he’d been thinking quickly left what he had for a brain going down. I didn’t know what, but it seemed to me and he tried to stare me down. I laughed and looked that the crowd in Cairo was currently riled up against back to the storyteller. Muggsy’s enforcers and the goons knew it. As the “It is related (but Allah alone is all-knowing, as well crowd murmured to itself and cast angry glances at the as all-wise, and almighty, and all-bountiful)” she said thugs, the two goons made a plan. They pointed at each to the crowd, “that there was, in modern day times, a other and gestured at the sky. A moment later one of ruler of Egypt named Pharaoh Mobius, possessing them ran off and the other stood by the entrance of the numerous troops, and guards, and servants.” I knew I plaza, smiling at me, his pistol hanging loosely in his should of been worrying about my own skin, but there hand. was something about her — her way of talking — her I tried to guess what they were doing and it seemed figure — I don’t know — that drew my attention. to me that the guy who left was going for reinforceThis is the story she told: ments. Muggsy’s boys wanted me alive, as a present for Mobius, but I knew that guy who stayed to watch me And know, O brothers and sisters, that I had a father, would plug me if I tried to make a break for it, even if a merchant, who was one of the first in rank among the he was afraid of the crowd. people and the merchants, and who possessed abunA second hush fell over the crowd and all eyes dant wealth and fortune. And know that three months turned to a small platform at the center of the plaza. I ago a servant of Pharaoh Mobius, lord Muggsy, a man looked too, and there, climbing up the stairs to the who we all know well for he has ruled our city for two platform, was one of the best looking broads I’d ever months past, approached my father and laid claim to all seen. that he possessed. And my father said to the lord, By She was dressed in colorful silks that flowed around what right do you claim all that I worked for and that her like water in a stream at sunset. Unlike most of the which has been bestowed upon me by the good will of other women in the area her face wasn’t veiled — which Allah, (whose name be exalted!)? And the lord of Cairo was just great cause her skin was the color of black opal replied, I got orders, see? I’m the boss in town — in case and her features as delicate as a jade carving. But she you hadn’t a’ heard — and I ain’t too keen on guys was strong, proud — a woman who could take care of stowin’ up more loot than me! So fork it over, pops, or herself. I’ll give you a new hole or two with my little friend here And she was a Storm Knight. I didn’t know who she to help you breath better! My father’s ire rose, for he was, but she was definitely one of us — you can tell knew that Egypt had fallen into the hands of men who these things. Picked my spirits right up to know I might cared not for the laws of Mohammad, and who had 103



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire replaced the word of the true prophet with false wor- of me to fade with the introduction of new concerns, and ship of the old gods. And his anger could not be allowing my former friends to think I had run off to contained, and before my very eyes I saw him spring another city. Thus prepared I began the task I had set for like the lion toward lord Muggsy and claw at the myself — bring lord Muggsy to ruin. From sunrise to invader’s throat; but to no avail. The lord screamed, Get sunrise I walked near the fortress of our city’s lord so that this guy off me, ya bums! and those who attended the I might find the means to his destruction. I kept my face lord quickly drew to their master’s side and slit the flesh veiled so none would recognize me, and was thus able to of my father’s arm from elbow to wrist. And my dear make the acquaintance of several guards who stood father, who I remember in every detail to this day, watch by the lord’s large walls. called out to me, Oh, run, my daughter, run, for our Said I to a guard at a desolate post on the third day, nation is besieged by monsters and the law of man is Your master does not often leave the fortress, and while ground to dust. doing so moved close to him for I had learned that men Upon these words I quitted my house, for my mother think nothing of a woman’s mind if they think of her as had long since died and the city’s lord had just taken flesh first. And he replied, Ya, the boss, he ain’t one for possession of all I owned. Nothing more remained but going around the town. Then I placed a finger to his the memories of my father’s murder. With no more of shoulder and asked, Yet surely he leaves on certain value than the jewelry I wore on my person, I leaped out occasions? He flushed and replied, Well, first, don’t call a window and ran into the city’s dark streets. The lord’s me Shirley, whereupon he laughed with such unwitting servants pursued me well into the night. But God abandon at his own limited sense of humor that I thought (whose name be exalted!) delivered me and saved me I might retch thereupon, but I retained my resolve and from discovery, and supplied me with a large wicker heard him out. And he continued, No, but, uh, seriously, basket in the midst of many wicker baskets at Omar’s you know, he goes out every once in a while... I dunno. He Outdoor Emporium of Wicker Baskets. And there I hid shrugged his shoulders and leered at me with a mouth until the sun’s rays cracked the night; then I left my that reeked of stale beer (for it is their way to flaunt the shelter and joined those who moved about the city at laws that Mohammad, in his wisdom, established); then the start of a new day. he ran his hand down the length of my arm and said, So’se I walked the streets of the city that day, searching the I noticed youse been hanging around, kinda. Right? But faces of my fellow citizens for signs of kinship in pain. I had not yet gained the information I desired and asked, Lo, though many would have given me alms had I but But certainly someone in such a worthy position as yours asked, in no eyes did I see a reflection of my own knows much of the ways and habits of your master; and despair. At first I thought then that there was no pain he said to me, You know, for a broad you sure ask alota’ but my own, but as I proceeded through Cairo I learned questions. And I replied, It is only my desire to know that the city was filled with strife — but that each man men, men who are true men, which prompts me to and woman bore their pain alone. I spent the day thus, badger you so with my curiosity. Forgive me for my and studied the faces of those around me, and saw that intrusions, and with this I started to leave. So moved with each had lost somebody, or something, or a piece of desire for me was he that he began showering me with the themselves since the day Pharaoh Mobius created his shimmering jewels of his language, Hey! Hey, toots, no throne. But I also saw that each person toiled each day harm done. I know lots about the boss — I just don’t and created a life out of the Invasion. Each worked and wants us gettin’ side tracked, that’s all. You knows how prayed and loved despite the difficulties. Was I now no it is, you bein’ a broad and I bein’ a man — a true man, you different? I resolved then that I should conduct my life know, like you said — and all. You know. in their example, for there was nothing before me but an Prompted thus I grabbed the guard by the lapel of his unknown future. As it is said, The day of death is better brown, double breasted suit and dragged him into the than the day of birth, because nothing is wanted after small shack that was his post and pulled him close up the day of death, and the contrary is the case with to my face. My body’s warmth tempted him like an respect to the day of birth. My day of death was my Effreeti’s ring upon a husband’s hand, and I said, Then father’s murder, and I knew that I had forfeited my you know this as well: a true man knows his master and desires when I saw him slain before my eyes. fears not his master. If you have shame discussing your I went to a merchant and sold the jewelry I possessed. master’s life then you are not a real man but a manikin I kept only a silver comb my father gave me when I was made of clay and sawdust. Whereupon he stammered, a girl of five, and which I always wore in my hair. Then Look, lady, I don’t know nothing about sawdust and I went to the district of Suleymán and found a simple stuff, I just know that Lefty let loose some scoop on the apartment that would serve me well and use little of my boss and they found’m the next day all over the city — savings, and then secured utensils and food that would a hand in this neighborhood, a foot over in the square store for several months. I hid myself from both the rulers — and I don’t, you know... of the land and the people of Cairo until the moon had I therefore took leave of him, saying, Then you are shed her form twice, allowing lord Muggsy’s memories not a real man. A man who is enslaved to another can 104



Shahrazád never have my love. He then shouted, Waits! I’ll let you Even the Sháh-Bandar of the merchants came to me, in on something; but even as he spoke I continued to and saluted me; and the merchant ’Alee said to him, in walk on which only prompted him to continue all the the presence of the other merchants, O, my mistress, more ardently. He continued, Money! That’s all the probably thou hast brought with thee some of such boss cares about is money. He never leaves except to kind of stuff. So I answered him as we had arranged the pick up some new loot! Now come on, baby, hows night before in his home with the single word, Abunabout it? I’m a real man now, right? And with that I dance! Then one of the merchants said to me, O my turned upon him and spat, You seek my affection now, mistress, hast thou brought yellow cloth? I answered, proving yourself only after I left you? You are not a Abundance! Another said, And red, of the gazelle’s man! You are dog who shows loyalty only when it blood? I answered, Abundance! And a third asked, and becomes hungry! And with that I turned once more and positronic capacitors for invisible flight belts? I ancontinued on my way, lavishing thanks upon Allah swered, Abundance! And every time a merchant asked (whose name be exalted!) for allowing me to have what me respecting any thing, I answered him, Abundance! I sought for so little cost. And while we were sitting, lo, a beggar came round At once I prepared a plan. Once I arrived home I to the merchants, and some of them gave him farthings, gathered the gold I had saved into leather sacks and and some of them gave him a crown, and most of them went to the house of the merchant ’Alee Ahmad, a gave him aught, until he came to me, whereupon I took friend of my father’s from since the time I was a little a handful of royals from my savings, and gave it to him. girl. Lo, he was heartened to hear that I was well, and he So he prayed for me, and departed; and the merchants lavished upon me chicken fried red in clarified cows’ wondered thereat, and said, Verily this is the gift of butter and sweet dates from his own garden. Over kings; for she gave the beggar crowns without even dinner thus I outlined my plan and he laughed aloud counting them; and were she not a person of great and said he would aid me until either my scheme was riches, and possessing abundance, she would not have completed or my life found its untimely end. We de- given the beggar a handful of riches. And after a while cided that I would wear a veil so that my identity would a there came to me a poor woman; whereupon I took remain a secret, and agreed that my new appellation another handful, and gave it to her, and she prayed for would be the revered name of Shahrazád, so that none me and left and told the other poor persons. So they would connect me with my father’s murder. advanced upon me, and to each I gave a handful of And on the following morning I hired porters who royals, until I had disbursed all the money that I had in carried me upon a chair to the gate of the market of the my possession; after which I lowered my head to my merchants, who were all sitting there, and the merchant hands and said, God is our sufficiency, and excellent is ’Alee was sitting among them: so when he saw me, he the Protector! So the merchants gathered around and rose and threw himself upon me, saying to me, A said, What ails you, O merchant Shahrazád? And I blessed day, O Shahrazád, O woman of good works said, It seems most of the people of this city are poor and and of kindness! You have returned from your travels needy, and they answered, Indeed it is true, for our city abroad and secured the fortune you swore you would! has been besieged by a mob boss named Muggsy who Then he kissed my hand before the merchants, and takes all he can from anyone who lives in Cairo. And I said, O our brothers and sisters, the merchant Shahrazád continued, If I had known thus I would have arrived hath delighted you by her arrival. They therefore sa- with my saddle bags full of royals, as it is my custom luted me, and the merchant ’Alee made signs that they never to reject a beggar. Would that I had another should show me honor: and my presence magnified in thousand royals that I might give them in alms until my their eyes. ’Alee helped me down from the chair, and merchandise comes. the merchants saluted me again; and the merchant So a merchant declared, No harm, and sent a servant ’Alee proceeded to go apart with one of them after to gather a thousand royals to lend me, and I gave every another, and to praise me to him; and they said to him, one of the poor who passed by me a handful of coins Is this a merchant? He answered them, Yes: indeed she until noon-prayers were chanted, whereupon I entered is the greatest of merchants, and there existeth not any the mosque, and performed the noon-prayers, and one more wealthy than she; for her wealth and the what remained with me of the royals I scattered over wealth of her father and forefathers are notorious among the heads of the worshippers. The attention of the the nations of Arabia; and she hath partners in Jordan people was therefore drawn to me, and they prayed for and Kuwait and Saudi Arabia and Yemen and Oman; me, and the merchants wondered at the abundance of and for generosity, her fame resteth on excellent foun- my generosity. I then inclined another merchant to lend dation. Therefore, know her dignity, and extol her rank, me another thousand royals, and these I distributed as and serve her; because she is not in need of travelling to well. And then another thousand, and then another, foreign parts for the sake of gain and profits, having and finally another. wealth which fires cannot consume, and I am of the I ceased not to do this for the span of ten days, until number of her humble servants. I had received from the merchants 120,000 royals. Of 105



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire course, my merchandise did not arrive, and the people Thereupon he considered my words carefully and were clamorous for their money. And since many mer- answered, Okay, toots. I’m thinking you’re legit, and chants of Cairo were secretly servants of lord Muggsy, that the boss’ going to want to have a word or two with they took their grievances to his servants. Accordingly you. And I answered, Who is this boss of yours, and they went to “Anchovy-Face” Miranda, and acquainted why would I want to see him? I have affairs to conduct him with what had happened, and said, O, we are throughout the city. As soon as my merchandise arboggled regarding this case with Shahrazád whose rives... Wherewith he shouted, That’s right baby. When generosity is excessive; for all the money that she you’re merchandise gets here you’ll be lettin’ the boss receives from us she distributes to the poor and no take a look at it. And he drew from his pocket a pistol matter what we ask her for she claims to have an and continued, Come on, baby, let’s go. Abundance of it. Now if she had little, would she not Shortly thereafter we arrived at lord Muggsy’s forrun off with monies we have given her? But if she were tress. The sky was filled with the stars and the moon of affluence, her proof would have arrived along with rested low to the west. Guards escorted me to their her merchandise. A considerable period has passed; master’s audience chamber, where I was left alone with but no tidings of her merchandise have come; and she the lord himself; nothing separated the two of us but the has become indebted to us for the amount of 120,000 gun he held in his hand. My thoughts suggested I lunge royals. — And they proceeded to praise his wisdom for him at that moment and tear his eyes out, no matter and his ability to crack his knuckles with a musical lilt. what the consequences; but upon a moment’s reflection And though only Allah knows exactly what thoughts I knew that there was more at stake than my revenge, passed through the mind of Anchovy-Face (and God is and I calmed myself at once. The murderer of my father all-knowing with respect to the things which He hideth, said, I hear you’re rolling in it, babycakes. I also hear and omniscient) I surmise they sounded of the follow- you got connections into the other realms. Well, I want ing: This broad’s either a dough-headed liar, in which connections like that, and you’re gonna’ get them for case I gotta get her off the streets before she cuts into the me, see. And I asked, And why would I help you? I profits, or she’s a dough-headed stinking-rich type, in already have money enough. I require nothing more. which case she’s an easy mark and I gotta send her to He smiled and said, Oh, yeah, dollface? Well, I figure the boss. So he said to the merchants, I’ll send for the you’ve got quite a bit stashed away. But you might still dame, and I’ll check it out. Don’t you worry boys, be impressed with what I have to offer. Whereupon I Anchovy-Face’s got everything under control. answered with a smile that belittled his confident manThen the mobster sent for me; and when I stood ner, Then take me to your treasure and let me see what before him he said with a leer, Well, you got an abun- you have — and then I shall judge whether you are dance all right, sweetheart! But let’s see about this worthy of my time. And if you are, I believe we can money of yours. And then he pulled out a small vial that make an merger between the two of us most produccontained a peculiar blue liquid, and said, All right; this tive. I stepped to him and placed my hand behind his here’s something cooked up by the boss’ boss, if you neck, for one brief moment passed my lips over the knows what I mean. It’ll extend your lifetime a thou- right side of his neck. Then I pulled away. He hesitated sand times — or so they tell me. It’s yours. That’s right, a moment and said, Yeah, sure, that’d be great. Okay, just take it sweetheart, and give me a guess at what you let’s get a move on. I gots lots of stuff to take care of. think its worth. We’re thinking about moving shipMany stairs we descended until we finally reached ments out of the Nile and I’d like to get your opinion on the lowest chamber of his fortress. Guards stood on the matter. Saying thus he handed me the vial. I held it either side of the room’s massive chamber. Upon its before my eyes and believed without doubt that his center was a large padlock. He withdrew a key from his statement was true; the blue of the formula sparkled coat pocket and unlocked the device and threw open from within and its color was the shade of the eternal the double doors. Within the room was a place like a sea itself; it was truly an elixir of life. And I dropped it bath, with four round, large tubs built into the ground. to the floor and the glass shattered and the formula Each tub was filled with treasure, from the bottom of sank into the cracks between the chamber’s stone bricks. the pit to the top of the ceiling. The first hole was full of Anchovy-Face stared at me, his mouth agape, and gold, the second was full of emeralds and pearls and demanded, What, you stupid tomato! You crazy or coral, the third was full of balass-rubies and turquois; something! You know how valuable that stuff is? And and the fourth was filled with diamonds and strange I replied, O, yes, I do, for I have seen similar substances gizmos of many wires and blinking lights. I checked a produced in other realms around the globe, and in my sharp intake of breath, for indeed all the treasure of own possession I have several vials, each more reliable Cairo was contained herein. He smiled at me with than the next and all more valuable than the one you undisguised pride, and said, Well, whatcha think? possess. Can there be any doubt that the magic of Aysle Upon this I replied, Adequate. He turned, his mouth or Orrorsh or the technological miracles of Kanawa open, and then stammered out, Adequate? It’s not would put your backward alchemical skills to shame? abundant? I mean, I was kinda thinkin’ this was abun106



Shahrazád dant here, like what I heard you got. See? And I said to slapped him, and said in a level tone, Regain your him, Your treasure is adequate. My treasure is abun- senses and be a man! Did you think my words of dant. But you have enough of value that our merged warning were idle fears? No, you cannot go to your fortunes would reap a healthy benefit for both of us. But superiors, for the ranks of Mobius are swollen with I must speak with you privately. Without a moment of traitors. No. This is a time for you to act alone. You must hesitation he closed the doors behind us. The towering grab hold of your life! His composure returned and treasures gleamed in the torchlight and he moved close said, Okay. Okay. Okay. I’m open to suggestion. Wadda to me. ya got in mind? To avoid further progress of his advances I introI took him aside and sat him down upon a pile of duced these words to his mind: Do you trust your gold and outlined my plan thus: Your wealth is your servants? He pulled back and answered, What? Wadda strength, (and he nodded vigorously at these words). ya talkin’ about. They wouldn’t cross me. They’re too You must move your wealth to a spot of safety and scared. And I passed around behind him and wan- secure your well being. I have such a spot in mind, an dered the treasures of the room, and said, Yes, they are ancient tomb only recently reclaimed from the sands of afraid now, because they are without assistance. But the desert. It is where my treasure shall rest when it what if they received assistance? And he answered, reaches Cairo. You must make your men move quickly. What? Whadda ya talkin’ about? I answered, If the Have them gather trucks and carry your wealth to the High Lords from other realms desired your treasure... vehicles. I will then lead you to the tomb. But you must would your minions remain loyal if they had the assis- tell no one of your strategy, for the location of your tance of a High Lord? Said he, Minions? What the hell’s wealth must remain our secret. At this he turned away a minions? Whereupon I answered near exasperation, and said quietly, I don’t know, peaches. Driving all my Thugs. Your goons. Would they betray you if they were treasure out into the middle of the night... Seems a bit aided by the world-shattering power of a High Lord? risky, see. I stood up and stared down at him and At which he replied, Well, yeah, I guess. If a High Lord replied, O, there is risk of course, but you have no choice cared about some hood in Cairo. I whirled and ex- but to embrace risk. I do not know when the assault tended my hands, gesturing to the gold and treasure begins, perhaps this very night! At this he shivered and and weird science devices around us and said, Look I continued, Once your treasure is secure you can take around us! Do you think such wealth could go unno- the time to make contact with Mobius, but until then ticed. And his pride recovered and he said, I thought haste and little thinking is your only course. If you have you said it wasn’t much. You really think somebody’d fear, bring guards, as many guards as you wish, and notice... And knowing that he was mine I said, They you can deal with them later. And he rose to meet my have noticed. Your time is short. I travelled to Cairo for eyes and said, All right, I’ll do it! And without a pause no other reason than to decide upon which side I would he rushed to the treasure room’s doors and called out, throw my power. I have decided to aid you, lord Guards! Muggsy, for your potential is great. But already your The men ceased not to carry basket after basket of men are plotting against you. Maps have been drawn, valuable treasure up the many stairs of the fortress; messages transmitted, secrets secured, compacts signed, whereupon countless trucks were laden with the basdeals made, codes created, and forgeries completed. If kets in preparation for the journey. Mobsters armed you would hold on to your wealth you would do well with machine-guns sat upon the roofs of the trucks and to listen to what I say. watched with wary eye for any sign of trouble, but there And he cried out to me, Yeah, jeez, I don’t know... was none, for no one had any notion of what was You sure about this? I crossed quickly to him and took transpiring. And then, when the final diamond was his lapels in my hand and said, My connections are far placed aboard a truck, the convoy drove off into the reaching, my power great. Follow my suggestions and darkness; and from my seat in a staff car at the front of we shall share all our wealth, for though your posses- the procession, alongside lord Muggsy, I gave direcsions are no more than a wart upon a toad compared to tions to the tomb that ’Alee had secured for our purmy own belongings, the wart is still part of the toad and poses. gives it strength. Know that plans are already in place After hours of travel we pulled off the road and to steal your treasure, to sack this very room, and take crossed the sands of the desert; when we reached the what is rightfully yours. At this he pulled away and site of the tomb lord Muggsy shouted orders and the began to pace, and said, Who are they? Who are the men dismounted and began to carry the treasure to the rats? I’ll rip’em apart with my own teeth! I replied, I ancient grave of a former ruler of Cairo. And the cannot tell you for I know not. The methods of Uthorion, gangster came to me as I stood in the cool night air and Malraux, and Kanawa are subtle and they seldom leave said, Listen, I been thinkin’, see, and if we wants this a trail. And with terror he threw his hands in the air and whole thing to be a secret we can’t have all deese guys screamed, All three of them! What ... I don’t get it! I gotta knowin’ where all the loot is. So I said to him, Your get ahold of Mobius! I then stepped up to him and thoughts are as crystal clear as the stars above and they 107



Strange Tales from the Nile Empire have discovered the single imperfection in my plan. wanted, when’s your stuff showing up? Once again the What are we to do? He answered, Well, I guess we gun hung lightly in his hand and he appeared relaxed; could rubs’em out, see. Sort of a tradition wit a lot of us. but I knew what that could mean, so I proceeded I rejoined, Aren’t there a great many of them for you to carefully, and said, Actually, there is only one piece of take on alone? And he answered, Naw. I don’t do it wealth that I possess today, but it is one of the most myself. I gets the boys from one truck to take care of the valuable objects in the world. This statement caught boys in another truck, and then some more boys from him off guard, as can well be imagined, but he was a third truck knocks off the buys in the first truck and so intrigued as well. He smiled, as if he understood a on. See? And with bobbing head and impressed smile clever secret, and said, You sold everything and bought I replied, O, I do, and if only I could think such thoughts, something with the bucks? What is it? An eternity then I would have the power you control today. And he shard? I reached back behind my head and removed said, Stick with me babe, and I think I’ll be able to take my silver comb from my hair; and as my hair fell to my you places. shoulders the gangster grunted in pleasure. I held the And he commenced to pull aside the leaders of one comb out before lord Muggsy’s face so that he could unit after another, calmly and without suspicion, as the look at it well, its long silver prongs glistening in the men moved the treasure into its new home. And when he electric light, and lord Muggsy stared at it with intense was done he walked up to me and gently took my arm curiosity. And I said to him, Much like that, for it has and said, Come on, toots, there’s gonna be trouble out only two properties. The first is that it is a gift from my here soon. We passed through the sturdy doorway of the father’s hand, a gift to his daughter that carried love tomb and travelled down a corridor now lit by electric and trust, and with this comb I have the power to lamps. On either side of me I saw the signs and symbols remember my father for all time. And the gangster of my nation’s past, a past supplanted by the merciful interrupted and said, Yeah, yeah, yeah, babe, that’s teachings of Mohammad. We stepped into the main great. But what’s it do? And I continued, But its more chamber, where lord Muggsy’s treasure was piled high. valuable power at this time is to consign you to eternal It was the wealth of my city, a wealth I would return soon. death; and with a sudden move I drove the long, thin And as we stood in the room looking upon the mass of prongs into lord Muggsy’s neck. Accordingly blood gold and gadgets, a guard came in and said, We’se done, streamed from his wounds, and his finger pulled the boss. All the baskets all been moved inside. And lord trigger of the gun, but the rounds shot into the sand Muggsy replied, All right. You knows what to do. Go tell floor and did me no harm. But the pain was intense, and your men. And Jocko, give me your rod in case there’s he released the gun and clutched at his throat, and trouble in here. I wants to protect the lady, see. removed the comb, which only served to release more Whereupon the guard gave lord Muggsy his gun blood. So he fell to the floor, and a moist noise gurgled and left, and the gangster turned to me and smiled, and from his lips. And shortly thereafter, after he crawled I smiled back, though there was no pleasure in my for three feet on his hands and knees, he died. heart. And in a the space of three breaths a wild rage of machine-gun fire began, which was followed by an “And so, people of Cairo,” she cried, “know that absolute silence; and then a new storm of bullets flew, your oppressor is dead and your city’s treasure is followed again by silence; and then a third time the recovered. Even now the wealth of the tomb is on its patter repeated; and then a fourth; and a fifth; and again way back, and we shall distribute it and strengthen our and again; until finally there was nothing but a steady city once again.” With that the crowd leaped up to their quiet, unbroken by any sound. Lo though I could hear feet. Before they blocked my view of the clod who nothing, lord Muggsy stood rigid, though the arm that followed me, I saw the poor sap let loose a look of fear held his gun appeared relaxed; he stared at the door of that would have made a lion pause before it ripped his the chamber. Then I heard the sound of footsteps in the throat out. But this crowd was no lion. They were sand, and Jocko and four of his servants appeared, and human beings that had been pushed by a cruel bureauJocko said, All done, boss. And when the words left his cracy that took away their dignity and cash. I turned lips, lord Muggsy said, Good, and raised his gun and away, but distinctly heard one round go off before the fired into the five men, knocking them back against the crowd overwhelmed him and his screams filled the air. painted walls of the chamber; and their bodies shook It was a tough life being an enforcer, I thought. You like dolls in the hands of an angry child. don’t make up the rules, but you take it in the kisser When the bodies had fallen to the ground and lay when everybody wants to play a different game. still, lord Muggsy turned to me, and he said, See nothin’ I walked toward the street I’d been heading for to it. The boys take care of each other, and I take care of earlier. The citizens of Cairo were about to tear their the best of ’em. I replied, Your skills leave nothing to be town into little tiny pieces, and I wanted to get to desired. The echoes of the gunfire finished and he someplace safe before I got trapped in some mindless asked, Now that my treasure’s all stowed away like we act of fury. 108



Shahrazád As I walked toward the street I felt a hand grab me on “Very well then, I shall assist you. Follow me.” the shoulder. By the time I’d turned around my pistol I did, and it was a wonderful sight. She led me across was in my hand as if I’d just pulled a magic trick in a the plaza to a little hole in the wall. We ducked down nightclub. It was her, Shahrazád. She smiled at me. inside and I found myself in a tunnel sloping down. “Jack Tanner?” The gun didn’t seem to concern her at “Where the heck...?” all. “It was travelled by a man who had important “You spin a good yarn.” information he had to get to his companions. Would “All true.” you like to hear about it?” “Yeah, that’s what scares me. You’re one tough “Sure,” I said as we started walking down the slope. woman.” It looked like my trip to safety was going to take longer “Probably no tougher than you. You want to get out than I thought. She said: of here? I was told to find you. I was told by a woman named Fátimah that you needed help getting docuThere were, in modern times, in the Empire of the ments out of the Empire.” Nile, that which had once been Egypt, two heroes who I could here the screams of the mob passing into travelled down a sloped tunnel ... another quarter now. The story was spreading fast. “Yeah. I’m pretty beat.”
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Appendix: The Clash of Realities Greg Gorden



What happens when two realities collide? We are not talking about two different perceptions of reality, but two different sets of rules for how the world works. What happens if one reality accepts magic, the other rejects it as impossible? If technology advances faster in one reality than another? If social ideas, such as democracy, are incomprehensible to natives from one reality? What is it like to live in a world that works in more than one way? What if your town works under a reality that does not work for you? Or a reality that does not feel right to you? These questions intrigued us. We sat down, wrote, argued, jumped around, pointed to books as examples, used movies as counter-examples, drew maps, created characters, adopted silly voices, plotted stories, stayed up way too late, illustrated scenes, and argued some more. Eventually, we created the Torg universe. The time is close to the present; we call it the Near Now. Several different realities have invaded Earth. These realities now collide with the reality of our planet, which we call Core Earth. It is but one of eight realms currently present on Earth, including the Living Land, Aysle, the Cyberpapacy, Orrorsh, Nippon Tech, Tharkold and the “Space Gods.” To better explain the problems of warring realities, we present this memo, smuggled from the files of the Delphi Council, the provisional government of the United States. Portions of North America are currently occupied by edeinos, primitive man-like lizards who make up for their low tech level by having a powerful faith and potent miracles. Delphi Council scientists have been investigating some of the phenomena caused by the clash of realities in the Living Land. MILITARY INTELLIGENCE - EYES ONLY TO: Doctor C. Alfred Cook, M.D., Delphi Council Adjutant Command; cc Joint Chiefs, National Security Council, Surgeon General, Houston White House. FROM: Doctor Martin Freed, M.D. Doctor Cook: I have just begun the early research on the “disorientation” phenomenon we discussed on 6/21 and have reached a few preliminary conclusions. 1)We have been able to confirm that the “disorientation” seems to have been triggered in all victims by a visit to the region shrouded by the Living Land’s “Deep Mist”, but, as you shall soon see, we no longer believe the mist itself is the actual cause of the disorientation phenomenon. 2)There is no clear biological connection between the “disorientation” victims whom we have studied thus far. Some fall prey to the phenomenon the instant they enter the region, others do not experience disorienta-



The Clash of Realities tion until they have been there for several weeks. Still 6) Our own current hypothesis holds there is an xothers never seem to experience the phenomenon at all. factor present in the regions occupied by the edeinos The factor which makes one more or less susceptible to and in parts of the Nile Empire. This x-factor has a disorientation remains a mystery. prearranged pattern. Furthermore, we believe that this x-factor is somehow connected with metaphysics itself. 3) While under the effects of the syndrome, all the We believe that an entire “reality” governs each of victims clearly maintain a sense of being and identity. these regions. Each reality deviates wildly from our The real effect wrought by the syndrome is a shift in the own. The laws of science, sociology, and psychology all victim’s ability to perceive reality, not a removal of that wildly differ from those we live under. Our modern faculty altogether. One victim, for example, clearly technologies do not function in these areas because the recognized and acknowledged a helicopter and its reality of the area simply does not permit their use. The capabilities. When asked to describe the copter, the changes in the social structure of the Nile Empire seem victim characterized the machine as a large flying ani- odd from our own perspective, but probably make mal and expressed amazement at the ease with which perfect sense from within. The “magic” which has been the locals have apparently domesticated it. In all other displayed in both regions has been made possible by ways, the victim seemed quite rational. the new scientific laws which govern phenomena in each region. We believe that the victims of the so-called 4) We are 99% certain that the cause of the phenom- “disorientation” have been retuned to the alien realities enon is neither biological nor internally triggered. When of the edeinos and the Nile Empire. No doubt our own questioned, many of the disorientation victims we have conduct is as puzzling to the victims as their conduct is studied answered cosmological and philosophical ques- to us. The victims are no longer able to perceive our tions with rhetoric that is strikingly similar to the reality as natural. edeinos’ own. Most of these victims had no contact with the edeinos and their beliefs prior to questioning. 7) Our research supports the claim that stories have an impact on resisting this disorientation. This appears 5) My researchers and I believe that the disorientation true only for stories containing elements vital to our phenomenon is NOT isolated to the United States. Re- culture. There is weak evidence suggesting stories may ports from Israeli Army field doctors describe an illness help reclaim a disoriented victim. While more research similar to the disorientation syndrome we’ve been study- is neccessary, it is clear our beliefs intimately tie us to ing. The Israeli victims have a difficult time understand- whatever resource the enemy hopes to win from us. I ing most modern technologies and experience frequent feel confident in saying that this war is not a conflict bursts of hyperactivity which the field doctors have over geography or inanimate resources. The war is curiously characterized as “melodramatic.” truly is a battle for the hearts and minds of the populace.
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If you’ve enjoyed reading about the Possibility Wars, you can now live it in this exciting rolplaying game from West End Games. For more information about the game, visit www.westendgames.com.
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