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      Death, it seems, isn’t always the end.

      I was a soldier, fighting for the lives of the whole damned world, when I went and got myself obliterated by this alien fuck.

      I figured that was it. Game over, done. But then I woke up in a different body, in a strange world full of dust and ruins, with awesome martial arts skills I’d never had before. Not to mention a chi gift thing that seemed to work a lot like magic.

      I had no clue why or how it all happened. All I knew was that there were these monster girls I was supposed to protect from an endless horde of semi-human things that wanted us all dead.

      And there were these words seared into my brain like a motivational quote:

      You can save them. You can save ALL of them.

      Of course, I had no clue who the words referred to, whether there was any truth to them at all, or where to fucking begin.

      Rogan’s Monsters: Wastelands follows our hero's sword-swinging adventure across the wastes of a strange new world. It is the first book in a harem series that includes isekai, wuxia, xianxia elements (martial arts and magic), as well as a few gamelit mechanisms for good measure. Set (mostly) in a post-apocalyptic world, it contains violence, nudity, and sex, as well as alien invasions, wraiths, and monster girls.

      

      Read at your own risk.
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      I was taking a leak when the siren sounded. “Fuck,” I said, and tried to force myself to pee faster.

      “Move it! Move it! Move it!”

      That was the Sarge’s booming voice, coming from the barracks next to the latrines. He was yelling at the new recruits. “Come on, ladies! This is not a drill! You have one minute, count them, one minute, to gather your gear and get your asses onto the transport! Shit is going to get very real, damn fast! Move it, move it, move it!”

      “Shit,” I said. I felt a lurch in the pit of my stomach. This was what I’d come back for. What I’d been looking forward to ever since getting half my leg blown open by an enemy energy blast. The leg still wasn’t one hundred percent and would never be, but with the damned goblins engaged on a mission of total annihilation, anyone capable of standing upright and holding a gun had found themselves in a uniform of some kind.

      Or back in uniform, as was my case.

      Not that I didn’t want to do my part. I couldn’t wait to get my revenge for all the surgeries, all the pain, and all the righteous anger that had pent up inside me.

      Still, the last thing I wanted was to face those awful space monsters with piss staining my pants, so I stayed where I was for just a few seconds more and hoped that the Sarge wouldn’t–

      “Ward! Hurry up! It’s going to take you twice as long as my slowest recruit to get ready!”

      Ward. That was me. Rogan Ward. The Sergeant was standing behind me in the doorway, and I could picture his expression of disgust even though I was focused on something else entirely. He was a blocky, scary-looking guy with a burn scar covering his left arm. He’d been a pain in my ass ever since I’d hobbled off the transport and limped onto the base yesterday to join the new recruits, even though I technically wasn’t one.

      “Sir! No sir!” I bellowed. “Just finishing up!”

      “You’ve got ten seconds or you’ll get my foot in your ass for making me wait!” the Sarge replied.

      I knew what he was thinking. It was what they all thought. Under normal circumstances, I shouldn’t have been allowed back. I was damned slow, with a hobble that made me shuffle worse than a one-legged zombie.

      Still, I could point and shoot, which made me valuable enough to allow me back into combat. The Army hadn’t even made me stop the painkillers for the occasion—a sign that they were truly desperate.

      Likely I would die, but not without taking more than my share of the enemy with me. The goblins, the wraiths, those alien shitbags that had come to my world to murder us all. Who wouldn’t want to grab a gun and blast them off the face of the planet?

      My head was willing, and my heart was filled with righteous indignation. But my body didn’t match my desires, not anymore, and that disconnect caused all sorts of problems.

      The new recruits had tried to start a betting pool about how long it would take me to die out on the battlefield. Until the Sarge set them straight about the origin of my shuffle. In my short stay here it had been the only time the Sarge had acknowledged that I’d already lost much to the war with the goblins. But he still didn’t like me.

      He didn’t think I should be there, and I didn’t blame him. All I could do was try to prove him wrong.

      I squeezed the last drop and tucked myself away. Then I scrambled as best I could to where I had dropped my gear, while the siren was still sounding and everyone else was getting ready. I’d arrived with orders to catch one of the transports heading out, but I hadn’t known they were all leaving today.

      By the looks of things in camp, no one else had, either.

      “Thirty seconds!” Sarge yelled. “Move it! Move it! Move it!”
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      Despite my supposed head start, I was still one the last one climbing into the hulking transport. Not because I hadn’t been trying, but because my bum right leg had chosen that moment to lock up in a spasm of pain. I popped a couple of pills sans water and waited for the excruciating spasms to pass. Finally, with sweat pouring down my face, I hobbled to the last transport, hoping no one had spotted my little episode and changed their mind about me going. At least I’d made it.

      Of course, there wasn’t enough room on the bench seats for me, so I sat with one butt cheek dangling in midair. When the transport took off with a lurch, the door flew open, and I nearly ended up in the mud. Fortunately, the guy next to me reached out and grabbed me before I could go ass over tit.

      The door banged close again, and a chorus of irritated voices called out to lock it down. I did so, then turned to the guy who’d saved me.

      “Thanks,” I managed, but his only response was a look that suggested he regretted doing what he did.

      I couldn’t really blame him. If I was a capable guy and had to put up with someone like me on my team, I would just as soon have left him behind, too. But I’d resolved to stay out of everyone’s way, and that no one would notice if I couldn’t keep up. As far as I was concerned, no one was going to risk their life for me.

      As we made our way to the main road, some of the guys began asking questions, expressing bravado at finally getting to act, and generally just being guys with too much pent-up energy and no immediate outlet.

      Of course, there were no real answers, and nobody really acknowledged the core reality of what was happening, even though we all knew.

      Training, such as it was, was over. We were being deployed. The where of it didn’t matter, because it was much the same all over the world. We were joining the fight against monsters from space—goblins, wraiths, and who knew what else. It would be the fight of our lives because we had no option. We had to kick ET’s ass right off the planet, or we would die.

      I spent a few moments checking my gear even though it was too late to do anything if I’d forgotten something. I’d remembered the basics. Helmet, AC lens, rifle, boots, vest, and pack. And, of course, a standard-issue parachute.

      For jumping out of a plane, right into the middle of danger. The jumping out of the plane part didn’t bother me, though, as much as the landing part. I wasn’t going to complain now, however, even if it would have done some good. I just needed to make sure I fell onto the left side of my body to minimize impact on my right leg.

      The transport took us to the local airbase, and then we went up into the sky, several hundred guys and girls who used to be plumbers, delivery drivers, marketing execs and more, and who never would have picked up a gun in their lives if the aliens hadn’t attacked.

      Before the world turned to shit, I’d been in my last semester of college, still working in a videogame arcade, spending my days playing first-person shooters, rally car simulations, and even some of the old-school pinball machines we kept at the back. I had been looking for a job, a real job with some purpose, but I wasn’t finding it.

      When news of the aliens first broke, I was one of the thousands who couldn’t believe they were unfriendly. They were interstellar travelers, their mission to seek out new life and new civilizations, to boldly go where no one has gone before.

      We were the violent ones, right?

      We held our breath and watched as the politicians debated, knowing that one dumb politician with his foot in his mouth would be all it took to start an interstellar confrontation.

      The wisdom at the time had been that any civilization advanced enough to cross an interstellar gulf would be technologically superior to us in every way. If they were hostile, we wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Provoking them wasn’t something anyone wanted.

      So we missed our chance. If we’d bombed the fuck out of them the first moment we could, we might have saved ourselves a whole lot of grief. A single nuclear strike might have been able to do it, taking out the mothership before it came into orbit next to the moon.

      We could have done it. We had the technology. It was even put forward as an idea, with the talk show hosts going into great detail about how it would happen.

      But by the slimmest of margins, the world’s politicians agreed to wait.

      And then it was too late. Hundreds, thousands, then tens of thousands of smaller ships emerged from the mothership and spread themselves all over the earth. Each one of these new ships was still massive, still as large as the cities they positioned themselves over.

      Before we realized what they were doing, they’d already made it impossible for us to nuke them without catching ourselves in the blast.

      The funny thing was that we had been wrong. Sure, they were alien and capable of hauling their moon-sized ship between worlds. But for some reason, they were only slightly more advanced than we were in the areas that mattered.

      They didn’t unleash a virus that could kill us all in an instant. Nor did they hit us with a beam of energy that could wipe out entire cities.

      Instead, they sent down armored troops with handheld weapons that could have come straight out of a Marvel film set.

      The weapons were much like our own rifles, firing bursts of energy instead of bullets. More powerful than ours, but not so much that it wouldn’t be a fair fight.

      The goblins themselves weren’t that much taller or stronger, either. Green-skinned with pointy ears and eyes that formed slits, they were vulnerable just like humans. Some of the guys I went through training with could have taken them one-on-one. Even I would have had a good chance back then, too, and had bragged about it when I signed up at a recruitment center after having abandoned my studies, eager to defend Earth against alien invaders.

      But we’d underestimated a couple of things.

      First, the goblin armor was much better than ours and made them much harder to kill with our standard weapons. We lost a lot of good men and women in that first wave of attacks. I’d almost lost my leg, and I’d been lucky.

      Second, but more importantly, we didn’t know about the wraiths. And it was a devastating miscalculation.

      Because unlike the goblins, the wraiths were capable of real, actual, honest-to-fuck magic.

      No one had killed one. No one. And their presence had nearly sealed our doom.
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      I’d never been able to sleep on a plane. Not before the attack, even on civilian flights where the seats were actually comfortable. And certainly not now, sitting on a hard bench, heading to war against an alien foe after having been in and out of hospitals for years.

      Some of the other guys and girls seemed to have no problem sleeping. And while they did, I leaned my head back against the fuselage and thought of the night before, and even though I hadn’t known it, my last night of freedom. And what would very likely be my last night spent with a woman.

      She’d been a redhead. We’d met at a local watering hole for some of the military personnel, but she didn’t work or live on base. Rather, she’d shown up in a casual but hip-hugging dress, drinking at the bar and watching the recruits generally make drunken asses of themselves.

      I’d sat down next to her and struck up a conversation, bought her a drink. She didn’t seem to mind that one leg caused me to hobble around the room. In fact, she wanted to know how it had happened, had asked for more details than I was willing to give.

      To distract her, I’d asked if she wanted to dance. It was dumb, but a slow song was playing and most people were simply holding their partners and swaying in place. And I could do at least that. She’d taken my hand and went with me out onto the small dance floor, where I put my hands on her waist and we swayed in time with the music.

      Her body was slight, smaller than most women I’d dated. But she was intoxicatingly gorgeous, and I couldn’t help but wonder how I’d gotten this lucky. I put my forehead against hers, and we held a quiet conversation as we swayed in place.

      Nothing too deep, just a few laughs. I did tell her about my desire to kill all the alien fucks that were trying to obliterate us, but it was said off-handedly, and then we moved on to another topic.

      And then, when the music stopped, she’d taken me home to her place.

      Just because I had a fucked-up leg didn’t mean I couldn’t show her a good time, and as I thrust into her, ignoring the pain in my leg and working up a sweat, I thought that if I died tomorrow, it would all be worth it.

      And if I didn’t die, then I’d come back to the bar and find this woman again.

      And maybe even ask her name.

      We’d come almost at the same moment, and it was pure bliss. Not long after, I’d had to leave and headed back to the base.

      But I’d swore that if I made it out of this war alive, the first thing I would do would be to go back to that bar and ask for her phone number.

      And now I was heading to combat, shipped off with my new unit and likely to die with them. But I remembered the way that redhead’s body smelled, the way she felt beneath me.

      And I was grateful that she’d been my last.

      Heads were lolling all over the place when the Sarge strolled up and started bellowing once again.

      “Wakey wakey, ladies!” he yelled. “Shit is about to go down, and we can’t have you sleeping on the job!”

      He waited half a beat for the sleepers to crawl their way back to consciousness. “Right! Now, some of you lovelies will be wondering where the fuck we are going, and what our mission might be. Well, I’ll tell you. In their infinite wisdom, the powers that be have decided that the town of Lauder Hill is of high strategic value, even though it’s no more a fly speck on the ass end of the world. It will come as no surprise to you all that Lauder Hill has come under attack. There’s a goblin ship right over top, and reports have come in of kill teams moving through the suburbs. People are dying, my lovelies, and it is up to us to stop them.”

      The Sergeant looked around at the recruits sitting shoulder-to-shoulder. Whatever he might have been thinking, it didn’t look particularly complimentary.

      He grimaced and continued. “There is, of course, no runway. No airport, and no possibility of landing. In a normal battle, in a mission like this, we would send highly trained paratroopers in behind enemy lines to attack them from all sides. Unfortunately, all our highly trained men are either dead or deployed elsewhere, which means it’s all up to you!”

      I heard the contempt in his voice, but apparently some of the others didn’t. They thought he was joking and laughed.

      The Sarge waited for the noise to die down. “That said, the mission is still the same. You’ve had your training. Some of it may have even soaked in. So it’s time to get out there and make these bastards pay!”

      He glared around at the recruits as if daring anyone to defy him. “Do you have any questions?” he demanded.

      Usually such a statement would be rewarded with silence or a “No, sir!” But this shit was, as the Sarge himself had said, about to get real.

      “Sir, are there any wraiths on the ground?” a man asked.

      The Sarge turned a baleful glare on the man, but it was a valid question. The goblins were bad enough, but the wraiths were much worse. As far as I knew, no one had managed to kill even one, and the things they could do with their magic–well, you didn’t want to find out firsthand.

      “There have been none reported,” the Sarge replied. “Whether that will remain the case when you sorry excuses for soldiers touch the ground, I couldn’t say. It depends on whether they think you’re much of a threat.”

      Again came a smattering of laughter, and this time the Sarge responded with a wolfish grin of his own, as if he had actually tried to be funny. I thought that he fell short of the mark by some margin.

      “Anyone else?” he asked, in apparent acknowledgement that questions were important.

      “If there’s one of their ships above the town, how will we get close enough to do any good?”

      The wolfish grin grew sour. “We’re going to fly under it,” the Sarge replied.

      Under it? I thought. Holy fuck.

      But the Sarge hadn’t finished. “In fact, we’re close to being there now. The brain boys figured out a way to jam their sensors, and we lucky ones have the honor and privilege of testing it out. All going well, you boys and girls will be able to drop in before that big old ship even knows we’re there.”

      Well, that was good news at least, I thought.

      But someone else didn’t think so. “If that’s the case, then why don’t we just bomb the shit out of the ships? Let the air force boys clean it up.”

      The Sarge was obviously getting annoyed by the questions. “How the fuck would I know?” he asked in a tone that clearly said that decisions like those were well above his pay grade.

      “Now, if you’re all done testing my patience, it’s time to move!” He checked his watch. “In one minute, the doors will open. If you’re not hooked on by then, I would strongly suggest that you learn how to fly.”

      And just like that, the relative calm inside the plane turned into chaos.

      Perhaps in a more normal world, the military would have run more smoothly, without raw recruits resorting to elbows and fists to fight their way to the front of the line. I certainly remembered more order in my first go around.

      I was jostled and shoved close to the back, but not all the way, solely because I’d been sitting close to the doors.

      As for the landing, I knew I would be lucky to get up and walk away from this. If I fell wrong, the pain was likely to nearly knock me out. And then a goblin would come along and blow my head off without any trouble whatsoever. Yet I was damned if I was going to leave this world as a coward. I’d been lying about the pain for months, hoping to get a shot at coming back to the fight.

      And here I was, getting exactly what I’d asked for.

      Lying in a hospital bed and doing round upon round of physical therapy while others fought and died just wasn’t in me. Sure, the docs could have taken my leg years ago, and saved me all the extra surgeries and therapy, but I’d begged and begged to keep it because amputation was an automatic discharge. And because it was borderline, the doctors had honored my request and tried to repair it.

      So, with my heart pounding in my chest and determination clenching my jaw, I stood my ground and hooked myself in place, ready to take my turn at hurling myself out the door.

      “Ready in Five! Four! Three!” the Sarge yelled, but that was as far as he got. I don’t know if the tech he’d mentioned to hide us from the alien sensors didn’t work, or if one of the goblins from the ground had simply looked up and seen us.

      Either way, we had not gone undetected. The plane shuddered and groaned as bolts of energy pierced the fuselage from multiple directions at once.

      It was simply bad luck that one of those bolts caught the Sarge squarely under the chin and tore off half his face.
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      The recruits yelled in anger and fear, and then started shouting for the door to be opened. Someone at the front of the line must have listened, because suddenly, we began to move. There was a brief sense of relief throughout the plane.

      And then all hell broke loose.

      The entire left side of the plane seemed to vanish, and with it, a dozen men went screaming into the air. And then it seemed like everything was on fire. People were shouting, and I was more scared than I’d ever been in my life.

      This was it, I thought. I was going to die without ever getting a chance for revenge. It was shitty luck. All the surgeries and rehab for nothing.

      Except that the plane, while not as stable as before, didn’t seem to be about to crash. We were buffeted about like there was heavy turbulence, but were not careening to the ground. And my line of recruits was still moving, still leaving out the door in an orderly fashion, still able to do their jobs.

      I was close to the door now, just a couple of people away, and it seemed I might actually make it. The guy behind me was growling at me to hurry up, and I could see why. The flames were getting closer and would be on us in seconds. As the man in front of me reached the door and stepped out, the plane shuddered violently. I didn’t want to think about what that might mean, and really didn’t want to think about the way the floor seemed to drop away, and so I reached for the door and pulled myself toward it.

      The impatient man behind couldn’t wait. “Get out!” he shouted, and physically pushed me the last half a step.

      I pushed off, away from the plane as I had been trained to do, pulling my arms in tight as I fell. The hook, still attached to the plane, pulled my ripcord, and I felt my parachute open with a jolt.

      And then I watched the horror unfold beside me.

      The last shudder I’d felt had been fatal. The plane had lost an entire wing and was falling to the ground faster than I was. The man behind me was still at the door, engulfed in flames, and I was amazed that I could even register such a small detail. And then I knew I’d never forget it.

      I watched in a state of shocked disbelief as the whole plane, together with the fifty or so recruits still on board, erupted into spectacular fire. One of the fuel tanks must have ruptured. Either that, or it had suddenly turned into the Hindenburg.

      It seemed I was one of the lucky ones. If it could be considered lucky to be one of the survivors drifting down over the town of Lauder Hill while the alien assholes took pot shots at us from the ground.

      Dangling in the air, I could only watch as the remains of the plane crashed into a hospital below, turning it all into a fireball. I heard the muffled explosion at the same time as I heard curses and more from the other recruits. Someone nearby was wailing, panicking that they were going to die, and I couldn’t refute their logic.

      All I could do was swear and look about, hoping that the breeze wasn’t going to take me into the flames below, and hoping that the goblins would choose other targets to shoot.

      “Fuck,” I said to myself. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” The word came out automatically, a reflex action just like the way I was gripping the straps of my chute with everything I had and looking wildly around as if I had even the slimmest chance of avoiding any danger I happened to see.

      “Fuck this for a joke,” I muttered. “Fuck!”

      I was drifting closer and closer to the flames, which seemed very bright in the dim light. I couldn’t tell yet if I was going to land in the middle of them, but the way my luck in battle went, it seemed more than likely. At least I had dropped down far enough that the goblins on the ground no longer seemed to view me as a target.

      At the same time, I found myself wondering at the darkness. Surely it was still daytime?

      Had the flight been longer than I thought?

      No. It had not. The sun was still shining, but there was something between it and the ground.

      That something was an honest-to-fuck spaceship.

      A massive thing hovering in the air high above, it would have been a disappointment to many Hollywood special effects departments. Instead of being made up of a million different sections, giving the whole thing texture and depth, the goblins’ ship was nothing more than a smooth, featureless disk big enough to block out the sun over half a city. It wasn’t even metallic, instead appearing to be some sort of dark ceramic.

      I couldn’t figure out how it had deployed the goblins, or for that matter, how it managed to hold itself in the air. For all I knew, it could have relied on some anti-gravity device, or on the magic of those in control.

      As the wind blew me closer, I figured there was about an eighty percent chance I was going to land in the flames and burn up on the spot. As for the other twenty percent–well, the goblins would finish me off.

      My life was likely measured in minutes. Yet for some reason, that didn’t stop my brain from offering an old quote from a science fiction writer.

      “Any sufficiently advanced technology would be indistinguishable from magic.”

      Or something like that. It wasn’t like I had a laptop open with Wikipedia there on the screen for me to check. But there was some logic to the idea. At the same time, it missed a key truth. Because, from what we had all seen on the news, the wraiths weren’t employing any sort of technology at all.

      They were employing real live magic.

      I was pretty sure that sufficiently advanced technology would one day get to the point of being able to duplicate that magic, but that wasn’t the point. I’d never believed in clairvoyance. Tarot readers, magicians, psychics. The Asian chi masters who seemed to be able to do superhuman things.

      In my head, all of that was rubbish. Magic wasn’t real. Nor were ghosts, and if there was some supernatural event that couldn’t be explained by science, that was just because science hadn’t progressed far enough yet.

      To that list of things I didn’t believe in, UFO sightings weren’t number one, but they were certainly up there.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I said, casting all my philosophical thoughts aside. The chances of landing in the flames had just increased to about ninety-five percent. I was heading straight for them and was close enough that I could smell the fumes as the fire hungrily awaited my arrival. Wood, metal, paint, and a bunch of other odors, combined with an acrid smoke that made my eyes water. I was sweating, and my curses turned into a singular wail of fear as I reached up and pulled on the straps with everything I had, raising my feet at the same time.

      I could have gone splat into the burning side of the hospital, but I think the heat of the fire helped to save me. It created an updraft that sent me bobbing along just above the flames. The heat was still intense, and the smoke was unbearable.

      The gust of wind pushed me along, across the flaming hospital roof, and when that wasn’t enough to keep me aloft, I kinda hobbled across it for a bit and then kicked off again.

      It was just enough. My chute didn’t let me down. It kept me aloft, mostly away from the flames, although my right boot caught fire for a moment. Then, within a handful of seconds, I was down on the ground in a parking lot that had been turned into a war zone. I did manage to land on the left side of my body, but my fucking right leg still hurt like hell.

      And that breeze wasn’t done. My chute caught another gust and tried to rip me off my feet. I had to run and skip to stay upright, and narrowly avoided careening into an ambulance that for some reason had tipped over onto its side.

      “Fuck!” I said yet again, picturing my grandmother’s disapproving expression as the word slipped out. With a convulsive effort, I hit the release button and my chute tumbled off into the distance.

      I was puffing and panting as if I’d run a marathon. But I was alive. Un-shot, unburnt, and not caught in the wreckage of the plane, some of which I could see scattered in the parking lot around me.

      I needed to sit down, so I did, leaning against the hood of the ambulance on its side. Somehow, I’d managed to come down all alone. There were no other recruits near me. And if there were any goblins or wraiths, I couldn’t see them.

      I had survived. For now. After a moment or two to catch my breath, I thumbed my comms unit.

      “Private Rogan Ward reporting,” I said. “Awaiting orders. Over.”
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      Of course, the only response I got was a few indecipherable words and static, barely audible over the explosions that were still shaking the ground not far away.

      “Hello?” I said. “Is anyone there? Over.”

      More static. Another few words, something that sounded like a curse.

      “Fuck,” I said again, and thumbed the comms unit off. Maybe I was in a dead zone, I thought. Or maybe that son-of-a-bitch spaceship was blocking our comms somehow, instead of us blocking their sensors, as if that wasn’t one of the biggest fucking jokes I’d never heard.

      Another fun joke was that I was all by myself in an unfamiliar city that was under attack by a goblin army. My best chance to do anything meaningful was to find others from my unit and go from there, and try not to die while looking for them.

      A quick glance at the sky showed me there were no other soldiers still on their way down. I figured that I’d been blown further off course than anyone else, so if they were anywhere, my unit would be on the other side of the hospital.

      It was as good a goal as any.

      With that, I did a quick check of myself and my gear, just to see what festering piece of cosmic bad luck had latched onto me this time. But miracle upon miracles, I hadn’t broken or twisted or strained anything new, and all my gear seemed intact. My only injury came in the form of a fine set of blisters on the palms of my hands, courtesy of my efforts with my straps of the chute.

      Painful, but hardly debilitating beyond what I was used to dealing with. It didn’t stop me from activating my AC lens and looking around at a world suddenly as bright as ordinary day.

      The AC lens was a new development, a remarkable tool that hadn’t been available until a few days ago. The clever guys in research and development figured we needed to know what we were always up against. So they put together a tool that looked for all the world like a set of Google glasses and which had a number of very interesting functions.

      The first was the one I’d just activated. They could help us see in low light, almost as clearly as day. But the other functions were more impressive.

      The goblins came in different types, wearing different sorts of armor. My AC lens could scan anyone in range and return a readout of their attributes and characteristics. It could tell me within the blink of an eye if I was looking at a human, a goblin, a wraith, and what level, armor, and attributes it had.

      Theoretically, I could then use that information to plan my attack, based on the known strengths and weaknesses of what I was facing.

      “Okay, Rogan, you unlucky shit,” I said to myself. “What are you gonna do? Stay here behind the ambulance until you piss your pants and a squad of goblins turns up to put you out of your misery? Or are you going to kill some of them before you die?”

      It wasn’t good odds either way. Guys who got separated from their teams didn’t usually last long. But doing something was better than nothing. So I stood, looked about, and set off at a hobbling jog that would have had the Sarge yelling his face off and made even the new recruits laugh.

      The Sergeant. What a hardass. Not that it had helped him in the end. I figured his burning corpse was somewhere nearby, in the wreckage of the plane, but I had no intention of looking for it. Still, as I tried the comms again without any response, I felt a sense of regret.

      We’d lost too many in this war, and we didn’t have many more able-bodied people left to lose. Then I laughed at myself, remembering my leg. Maybe the last of the able-bodied ones had gone down with that plane.

      So it was up to me with my fucked-up leg. Then I laughed again. That was great, just great.

      I was almost to the emergency entrance of the hospital—the only section still standing and not on fire—when a screaming woman burst out of the door carrying a small child clasped to her front.

      She wore only a hospital gown with single-use plastic booties on her feet, and as soon as she saw me, she charged in my direction as if I was her personal savior. Her screaming became a more coherent wail.

      “Help!” she hollered. “Help us, please help!”

      Before I could respond, however, I saw something that was worse than fire chasing her out of the hospital.

      Behind the woman and her child, stepping out of the emergency entrance as if he had a right to be there, was a goblin.

      An alien invader in full body armor, carrying one of their energy rifles in both hands.
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      My AC lens clicked into action, showing me the following stats:

      Class: Goblin

      Level: II

      Armor: Grade III

      Weapon: Energy rifle

      Capability: None apparent

      It was a bit like stats from a role-playing game, except that ‘Goblin’ wasn’t listed as a race. With these alien assholes, there were only two–that we knew of at least–so it didn’t make sense to include that. To me, a Goblin was just like a Fighter, and a Wraith was some kind of magic user, a Sorcerer maybe.

      It was basic stuff, but it was amazing that the AC lens could provide even that. I couldn’t begin to imagine the complexity of the programming that went into it. And it was just the beginning. The AC lens I was wearing was still classified as a prototype. No doubt even more would be added to it in the future.

      If we survived long enough.

      This Level II Goblin wasn’t the most dangerous alien adversary I could have faced, but it wouldn’t be an easy victory for me, if a victory was what it would be. Grade III armor wasn’t impervious to bullets, not exactly, but you had to hit a soft point to do any damage. Head and chest shots were no good. You had to hit a joint, at the hips or knees (which, of course, worked backward on these alien fucks) to incapacitate them, or a good neck shot for a kill.

      Even this low-level asshole was dangerous. I mean, all I had was a Grade I bulletproof vest and helmet, and a standard issue semi-automatic rifle.

      But I knew how to shoot it.

      For half a heartbeat, everyone stood frozen in place. Then everyone seemed to move all at once.

      “Get behind me!” I yelled at the woman, even though I knew the monster’s energy weapon could cut through me as if I didn’t exist. Yet she did as I said, and all of a sudden there was nothing between me and the goblin except wide open space.

      The alien, as cool and casual as you please, raised his weapon and aimed in my direction. If I’d stayed where I was, he would have blown my head off with his first shot. But my training kicked in. With one hand behind me as if that would protect the woman and her child, I dove toward the nearest shelter I could find, which happened to be a large metal dumpster.

      For whatever reason the hospital needed such a large fucking dumpster right outside their emergency entrance, I was enormously pleased it was there. And that I was able to reach it ahead of the alien’s rapid-fire energy pulse scorching the air around me.

      Somehow, I made it without being shot. But that didn’t mean I was okay by any definition of the word.

      I was not okay. My heart was pounding like it wanted to kick a hole in my sternum, and rivers of sweat were pouring down my face. I was panting as if I’d just completed the Boston Marathon in full gear, and I knew most of my reaction was due not to the effort I’d put in, but to the shock of seeing a real, live goblin for the first time in years.

      In the flesh. Or at least, in the armor.

      Since my injury, I’d only seen them on the newscasts. I didn’t think I would ever forget what it felt like to see them up close, firing beams of energy at my face. Mostly, I hadn’t, but it was a still a shock after all these years.

      I heard a momentary lapse in fire and leaned around the dumpster to send my own salvo of three-round bursts in its direction. The AC lens locked on immediately and aided with targeting.

      But my shots went wide as I had to scramble back behind the dumpster. That alien fuckster was fast, and began firing at me again.

      It wasn’t much taller than me. Except for its knees, it could have been human. In its armor, it was hard to tell.

      For all that, there was still an indefinable alien-ness about it that was undeniable. The way it stood, the casual way it had locked onto me, the easy contempt with which it aimed its weapon. There was an aura of menace, of wrongness about it that tied my innards in knots.

      For a reason I couldn’t define, the creature was horrific to look at. A being designed to generate terror, to elicit a visceral response from those it encountered.

      I was beyond happy that I’d taken the time to empty my bladder back at the base. If I hadn’t, I would have wet myself right there behind the dumpster.

      The alien monstrosity continued to fire, aiming its energy weapon at the dumpster. Fortunately, only a couple of the creature’s shots made it all the way through, and none of them came closer to me than the width of a handspan. But it refrained from rounding the dumpster. I smiled. It was afraid of me, as well, and that gave me courage.

      Belatedly, I turned to the woman with her child. “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She was younger than I, with dark hair and tear stains on her cheeks. She was obviously scared to death of the alien, same as me, yet she still managed to nod.

      “I’m okay,” she answered, and she seemed to answer for the child, as well. He was young, maybe four or five, but it was hard to tell because she held him so close.

      “Stay here,” I said. “We’ll be fine.” Even as I spoke the words, I knew they were a lie. Without help, there would be little I could do to defend her against the alien who even now continued to fire and keep us pinned down here.

      Yet that didn’t mean I shouldn’t give it my best.

      Resolutely, I thumbed my comms unit. “Private Rogan Ward requesting back up!” I said. “Taking fire from outside the hospital entrance. If anyone can hear me, I have two civilians with me, and we need all the help we can get, now! Over!”

      Static.

      “Fuck!” I said with feeling, forgetting for a moment that there was a child nearby. I watched the light in the woman’s eyes fade as she seemed to accept that we were done. But I wasn’t ready to give up. I took a deep breath and tried to shunt the visceral response to the alien aside.

      If it had just been me, I would have already jumped out from hiding to confront the goblin, probably dying in the process. But now I had two more people to worry about. If I died, no one would help them. And that’s why we were here, wasn’t it? As I looked at the woman, I wondered how in the hell I was supposed to defend both of them while I was pinned down here.

      Then I smiled. Any way I could, I thought. Any way I could.

      With a resolution in my heart that was way out of proportion to the capability of my body, I took two deep breaths to steady myself, then poked my head around the corner of the dumpster.

      And nearly got it shot off.

      The alien fuck-bastard had used the time to work its way partially around the dumpster, and its latest shot had been nearly on target. My helmet took part of the blow, and it was all I could do to unbuckle it and cast it aside, trying not to think about the burning, gaping hole the energy weapon had left.

      At the same time, I cursed and gestured for the woman to work her way around the dumpster.

      “Move it!” I yelled, and she did. I followed her as quickly as I could, doing my best to ignore the sounds of the alien weapon’s ongoing fire, the sizzle of power versus steel, and the smell of ozone and smoke filling the air.

      Still cursing, I knew the alien would keep circling until it found us, or until another one came up behind us and ended the whole thing. In my mind, we had two options. Either we could run, and risk being caught in the open, or I could move just a little faster than the alien would expect.

      Haha. Well, I could try, anyway.

      I glanced at the woman with her child and wondered why I hadn’t heard a sound from the latter. Surely any young kid would be too terrified to stay quiet?

      Surely he ought to be crying his lungs out, giving away our location and making us a far easier target?

      Then I realized something that hit me with the force of a hammer. The child was dead. Somehow, the woman clinging to him had given the impression that he was clinging back. But he wasn’t.

      As the realization dawned, I looked again into the woman’s eyes and saw the depth of sadness within. She didn’t need me to tell her. She already knew.

      She just didn’t want to accept it.

      Who was I to force her to confront such a harsh reality? It wasn’t my place, I decided.

      But it could be my place to avenge the child’s death.

      With that thought in mind, I moved as fast as I could around the dumpster until the monster came into sight. As planned, I’d come up behind him, albeit a lot closer than I’d expected.

      The AC lens automatically locked on to the goblin, but I hadn’t quite yet learned how to use it to full advantage. So I clicked my rifle to full auto, opened my mouth to hurl a wordless cry of attack, and squeezed the trigger.

      My weapon spat out a stream of bullets. For a heartbeat, I fired at the monster’s back, doing little damage as every single one of my bullets impacted against its shield. Then it spun around, and I saw my chance.

      I adjusted my aim to the goblin’s throat and kept firing. I ignored everything else around me. Forgot about the woman and her dead child. Tried not to think about the ruins of the plane scattered around. I even managed to block the goblin’s rifle from my mind, even as it spat its foul energy my way.

      “Die you motherless alien fuck!” I yelled.

      After what felt like an eternity but was really only seconds, at least one of my bullets found their target. Suddenly, it was like the alien took a solid punch to the face. It wobbled on its feet and seemed to hold its arms out for balance. Then it toppled over and crashed to the ground.

      The monster waved its arms in the air. Through its visor, I could see its green, horrible face, and I could swear it was struggling to breathe.

      I had dealt it a serious blow, and that simple thought made me deliriously happy.

      I wanted to take a step or two closer, aim my weapon from point-blank range, and make sure of the job. But when I took my first step, something wasn’t right.

      A wave of dizziness and nausea hit me, combined with an unexpected weakness. And I barely had the strength to stand.

      Puzzled, I looked down at myself and saw with some surprise that a large chunk of my left side was totally missing.
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      I hadn’t felt a thing, but the alien weapon must have got me at least once. Twice, judging by the size of the hole.

      Stupidly, I thought it was really going to sting in the morning, and then caught my first whiff of my own burning flesh.

      Cauterized. The word just popped into my brain, supplied in the same way that quote had come to me earlier. I knew that was what had happened. The energy weapon had cauterized the wound it had made. Just like what had happened when my leg got blown to hell six years ago. It was the only reason I hadn’t bled out that time.

      This time, it wasn’t going to have the same saving effect. Even as I realized what had happened, I fell, collapsing to the ground next to the alien I had shot.

      For some reason, the idea of me and the goblin dying together made me laugh. But then I stopped when I tasted blood in my mouth.

      That wasn’t very good, I thought, and decided to make sure of the job.

      I pointed my weapon at the juncture between head and torso on the alien’s armor and pulled my trigger again. My weapon was more difficult to control this time, and when I stopped, it fell out of my hands.

      That done, I toggled my comms unit one more time.

      “Private Rogan Ward requesting medical evac immediately. Over,” I said, and barked another laugh as the comms unit returned only static.

      I wondered how long it might take me to die of my wounds.

      Minutes? I’d grown weak awfully quickly, and that hole was big enough to put my entire fist in, if I had some weird desire to do that. But I thought I could last more than minutes.

      Hours?

      Yes, that sounded about right. Lying there for hours with no hope of rescue, unable to even move to save myself. Hours would be long enough for the pain of my wound to make itself known, and for me to suffer some more.

      Days?

      Not fucking likely.

      I was still lying on the ground next to the corpse of the goblin when I heard someone scream.

      The woman, probably, although I couldn’t be bothered moving my head to see. It didn’t sound like the type of scream a person would use upon seeing their savior lying on the ground with a fatal wound in his side. Instead, it sounded like the type of scream she might use in a moment of mortality. Harsh, full of terror, and cut off mid-way.

      I figured something had probably killed her, but by then I’d largely stopped worrying about anything much. I was drifting away, starting to disassociate from reality, and weirdly, I knew what was happening.

      But I was still there, still alive, still conscious enough to know when a second alien came into view. My AC lens was relentless. I didn’t really want to know, but it told me the stats of this new alien menace regardless:

      Class: Wraith

      Level: IV

      Armor: None apparent

      Weapon: None apparent

      Capability: Magic user

      

      Of course, I thought. It had to be. A fucking magic-wielding wraith.

      As if I didn’t have enough problems.

      I wanted to kill it as well, just to see if I could. But try as I might, I couldn’t even raise my weapon.

      I laughed out loud, tasted blood in my mouth once again, and then coughed.

      In a weird way, the coughing brought me back to myself, just a little. Just enough to be able to watch the wraith bend over the goblin as if checking for signs of life.

      Finding none, it then turned back to me, and I found myself looking at the most hideous creature I’d ever imagined, full of chitinous horns and eyes as black and soulless as the deepest pits of hell. It was like a being of darkness, an entity from humanity’s combined nightmares. Like Satan himself had fucked a giant spider and thrown a snake in the mix just for laughs, and this was the outcome.

      I should have been terrified. Should have felt the fear of my own mortality grab hold of my spine and crawl its way up into my skull. But I was half-dead by then already. Nothing could reach me, not even the terror of the abyss.

      When the wraith gazed down at me, I looked straight into its eyes and would have flipped it the bird if I’d had the strength. To my immense surprise, the creature spoke. Not out loud, nothing so mundane as that, but in the depths of my mind.

      “You have killed one of my servants,” the voice said, sounding strangely sibilant, as if it had somehow constructed the entire sentence out of a hiss. I’d lost the power of speech, so I thought back at it as hard as I could.

      “Yeah, I did. And I’d kill you as well if I could,” I said, not knowing if it heard me or not.

      “For this, you have earned yourself the death of a thousand suns.”

      With that, the foul, wraith-like creature reached out with a clawed, cadaverous hand. Dark magic swirled around that hand like a plague of locusts, and if I’d been able to, I would have flinched out of the way.

      But I couldn’t. The wraith touched me gently on the forehead, in a gesture that felt surprisingly tender.

      Then my world erupted into agony the like of which I’d never felt before. It was as if every cell in my body had suddenly burned with the heat of the sun, and I understood the nature of the death this creature intended.

      Despite my wounded, weakened state, I surprised myself with the strength of my final scream.
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      The death of a thousand suns seemed to last forever. It was excruciating, a torture without peer, and when it ended, I was left with nothing at all.

      No thoughts. No memories. No sense of longing for a life that was over.

      Nothing.

      I’d never really thought too much about what happened after we die. I didn’t have the comfort of a defined religion that promised eternity or salvation. If pressed, I would likely have guessed that when we die, that was pretty much it. Our minds were nothing but a bunch of cells that had convinced themselves they were conscious, but I could see no biological rationale for an eternal soul.

      Death, to me, was no more than nonexistence, and stories of heaven, hell, or even reincarnation were no more than that. Just stories.

      And yet…

      The wraith’s efforts to end me were complete. Every single cell in my body had been obliterated by the death of a thousand suns. I wasn’t there to see it, but I imagined that my body, lying on the concrete next to the goblin I’d killed, might have burned with incandescent fire for just a moment before becoming no more than a single wisp of smoke.

      I was unquestionably dead. Gone. With no hope of resuscitation.

      And yet, something remained.

      Some part of me unconnected to my worldly flesh seemed to continue to exist.

      But with no senses, suspended in a place of nothingness, in a place that merged darkness with light.

      I felt the passage of time but had no frame of reference as to how much time was passing. A second, a minute, an eternity. To me, it was both the forever and no more than an instant.

      Nor did I feel any particular frustration or impatience, or anything else in regard to that passage of time. I simply drifted, a shadow of my former self, or maybe a ghost.

      Until, finally, something changed.

      One moment there was nothing, and the next, there was a golden temple made of columns and graceful arches.

      And it was, in an odd way, a point of focus. In an eternity of nothing, the smallest, most insignificant item must be the most interesting thing ever. And the temple was by no means insignificant.

      I didn’t study it, but I felt that I was the temple, and it was me. As if we had always been there, and that didn’t feel strange at all.

      And then, I heard a voice. Like the temple, the words it spoke were eternal, as if they had always been there, spoken only once, but made somehow permanent.

      “You can save them,” it said. “You can save all of them.”

      And then, everything changed.

      With the image of the temple still in my mind and the words an echo in my soul, I drew a deep breath.

      Somehow, I was no longer dead.

      Somehow, I was breathing again.

      Somehow, I was alive once again.
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      “You can save them. You can save all of them.”

      I awoke to sounds of fighting. People crying out in pain and anger, the desperate cries of the dying mixing with grunts of effort and exclamations of triumph. A dim memory surfaced, that of fighting goblins and wraiths in a hospital parking lot. But that wasn’t the same type of struggle I was listening to now. Instead of energy weapons and bullets, the smell of ozone and hot metal, I heard steel ringing against steel.

      My next sense to return was my sense of smell. The coppery tang of blood mixed in the air with burnt flesh and entrails, and it did more to wake me than the noise.

      Then, for the first time in what could have been centuries, I felt the weight of my own body as I lay on the ground. The dirt was so close I could almost taste it, and I felt surprisingly warm.

      Warm, dirty, and sweaty. The back of my neck itched as if I hadn’t washed it for days. I could feel the grime beneath my fingernails and etched into the lines on my skin. There was a line of sweat trailing down the center of my back, and my face felt as if I’d spent too long under a harsh sun, exposed to the elements.

      My whole body ached as if I’d been slammed into the dirt from a great height, or perhaps stomped flat by something large and heavy—an elephant’s foot, maybe.

      I gave an inarticulate groan and struggled to move, heaving myself up onto my hands and knees.

      “Rogan!” someone called. It was an unfamiliar voice, filled with desperate need, and only when I heard it did I think to open my eyes.

      I was alive. How? I had no fucking clue. I’d thought I was dead, torn apart at the atomic level by a wraith. And now, I was sucking in dry, dusty air once again.

      Somehow, I had survived.

      Except… my memories seemed to be surprisingly distant. As if they had happened many years before, and to someone else.

      Perhaps the time I’d spent in the nothing had something to do with it, I thought. That brief eternity where I’d thought I was dead was more likely just a state of unconsciousness. Perhaps I’d hit my head hard enough to rattle my brains, and I was only just coming out of it.

      “Rogan Ward! You have no time to waste in meditation! People are dying as we wait for your pleasure! By the contract that binds us, get to your feet!”

      Rogan Ward. Even with my memories seeming so distant, I still recognized my own name. Only, something about the way it had been pronounced seemed odd. Almost as if it hadn’t been my name at all but something else altogether, and my brain simply interpreted it that way. Translated it.

      In fact, everything that had been said had the same flavor.

      I frowned. “Fuck, Rogan,” I muttered. “Did you hit your head on something? What in hell are you thinking?”

      I shook my head to clear it but found myself obeying the woman’s command. Oddly, it felt as if I didn’t have any choice. As if I was a puppet on her string, I was compelled to stand up.

      Yet standing was what I wanted to do anyway, so I stood straight, and looked around for the first time.

      And… yeah… what I saw made me doubt pretty much everything.

      I was no longer in the parking lot behind the hospital, surrounded by burning sections of the plane that had brought me there. I was no longer in the vast, timeless nothing of that place between lives.

      For all I knew, I wasn’t even on Earth anymore. Because it sure as hell didn’t look like it. And I stood there for a second, gaping.

      I was in a wasteland the like of which I’d never seen before. Almost a desert, nothing but dirt for miles, broken by occasional scraggly plants and jagged boulders the size of houses. The air was warmer than it should have been by several degrees, and there was a light breeze that did nothing to soften it.

      I was baking beneath a hot desert sky, but the familiar blue with puffy white clouds was nowhere to be seen. Instead, an angry sun hung in a sky rippling with colors. As if the sky had been fractured, the outer layers scattering light like a rainbow, but randomly, in no discernible pattern.

      To my left, there was a steep wall of rock that pressed close.

      And to my right was the massive ruin of what could only be a spaceship.

      From where I stood, though, I could only see the section that jutted out from the dirt. But it was unmistakable. Just like the ships that had hovered over Lauder Hill, much of what I could see was smooth, glass-like ceramic. Except this one was broken, with a huge chunk missing as if the ship was a mighty wheel of cheese with a section torn off.

      It was no more than a hundred yards from where I stood and loomed above everything else. If it had been a building, it would have been easily ninety stories tall, and that was just a small part of what was visible. Now it seemed more like the type of thing conjured by a Hollywood set designer. The darkness within exposed jagged edges of metal and wiring, the technology of an alien race that had traveled so far.

      The rest of the ship was either buried in the ground or else this part had simply broken off from the rest. I couldn’t tell, but its presence spawned a whole bunch of questions.

      The first of which was, where the fuck was I?

      “Rogan! Pick up your sword!”

      I had been standing in place for less than a second. In that time, any goblin worth the cost of his armor could have blown me away with his energy weapon. That was a given. But such was my distraction that my own grandmother could have disemboweled me with a sharpened spoon before I’d gotten over my shock. Sure, my grandmother was feisty, but that wasn’t the point.

      The point was that I had forgotten a key lesson from my training. “Stay alert, stay alive.” A moment of distraction could be fatal, and I was gaping at the scenery like a deer in the headlights.

      I didn’t know where I was or how I’d arrived there, but I did know I was in danger. The woman who’d shouted at me three times now was one clue, but a stronger one was that I was surrounded by corpses.

      Yeah, that should have been the first thing that caught my attention.

      There were dozens of them. Most had been cut into pieces, beheaded, disemboweled, or sliced completely in half. But one, the nearest one, was different. It had been burnt, and wisps of smoke still rose from the remains.

      Beyond the corpses, there were dozens, if not hundreds of enemies arrayed around us, ready and willing to attack. To my great surprise, these enemies didn’t carry energy weapons, rifles, or anything like that. Instead, they carried a mixture of glaives, swords, and spears, and a variety of clubs of different sizes and types.

      The archaic nature of their weapons might have been astounding in any other circumstances. As it was, they were just a minor detail. What drew my attention more was that these enemies, these people arranged against me and those few who seemed to be on my side, weren’t human at all.

      They weren’t exactly goblins or wraiths, either. Instead, they seemed to be hybrids. Where one looked to be human in nature, with scaly green skin, another had to be more of a dog, and there were dozens of other different human-beast hybrids as well.

      And then there were other creatures that defied categorization entirely. Monstrosities out of nightmares, some more of a vague resemblance to humans, but others seemed more like ravening beasts. Tentacles, fangs, claws, extra legs, fur, scales, horns… everything you could imagine.

      “Rogan!” the woman yelled.

      Again, her words carried the weight of compulsion. I found myself acting on them as if I didn’t have any choice in the matter, as if I was programmed to do her bidding.

      As I reached down for the oversized broadsword at my feet, the type of thing an anime hero would be proud to sling over his shoulder, I couldn’t help but stare at the creatures in shocked amazement.

      “What in the holy fuck is going on?” I asked.

      As if the weird beast-human hybrids arrayed against me had been waiting for me to speak, they raised their inhuman voices in a concerted battle cry, and charged.
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      Great, I thought. Just fucking great. Somehow, I had survived being obliterated by a magic-wielding wraith from outer space. That was a truly awesome turn of events that I hadn’t expected and would have been quite happy to be thankful for, for the rest of my life.

      Except that it looked like the rest of my life was going to be measured in minutes.

      I mean, seriously, you couldn’t make this shit up.

      Because I was damned sure these spears and swords and other medieval weapons could kill me just as easily as a space blaster could. These strange hybrid creatures were bearing down on me at an alarming pace, and if I didn’t do something soon, I would get some pretty good first-hand experience of what it felt like to be skewered.

      So I gritted my teeth, swung my sword about in a low, strangely familiar arc, and got ready to sell my life in the most expensive way that I could.

      Except that the sword felt surprisingly light in my hands. I mean, this thing was huge. Massive, even. Like instead of forging a real sword, someone had taken a six-foot length of industrial sheet metal a foot wide and a third of an inch thick and sharpened one edge. It must have weighed sixty pounds and should have been as unwieldy for me as a telephone pole.

      After nearly dying, I shouldn’t have been able to lift it, let alone swing it about with one hand.

      Yet that’s exactly what I was doing. Not only that, but I felt myself take a stance full of both power and flexibility. In a state of perfect balance, I raised my huge sword before me like a shield, placed my free hand on the flat of the blade and accepted the first thrust of a spear at an angle, easily deflecting the thrust to the side.

      But that was only the beginning. In an ongoing state of surprise at my prowess, I took half a step back, transferred my weight to that foot, and used the momentum to turn in a circle, swinging the sword in a three hundred sixty degree arc at waist height, the sharp edge leading the way.

      Somehow, the move allowed me to slip a second strike at the same time as bringing three of the humanoid hybrids within range.

      Despite the animalistic features, I could see their anger and shock as they registered the danger. The first of them, a towering figure that had the facial features and fur of a cat, never stood a chance. The blade bit through the man’s leather armor like a hot knife through butter, barely slowing down as it cut him in two with a spray of blood.

      The second man, who looked almost normal except that he had the horns of a goat and the hind legs to go with it, had equally little chance. He managed to get his sword up in time to block, but it was like trying to block a guillotine with a pencil.

      The goat-man’s blade shattered, as did the crude chain mail he wore like a vest. My massive weapon cut through him completely to bury itself deeply in the ribs of the third attacker, slicing away his left arm in the process.

      The third attacker was a monstrous creature more like a bear than a man. Yet that didn’t help him at all, nor did the club which he’d clasped in the arm now flopping to the ground. Blood and viscera sprayed in the air, and I caught the sharp tang of fresh blood.

      Yet the bear-creature did succeed in halting the momentum of my blade. Possibly, the brute’s vertebrae were too thick to slice through so easily. And he didn’t seem to be as keen on dying as his companions. He flailed about with his remaining arm and roared his dying rage at me for what I had done to him.

      But I wasn’t finished. While I apparently had the strength to wield the blade by brute force alone, I instinctively knew it was better controlled not through muscle, but via momentum. Instead of trying to pull the blade free with my arms, I stepped back again and slid the blade free easily as I started my next move.

      As all this happened, I watched what I was doing with a sense of open amazement. And it wasn’t just the way I was wielding the sword, either, although that feat was fantastic enough by itself.

      No, what amazed me was that there was nothing wrong with my right leg.

      For six years, not a waking moment had gone by that I hadn’t been in pain. Walking—no, hobbling—was an effort. Running and lunging were out of the question.

      And yet, I was lunging with my strikes. Pivoting, kicking, crouching. And not like a man who had been in and out of physical therapy for years. But with raw strength and power.

      It felt fucking amazing.

      And another thing. I felt in tune with myself. As if my mind and body were one. And, somehow, I knew just what to do with a weapon like my sword. It was like I was dancing, spinning about with both hands on my blade more often than not, leaping high to strike with the power of an executioner’s ax, throwing more weight in behind the blade as need be, but more usually simply guiding it in its quest for blood, sinew, and bone.

      I was a dancer, or perhaps a rhythmic gymnast, and my sword was like that gymnast’s ribbon. I cut down foes with every swing, blocking and dodging their clumsy attacks, mowing the attackers down with an elegant efficiency.

      At every step, I felt my astonishment grow. And then I began to smile as I danced. Somehow, this dance of death felt good to me. It felt right, as if it was something I was meant to be doing.

      And my wonderment didn’t stop at the skill I displayed. I knew before I blocked the first spear that something had changed. As the battle progressed, that change became clear.

      My body was different. Somewhere between getting obliterated by the wraith and waking up in the dirt, I’d grown taller. Broader. More sinewy and powerful, with the type of easy strength I’d admired in the greatest of athletes but never experienced in myself.

      Somehow, I was a whole different person. Fighting alien hybrids.
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      Which of course raised some questions.

      Where the fuck was I? What had happened to me? Had I been transferred into the consciousness of a stranger on an alien world? Was all this some sort of computer simulation, a game I had somehow woken up in? Was it an alternate reality that I’d somehow crossed into, courtesy of the wraith’s magic?

      Or what?

      Another attacker came at me, this one wielding its tentacles like a cat-of-nine-tails. And, actually, those tentacles might have had stingers on the end. Huh. I lunged forward, blocking one as it tried to wrap itself around me while I sliced off the tip of another. The creature reared upward in a rage, and I used the moment to cut clean through its body. Half of it slid to the ground in a shower of black ooze.

      In a sort of surreal state, I kept fighting, but I was still trying to figure out what the actual fuck was going on. This really didn’t seem like my home planet anymore. The Earth I knew didn’t have hybrid warriors. It didn’t have a broken sky filled with colors. And while it had alien spacecraft, to the best of my knowledge, no one had yet found a way to bring them down.

      Although, as I had the thought–while taking the head off a monstrous man that looked to be part rhino–I thought that perhaps the last wasn’t true.

      At some time during the last few weeks, a rumor had spread among the ranks about a final solution. An option to consider only at the last, if it seemed like the goblins and wraiths were too strong.

      The world’s leaders had apparently discussed the idea of nuking the shit out of everything and just hoping for the best. An all or nothing approach that relied on humanity’s instinct for survival to work–if wiping out ninety-nine percent of all life could be considered “working.”

      That last gasp plan hadn’t been enacted the last time I checked. Even if it had, even if the broken ruin of the spaceship nearby was the result of such efforts, it didn’t explain the hybrids.

      The tentacle man rose up again, still almost sheared in half but with some of his stingers still ready to drive through my eyeballs. Apparently, I hadn’t hit the nerve center. The next time he attacked me, I cleaved his head in two, hoping that was the last of him. He fell over, flopping on the ground, and I moved on to the next foe.

      As I fought, carving through bodies as if they were no more than cobwebs, I saw that not all the creatures were enemies. While maybe half of those who attacked came for me, the other half swarmed around a massive creature fighting close by my side.

      If I had to define what it was, I would call it a troll. Fully twice my height, towering above even the greatest of the hybrids, this monster had the face of an orc, complete with tasks and a topknot, and the flesh of a mountain or maybe a tree. As if his stature wasn’t enough, he wore the most formidable armor I’d yet to see, a full steel breastplate of black metal, matching greaves and thigh guards designed to protect him from the worst of the damage, and a buckler that would have been a full-length shield on me.

      Even though he was a formidable creature to look at, my first expectation was that he would be slow. But he wasn’t. He swung a club as big as me with contemptuous ease, letting out bellows of rage and disgust as he smashed hybrids and other weird creatures left and right.

      Between the two of us, we kept every creature that attacked away from a formal-looking woman who stood behind us, in front of a matched pair of wagons and yet more strange beasts. She must have been the one who had called my name, and while I didn’t have much time to look, my first impression of her was not someone to mess with.

      As for the animals harnessed to the wagons, if you had crossed a bull with a Komodo Dragon, you might end up with something like these beasts. Two on each, they stood in place, occasionally stamping their feet or braying in discontent.

      As I continued to whirl and strike, I thought that if I was to survive this immediate battle, I had to ask someone what the fuck was going on. But that didn’t look especially likely. Despite my unexpected coordination and prowess, despite the troll-thing swatting enemies like flies, there were too many foes to deal with.

      I didn’t know what was driving them. Couldn’t say why they seemed so eager to spill their blood at my hands. No matter how many I killed, be it three, ten, fifteen, even twenty of them, with many others losing limbs for their effort, still more were ready and willing to take their places.

      It was only a matter of time before sheer numbers did the work that skill could not. Surprisingly, given that I was the newbie here, it wasn’t me that let his guard down, but the giant fighting beside me.

      A nasty-looking panther-like creature managed to dart in behind the giant’s club and carve out a chunk of flesh on his leg. The giant bellowed in pain and sideswiped the panther, and then continued to fight as if nothing had happened.

      But the indicators were clear. The giant was not invulnerable. Neither was I, for that matter. Although, somehow I’d survived what should have been total oblivion.

      Regardless, it wasn’t wise to assume invulnerability in the height of battle, and I wasn’t going to start at that moment. The tide of the battle was turning, and it wouldn’t be long before one or other of us made an even more serious mistake.

      The woman behind us seemed to sense the same thing. Once more she called out. “Rogan!” she cried. “There’s too many of them for this! Use your chi!”

      I had no idea what she was talking about, but apparently my new body did. And once again, it seemed I didn’t have any choice. I felt myself starting to act on her words before I even knew what I was doing.

      I unleashed a leaping tornado of an attack with my sword to clear the immediate area, and when I landed on the ground once again, I did… something.

      I couldn’t understand it. One moment, I was standing there filled with strength, my sword in one hand. The next, I reached up to the sky and gave a visceral shout. Somehow, that triggered something within me. I felt a sense of power well up from my core and erupt from me like I was a goblin’s energy weapon, only much, much stronger.

      I exploded into a ball of white fire that quickly expanded. Somehow, I directed it toward the bulk of the approaching hybrids, and, with a crack! like that of thunder, my wedge of energy quickly engulfed them.

      And then it was over. As I stood there aghast at what I had done, those surviving hybrids and other creatures turned tail and ran.

      I brought my empty hand up to my face and stared at my palm as if it would explain what had happened. If I had needed more proof that some weird shit was going on, that was it. I knew I was no longer on Earth. That I was somewhere else, that I was a stranger in a strange land, and I had more power than I could have believed.

      Except that the power was far from unlimited. I felt incredibly weary, and thought it was probably a good thing that the bad guys had left.

      Because I had nothing more to give. My sword suddenly felt as heavy as it always should have done. More than that, my legs started to shake, and I found myself collapsing to my knees.

      I felt dizzy and knew I was about to pass out. Yet perhaps I was stronger than I thought. I took a moment to look at the corpses gathered around me and had one more momentous surprise.

      One of the corpses, a small man with the ears of a rabbit and oversized incisors, wore a variety of things around his neck like they were pieces of jewelry.

      Bits of metal, mostly. Scraps he’d obviously found in or around the spaceship. But one of his necklaces was different from the rest.

      I recognized it. It was an AC lens.

      With the last of my strength, I forced myself over to him and ripped the necklace from his body just to make sure.

      There was no mistake. It was an AC lens, a protected lens with a whole bunch of technology hidden within.

      And it looked complete.

      “What. The. Fuck?” I said. Only my words were slurred so it sounded funny. And then I laughed. Because this was some fucked up shit, and I must have been dreaming the whole time. Or dead. Or in a coma. Or insane.

      One thing was for certain. This was indeed Earth, after all.

      And then the weakness I felt got the better of me, and I toppled over with the AC lens grasped in my hand.
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      I had no idea how long I was out. But when I came back, it was with a vengeance.

      One moment, I was blissfully asleep, unaware of my surroundings, and the next, it was like I was inhaling a gob of wasabi. I scrambled back and sat upright, trying hard not to retch. Not only did the fumes stick in my throat and make me want to cough, but they also made my eyes water. I had to blink the tears away before I could see.

      When I could, I found myself no longer in the dirt next to the remains of a spaceship, but in a small space tightly packed with different, ornately carved chests stacked on top of one another and numerous crystalline ornaments hanging from the ceiling. I was half-sitting on a low cot and had apparently pushed several brightly colored cushions out of my way in my blind scramble. By the small size of the space and the way it seemed to be shifting beneath me, I finally realized where was in one of the wagons I’d seen, and it was being drawn by the cow-beasts.

      And I wasn’t alone. For the first time, I was face-to-face with the woman who’d called my name. She was kneeling on one of the cushions as she replaced the stopper in a small vial containing a muddy purple liquid. My first thought was that she could have been beautiful if it weren’t for the hard, flat expression on her face. Then again, she was made up like Queen Amidala, so for all I knew her beauty could have been the result of all that paint.

      But somehow, I didn’t get that impression. She was small but a bit curvy, dressed in silk robes that made me think of a geisha, and her dark hair had been arranged into an intricate design around several jade and gold combs and pieces of jewelry. If it weren’t for the somewhat saucy way her lips were arranged, the effect would have been like something out of the Chinese history books. Like a Chinese princess. Still, it was obvious she was pissed about something, and the look wasn’t great on her.

      She tucked the vial away in her robe. Smelling salts, I thought, or something similar. This woman had used the liquid to jolt me back to consciousness.

      I tried to speak and ended up coughing to clear the foul stench of it from my throat, but as soon as I could, I asked my first question.

      “Hey,” I began. “Where am I?”

      The woman’s eyes flashed in anger. They were an unusual color, almost amber, luminous and unusual. Yet before she replied, a very strange creature seemed to come out of nowhere. My first thought was that it was a monkey but with too many arms. It hurled itself toward me, and I flinched away from it as best as I could in the cramped space, raising my hands as a barrier between it and me.

      The creature whirled its little arms at me for a moment, screeching as if I’d upset it, and then leapt up to the ceiling, grabbing hold of one of the crossbars that kept the canvas in place.

      “What the fuck?” I said. Now that I could see it properly, I thought it looked a bit like a lemur, with a tiny head and fluffy tail. Since I was normally averse to hurting anything furry and vaguely cute, I just sat still and tried not to antagonize it.

      The woman ignored the six-legged monkey’s antics and shot a scathing look at me. “Rogan Ward, you forget yourself. You are bound to me as my protector. As such, you will address me by my title and show the respect due to my rank. Have I made myself clear?”

      Her expression never changed as she spoke, and I was immediately pissed at her.

      “Look, lady, I don’t know who you are or who you think I am. I just want to know what the fuck is going on.”

      That earned me another lecture from the monkey, but at least I had the satisfaction of seeing the woman’s eyes open wide in shock.

      “You dare to address me in such a familiar way–” she began, but I’d had enough.

      “I’ll talk to you any damn way I see fit!” I said. “I don’t know if you noticed, but it was me out there killing all those half-breed whatever-the-fuck-they-were things that attacked us. I don’t know what they wanted, but how do you think things would have gone if I hadn’t been there? Now, for the love of all that is holy, can you please just tell me what the fuck is going on?”

      At this, the monkey thing went completely bananas. Screeching was no longer a good enough outlet for its rage, so it flung itself toward me, pelting me with its fists as it scurried all around me. I got battered from every direction at once, and it was all I could do to stop myself from swatting it aside.

      Instead, I plucked it out of the air with an act of coordination I’d never been able to achieve before. The creature uttered a surprised little screech and froze in my grip.

      “And you can tell your pet monkey to back off as well,” I said.

      The woman glared at me for long moments. It was as if she couldn’t decide to respond with outrage or anger. Then, she tilted her head to one side and went with uncertainty instead.

      “You don’t know who you are,” she said.

      It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

      “I know who I am,” I growled. Once again, I found myself looking at my hands, still wrapped around the monkey and not recognizing them. My hands were average-sized with long fingers and pale skin. The hands I wore now were darker, bigger, and heavily calloused. They looked like strong hands. Practical hands. The type of hands that could wield a bastard sword like the one I’d used to hack the hybrids to pieces.

      “But I don’t know any of this,” I said, gesturing with my free hand. “I don’t know who you are. I don’t know why we were attacked. And I don’t know where I am.”

      In my head, I still wasn’t convinced any of it was real. I again went through the options in my head. Dead. Coma. Dream.

      The Chinese princess woman gave a single nod.

      “Perhaps I believe you. Perhaps the spellcaster damaged your mind. How else to explain the foolishness of unleashing your chi all at once? The Rogan Ward I know would never have acted so rashly.” Her expression hardened. “Nor would he speak to me without the proper deferments. So, perhaps, when the spellcaster struck, she took some part of your memory away.”

      Spellcaster? I didn’t like the sound of that one bit. It reminded me uncomfortably much of the wraiths. But even that was less important than my first concern.

      “Please, your ladyship, whoever you are. Can you not just answer my questions?”

      The woman glared at me. “Unhand my Edda,” she said.

      For a moment, I didn’t know what she was talking about. Then it dawned on me. She had named the chittering monkey-thing Edda.

      “Only if you keep your screeching monkey under control,” I said.

      “You dare–?!” the woman demanded. Somehow, even though she remained perfectly still, she gave the impression she was about to launch herself at me in attack. Yet she recovered herself, bringing herself back under control. “It is very apparent you are no longer the Rogan Ward I know. Not only do you lack his manners, but you also lack his sense of place. He would know that a single word from me and you would be flogged for disrespect!”

      I was starting to seriously dislike this woman. “Yet you allow your pet to disrespect me?” I asked.

      She had no answer to this. Instead, she glared at me again. As stiff as a statue, she repeated. “Let my Edda go.”

      I held onto the annoying creature for half a beat longer. Then I did as the woman asked. Edda fell onto my lap and blinked, seemingly startled by her unexpected freedom. She uttered a screech and waved her little fists at me, but the moment I twitched in her direction, she scampered over behind the woman and peeked out over her shoulder.

      I didn’t want to repeat myself. Yet it seemed I had little choice. “Please, your ladyship, if that’s what I call you. Tell me what I need to know.”

      Her mask of immobility cracked. Just a little, just enough to show a sneer of contempt. Yet, finally, she spoke again.

      “My name is Lady Gamma de Leon, of the Forgotten City de Leons. I am completing a pilgrimage across the Wastes and beyond, to the Hidden Temple. You, Rogan Ward, are one of my protectors, having sworn a blood oath to preserve my life for the journey. As of this moment, I am dissatisfied with your service. It has been barely a fortnight, and already you have lost us my drivers, servants, and my guardsmen, with the exception of Ash, my childhood protector. I should have left you in the dirt for the bandits, but you still have skills that might prove useful, so I had Ash place you in my personal wagon. Where you sit, casting disrespect toward me and my Edda.”

      I took a moment to digest her words. As soon as she mentioned the Hidden Temple, my mind went straight to the image I’d had when I was dead. I didn’t know if that temple and the one this Lady Gamma mentioned were the same, but it seemed a coincidence at the very least.

      But that was a quandary for later. I still didn’t know where I was. I wanted to demand more answers, wanted to better figure out what I was up against, but something she had said got through.

      She could have left me behind in the dirt. I’d been unconscious. If those crazy hybrid things returned, I wouldn’t have been able to defend myself, no matter how good I was with that oversized sword.

      I’d never really thought of myself as an ungrateful person. Determined, yes. Sometimes aggressive, when the need arose. But not ungrateful.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For taking me with you. And for letting me use your wagon.”

      Apparently, it wasn’t good enough. The Lady de Leon’s eyes narrowed, and she pursed her lips. “And still, he forgets the most basic of courtesy. My name, in case you have forgotten again already, is Lady Gamma de Leon.”

      I nodded again. “Lady de Leon,” I repeated.

      “That’s better. Now, it is quite unseemly for you to ride in my wagon with me. So, if you have sufficiently recovered, I would appreciate it if you were to remove yourself with all haste and take up your place next to Ash.”

      She really was the most irritating woman. Her tone left no doubt that she expected me to leave her wagon immediately and continue the journey on foot. Once again, I felt the compulsion to obey, but it was weaker than before. As if her expectations didn’t quite match the strength of an order.

      But there wasn’t any physical reason I couldn’t obey. Despite my efforts, despite a sense of weariness deep in my bones, I knew I was fit and strong. Stronger than I’d ever been before, in fact. But the idea of bowing to this Lady Gamma’s will really did stick in my craw.

      “You haven’t told me–” I began, but she cut me off.

      “Leave now,” she said. “If you have further questions, you can get your answers from Ash.”

      I glowered at the woman even though I didn’t seem to have much of a choice. I didn’t know what swearing a blood oath entailed, but it wasn’t a joke. In fact, this time, she had issued an order.

      Without choosing to do so, I was nodding my head.

      “Yes, Lady De Leon,” I said. I took up my sword from where it rested beside the cot and sought an exit. As I made my way through the wagon to the opening at the end, I saw the AC lens I had plucked from the rabbit man’s corpse.

      Without asking, I collected that as well and made my way outside, back into the dirt.
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      I couldn’t keep the sardonic smile off my face as I stepped down from the wagon onto the hard-packed earth. Somehow, this irritating painted lady was able to compel me. She had ordered me out of her wagon and my feet had complied without bothering to ask permission of my brain. I had no choice in the matter. My body had simply responded to Lady Gamma’s words as if there was no choice in the matter.

      I didn’t understand what a blood oath might be, or how it worked. Was it some form of magic? Or something else entirely?

      Whatever it was, it took away my free will and turned me into a slave.

      And that idea didn’t sit well with me at all.

      But there seemed to be little I could do about it. The compulsion was still very much in place. I couldn’t simply climb back up into the wagon and confront Lady Gamma. I couldn’t do anything except follow her orders.

      The wagons were tethered to one another, with Lady Gamma’s in the lead. Fortunately, they weren’t going at more than walking pace. I was in no danger of being trampled by the cow-lizard creatures that pulled the other wagon. All I needed to do was step sideways to get out of the way.

      A quick glance around told me that I’d been unconscious for longer than I realized. We were a long way from the broken spaceship. It was so far away that at first, I couldn’t even see it. Then I noticed a dark curve a long way behind us, almost at the horizon. That had to be it. It didn’t match the surrounding landscape of rocky terrain, dust, and sand.

      For no reason other than that I didn’t want to spend my time carrying it, I put my AC lens on. With nothing to power it, the heads-up display didn’t show, although I would have been very interested to see what it said. But it wasn’t entirely useless. It could still protect my eyes. This wasteland we were walking through was hot and dry, and the air was filled with dust. Gusts of wind created tiny eddies of dust all the time, kicking dirt and sand around before fading away into nothing once more.

      The rest of me seemed well-prepared for the conditions. I was wearing multiple layers of clothing that seemed designed to protect me from the sun without hampering my movements in any way. One of those layers came in the form of a scarf-like thing I could use to cover my nose and mouth. With my AC lens to keep the dust from my eyes, I could walk in relative comfort.

      The looming giant I’d fought beside wasn’t difficult to spot. He was up front, walking beside the lead cow-beast, leading it like I might have led a puppy on a leash. The sheer size of the creature was intimidating. Yet Lady Gamma had made it clear that we were both on the same side, whatever side that happened to be. And we had fought side-by-side to protect her and the wagons. If this monster, this troll called Ash, was a danger to me, I would have known it by now.

      In a smooth, fluid move that I made without even thinking, I slung my great sword over my back and felt it click into place. I didn’t know what sort of mechanism was there to hold it, but I didn’t really have to. It simply worked, and I didn’t really want to be holding onto sixty pounds of metal as I walked.

      With my hands free and the sword securely in place, I hurried to catch up with the troll.

      He acknowledged my arrival with a grunt and wordlessly offered me his water pouch.

      I realized then that I was incredibly thirsty. No matter how fit I had suddenly become, no matter how proof against the environment I now was, I couldn’t survive without water. I thanked the troll and drank deeply, then passed the waterskin back.

      The troll seemed to be content to keep walking forever without saying a word. I kept pace and surreptitiously studied my companion, noting the new bandage on his leg where the panther man had struck. Yet if Ash felt any pain or discomfort from the wound, he didn’t say anything. Nor did his gait give any indication that the wound was any more than a scratch.

      He just kept plodding steadily along, one foot in front of the other, the reins of the cow beast firmly gripped in his hand.

      It was an odd-looking arrangement. There was an empty seat at the front of the wagon.

      “What happened to the driver?” I asked.

      The troll’s head swiveled my way, and he peered down at me from a great height. I wondered if he could even understand me, but then he gave an answer.

      “Dead,” he rumbled.

      Of course, I thought. Lady Gamma had said as much. But at least I now knew that this creature, this Ash, could understand me. And, if you didn’t count his tusks, armor, and the great club sheathed at his back the same way I’d sheathed my sword, he seemed far more approachable than Lady Gamma. This was someone who might answer my questions.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      He looked at me again, this time with a frown.

      “Wastes,” he said.

      Well, that was helpful.

      I wanted to ask where we were in relation to the hospital where I’d faced the goblin. But how could I even ask that?

      In the end, I settled for something less extreme. “Yes, but where? Where does all this fit with everywhere else?”

      “Did you hit your head?” he rumbled.

      I admit it. His size and troll-like looks, combined with his monosyllabic responses, had already convinced me that he was simple. Yet his answer showed a deeper appreciation for what was going on than I would have guessed.

      I barked a laugh. “Something like that,” I said, surprised. “I don’t know a damn thing about what’s going on, and our Lady DeLeon in the wagon didn’t deign to help. So, yeah. Think of it as if I did hit my head. Basically, I have no clue where I am, how I got here, or what the fuck is going on.”

      The troll-like creature paused to look at me, bringing the whole caravan to a halt. “You know nothing?” he rumbled.

      “As near as,” I said. “I know that the lady in the wagon is on some sort of pilgrimage across the Wastes, and that I’m bound to her as her protector. That’s about it.”

      The troll–Ash–gave a snort, and lumbered back into motion. “What else is there?”

      This was getting frustrating. First Lady Gamma had failed to answer my questions, and now this giant lump of flesh seemed disinterested in doing so as well.

      Before I could stop myself, I reached out and grabbed him by the wrist.

      It was like grabbing hold of a stone statue twice my height. Ash’s wrist was as thick as my thigh, if not more. I was sure he could have flung me through the air as casually as you like. So it was with some surprise and considerable relief that instead of doing just that, he paused once again.

      “Look,” I said, deciding to put it all out on the line. “The last thing I remember was getting shot down in a plane and spending the last few minutes of my life in a desperate panic as I tried to save a woman from an alien invader. The next thing I know, I’m spitting dust out of my mouth, and Lady Gamma is ordering me to stand and fight against human half-breeds that seem intent on killing us all. I would really like to know how that happened. Is this real? Am I dreaming? Or what?”

      The monstrous creature looked down at me, and his fearsome visage somehow grew kinder.

      “Rogan Ward,” he rumbled, “I do not understand half the things you have spoken out of your mouth. But I do not think this is a dream. This world is all that I’ve known throughout my whole life. It is very real. But I don’t understand how you do not know where you are. We are on a quest to deliver Lady Gamma to the Hidden Temple, which requires us to cross these wastelands we find ourselves within. You have been with us since we left the Forgotten City. You are Rogan Ward, known as the Whirling Blade, Martial Warrior, and Famed Swordsman of the South. You have been with us every step of the way since we left.”

      It was exasperating. He said so much but told me so little. How could I get the answers I was looking for?

      “Just tell me this,” I said, latching onto a possibility. “Is this Earth?”

      “Where else would it be?” came the reply.

      Good question. I thought about the broken spaceship and the AC lens I currently wore. At the same time, I thought about the strangeness I’d seen. The broken sky, the hybrid man-beasts. Ash himself.

      “When is it?” I asked. “What year?”

      The troll-like creature looked at me as if I was mad. “It is the year six hundred and thirty-eight after the Cleansing,” he said.

      Six hundred and thirty-eight?

      Yet the question I blurted was different. “The Cleansing?”

      The troll nodded. “When the gods came, and man burned their own civilization to the ground.”

      Gods?

      “What do you mean, ‘gods’? What do you mean man burned their own civilization?” I asked. But even as I asked the question, my heart began pounding in my chest.

      Could it possibly be true? Had the final, last gasp solution been used?

      “They came from the sky,” Ash replied, completely unaware of my growing sense of panic, and a little baffled that I didn’t know the answer. “Bringing with them the seeds of magic and melding. If it weren’t for them, it is said, the races of man as they exist would never have been. They enabled the merging of species, and without it, we would not have survived.”
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      Gods. Magic. Melding.

      I couldn’t quite believe what I was hearing, but the implications were clear.

      “Six hundred years?” I managed. In a moment of clarity, I realized that everyone I’d ever known, every memory I had of my previous life, was gone. It didn’t exist anymore. It was in the past… to the tune of six hundred and then some. And the only thing that remained was the wreckage of the alien spaceships, the wreckage of humanity itself, and the AC lens I currently wore.

      Given the timeframe, it was a wonder that anything had survived at all. That the AC lens still existed at all was some sort of miracle.

      Especially as I now understood an awful truth.

      I couldn’t breathe, and the ground was starting to tilt in a weird way. I staggered in place, tried to stop myself, and then collapsed onto my ass in the dirt.

      “They did it,” I muttered. “The crazy bastards. They actually did it.”

      The final solution. Humanity’s last-ditch attempt to defeat the invaders. The powers-that-be had blown the fuck out of everything with every nuclear weapon at their disposal.

      No wonder the sky was broken. No wonder everything looked so different. In fact, it was more of a surprise that there were people left at all, regardless of what they might look like.

      “Rogan?” The huge troll-like creature asked, and I could hear the legitimate concern in his voice. He stood where he was, looking down at me, but he didn’t approach. “Rogan, are you okay?”

      It was all I could do to shake my head. Six hundred years! I’d read more than my share of science fiction novels. Arthur C Clarke, Asimov, Heinlein, a few of the classics, but more of the pulp, entertaining stuff you could get online. Fast-paced adventures filled with violence and sex that the traditional publishers tended to overlook but guys like me inhaled.

      In most of those stories, six hundred years in the future had given rise to spaceships traveling at light speed, intergalactic empires, and humanity on the brink of galactic domination.

      Instead, it seemed that the worst had happened. Destruction and death on a global scale. Instead of reaching for the limits of technology, we had gone backwards, relegating ourselves to a pre-technological age.

      I’d woken up six hundred years in the future only to find myself back in the Middle Ages.

      “Rogan?” Ash asked again. But I was barely aware he’d spoken at all.

      I didn’t know how I was alive. Hadn’t even considered it as a possibility of survival when facing the wraith. But I knew that instead of reading science fiction stories filled with hope and possibilities, I should instead had been reading the post-apocalyptic horrors filled with tales of grim survival.

      It was overwhelming, and too much to process all at once.

      How the fuck was I even alive?

      Perhaps it was the result of the wraith’s magic. Perhaps it was Fate, or the will of the gods.

      Or perhaps it was no more than chance. Some weird, cosmic mistake.

      In an infinite universe, I’d heard someone say, anything you can imagine is not only possible, but guaranteed to exist. Was I the one spark of life in all of creation that found itself conscious once more, so long after death?

      Or did it happen to everyone?

      Too many questions, none of which had any direct relevance to me at that moment. All that mattered was that I was alive once again, and that everything I had ever known was history.

      And, as far as I knew, I was unable to return to it.

      Unbidden, the words I’d heard in that eternal moment between my two lives came back to my mind.

      “You can save them. You can save all of them.”
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      I might have sat in the dirt wallowing in despair for the rest of the day. Ash didn’t seem to know what to do or say to reach me. He just stood there looking down at me with a puzzled expression on his huge face.

      But Lady Gamma had apparently had enough of the delay, and before too long, she poked her painted face out of the wagon.

      “Why have we stopped?” she demanded. “There’s still plenty of daylight. Why is he sitting there like that?”

      Ash turned to her. “I do not know. I answered some of his questions and he just sat down. Perhaps he is still weakened from his use of chi.”

      Lady Gamma’s beautiful, painted face turned toward me. I thought again that she was a pleasure to look at, a work of art made flesh. Even if her nature was a little too grating for my tastes.

      “Rogan Ward. Is this true? Are you still too drained to walk?”

      I shook my head, only belatedly realizing she would probably interpret that as more rudeness. So I summoned the will to speak out loud. “No, Lady Gamma, it isn’t that.”

      Instead of following up by asking me what the problem was as Ash had already done, she gave another order.

      “Well, in that case, get to your feet. There is still a long way to go, and I have no intention of delaying our progress any longer than absolutely necessary. Get up so we may continue.”

      She remained in view just long enough to make sure I was doing as she said, then disappeared within the wagon once again.

      It wasn’t like I had any choice. I felt the compulsion this time as I’d done before. With growing resentment at the woman’s control over me, I hauled myself back to my feet, and within just a few moments, we were back, plodding along next to the cow-beasts.

      I was done talking, at least for the time being. The realities of my new existence left no room for further questions, and Ash seemed more than comfortable with walking in silence.

      I resented the hell out of being Lady Gamma’s slave. At the same time, I had a long way to go to even begin coming to terms with a six-hundred-year passage of time, let alone my strange resurrection. And, with every weary mile we trudged, I began to loathe this strange, desert landscape and its broken sky.

      Where in the hell were we, even? The vast emptiness of the place, the spiny, desiccated plants that clung to life even here, the ongoing heat. It reminded me of the Mojave Desert, but that was before this ‘Cleansing.’

      More than once, I glimpsed startled creatures scampering away as we approached. Most were small, but I usually couldn’t tell what they were—a rabbit, some kind of lizard, or a weird sort of mutant that I would never be able to classify. Up in the sky, dark shapes flew around. They could have been birds but seemed to be considerably larger. Fortunately, they kept their distance.

      Too bad the AC lens wasn’t functional. It might have been able to tell me something. But it was dormant.

      If these people had any form of electrical power, I could try to connect to it. I’d pulled apart more than my share of dead computers and other tech, and knew my way around a circuit board. Maybe I could figure out something as simple as that, if I got the chance?

      Then I laughed at myself. The chances of the internal circuitry of the AC lens having survived intact for so many years was slim.

      Still, it would have been nice to try. It still felt comforting to have it on my face, the one bit of my world with which I could still connect.

      The nuclear blasts had changed everything, forged a new Earth. And I felt very alone. Everything I had known was gone, replaced by this new primal world. There was no point in asking about the cities I used to know. And what did it matter?

      They would have been nothing but dust for more than six hundred years.

      And then I realized something else and laughed out loud. If all this was real, then I hadn’t been laid in over six hundred years. But then I felt a bit sad that I had somehow survived the war but would never get to go back and ask that redhead for her number.

      Ash grunted at me in confusion. To him, I must have looked a bit unhinged.
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      In addition to the small scurrying creatures and the birdlike things, I felt the presence of something else out there in the wasteland.

      More than one something else, in fact.

      Several times, I caught the sound of movement that I couldn’t attribute to the wagons or to Lady Gamma inside them. And when we passed near outcroppings of rocks, my hands twitched as if to reach for my sword. I never saw anything, not exactly, but I could sense something there.

      Once, that sense of was enough to make me turn around to look. I knew there was a presence, but all I could see was the wasteland we were traveling through, punctuated by the occasional small puff of dust caught in a gust of wind.

      Muttering, I turned back around and caught up with Ash.

      “I sensed it, too,” the troll rumbled quietly, and that was enough. I didn’t draw my sword, but I shifted the muscles in my back, feeling its weight to reassure myself it was still there. I was ready to reach for it in a moment should it be necessary.

      “More of those we fought before, do you think?” I asked, finding that after a couple of hours of silence, I was ready to speak once again. “Those hybrid creatures by the spaceship. Have they followed us all this way?”

      Ash gave a casual shrug. “The bandits? They are not known to track those who pass through their territories, preferring to ambush passersby at chokepoints like where they caught us. And besides, the cost they paid to face us was high. I doubt they would be willing to pay that cost once again.”

      “And anyway,” he continued, “those who watch us from afar seem different. The bandits are from the fringes, hybrids that stand closer to humanity’s core. These appear to be more feral. Likely, they are sand walkers, revenants. Denizens of the wasteland, and as far removed from the hybrids as they are from original human beings. Untamed, scarcely sentient, more beast than not.” He paused again, looking thoughtful. “The one that follows us, however, is different again.”

      I had to say, I was impressed. I hadn’t known that this creature beside me was so perceptive. I hadn’t once seen him pause to glance around, thinking him solely focused on the ground ahead of us.

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      The huge creature turned to me and raised a thick eyebrow. “You, the great Rogan Ward, are asking me?”

      I bit back a snarl. “I told you. I don’t remember this world. So just tell me.” This was the second time Ash had implied I was something more than an ordinary fighter.

      Ash turned back to the road ahead with equanimity. “We wait. See what they do. And prepare ourselves for a fight.”

      Despite the fitness of my new body, I was weary. That chi blast or whatever it was had taken a lot out of me. If another fight was in the cards, I would do my best, but I would have liked the chance to recover first.

      Meditate.

      The thought came unbidden, and at first I wondered what it meant. Then, without knowing quite how, I found that I already knew. Meditation would help me regain my strength far quicker than anything else. I just needed a few minutes of peace and a quiet spot.

      Or did I?

      In my old life, meditation was something that other people did. The spiritualists and other weirdos. Those who practiced tai chi in the park, and maybe the Buddhists. Taoists, maybe. I didn’t really know.

      So perhaps it was possible to meditate while walking at the same time.

      With that thought in mind, I tried to recall all I knew of the practice. Clear the mind. Seek balance. It wasn’t much, but it was all I had, and perhaps it was enough to give me a start.

      And anyway, the landscape, while majestic and slightly alien because of the sky, was also repetitive and a bit dull. And as Lady Gamma had said, I was there to protect her. How could I do that if I was weary to my bones?

      Instead of trudging on alongside Ash, I moved to the other side of the cow-beast and rested a guiding hand on its flank. Then, still keeping pace, I shut my eyes and drew a deep breath.

      There was a quiet voice in my mind telling me that I was an idiot, and that this would never work. I did my best to quiet that voice as well as all the others. All that mattered was finding a fragment of balance, a moment of tranquility, a point in my mind where everything became clear…

      I kicked something, and let out a curse as I stumbled, staggering a couple of times to stay upright.

      “Rogan, you stupid fuck,” I said to myself.

      Yet as soon as I recovered, I tried it again. There had been a brief moment just before my toe had betrayed me when I’d almost had it. And hey, if it worked, it would be worth a little discomfort.

      Three more times I tried to reach that point of balance. Three times I failed, twice because of another stumble, and once because I thought I heard something. Each time, I recovered myself, made sure of my grip on the cow-beast, and tried once again.

      I realized during my attempts that Ash wasn’t wandering randomly into the Wastes. Instead, he was guiding the wagons along what looked like a trail, an area of dirt that seemed harder packed than the rest. And I wondered if there might be an actual road somewhere beneath.

      I was stumbling at least in part because I was walking right on the edge. But if I was to walk more in the middle, perhaps there would be fewer rocks in my way.

      So thinking, I dropped back to behind the first wagon, and held onto the back of it, near where the cow-beasts for the second wagon were tethered. And I tried once again.

      This time, I didn’t stumble. This time, I kept striding along, as confidently as a blind man who knew where he was.

      And this time, I reached the point of balance I was striving for.

      I don’t know what I’d been expecting. Just a moment of peace, no more than that. Instead, I felt a huge influx of energy, as if I was standing in a waterfall of it. Instinctively, I opened myself to this energy, this manna from heaven, and drank of it like a thirsty man might drink from a trough. In a matter of seconds, I felt myself swell, growing strong once again, as if this was all I needed to survive.

      And more than survive. I could thrive on this alone. It filled me up like I was a hot air balloon and it was a propane burner.

      It was a whirlwind of energy, and it quickly took me to heights of joy I’d seldom felt before.

      And then, all at once, the flood of energy turned into a trickle, and I knew I was done.

      It felt like only seconds had passed, but when I opened my eyes, I realized it had been much longer than that. The landscape was subtly different, as if we’d traveled much further than I thought, and the sun was appreciably lower in the sky.

      I had been walking with my eyes shut for minutes. Maybe even half an hour. In that time, I’d been completely oblivious to anything that had happened, and I couldn’t help but wonder if that was a bad thing given how dangerous this world seemed to be.

      Nevertheless, the energy I’d gained was real. It was still there. No longer did my bones feel weary. Instead, I felt strong.

      I couldn’t help but let out a laugh. Then, with a smile on my face, I almost skipped back to the front of the caravan and took my place next to Ash once again.
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      As the sun touched the horizon and the colors in the sky grew more intense, like a multihued, broken aurora, Ash guided the wagons a little way off the trail and wheeled the first one about to form a protected area in the middle. He looked at me and grunted.

      “I’ll set up camp. Have you forgotten how to hunt?” he asked, and I’d swear he was actually teasing me.

      I decided to take Ash’s question at face value. “One way to find out,” I said. With that, I turned into the wasteland and tried to think like one of the small creatures I’d seen throughout the day. Did they live in burrows? What did they eat? Could they suck the moisture from the scrubby plants that clung to life in this place?

      With nothing better to do, I unlimbered my sword and held it ready as I wandered randomly into the dusk.

      “Here, little rabbit,” I called quietly. “Come out, come out, wherever you are. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Then I chuckled. It was definitely my intention to hurt whatever I found. At the same time, I figured it would be humane. One quick slice with the blade, and that would be it.

      And if the rabbit turned out to be the size of a horse, it would make little difference to my strategy, or to my sword.

      I’d been wandering in the dusk for maybe a quarter of an hour, doing my best to soften my footsteps and making sure not to drag my sword in the rubble.

      It turned out that sneaking along in the dusk was something I was surprisingly good at. I barely made a sound as I glided over the sandy earth. I couldn’t even hear the rustling of my own clothing.

      But so far, the wasteland seemed just as quiet.

      I was beginning to wonder if I was wasting my time, and if I would have to show up back at the camp empty-handed. But then, just before I was ready to give up, I heard what I’d been hoping to hear.

      Movement from somewhere up ahead, near an outcropping of boulders.

      Sensing a chance, I quickened my pace, knowing that whatever was moving wasn’t far away. Silently, I made my way over, enjoying the slight thrill of the chase. With my sword still resting on my shoulder, I crept around the boulders until my target came into view.

      Then I stopped in my tracks.

      It wasn’t a rabbit.

      Well, there were rabbits—a trio of them strung up together, gutted and ready to eat. They’d been killed by an experienced hunter, who was even then stacking dried bits of wood into a hollow in preparation for a fire.

      I had come up behind her and could see that from this angle, she wasn’t quite human. Dressed in leathers and carrying more than one set of knives, she had a long, thick tail like that of a lizard, and had hints of scales on her shoulders and thighs.

      Despite the animal-like quality, she was definitely, luxuriously feminine, and from this angle was pretty much everything a man could desire.

      I knew without asking that this lizard-woman was who had been trailing us. And I was interested to find out why.

      “Hey,” I said.

      As fast as could be, she dropped what she was doing and spun to face me, a hunting knife in each hand. The expression on her face was feral and wild, and I knew that this woman’s first response to any threat would be to attack. Yet she was beautiful as well, the type of woman who would grace the cover of magazines despite the scales on her cheeks and the horns at her temples, a dark-haired Amazonian huntress who defined the word fierce.

      But when she saw me standing there with my sword held casually over my shoulder, instead of launching herself at my throat, she turned on the spot.

      And vanished into thin air.

      I couldn’t believe it. Sure, the sun was all but gone, leaving only the last vestiges of daylight in the sky, but that didn’t account for what I had seen. One moment, the woman was standing before me, and the next she was gone. Vanished. The rabbits were gone too, a split second after she was, as if she’d grabbed them as an afterthought.

      So, she hadn’t teleported or anything like that.

      She was still there but had tricked my eyes into not seeing her. Somehow, this woman could fool my senses.

      I didn’t like the thought of an unknown hunter trailing after me. So, given she could trick my eyes anyway, I closed them, held my breath, and listened.

      At first, I heard nothing. I knew this wild woman was doing the same. Trying to be as silent as possible, to not to give her position away. But this new me, this martial warrior, seemed to be pretty good at that particular game. I waited, barely breathing at all, and strained my senses as far as I could.

      I couldn’t hear her moving. Not even the slightest scrape of her feet against the ground. She was standing so still her leather didn’t creak or scrape against itself. But, if I focused really hard, I thought I could hear her breathing.

      “I know where you are,” I said. “Why are you following us?”

      There was a sharp intake of breath. I had been right about her location. I smirked. But she didn’t answer. Instead, she took off at a run, charging into the gloom as fast as he she could, sacrificing silence for speed.

      I cursed again, clipped my sword back into place on my back, and gave chase.

      This new me was far more surefooted than even the Rogan before my injury. I found I could glide over uneven terrain with little effort, moving far more swiftly and silently than I would have thought possible. And while I couldn’t see my target in the diminishing light, I could hear her as she scrambled away.

      Or at least, I could for much of the time. As I drew near, she froze in place and held her breath, forcing me to use every sense I had to make sure of her location.

      I had to slow down to do so, and she used the opportunity to burst away in a different direction.

      It was an odd, surreal game of cat and mouse played out under the light of a multi-hued aurora that hid all but the brightest of stars. For me, the game was frustrating, but also fun.

      My quarry, however, didn’t appear to take as much pleasure from the chase as I did. I could almost sense the tension in her whenever she froze in place, and she punctuated the burst of speed with insults and angry curses directed my way.

      It was just a matter of time before I caught her. She was quick and cunning, but I was simply faster and more surefooted. Sooner or later, I would catch up with her, or she would zig when she should have chosen to zag.

      She must have known it as well, because it wasn’t long before she gave up on her darting, pausing tactic and tried something new.

      Out of nowhere, her string of kills came flying towards me, aimed at my face. I instinctively swayed out of the way, but that was just her opening gambit. I heard a grunt of effort, and even though I still couldn’t see her, I knew what was coming. This strange, disappearing woman had decided her best chance was to fight.

      Without being able to see her, I was at a serious disadvantage. Without a doubt, she knew how to use those knives she carried. But even without the use of my eyes, I was able to lock on to her location.

      The sound of the grunt she had made. The grinding of her feet against the gravelly earth. The faintest hint of something in the air moving toward me.

      Even her natural scent, which smelled like wild roses.

      I knew without even thinking that she’d taken a low pose in an effort to duck under any attempt at a counter. She had chosen speed over accuracy and was aiming to slash me across the stomach, opening my belly and spilling my entrails. And she was already positioning herself to leap back away, to scamper back into the darkness to either disappear once again or wait for an opportunity to finish me off.

      I could have drawn my great sword and blocked her strike, or even lopped off her hand. I could have stepped in close, rendering her strike next to useless, and tapped her on the head hard enough to make her sit down on the ground.

      Instead, I took a casual step backward, just far enough to feel the breeze of her blade as it went by. Then a step forward again. Even though I couldn’t see it, I knew where her wrist would be. I wrapped my hand around it after her swing had missed me and stuck my foot out at the same time.

      I used her own momentum against her. My foot prevented her from regaining her balance, and my hand on her wrist rendered her defenseless. A simple shove in the middle of her back and she went down in a heap with me on top of her.

      It was a tantalizing place to be, but I had other things on my mind. All at once, I could see her again. She was lying face down in the dirt with my hand around her wrist, having used her other hand to help break her fall.

      With my bodyweight pushing her into the dirt, all she could do was let loose another stream of curses.

      I listened to her for a moment before leaning in close. “Who are you?” I demanded. “Why have you been following us?”

      She just took another breath and continued cursing.

      So I had a choice to make. In a world as dangerous as this one seemed to be, it probably made more sense to slit her throat than to keep her alive. But while I’d been more than happy to kill the goblin back in my time, and hadn’t missed a beat when it came to defending myself from the hybrid creatures next to the spaceship, this was different.

      With this woman, I had other options. I didn’t actually have to kill her. And besides, she was beautiful, a fact that I couldn’t deny even in the developing darkness. A ten even with her scales and tail. Maybe that didn’t warrant giving her a free pass, but in my old life I’d rarely been close to anyone in this league. So maybe it counted for something.

      “Do you have any more of that string you used to gather your kill?” I asked lightly.

      She paused in her cursing for long enough to answer. “Why should I tell you?” she demanded.

      “Well, you have a choice. Either I can tie you up and make it more difficult for you to slip your knife into my gizzard, or I can cut off your hands and make it impossible. Either way, I’m taking you back to my camp. So, which is it?”

      Even as I voiced my threat, I wasn’t sure I could carry it out, but she didn’t know that.

      I felt some of the tension leave her body. “I have more twine,” she admitted.
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      Despite my threat, the fierce woman with the strange ability to vanish tried to slip away from her bonds two more times. The first time, she misjudged her ability to get free, and I dumped her on the ground and re-tied her wrists without bothering to comment. The second time, she managed to get free, and disappeared again as soon as the twine was off her wrists.

      But she must have been tired from our earlier games. I caught up to her within moments, and this time she didn’t have her knives. I’d taken all of them from her after our first game of chase, and had kept them on me ever since.

      At least, that’s what I thought. Somehow, she’d managed to keep at least one. This time, I’d tipped her onto her back, and had to block a lightning fast slash at my throat.

      “That’s enough of that,” I said, casually plucking the knife from her grip. “Or do you want me to follow through with my threat?”

      By then, she knew I’d been bluffing, and kept trying to fight as I bound her wrists once again. Even though the sun had fully set by then, there was still enough light that I could see her clearly. I couldn’t help but take a moment to admire how she had been put together, my gaze lingering on her breasts and the smooth skin over her collarbones.

      She caught me looking and increased her struggling. “Men!” she spat. “You’re all the same! One thing–if you’re going to rape me, then kill me first!”

      Her words shocked me, but I quickly realized they probably shouldn’t have.

      But to assume that was my intention just because I was a man irritated me more than it should have.

      Even though I was holding her down with my weight and leering at her. I’d already shown her there was little she could do to stop me no matter what I chose to do.

      So maybe her impression of me wasn’t unfounded.

      It was a troubling thought, and I frowned. “I have no intention of raping you. However, I’m also getting tired of chasing you. So,” I said, but instead of finishing my sentence, I let my actions speak for me. In a smooth, fluid motion, I stood, helped her to her feet, then picked her up and threw her over my shoulder, wrapping one arm around her legs at the knees to keep her in place.

      “Let me go!” she yelled as she started to kick. “You filthy son of a whore, let me down right now, or I swear I’ll will carve out your tripes and feed them to you–”

      She might have gone on, might have resurrected the earlier cursing and insults. But I was done marveling at my own strength, at how easy it seemed to be to support her weight and keep her in place. And I was growing tired of listening to her screech.

      “Stop,” I said flatly. “First, if I do let you go, I won’t do it gently. You will crash headfirst onto the ground. Second, you have proven yourself untrustworthy. You haven’t told me who you are or what your purpose might be. So it’s either this, or I kill you. Your choice. Third, we are not the only ones in this wasteland. I’ve seen others, keeping just out of sight, but they are there. I would prefer you don’t call any more attention our way than you already have. So be quiet. If I hear one more shriek or curse out of you, I will stuff a gag in your mouth and tie it around your head so tight you can barely breathe. Have I made myself clear?”

      To my complete and utter surprise, the woman stopped struggling and cut herself off mid-shriek.

      Yet she wasn’t completely done talking. “I’ve seen them as well,” she said. “Creatures of the wasteland. Semi-human, mutants of different sorts. And there’s something else, something stronger. I don’t know who or what it is, but I do not like the way he feels in my mind.”

      I had no idea what she meant by her last statement. I was simply happy that she seemed to be open to reason. “Then stop with your noise,” I reiterated.

      I shifted her weight on my shoulder a little and set out over the wasteland.
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      That’s how we were when I re-entered the camp. Ash had managed to get a decent fire going, but instead of sitting close to it to keep warm, he stood on guard, his looming form facing toward me.

      “It would seem your hunting skills are a little different from most,” he rumbled, and I could sense the humor in his words. “Although,” he continued, “I am unsure if we have the time or equipment necessary to cook something like that at the moment.”

      That was all it took to set the woman off again.

      “What? No!” she began, and started to struggle. But I was tired of holding her, so I unceremoniously dumped her on the ground.

      “Quit it,” I said. “We’re not going to eat you. Your catch, however, is another matter entirely.” With that, I held the creatures up for Ash’s inspection. The giant nodded once, reached for them, and within a very short time, had set them to cook over the fire.

      Only then did he return his attention to my bigger prize. “And this?” he rumbled.

      “This is our shadow,” I replied. “I thought we might persuade her to tell us her name and what she was doing. And how she is able to effectively disappear in front of my eyes. It’s a neat trick, and I’d like to know how it’s done.”

      By then, the woman had managed to sit herself up, and was glaring at me and at the meat she had caught, looking resentful as she did. Yet it seemed the walk had done her some good. She’d had time to consider her options.

      “My name is Camille,” she said shortly. “I’m on a pilgrimage of my own. These lands are dangerous, and I did not want to face them myself.”

      “You could have just said so when I asked you the first time,” I said. “What about the disappearing?”

      Camille’s shoulders dropped a bit, but her glare was as severe as ever. “The vanishing you speak of is just something I can do,” she said. “It has proven… useful… in my occupation, but I can’t explain how. It is who I am.”

      In a world where ogres and semi-human creatures and monsters were real, I figured this was just something to add to the list. Yet I still wanted to know more. But before I could ask, Ash asked his own question.

      “Your occupation?”

      The fierce woman looked down to the ground. “I am a thief. An assassin. A spy. I did anything where my skill provided an advantage.”

      Ash accepted this information without a word, but I couldn’t help but look at Camille with renewed suspicion. A thief, assassin, and spy?

      If I needed any more confirmation that she was dangerous, that was it.

      Ash’s mind had gone in a different direction. “If you are on a pilgrimage and did not want to travel alone, why did you not approach and ask to join us?”

      For the first time, Camille seemed uncertain. “I… I did not think you would accept such a request. Why should you?” She shrugged. “I thought you might chase me off, and it would be harder to follow behind. Doing so, staying out of sight but close, offers me protection without any cost.”

      It made sense to me, and obviously to Ash as well because he didn’t ask her any other questions.

      “So,” Camille said. “What happens to me now?”

      “That depends on Lady Gamma,” said Ash. “It is she who will decide your fate.”

      As if she had been listening from within her wagon, Lady Gamma chose that moment to emerge. Still clothed in her extravagant silks and with her immaculately made up face and multi-layered hair, she waited at the top of the short ladder with a glare in my direction.

      Camille stiffened at her appearance, a reaction I understood.

      Perhaps it was because of this distraction that I completely missed the significance of Lady Gamma’s unwillingness to descend the short ladder right away.

      “Ahem,” the painted princess said.

      Her expression remained unchanged, and the focus of her gaze was me. As if to reinforce that I was somehow derelict in my duties, Edda chose that moment to appear next to her mistress.

      The monkey-creature chattered and pointed at me, then scampered up to Lady Gamma’s shoulder, where she bounced up and down and kept chattering, acting for all the world like I’d stolen her banana.

      I watched the extraordinary display for some moments before figuring out my apparent crime. Or perhaps, ‘figuring out’ wasn’t quite right. Even though Lady Gamma hadn’t said a word, I still felt compelled to act.

      With a quiet grumble to myself, I went over and offered Lady Gamma my hand to help her down three simple steps that she could easily have managed herself.

      Apparently, my duties were more than those of just Lady Gamma’s protector. Apparently, I was some sort of manservant as well.

      Yet as long as she could continue to compel my obedience, there didn’t seem to be much I could do about it. So I bit my tongue and ignored Edda’s ongoing scolding as I helped Lady Gamma reached the ground safe and sound.

      She acknowledged my assistance with a small noise not of thanks, but of irritation that I had taken so long. I thought about saying something unkind, but decided it just wasn’t worth it. And, anyway, I kind of figured that aiding her hadn’t always been part of this Rogan Ward’s job. Before the ambush at the downed spaceship, Lady Gamma had had more guards and others to choose from. Perhaps one of them had acted as her primary servant.

      At the thought, it occurred to me that perhaps Lady Gamma had lost more than just hired hands. Perhaps she had lost friends in that exchange. If so, then maybe I could go a little easier on her.

      As soon as Lady Gamma reached the ground, she let go of my hand and made her way across to Camille. Gamma was surprisingly short. Though Camille still sat on the ground, I could tell she was considerably taller.

      Yet it was obvious who held the power.

      Lady Gamma studied the wild woman’s face for long moments. Camille said nothing, but returned the look as calmly as she could. Abruptly, Gamma gave a small nod.

      “You are a pilgrim as well,” she stated. “You seek the Hidden Temple, just as I do.”

      Camille set her jaw as if in defiance, but she nodded. “I do.”

      Lady Gamma’s lips suggested the ghost of a smile. “Fear not, fellow traveler. I will not ask your reasons. They are your own, just as are mine. But I must understand your purpose. You have said you are an assassin and a thief. Do you mean to do harm to myself or my people?”

      Again, Camille held the painted woman’s eyes. “I am no danger to you or your companions,” she said.

      Lady Gamma’s aspect softened. It was as if she became someone else altogether. Instead of being the unyielding, demanding figure who presented no more than a painted mask to the world, she became softer, more human.

      “Then I must ask you,” Lady Gamma said. “There are significant dangers that still need to be faced between here and our goal. If you have been following us as you say, then you will know that the ambush cost us most of my men. While those of my protectors who remain are the very best of them all, a woman as capable as you seem to be would be a valuable addition. It would improve not just our safety, but yours as well, if you were to join us. What do you say?”

      Camille’s mouth opened in a slight gape, and she was seemingly taken aback by Lady Gamma’s words. As was I. Neither of us appeared to have expected Lady Gamma to make such a request.

      “I will swear no oath to you,” Camille said, pursing her lips. “I am on my own quest and am not part of yours.”

      Lady Gamma waved her words away with her hand. “Agreed. You are not a bonded servant, and never will be. You and I are equals in my eyes, two women on the same quest. This is a joining of forces rather than the acquisition of another protector.”

      At these words, Camille visibly relaxed. Lady Gamma could have ordered her death, and we all knew it. Instead, the princess had extended an offer of friendship.

      The wild woman managed a smile. “I would be honored,” she said.

      Lady Gamma seemed pleased, and Edda started chattering again, but this time in obvious delight rather than anger. Lady Gamma turned to me, and with her armor firmly back in place gestured to Camille.

      “Remove her bindings,” she demanded. “If she had weapons, return them to her. She is to be accorded the same measure of respect you would show to me.”

      It was as if her every pronouncement was designed to annoy me. Yet I did as she asked, fully expecting Camille to vanish into the night as soon as she could.

      To my surprise, she stayed just where she was.

      “Be welcome,” Lady Gamma added. “Our camp is your own. Feel free to share our provisions, and you will sleep in the supply wagon. And when it is cooked, treat the food we offer as your own.”

      I stifled a laugh. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that the food currently cooking was Camille’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      It turned out that the evening meal was to be more than just barbecued wasteland critters. The second wagon was filled with supplies, including a hard, dry type of bread that had a nutty flavor, a hard-rinded cheese, and even a sweet dish that seemed to be made of layers of thin pastry and cooked fruit of some kind.

      Lady Gamma, Camille, and Ash sat around the campfire, and I sat a little apart. Gamma had been staring daggers at me all night, obviously still pissed about... something. And Camille... well, I couldn't figure out what I thought about her. She was dangerous, but I also had to admit I was attracted to her. She was the whole package. Fierce, built better than a runway model, and even the monster aspects of her had an appeal. But damn, I hadn't really made the best first impression, had I?

      One of the cow-beasts grunted, and I looked over at them, still harnessed to their wagons, staring at seemingly nothing in particular. “What do they eat?” I asked, pointing to the beast nearest me. “I haven't seen any grazing lands yet.”

      Lady Gamma, Ash, and Camille all looked over at me. Gamma looked like she didn't know whether to laugh or rebuke me. Ash simply looked puzzled.

      I shrugged, feeling like it was something I should have known already. Maybe I was supposed to be the one feeding them and had forgotten. If so, hopefully the animals wouldn't pass out during the night from lack of food and water.

      “They are carnivorous, Rogan,” Lady Gamma said with a perturbed expression.

      That was surprising. “Does that mean they'll try to eat us if we don't give them enough food?” I asked.

      Gamma snorted and went back to her meal, but Ash answered. “They can survive for at least two weeks between meals. And they need less water than you do. In fact, they are able to lap up the dew that forms on their flanks at dawn, and it lasts them all day, even in this heat. It's why we use them.” Ash turned his head to the side, as if he pitied me.

      I nodded to him and went back to my food.

      “Why doesn't Rogan know about the beasts?” Camille asked, her eyes on me.

      “He hit his head,” Ash rumbled. “When the bandits attacked.”

      I returned Camille's gaze, which was accompanied by an expression I couldn't quite interpret. “I remember some things, like how to fight,” I said, and then lowered my voice. “And how to chase prey.”

      Camille's eyes flashed, and I grinned. But then I went back to my meal before Lady Gamma could look my way again.

      “Is Rogan injured in any other way?” Camille asked, pointedly not looking at me anymore.

      So, if they wanted to talk about me like I wasn't there, it suited me just fine.

      “Not that I am aware of,” Lady Gamma said, “except that he seems to have lost his manners along with his memory. The Rogan Ward who swore an oath to me would never be so bold.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I asked. “Sounds like he was just trying to keep the peace, rather than be the consummate gentleman.”

      Ash frowned but then hurriedly brought food up to his mouth, as if he were stifling a laugh.

      Lady Gamma glared at me. “As I said,” she continued, “the Rogan I knew was less uncouth.”

      Camille was watching me again with interest, but I shook my head. “I'm not sure I know how to be more couth,” I said.

      I finished my meal and then got up to walk to the other side of the wagons, not caring that I had probably offended Gamma. She needed to be offended once in a while. It would be good for her.

      The Wastes were dark, but not completely, not like they would have been on the Earth I knew. The fractured sky still allowed more light than the moon would have, and I wondered about radiation. We were probably all absorbing heaps of it. But no one seemed to be sick, so maybe all the surviving creatures had adapted to it, needed it, even.

      As Ash took the first watch and the rest of us hit the sack, I half-expected Camille to use one of her knives to slit my throat as I lay near the fire. She had threatened to do it earlier. Or maybe she would simply disappear into the wasteland. Tired though I was, I lay awake thinking about her, remembering how she had looked in the dim light of the fire. The way it shone on her scales and how she had felt beneath me when I'd captured her.

      It had been way too long since I'd had sex with the redhead from the bar, and I tried not to think about the six hundred and some-odd years in between me dying and waking up here. But the more I tried not to think about it, the more difficult it became. I tossed and turned with my blanket over me, looking for the most comfortable bit of ground, and sighed.

      A step in the darkness alerted me that I wasn't alone, and I quickly turned over.

      Camille was standing over me, her figure silhouetted by the dying fire.

      I jumped to my feet, prepared to fight her. But she wasn't carrying a knife. In fact, she had her palms open to show that she was unarmed. But I was still skeptical.

      “What's the matter?” I asked.

      “You look as if you've been confronted by an enemy,” she said in a low voice.

      “Don't sneak up on me like that and maybe I won't think you're here to kill me.”

      “I am not here to kill you,” Camille said, and she took a step closer.

      I prepared for a fight, raising my hands so I could grab her if I needed to.

      Camille tutted and reached up to her shoulder. Then, she began to untie one of the laces that held her leather shirt in place.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      “You have a chi gift, Rogan, do you not?” she asked as she moved to untie the other side.

      “Umm...” I said. My brain was quickly beginning to buzz with a new possibility. “I guess so.”

      Camille let her shirt drop to reveal round breasts and pert nipples. I inhaled sharply. Her scales extended down to her breasts, where they faded away into soft, tanned skin.

      “Right,” she said, “then come here.”

      She grabbed my hand and pulled me down toward my blanket.

      It was obvious what she wanted, but I wasn't sure whether this was going to be a new way to kill me or not. Still, I let her pull me to the ground. When she leaned forward to kiss me, I held her shoulders so that I could look at her.

      “Camille,” I said. “Why the sudden change?”

      She tilted her head to the side. “What change? You have a chi gift, and I am drained of my chi. Meditation will take too long for me, so I need you to help me recharge.”

      “But you hate me.”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      I frowned, but my gaze kept going to her breasts, and I wanted to touch them so badly. Six hundred years...

      “And this will help you recharge?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said, leaning forward again. “You really must have hit your head, because everyone knows that.”

      “I didn't,” I muttered. But who was I to deny this lizard woman? If she needed a recharge, and I could provide one, I sure as hell wasn't going to get in my own way. Suddenly, I was liking the old Rogan Ward a little bit more, if he could provide this service.

      My hands moved from her shoulders to her arms, and I pulled her close for a kiss. Immediately, she responded, her tongue pushing between my lips and dancing with mine. Her tongue was long, much longer than it should have been. Camille wrapped it all the way around mine without even trying. And... it was shaped funny. I explored her mouth with my own tongue for a moment to confirm, and then grinned.

      She pulled away, and her expression was hard to read. “You don’t like it, do you?” she whispered.

      I realized I was breathing hard already, but I shook my head. “No, I do like it. I was just surprised. What’s on the end of your tongue?”

      Camille looked at me suspiciously for a moment, and I smiled, hoping to reassure her.

      Slowly, she let her tongue slide out of her mouth so I could see it in the firelight. It stretched outside her mouth almost eight inches, and on the end of it was a sort of fleshy cup. Maybe it should have grossed me out, but it didn’t. It looked soft and graceful rather than disgusting. Camille glared at me, almost daring me to laugh.

      But I was already wondering what she could do with that tongue, and I’d never been more turned on in my life. “I like it,” I said. “It has… possibilities…”

      Camille sucked her tongue back into her mouth and grinned. “Lie back, Rogan Ward.”

      I did as she said, still halfway wary of being knifed in the gut, but I was too intrigued now not to follow through.

      Her hands went to my pants, and she undid them quickly to slide one hand inside. One eyebrow quirked upward in approval as she wrapped her fingers around my shaft. I grinned. There was plenty there for her to explore.

      With a quick, mischievous look in her eye, Camille dipped her head down and pulled my dick out of my pants. In one deft movement, her incredible tongue darted out to wrap around my length. I wanted to close my eyes and enjoy it, but I also didn’t want to miss anything. Propping myself up on my elbows, I watched as her tongue slithered up and down me for a few moments. Then she grinned and lowered her mouth onto me, with her tongue leading the way.

      I hissed through my teeth as she latched onto the end of my dick with that cup. It provided velvety suction just where I wanted it. And if I hadn’t closed my eyes and concentrated hard, it all would have been over right there. As it was, I couldn’t take much of Camille’s teasing before I had to grab her arms and pull her up on top of me.

      Breathing hard, I reached down to her leather leggings and slipped a hand inside her waistband, feeling the flesh of her shapely ass and pulling her into me. “What do you need?” I whispered.

      “I thought you would never ask,” she said. Then she slid off me long enough to remove her leggings. I took the moment to slide my pants down and would have taken off my shirt, as well, if Camille hadn’t pushed me back to the ground with a firm hand and then straddled my hips before I could get to it.

      With her hands on my chest, the lizard woman lowered herself onto me without any more foreplay. And it seemed she didn’t need it, for she was already wet. Her tight walls seemed to pull me in as she took in my full length. I put my hands on her hips and held on, trying to let her set the pace.

      As she began to roll her hips into mine, I watched her breasts move and reached up to touch where the scales turned to flesh. She was soft and strong, and soon began to move in a more up and down motion, sitting down on me fast and hard. I used my grip on her hips to help then, and she closed her eyes and opened her mouth in a silent oh! I thought she was done already, but she kept riding me, her movements becoming more frantic, her tail flicking back and forth like a scaled whip.

      After six hundred years, I was worried I wouldn’t be able to last much longer, but I managed to hold out until Camille came with a series of shudders. A cry escaped her lips, one that I was sure the entire camp heard, but my own grunt and sigh followed quickly as I released.

      It felt good. More than good, and I squeezed her hips tightly as my body continued to shudder.

      And then, something else happened.

      A warm tingling sensation began to spread through my body, at first slowly, and then with increasing force. From different points along my body, I felt a surge of energy rush toward Camille. It was more powerful than anything I’d ever experienced during sex, and immediately I knew it was the transfer of chi that was supposed to happen.

      Once it began, I couldn’t have let go of her if I’d wanted to. All I could do was hang onto the fierce woman, and she leaned forward to grip my shoulders with her strong hands, panting harshly as she absorbed the energy my body was offering her. With a harsh yell, she shuddered once again, and light began to permeate the darkness around her. A green glow began to emanate from her skin, lighting up her entire frame. As I looked on, her entire skeleton shone through her flesh, green and luminescent, as if I was looking at an x-ray of her.

      Then the bioluminescence faded as quickly as it had arrived, and both of us sank panting to the ground.

      “Damn,” I said, not knowing what else to say. Then I grinned. Camille smiled, and I thought she would settle in beside me for a while, but she sat up, gathered her clothes, and made her way—staggering a little—to the supply wagon.

      I watched her disappear inside it before getting dressed again and laying down beside the fire.
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      When Ash woke me in the small hours, he reported that all was well, and that Lady Gamma and Camille hadn’t left their respective wagons. I couldn’t help the smirk that crossed my face, and Ash shot me a knowing sideways look. Grinning, I punched him in the arm and took up my post.

      Until he woke me, I had been sleeping like a baby next to the fire, covered by my blanket to protect myself against the surprising cold of the night. And I’d dreamed of Camille and her glowing body. Did everyone glow when they had sex? My body hadn’t lit up, so maybe it was just the transfer of chi.

      Or maybe, I had dreamt the whole thing, but I didn’t think so. More and more, I was becoming convinced this was real.

      Most of my theories no longer seemed to fit. With the evidence of the spaceship, the AC lens, and Ash’s history lesson, I was mostly convinced this was not an alien world or a dream, but dear old Earth more than six hundred years later than I remembered.

      And anyway, during Ash’s watch when I’d slept so soundly, I’d dreamed of the life I left behind. Nothing much, just glimpses of my parents, fond memories of the golden retriever I’d grown up with, things like that.

      Yet I couldn’t shake the thought that if this was some kind of delusion, I wouldn’t have dreamed at all. I mean, a dream within a dream?

      It just didn’t seem likely.

      So if, when I closed my eyes for the night, I expected to wake up in a military hospital with a hole burned through my side by the goblin, then that expectation also fell flat.

      I just woke in the same post-apocalyptic world in which I’d gone to sleep, if a little bit colder than I had been before.

      Yet I was pleasantly well rested, in part thanks to Camille, despite my transfer of chi to her. I felt strong and capable, my muscles loose and relaxed. Even though I had only slept for a handful of hours, I was ready and willing to take on the day.

      I made sure my sword was on my back and took my turn staring into the Wastes as my oversized friend curled up next to the fire.

      If there was one more expectation I had of the night, it was of the distant watchers, those things Camille had described as creatures of the wasteland, the sand walkers, denizens of the Wastes, remnants of human species far gone to mutation.

      I expected them to use the cover of darkness to attack.

      Either them, or the mysterious other that Camille had mentioned. The presence that frightened her, the one that seemed different from the rest. But, no one disturbed our night.

      I kept myself amused for the first couple of hours simply by doing my job, thinking about Camille, looking away from the fire to ensure the light didn’t take away my night vision, and wondering again if it might be possible to power up my AC lens.

      I made a point of wandering about the encampment, never staying in the same spot for long, and straining my senses to their limit in order not to be caught unawares.

      The Wastes were not completely silent. Some small beasts roamed the sand, occasionally chirping to one another in the darkness, scraping their claws or shells on the occasional rock.

      Within the camp, Ash began to snore, a slow, rhythmic sound that was strangely comforting. The cow-beasts seemed to be content to sleep where they stood, still harnessed to the wagons. This was to enable a quick escape if needed, but the cow-beasts seemed incapable of moving faster than a steady plod.

      As the first hint of daylight broke over the horizon, I felt an urge to move. Not in any random way, but with a specific purpose. Not fully understanding where the urge came from, I unlimbered my sword and began, slowly at first, to step through a pattern. It was like a dance, and it took me some time to recognize what I was doing.

      This was practice for fighting with the sword. I recognized some of the movements from when I’d slaughtered the bandits.

      Then, suddenly, I knew what it was called.

      The Divine Steps.

      It wasn’t a voice in my head, not exactly, but it was an understanding.

      Rogan Ward’s understanding. Not mine, but that of the martial warrior whose body I now possessed.

      As the understanding became clear, I relaxed and let my feet do as they would. I found myself flowing through the sequence of steps more gracefully and fluidly than I’d ever moved in my life.

      And it wasn’t just a dance. I’d been marrying those steps to different swings and strikes of my sword, carving the air around me in a deadly ballet.

      The Way of the Sword, my subconscious supplied.

      I moved through it with a sense of joy, as if it would offer a profound understanding of the universe.

      I gave myself to the dance completely, speeding it up, lightening my feet so I could gain the needed height, putting my heart and soul into it, as well as a significant amount of power.

      As I moved, I became aware that Ash was no longer asleep. He roused himself, glanced in my direction, then headed away, presumably to empty his bladder in private. Then he was back, sitting in place to watch what I was doing.

      I had worked my way through all three hundred steps and the associated swings of my sword three times in total, and knew the fourth would be the last. This time, I put everything into it, exploding with power as I fought imaginary foes, sending them to their doom with every slash of my sword, twirling about like the blades of a lawnmower cutting through the air as if defeating my foes.

      As I reached the final part of the routine, I leapt high in the air and brought my sword down with an overhead strike, letting out a brief, wordless shout as I struck with all my strength. I reinforced it with a short, sharp release of my chi, and drove my sword straight through a boulder half as tall as me.

      For a moment, I stood where I was, breathing heavily and perspiring. At first, I couldn’t believe I had risked my blade on the boulder, or that I had managed to cleave it in two. It was astonishing, and I was mostly sure physics wouldn’t be able to explain how I did it.

      Then I turned back to Ash, who brought his hands together in applause, clapping once, twice, and again.

      “You are remembering yourself,” he rumbled.

      But I shook my head. “Not really,” I replied. “I know the moves, but the Rogan Ward who learned them–it wasn’t me. I’m not the same person you remember.”

      And yet… maybe there was more of that Rogan Ward left than I knew. I mean, not only did I seem to be remembering his skills, but I felt I might have been changing into someone different from who I had been.

      I was bending to Lady Gamma’s will more easily than I would have hoped. And my penchant for swearing seemed to be fading. Like, when was the last time I gave a good fuck about anything?

      I could barely remember.

      It was something to think about. Although, was there anything I could do if the Rogan Ward of this time began to return?

      “What about your chi power?” Ash asked, apparently unfazed by my argument.

      I’d used my chi to strengthen my last step and swing of my sword, but knew instinctively that wasn’t what Ash meant. He was talking about the visible burst of power I had used against the bandits.

      I frowned. “I don’t know how it works,” I said.

      “You–the Rogan Ward I remember–used to practice that every daybreak as well.”

      “He did? How?” I had to admit, I was curious. There was power within me. And in the world like this, I wanted every advantage I could get.

      Ash simply shrugged. “I do not know the mechanics. But he would sit on the ground with his legs folded, and lights would dance from his fingers.”

      It was better than nothing. With the women still yet to surface, I could see no reason why not to give it a try, and rely on my subconscious to do the work.

      So I did as Ash said.

      Just like when I’d tried to meditate while walking beside the wagons, I cleared my mind, and thought about what I wanted to do.

      This time, there were no failures, no stumbled efforts. This time, my body knew exactly what to do. Within moments, I was looking at my hands as arcs of light jumped from finger to finger.

      It left a tingling sensation on my skin, and I caught a faint whiff of ozone.

      It didn’t seem like much in the grand scheme of things, certainly nowhere near as spectacular as when I’d released this chi power all at once. But this was on purpose. Under my control. And as I watched with a mixture of satisfaction and amazement, a strange thought entered my mind.

      This was power.

      Energy.

      Was it any different from the electricity I needed to operate my AC lens?
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      I was already wearing it. In my real life, to be caught without it would mean scrubbing the barracks with a toothbrush, and I’d seen a couple of recruits make that mistake the day I had arrived at the base. In this world, I’d taken it off while I slept but put it back on as soon as I took over sentry duty from Ash.

      Even though the unit was far less useful without power, the lens wouldn’t interfere with my vision, and it protected my eyes. From dust in the air, from sudden gusts of wind, and if Camille decided to use one of her knives to take out my eyes, it would help with that as well. Despite her using me for chi the night before, I still wouldn’t have put it past her.

      I was so used to the AC lens being there that it was effectively part of me. So I didn’t need to stop what I was doing to concentrate. I just needed to redirect the power I was manifesting away from my fingers and into the tiny power socket in my lens, just behind my left ear.

      I had no idea what voltage my chi manifested, and didn’t want to blow out the AC lens on my first try. Knowing the odds of it working were slight, I dialed down the power and focused on what I meant to do.

      I cleared my mind and sought that moment of balance I needed. And at first… Nothing. No hint of life at all.

      But this was my first attempt, and there was much I didn’t know. I wasn’t sure if the power I felt even made it to the lens. I didn’t know if the lens was in working order. Nor did I know if the voltage I had gone for was anywhere near the right one.

      There wasn’t anything I could do if the AC lens was broken, and I thought I was directing the power in the right direction. So it was voltage I could most easily experiment with.

      I slowly increased it little by little, second by second.

      I began sweating at the effort required, and knew this chi exercise was at least as difficult as the Divine Steps had been. Yet I wouldn’t give up until I knew one way or the other if it was going to work.

      And then, after I’d sat there for several minutes with no response, I saw a flicker as the AC lens’ heads up display came to life.

      I was so surprised that I lost my concentration. Of course, that was enough. The HUD flickered and died.

      But I’d done it! There was life in the AC lens yet, and I could power it with chi! It was such an incredible thought that even though I’d done it, I could scarcely believe it. Was this magic? Or was it simply the manipulation of the energies of life?

      Better question. Was I the only one who could do it? Or was the ability common in this world?

      Even if it was, it still didn’t matter. I doubted anyone in this world would even know what an AC lens was, or what it could do. Which meant I was the only one who would think to try to power one up.

      Encouraged, I tried it again, doing my best to recall the level of power I’d put into my efforts.

      Almost at once, the HUD came back to life, and I realized that the AC lens I was wearing was a different model from the one I was used to.

      The options were there as before. Night vision. Distance vision, Microscopic, and Thermal. But the styling was different, the fonts both a little smaller than I had expected, but strangely clearer as well. And instead of displaying the information in a cool, luminous green, this AC lens showed it in shades of orange.

      But the biggest difference was when I glanced at Ash.

      The lens I’d worn back in my own time had been a brand-new invention. Groundbreaking, it was true, and stunningly clever. The information displayed had done the job nicely. Class, Level, Armor, Weapon, Capability. It was unlikely my original lens had the sophistication required to give me anything useful here.

      But this thing was different.

      As soon as I looked at Ash, the whole screen filled up with useful information. The original stats were still there, but each one offered additional sub-levels of information as well. For example, the Class noted was that of Human mutation/hybrid. But this was broken down to include additional information:

      Dominant DNA: Human (93%)

      Additional DNA: Rhinoceros, crocodile, + assorted others (7%)

      Height: 14’2”

      Weight: 856 pounds

      Age: 27 (approx.)

      Gender: Female

      Mutation: Chi power (enhanced strength)

      

      The AC lens described Ash as being at Level VI and included a more detailed description of what that meant:

      Extremely dangerous. Level VI hybrids are immensely strong and capable, equivalent in strength to twenty men or more. Depending on their specific genetic makeup, they can be fast and agile as well, and resistant to damage. Approach with caution. Use high-powered weaponry, preferably from a distance.

      I might have continued to delve into the stats, but there was one I’d already seen that caught me by surprise.

      “You’re female!” I blurted before I could stop myself.

      Ash looked at me. “I am,” he–she–rumbled. “What of it?”

      I shook my head. I’d never even thought that Ash might be a she. Her size and strength, and lack of any apparent clues to the contrary had made me think she was a guy. But as I looked closer, I thought that perhaps her breastplate night be hiding more curves than most guys would possess. As for anything else–well, she was still a huge, muscular figure with the face of an orc. But while there was no hint of a beard on her chin, there was also very little in the way of femininity about her.

      How had she felt about my tryst with Camille last night?

      “Nothing,” I said, quickly. “I just hadn’t known.”

      Nor was I about to share how I had figured it out. I had been open about not remembering this Rogan Ward’s history, but this was different. All the advantages I had in this world were due to the Rogan Ward I had replaced. I was using his strength, his expertise, his everything. And while it was his ability to manifest his chi as external power that enabled me to activate the AC lens, the knowledge and the desire to do it were mine.

      This was an advantage peculiar to myself. And for some reason I didn’t fully understand, I wasn’t willing to share it.

      I grinned. This AC lens was far more sophisticated than the one I was used to. It was obviously a much later generation, designed to assess characteristics and attributes not just of the alien goblins and wraiths, but of hybrids and mutants as well.

      So it must have been made long after I’d endured the death of a thousand suns. After the wraiths had, to use Ash’s words, enabled the merging of species.

      It was the only explanation I could think of why it would show the updated stats.

      Either way, I couldn’t wait to test my new AC lens out on Camille, to find out what I could about her ability to vanish, and even on Lady Gamma and her pet. And if I could find a mirror, it would be more than interesting to find out a little more about me.

      And if the creatures of the Wastes, including the one that Camille had sensed, should come into view, then at least I would be able to figure out what we were dealing with.

      I was still buzzing from my achievement when Camille and Lady Gamma both appeared at the open ends of their wagons. Camille was once more tucking one of her knives into her shirt, and I couldn’t help but remember her threat. Did she still plan to carry it out at some point? Was sex last night simply a way to put me off my guard for the chance to exact revenge for capturing her in the Wastes?

      I raised an eyebrow at her, but Camille ignored my look. Indeed, as she passed me on her way to the fire, she acted as if nothing had happened last night. If she was looking for a way to annoy me, she’d found a good one. And with that annoyance came a big serving of distrust.

      It took me a moment to realize that Lady Gamma was again waiting for my help to descend. Edda was on her shoulder with a disapproving look that could only mean I had failed to do something.

      When I figured it out, I stifled a sigh and bowed to the inevitable.

      The new day had begun.
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      Breakfast was more stale bread and cheese, and then we broke camp and headed out again, under the broken sky. Once again, Lady Gamma remained out of sight in her wagon, but this time she had Camille for company. The two very different women had seemed to have struck up an instant friendship, bonding over their mutual goal of reaching the Hidden Temple.

      I didn’t know much of Lady Gamma’s history, but a single glance at her was enough to generate some assumptions. She was a pampered princess, used to ordering others about and expecting instant obedience. But physically, she had never had any reason to rely on herself.

      Camille was the opposite.

      Whatever the truth of the sudden friendship between the two, it wasn’t one way. As I walked alongside the wagon, I heard murmurs of conversation punctuated by occasional laughter, as well as the chirping interactions from Edda, who didn’t seem to have a problem with the lizard woman. I couldn’t help but feel a touch of resentment.

      It was already hot enough that the air had started to bake, and the small eddies of wind became dust devils, flinging fine grit and sand into my face.

      I could have hitched a ride on the second wagon, either in the driver’s seat or at the top of the short ladder at the back. But in truth, despite the discomfort, I was enjoying the walk. And I couldn’t bring myself to leave Ash alone at the head of a small caravan, trudging into the emptiness.

      There was also one other thing. Gamma had apparently hired me to protect her throughout her journey. I could feel the need to do so in my veins even now. And that meant I had to keep my eyes open, looking out for the dangers of this seemingly endless wasteland.

      Just like yesterday, I kept catching glimpses of the sand walkers, who seemed to be growing bolder than they had been the day before. They weren’t an ongoing presence, but rather an intermittent sighting. I would catch a glimpse of one just before they ducked down and hid, and then another five or ten minutes later.

      They were too quick for me to attempt to study them through my AC lens, which I wasn’t sure I could even get to work while I walked. But they were becoming braver as we traveled deeper into the Wastes.

      I felt they were leading up to something.

      And I wasn’t the only one who thought so. After sighting not one but three of the sand people from a distance, Ash spoke her first words since we’d begun this day’s trek.

      “Be wary,” she said, and that was enough.

      She didn’t unlimber her massive club, nor did I draw my sword. But we both walked with increased tension, both on high alert.

      The first attack came just before noon. It wasn’t subtle at all, but it was sudden. And if Ash and I hadn’t been on our game, it may have worked.

      A small group of the sand walkers, about six of them, came screaming and howling from behind a clump of rocks. In size and shape, they were humanoid, but only according to the most generous definition. There was little recognizably human about them, except that most of them wore dirty rags that might once have been clothes.

      In the brief moment before they attacked, I caught glimpses of patches of fur, scales, and horns, and more than one approached on all fours.

      They carried swords, glaives and clubs, just like the bandits at the border had done. But these weapons were in a state of disrepair. These sand walkers were as Camille had described them. Little more than beasts eking out their survival by attacking pilgrims in the Wastes.

      As they charged toward us, voicing animalistic bellows of challenge, I unhooked my sword and slipped into the dance I had practiced that morning.

      Savagery and sinister strength proved to be a poor substitute for the skills I had gained when I’d taken over this form. Within a couple of moments, the first two sand walkers were dead, their heads removed from their bodies by a single clean sweep from my oversized blade. My third opponent lived to draw one more breath solely because it was down on all fours and my blade passed the top of its head.

      I used the momentum and angled my blade to catch the air to help deflect it slightly downward, and found myself performing the two hundredth step from my dance, leaping high in the air over my sword so that when I touched the ground once again, that massive blade arced over my head like an axe.

      I split the third creature in half, my blade burying itself in the gritty earth beneath.

      Each side of the animal peeled away from my blade and collapsed on the ground. Then I turned to see that Ash was still engaged with a creature that looked like a human-sized rat complete with a tail. It had latched onto her arm at the elbow, just above the buckler she wore on her forearm.

      With a grimace, Ash plucked the foul creature from her arm, then took aim like a baseball player at practice. She gave the rat creature some air on the back swing, grabbed her club with both hands and swung with all her might.

      I would call that a homer, I thought, and had to grin.

      Ash’s massive club smashed into the creature with such force that it literally folded itself in half the wrong way, its back broken.

      Yet somehow the rat creature’s body held together long enough to pick up some of the bat’s momentum. The animal didn’t fly far in the scheme of things—maybe fifty feet or so—but that was because it smacked into the boulders the attackers had been hiding behind.

      If there were degrees of dead, then the sand walkers I’d split in half or beheaded would have been very dead indeed. But this rat creature was little more than a bag of meat paste held together by scraps of clothing and skin.

      I knew I would remember the wet smack of Ash’s bat as it had struck, along with her expression of annoyance that the thing had bitten her, for the rest of my days. And I grinned.

      It seemed the skirmish was over, and I began to relax. But Ash was more vigilant. She turned to check on the wagons, and her eyes widened.

      “The supply wagon!” she yelled, and that was all I needed.

      Once more slipping into a sequence from the Divine Steps, I lightened my feet and crossed the distance in less than a second.

      Two desert dwellers were attempting to rob us but hadn’t had time to carry out their plans since we’d killed their companions so quickly. I dispatched one thief with a straight thrust, puncturing his chest, but the other, an impossibly thin man who looked at me with an expression of shock, turned tail and sprinted off through the desert at high speed.

      I considered going after him but thought better of it. It was likely I would run into more desert dwellers or into a trap. Instead, I glared at the corpse on the ground and thrust the tip of my sword into the earth beside it. Then I concentrated, seeking the same balance I had managed before, intending to power up my AC lens once again.

      My practice that morning had served me well. It took only moments before the AC lens’ heads up display turned on, and I saw everything I wanted about the creature.

      Class: Human hybrid

      Dominant DNA: Human (66%)

      Additional DNA: Dingo, Lynx, Armadillo, Fruitfly, + assorted others (34%)

      Height: 5’4”

      Weight: 109 pounds

      Age: 14 (approx.)

      Gender: Male

      Level: II

      Level II hybrids are equivalent in strength to a strong man, and are not to be underestimated….

      

      I scanned the rest, but already knew the essentials. The one statistic that gave me pause was his age. According to my display, I had just murdered a boy of no more than fourteen years old.

      Or maybe I hadn’t. Murder was too strong a word. I’d defended my traveling party against an approaching threat. And anyway, with so much non-human DNA in his system, he might have already been an adult.

      Either way, it was very much a him or us situation, so I put it out of my mind and went to study the others.

      They were much the same. Mostly human, but with large chunks of different animals thrown in. The categories that indicated a talent for magic or similar skill remained nonexistent, but when I wandered over to the remains of the rat thing Ash had killed, I was in for a minor surprise.

      Though appearing to be more rat than anything else, it also had the DNA of a snake, and my AC lens showed that its bite was venomous.

      Armed with that knowledge, I returned to Ash, who was watching me with muted curiosity. Once more, I tapped into the power of my lens and studied my oversized friend.

      “Good fight,” she said, and it seemed that she was pleased. But my HUD reading, set to Thermal, was troubling. She was much warmer at the elbow wound than the rest of her body, and also at a bite on her leg as well.

      “The wound on your arm,” I said. “That rat thing that bit you was poisonous.”

      The huge, troll-like creature’s expression turned flat. “How bad?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” I replied.

      I didn’t know what type of reaction to expect, but Ash surprised me. She simply accepted my words with a nod and turned toward Lady Gamma’s wagon.

      “Lady Gamma?” she called. “Can you spare a moment?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Gamma poked her head out of the wagon, and I could tell at a glance she wasn’t pleased. “What is it?” she demanded. “Why have we paused? What do you want?”

      I wanted to tell her that if she had bothered to pay even a little attention to what was going on, she would already know. The woman’s mannerisms annoyed me no end, and her pet monkey didn’t help. Edda once more climbed to Gamma’s shoulder and chattered in irritation, perfectly reflecting her master’s state of mind. I wanted to use the excitable creature for kicking practice, punting her back the way we had come.

      But Ash responded with equanimity. “We were attacked by the sand people. Don’t worry. Rogan and I took care of it, and there is no further danger.”

      Despite Gamma’s perpetual flatness of expression, I could still read a range of emotions in her. She was trying to keep her face from betraying her thoughts, but she didn’t quite succeed. I read shock and fear, followed quickly by relief.

      She even glanced my direction as if to reassure herself that I was okay. But since she seemed to tolerate me and nothing more, surely it had to have meant something else.

      Then Lady Gamma rounded on Ash. “If there is no further danger, then why have we stopped?”

      Ash could have called her on her rudeness. Instead, she bowed her head like a servant.

      “Forgive me,” the troll-like creature said. “One of the attackers managed to bite me.” She held out her enormous arm for Lady Gamma to see. “The bite was poisonous. I can feel the fire of it spreading through my veins as we speak.”

      Despite her words, Ash sounded remarkably calm, as if talking about the weather. Yet I was worried. If she could feel the fire of the venom spreading through her veins, then I couldn’t help but think the bite was a serious wound.

      My medical knowledge started and stopped at field dressings designed to keep a soldier alive. I had no clue what to do about a poisonous bite, yet I found myself drawn toward Ash as if my presence would help.

      Lady Gamma’s response–and that of her spiteful monkey–was entirely different.

      Her eyes flashed in anger. “You’ve been poisoned? Why would you let yourself take such a wound? I thought you were better than this! Did my father waste his time and effort on you?”

      At Lady Gamma’s words, I frowned in anger. How dare she treat Ash this way? It wasn’t like the huge creature wanted to get injured. And, just like the wound in her leg, she’d gained it defending Gamma’s wagon!

      Did the painted woman have no sense of fairness at all?

      “Do you not realize how much I need you?” Gamma continued. “How am I expected to reach my goal without you at my side? Unbelievable! It’s like you have no consideration for me at all!”

      Of all the self-centered, narcissistic–!

      I could barely believe what I was hearing. Without consciously intending to do so, I stepped forward, and was on the point of giving Lady Gamma a piece of my mind.

      But before I could speak, I felt a heavy hand on my shoulder. Whether she saw me approach out of the corner of her eye or had simply sensed my intent, I didn’t know. But Ash’s intention was clear.

      She held me back, and even though I was stronger than I’d ever been before in my life, my strength was nothing compared to hers. The weight of her hand was like a boulder grinding me down, and even though she barely held me in place, I knew that if she wanted to, she could have tossed me aside without breaking a sweat.

      If that wasn’t enough to make me to hold my tongue, she spoke before I did.

      “Forgive me, my lady,” she said, sounding genuinely contrite. “I will be more careful in future.”

      If it were me, I would have ripped Lady Gamma a new one. But then, Ash had lived with the spoiled princess for much of her life, if the implications of what I’d heard already were true. Perhaps my giant friend was better equipped to deal with Lady Gamma than I was.

      In any event, Ash’s words seemed to calm her. She took a moment, and when she spoke next, her tone was far more understanding.

      “Well. At least it wasn’t something worse,” she said. “At least you don’t have to regrow an arm or something.”

      With that, she and her pet monkey both disappeared within the wagon again, leaving me to wonder at her last words. Regrow an arm? Was that something Ash could do?

      And that was it? A lecture from Gamma and nothing more?

      As I wondered if Lady Gamma expected to resume our journey, she reappeared at the back end of the wagon. This time, Ash beat me to her. Instead of glaring at me to help her down, Gamma accepted Ash’s monstrous hand in support. Then, as if doing so was the greatest inconvenience, the small woman made her way to the supply wagon, and Ash helped her into it.

      After a moment or two of rummaging around, Lady Gamma and her monkey reappeared, the painted princess brandishing a clear glass flask with a spherical base.

      The glass container was as big as my fist and three quarters full with a thick, dark green liquid that seemed to sparkle in the broken sunlight. Instead of climbing down from the wagon again, Lady Gamma sat down on the end with her feet dangling over.

      “Give me your arm,” she said to Ash, who complied with a sense of relief.

      I had no idea what the liquid in the flask was, but it reminded me of the smaller vial of smelling salts Gamma had waved under my nose. Was this something that she did? Was she some sort of potions master, with a vial of liquid for every occasion?

      Maybe she was. In any event, Ash seemed to recognize the flask Gamma held, and waited patiently as the painted woman dug around her silk robes. Withdrawing an item that looked like an eye dropper, she used her teeth in a very unladylike manner to pull the stopper from the flask and spit it onto her lap.

      “This will sting for a moment,” she said to Ash, her expression softening a little. “But you know that already. Just hold still, and we’ll get you sorted.”

      With that, she used the eye dropper to suck up a tiny amount of the green liquid and dripped it directly onto Ash’s wound.

      Ash had carried the wound in her leg all day without complaining, and hadn’t batted an eyelid when the rat thing had bitten her. Yet at the first touch of the greenish liquid, she clenched her jaw and sucked in air through her teeth as the color drained from her face. And I swear I saw a wisp of steam rising from the wound. Lady Gamma’s comment about a ‘sting’ had been a serious understatement.

      But in less than a minute, Ash was breathing more freely and had begun to relax once again.

      “Better?” Gamma asked, and I swear I caught a hint of a grin on her lips. She knew how much the potion stung. Yet her expression wasn’t malicious but was rather that of someone teasing a friend.

      “Better,” Ash rumbled.

      Lady Gamma nodded. “The poison should be neutralized within a few minutes, and then healing will begin. All going well, you should be good as new by this time tomorrow. Now. You also have a bandage on your leg. Is there something else I should be looking at?”

      “No, it’s nothing,” Ash rumbled, and I knew she was lying.

      “Are you sure?” Lady Gamma asked, teasing again. She seemed like a different person than the one who had scolded Ash just a few minutes before. A far cry from the cold, self-centered princess who cared for nothing beyond her own goals.

      It was difficult to reconcile one with the other, and I couldn’t figure which one was the true Lady Gamma if you paid me.

      “No, it’s fine, really,” Ash rumbled. “It will heal on its own.”

      I figured that the potion must be very painful for her to want to avoid it. “I believe Ash took a knife wound during the fight with the bandits,” I said.

      Ash shot me a look of betrayal, which earned another half grin from Gamma. I shrugged. Ash was the only person who’d shown me any kind of friendship so far. I didn’t need her dying of infection.

      “Let me see it,” Gamma said, and Ash had no choice. She unwound the bandage on her leg, and Lady Gamma shook her head. “You shouldn’t have hidden this from me. Come closer.”

      With her deception blown, Ash had no choice. Within a couple of seconds, she was grimacing once again, and glaring daggers at me.
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      We were attacked twice more during the afternoon, both times by small bands much like the first. Disorganized groups of ferocious but poorly trained attackers who seemed more interested in our supplies than anything else.

      I understood they were desperate, but there was little we could do to ease their desperation. The Wastes were a desolate place, and I would not have liked to try to eke out an existence in the dirt. Sharing our supplies, our water and food, would have done little more than lead to our own starvation.

      And anyway, it wasn’t like any of the sand walkers bothered to ask nicely. They simply attacked with everything that they had and died on the edge of my blade or the business end of Ash’s club.

      In between attacks, when I wasn’t hanging back to guard the rear, the giant and I shared snippets of conversation.

      “How long have you served Lady Gamma?” I asked.

      “All my life. She and I are the same age. I have always been… bigger… than most, so her father purchased me as a companion protector, and trained me for the role. It is all I know.”

      So, Ash was bound to Lady Gamma just as I was, although perhaps on a more permanent level. I didn’t ask if the arrangement pleased Ash or not. Having felt my own compulsion to obey Gamma, I couldn’t see anything of value to be gained in the question.

      Instead, I asked about Lady Gamma. “Has she always been so changeable?”

      The huge troll-like creature looked down at me.

      “Like, one moment she’s scolding you for carelessness and seems to be interested only in herself. And the next, she’s treating you like her best friend.”

      “To be fair,” Ash replied, “the former is a result of her training, and the latter a reflection of who she was as a child. Bear in mind, before you judge her too harshly, the weight she carries on her shoulders. She didn’t choose to be on this quest. It is her obligation. The pressure of it is great, made even more with the loss of so many of her retinue. When she is unsure of herself, when she does not truly know how to act, she defaults to her training.” Ash shrugged her huge shoulders. “It makes her seem cold and selfish, but this is far from her true nature.”

      I couldn’t help it. I had to let out a laugh. “I must make her very unsure of herself, then,” I said.

      Without skipping a beat, Ash responded. “You do.”

      I frowned, not knowing how to respond. I hadn’t expected Ash to reply.

      But the giant hadn’t finished. “While she is a woman grown, she is young and lacks experience in certain areas. Even before we encountered the bandits, she didn’t know how to respond to you. You are Rogan Ward, a martial warrior of much renown, capable both with sword and without, and in possession of a chi gift that lets you combat spellcasters on an equal footing. You are famous, if that is something you have forgotten, and not unattractive. The Lady Gamma is not immune to your charms, and it was only your honor that let her interact with you with any comfort at all.”

      Ash’s words were both surprising and intriguing. I couldn’t help but wonder what she meant about Lady Gamma not being immune to my charms. But when I followed up, that wasn’t the question I asked.

      “My honor?” I said.

      “You really do not remember any of it, do you?” Ash replied.

      I shook my head. “I told you. As far as I know, I have been this Rogan Ward since waking up during the fight with the bandits.”

      Ash studied me for a moment, then continued. “Yes. Honor. You swore the bond in part to give her confidence that you would never do or say anything against her. Even then, you made every effort to ensure she knew you were her servant, at least for the duration of this quest. You deferred to her in all things, offering no more than advice when it was asked. But now, it is like you are a different person entirely.”

      And I was, I thought.

      “I spoke to her while you were away hunting last night,” Ash continued. “Your sudden willingness to challenge her has caught her by surprise, and she doesn’t know what to do. She doesn’t even know if the binding still holds, and that troubles her more than she cares to admit.”

      I had some very negative thoughts about that binding but kept them to myself. Lady Gamma wasn’t the only one who was troubled. I didn’t like having my freedoms constrained, and even though it seemed the Lady’s quest might eventually lead us to the temple in my dreams, the thought of her being able to control me so completely was worrying.

      Along with the words, ‘You can save them. You can save all of them,’ the image of the temple remained seared into my brain. If I was honest, I would probably have sought it regardless, and done whatever I could to learn what it meant.

      It was just the lack of freedom that bugged me. The lack of any other choice.

      “The binding still holds,” I grudgingly admitted. “I don’t know if there’s any way to remove it.”

      “Lady Gamma will be pleased to hear it,” Ash rumbled. “As for the other, as far as I know, the binding will remain until the conditions of that binding are fulfilled.”

      Great. Another rope binding me to this quest for the temple. Even less choice than I had before.

      “What is this quest she is on?” I asked randomly. “What does she seek to gain?”

      But Ash didn’t answer immediately. Finally, she said, “The Hidden Temple is a place where questions are answered. Pilgrims seeking it seldom share the question that drives them. Lady Gamma’s is not a secret, not really, but nor is it mine to share. If you wish to know, you will have to ask her.”

      “And it is just over the Wastes?”

      “The Wastes are only one part of our journey. For now, they are the only part that matters.”
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      While Lady Gamma remained inside the wagon during the day, Camille often left it. She either made her way to the driver’s seat or climbed down to stretch her legs for a walk.

      During such times, she either glared daggers at me or refused to acknowledge my presence. Feeling a bit used, I figured it wouldn’t take much for her to throw daggers at my back instead, and decided not to give her such a target. So I made sure to keep her in front of me. Lady Gamma may have extended the branch of friendship her way, and maybe she had accepted that offer. But to me, she was still an unknown entity and had yet to earn my trust, mostly.

      Unless of course, she needed her chi recharged again. I tried not to grin as I thought of the way her tongue had gripped me. And I tried even harder to make sure Ash no longer caught me looking at Camille. Because it seemed a bit weird now that I knew the trollish hybrid was a female.

      At the same time, Camille’s unchanged attitude toward me was disappointing. Until last night, the Rogan Ward of this time may have been celibate for all I knew, but I had made a different choice. And despite everything, Camille was all sorts of my type.

      Beautiful and athletic, her tail and scales made her seem more exotic than odd. And maybe it said something about me, but I found her fire and her murderous tendencies surprisingly appealing.

      Back in my world, she would have been way out of my league. We would have been barely the same species, and I’m not talking about her tail. To me, she was an Amazon goddess, and while I hadn’t exactly been a weakling before, I was mostly just an average guy if you didn’t count my fucked-up leg.

      But here, I was tall, strong, and capable. And, given that I was the only guy in the party, I liked my odds for another stolen moment or two.

      Out of no more than idle curiosity, I paused for a moment and focused on my AC lens. Just to see what it might say about her ability to vanish.

      I was getting better at it, activating the device’s display within moments. What I saw both surprised me and didn’t at the same time.

      Class: Human hybrid/mutation

      Dominant DNA: Human (91%)

      Additional DNA: Chameleon, Hawke, Octopus, + assorted others (9%)

      Height: 5’9”

      Weight: 135 pounds

      Age: 24 (approx.)

      Gender: Female

      Mutation: Chi power (visual manipulation)

      Level: IV

      Level IV hybrids show increased strength, coordination, stamina, etc…

      

      I had seen that increased stamina and coordination in action during our chase. And of course, the reason was that she wasn’t fully human. Her tongue, tail, and scales could attest to that. Spliced with her DNA was that of several other species, including that of a hawk.

      In a way, it made sense. While she showed no physical characteristics of a bird of prey, she absolutely showed the nature of one.

      But that wasn’t the only nonhuman DNA in her system. She also had some octopus and chameleon as well. Couldn’t some chameleons glow under a blacklight? I wasn’t sure, but maybe that would explain her glowing skeleton when she absorbed my chi last night. Or maybe it had something to do with the increased radiation. I would probably never know.

      But some octopus could camouflage themselves like chameleons. And since I couldn’t see any tentacles, I thought it might have something to do with her ability to vanish.

      Then again, how would that work with her clothes?

      The chi power. She had a chi gift like mine. Visual manipulation.

      Just the sort of thing that would help her vanish into thin air.

      I let the HUD fade into nothing and regretted not being able to scan the spellcaster I had apparently killed. I expected that it would show a relationship to the wraiths from the spaceship, a genetic pairing that Camille didn’t seem possess.

      But without seeing it for sure, I’d have to guess. Perhaps my chi gift, Camille’s, and even Ash’s all qualified as magic in this world.

      I didn’t know.
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      At some point, my thoughts turned to the quest. Somewhere up ahead, beyond this wasteland, there was a temple which may or may not have been the same one I could still see in my mind.

      At the risk of sounding like the kid in the back seat repeating, “Are we there yet?” all day long, I asked Ash how extensive the Wastes actually were, and how long it would take to cross them.

      “It will take as long as it takes,” she said. “Several days at least, if we don’t lose our way or get waylaid. The path we follow is said to be the most direct route across.”

      So, several days to reach the far end of the Wastes. And somewhere beyond that, the temple, although no one had been clear how far we had to go after crossing the wasteland. I’d asked again, only to be met with the same response.

      “The Wastes are all that matters right now.”

      I was anxious to get to the end, if only to rid myself of Lady Gamma’s compulsion. And to find the temple, of course.

      If it was a place where questions were answered, then I had a few doozies of my own.

      As evening approached again, Ash once again directed the wagons off to one side. This time, she parked the wagons against a tall, wide outcropping of boulders that would act as a wall behind our backs.

      I elected to help Ash set up camp and let Camille head out to hunt.

      When Camille returned with two surprisingly plump desert creatures, her entire demeanor was different. Instead of being friendly with Lady Gamma, slightly wary of Ash and openly hostile to me, she sat quietly with a grim expression, speaking little more than necessary.

      It was only after the evening meal was done and Lady Gamma began making noises about turning in did the reason behind Camille’s changing nature become apparent.

      Ash had already started her watch and was standing some distance away, when, as if coming to a decision, Camille nodded to herself and made her way over to me on the other side of the fire.

      As she approached, my mind conjured all sorts of possible reasons why. Some of those reasons were straight out of my own fantasies, courtesy of last night’s antics. I was already agreeing to anything she wanted before she said her first word.

      Yes, I knew she still resented me for capturing her. But if she wanted to jump my bones again, I wasn’t going to say no. Maybe, I thought hopefully, she used more chi than I did just by walking and needed a recharge every night.

      While there didn’t seem to be much hope for a romantic interlude between myself and Lady Gamma—or even Ash, for that matter–I had more hope with Camille, and that was all I really needed. Even if I didn’t exactly trust this fierce, scaled woman.

      “If I were you, I’d sleep with one eye open this night,” she began, pulling me away from my thoughts. “And when you stand guard, be especially vigilant.”

      Well, that wasn’t what I’d been hoping for.

      “Why?” I asked. “What did you see?”

      She snarled in irritation, but at herself more than at me.

      “I didn’t see anything. Not really. But these sand walkers have a scent to them. No, maybe scent isn’t the right word. It’s like the way they move through the Wastes, there is a pattern to it. You’ve felt it. I know you have. I was watching during the last couple of attacks. You reached for your sword before there was any reason to do so.”

      I thought back to the moments she was talking about and knew she was right. The first time we were attacked, I’d been caught by surprise. But the second, I had not. Nor the third.

      I nodded, and Camille continued.

      “It isn’t just us who have sensed it, either,” she said. “The creatures in this place, this wasteland, there are more of them than it might seem, and they’re not difficult to hunt. Not for me, anyway. But this evening, it’s like something has spooked them.” She shrugged her perfect shoulders. “In the time it took me to bag these two, I could have caught half a dozen on another day.”

      “What spooked them, do you think?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Guess. What do your instincts tell you?”

      “I think sand walkers are gathering. I think they’re banding together in a single large group so they can attack all at once. You and Ash–you’ve beaten three of their smaller groups. I think they’ve learned from that and are doing their best to not let you beat them again.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, but it seemed Camille wanted to say more.

      “And?” I prompted.

      She hesitated. When she spoke, her voice was sure, but there was fear in her eyes. “There’s something else out there as well. I spoke about it before. Something I’d seen in the distance that made me shiver even in the heat of the Wastes.”

      “And you think this something could be out there now.”

      “Yes. I do. I think it could be controlling the sand walkers. Like it’s in charge of them or something.”

      In a flash of intuition, I understood why she had come to me instead of Ash.

      “A spellcaster,” I said.

      Camille drew a deep breath, and I had to admit, I found it distracting. “Yes. I fear so,” she said.

      If she had been a fellow soldier and had gone to her CO with such a report, she would have been laughed at and accused of seeing monsters where there were none.

      But she wasn’t a soldier from my time, and I wasn’t her CO. And I’d felt the same sensations she was talking about. On top of that, Camille was an assassin and thief, and seemed to be in tune with her instincts.

      “What do you suggest we do about it?” I asked.

      This time, she shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “Shit,” I muttered. But really, there was nothing we could do except keep our eyes open and be as vigilant as possible.

      Plan for the best, prepare for the worst.

      “I’ll let Ash know,” I said. “Why would they bother to attack us at all?” I wondered out loud. “I mean, we must have killed, what, twenty of them already. Surely whatever we have can’t be worth that much to them?”

      “Lady Gamma’s medicines,” Camille said. “They are worth more than food, more than water, more than anything. And besides, their lives are cheap. If one of them gets killed, that’s one less mouth to feed. Either they win a prize that is worth everything to them, or they have fewer mouths to feed. They can’t lose.”

      With that, the fierce woman made her way back to the wagon.

      Given what she’d just said, I wasn’t sure that was where I would choose to be. I almost called to her, to suggest other sleeping arrangements. But in truth, my motivations were far from altruistic. And anyway, if Camille’s assessment of the sand walkers’ motivation proved correct, then having her there to guard Lady Gamma’s medicines was probably a good thing.

      So I watched her go, unable to take my eyes off the sway of her hips, and held my tongue.
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      The attack came during Ash’s watch.

      One moment, I was comfortably asleep next to the evening fire, with my back to one of the wheels of the supply wagon.

      In the next, Ash’s voice broke the stillness of the night.

      “They come!” she bellowed, loudly enough to shatter my dreams into shards. “Stand ready!”

      Ash’s words sent a jolt of energy right through me.

      There was no sleepy, uncoordinated transition. I went from a deep, dream-filled state of restful sleep to wide awake and ready for battle.

      Everything snapped into clear, sharp focus. Somehow, I was already on my feet with my oversized sword in my hands, my eyes, ears, and everything else I possessed seeking danger.

      It was a clear, crisp night, with the dawn still several hours away. There was no moon, but there was still more than enough light to see, courtesy of the fractured sky.

      It was light enough that I could make out the wagons and Ash clearly, and beyond them, dim shapes moving toward us in the gloom.

      Fuck.

      I took a position next to Ash on the side of the camp unprotected by the boulder wall. Out of the corner of my eye, I was aware of both Lady Gamma and Camille emerging from their wagons, looking for danger.

      “Stay back!” I said, directing my comment to Gamma. I figured that Camille could look after herself, if she didn’t simply vanish into the night. But Lady Gamma was, for reasons of a blood oath I hadn’t sworn, my responsibility.

      Of course, she ignored me. A glance in her direction showed her standing defiant, her monkey silent but glaring out into the Wastes.

      I gritted my teeth in irritation but said nothing. Instead, I sought balance and tapped into my chi. As soon as my AC lens powered up, I switched to night vision and gained a much clearer view of what we faced.

      There were dozens for them. Hundreds, maybe. Mutated semi-humans of all shapes and sizes, some little more than slathering beasts, like dogs on a leash, and others monstrosities nearly as large as Ash herself.

      Yet most of them were somewhere in between, human-ish, if you wanted to stretch the definition that far. Malevolent. Creatures strong enough and cunning enough to survive in the wastelands, able to use a variety of weapons, but little more than snarling beasts compared to true humans.

      There were more of them than I wanted to believe, more than enough to deal with our tiny band. The Wastes were covered in them.

      There was an eerie, unnatural silence to the gathering horde. There should have been growls and shouts, sand walkers calling out in challenges to bolster their own courage. But it was like they were a pack of shuffling zombies, and not a proper war band at all.

      It was as if they were waiting for something.

      A signal? A call to attack?

      Either way, I knew in my heart that we were too badly outnumbered.

      We were all going to die, and these creatures would feast on our bones and take the supplies.

      It was a shame, really. I was just starting to enjoy myself in this new world.

      And these sand walkers were about to take it all away from me.

      The thought was enough to make me grit my teeth in anger. I gripped the pommel of my sword more tightly than before and set myself to meet the attackers.

      I even considered charging into the night, just to get things started.

      But I didn’t. Instead, I waited beside Ash, who seemed as calm as ever.

      “Fuck it. What are they waiting for?” I asked, not expecting an answer.

      Behind me, Lady Gamma and Camille had fully emerged from their wagons. The former took a position on the driver’s seat, but Camille approached to stand behind Ash and I, a knife held in each hand.

      I figured she would turn and run at the first charge from the enemy.

      Yet her expression was fierce and determined when she said, “Something is coming. I can sense it.”

      I snapped my attention back to the gathering crowd. Something was coming? A whole fucking army was coming. But that wasn’t what Camille meant, and both Ash and I knew it. The massive troll-like creature shifted uneasily from foot to foot, and I used the night vision setting on my AC lens to scan the wasteland in front of us.

      It didn’t take long to see what Camille had sensed, what we all had sensed. It was like a ripple in the gathering crowd. Something was making its way toward us, and the sand walkers, the revenants in its way, shifted to let it pass.

      Even with my night vision active, this new threat was difficult to focus on. It was like a mobile shadow, a creature made of oil and darkness, and I knew what it was before the HUD told me what I was looking at.
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      It was a wraith. Somehow, despite the passage of years, one of the powerful alien invaders had survived. Not only survived, but had retained enough power to command the people of the sand. It was the wraith’s presence alone that had convinced individual groups of sand walkers to act together. It had to be.

      Between the two of us, Ash and I could have defeated any individual group with comparative ease. But with this monster at the helm? That was another story entirely.

      Simply because I could, I checked the Wraith’s stats via my AC lens. And, to my surprise, I found that my initial assumption wasn’t quite right.

      Class: Wraith hybrid

      Dominant DNA: Wraith (56%)

      Additional DNA: Human + assorted others (44%)

      Height: 5’11”

      Weight: 185 pounds

      Age: 147 (approx.)

      Gender: Male

      

      The creature before us was indeed largely a wraith, but it was also part human. So, not a full-blooded alien, but the closest I’d seen so far in this world.

      With some trepidation, I checked its power level and found it to be on a par with Ash’s. And, unsurprisingly, it had a capability as well.

      Capability: Magic user

      But I didn’t need the AC lens to tell me that. I could see it for myself. This wraith was literally clothed in dark magic that swirled around him like a living fog of darkness.

      The wraith made his way to the front of the sand walkers arrayed against us, but he didn’t stop there. Instead, he came closer, crossing the no man’s land that still separated us from them, walking with the aid of a tall staff, the type of thing every fantasy wizard ever had carried.

      I took a stronger grip on my sword. Behind me, Camille disappeared, although whether this was a conscious choice or no more than a reflex, I couldn’t tell. A glance in Lady Gamma’s direction showed her appearing undeterred and expressionless, although Edda was not so controlled. The monkey had scampered to the back of one of the cow-beasts and was jumping up and down, chittering loudly in anger like I’d seen her do so many times before.

      She didn’t like the wraith any more than I did.

      I turned my attention back to the wraith and waited until it was only a few paces away.

      “That’s close enough,” I said. “You’re disturbing our sleep, and quite frankly, I don’t like the way you smell.”

      It was true. Even though the wraith was still some distance away, his odor put the cow-beast’s flatulence to shame. It was like a mixture of sulfur and oil, and I found it beyond nauseating. The wraith paused at my words, and I took that as a good enough sign.

      “So how about you start by begging forgiveness for disturbing our night, before fucking off with your sand walkers back to wherever you came from?”

      “Curious,” the wraith responded, his voice surprisingly deep and grating. “Seldom do those with such power seek to enter my territory. My Queen will be pleased.”

      What the hell was he talking about?

      Ash snarled at the wraith and then rumbled, “State your business or begone.”

      It was difficult to see where the wraith was looking, but I got the impression he flicked a glance in Ash’s direction. Then he returned his gaze to me.

      “My purpose is simple,” he said. “Your future is certain. Your strength will become my own, and that of my Queen. There is no escaping from this. The only question that needs to be answered is if you will offer that strength willingly, and perhaps find a place in my Queen’s service should you prove worthy, or if it will be taken from you under duress.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I demanded.

      “You do not need to understand,” he said. “All you need to do is submit. Do so now, and you will be treated gently.”

      This wraith really needed to work on his communication skills. I shot a puzzled look at Ash, and even turned to look at Lady Gamma, but gained no insights from either of them. I couldn’t see Camille by that stage, either.

      So I turned back to the wraith. “You’re offering to do what, exactly? You want us to be your prisoners, you want us to give up without a fight?”

      “Others have made this choice,” he said. “Even now, I have one under guard with power such as yours. You will join her one way or another.”

      If the thought of battling against one hundred sand walkers in the dead of night hadn’t pissed me off enough already, this circular nature of the wraith’s speech would have been enough to do it. As it was, it was the icing on the cake.

      I knew the wraith was powerful. I knew that he could back up his words, whatever they actually meant. But I wasn’t ready to go down without a fight, and that’s what he seemed to be asking.

      At the same time, I could feel the compulsion within me. I knew that this wasn’t my question to answer. So I spoke to Lady Gamma over my shoulder.

      “What do you reckon, my lady?” I asked her. “Would you like us to lay down and die, giving up your sacred quest without even a fight, or would you prefer that I jammed this great length of steel up our friend’s ass? I mean, for me, I’m leaning toward the latter, and be damned with the consequences. But I figure given it’s your quest and all, I’ll leave it up to you.”

      Ash was trying to stifle a laugh, but Lady Gamma took my question seriously.

      “It is not in my nature to give up an undertaking so easily,” she said. “When I took on this quest, I promised my father there would be two outcomes. I would either succeed, or I would be dead. I see no reason for that to have changed.”

      I turned back to the wraith and offered a grin. “You hear that, shithead? Now, why don’t you pick up your staff, run along back to your sand walkers, and piss off. Or would you like to feel what it’s like to be split in half by the edge of my blade?”

      In answer, the wraith began chanting in a language that sounded foul, and it seemed as if the darkness was gathering around him.

      I could have used a sequence of the Divine Steps to reach him and made good on my threat, but something about this wraith suggested he might be immune to such efforts. Instead, I tapped into my chi magic gift once again.

      This time, instead of releasing it all at once in a convulsive blast or modulating it to power my lens, I went all Emperor Palpatine on his ass.

      Resting my sword tip on the ground and letting go with one of my hands, I shot blue and white lightning from my fingers toward the wraith.

      It was something I’d thought I ought to be able to do but hadn’t yet tried. And while I was half-amazed that it worked, I felt my chi reserves take a serious hit.

      Nevertheless, it seemed to surprise the wraith. Moving quickly, he conjured a barrier of darkness, but appeared shaken when my lightning pierced it and him as well, lighting him up like a Halloween decoration, or like an x-ray machine showing his skeleton.

      It wasn’t a normal skeleton, either, having altogether too many bones and a skull that was grossly misshapen. But I could only study it for a moment before Ash got into the game.

      She let out a massive battle roar, took two quick strides toward the wraith and teed off with her club, smashing at him with such strength that he sailed back into the darkness.

      If she’d smashed at me in the same way, I was pretty sure I would have stopped breathing. But I was equally sure that the wraith, while perhaps a bit sore, would very likely walk off this physical insult with little effort.

      As if to confirm my suspicion, I heard his surprisingly deep voice rise from where he had landed. “So… Be… It!” he said.

      As if that was the signal for which they’d been waiting, the gathering crowd of sand walkers let out a series of howls and shouts that were more animal than human, and charged toward us at full roar.
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      If anything, these sand walkers were more deformed and animalistic than those we’d fought before. They charged at us with nothing but teeth and claws as often as with weapons, relying on their strength, ferocity, and sheer numbers in place of any true skill.

      Even so, they were formidable.

      Perhaps these desert creatures were the result of some evolutionary process that had weeded out all the weak ones. Each sand walker I faced was stronger, faster, and more durable than a normal man, and even if they lacked weapons, their teeth and claws were not to be taken lightly, and some of them had flesh like armor.

      I drew a deep breath and closed my eyes for just long enough to find a place of balance, then opened my eyes once again and unleashed the full force of the Divine Steps combined with the strength of my blade.

      I spun and danced through the first waves of the attacking sand walkers like the spinning blade of a helicopter, each scything impact of my blade against flesh barely slowing me down. In a heartbeat, I’d slaughtered two attackers and crippled two more, all following different sequences of steps one after another, moving fluidly from one to the next without pausing for breath.

      My brain seemed to fizz with excitement as my sword cut through air, flesh, and bone, a sixty-pound chunk of metal that felt as light as a feather and as responsive as my own arm.

      With each step on my dance, another foe fell, and blood and tissue flew through the air. In moments, I had opened up an arc of death all around me, where nothing but corpses could enter.

      Nor was I the only one to enjoy early success. Ash’s strength was prodigious. Her club cleared any and all attackers, and not gently. Where my blade cut cleanly, shearing heads from shoulders and limbs from bodies, Ash’s club turned opponents into meat jelly. Bones were not proof against her strength. Skulls, arms, ribs, and more became deformed with sickening ease, and if the waste walkers who took the impact survived the initial affront, they would be crippled for life.

      And in this harsh environment, that life would doubtless be short.

      Despite the circles of death surrounding me and Ash, the sand walkers still came. Not only did they attack directly, trying their luck against my sword and Ash’s club, but they also tried to sneak around the edges. And despite my skill and Ash’s indomitable strength, there was only so much we could do. We couldn’t be everywhere, no matter how fast I performed the steps, and no matter how broadly Ash swung her club.

      There were too many of them, and they were everywhere.

      But we weren’t done. Those few defiled remnants of humanity that got through found themselves facing an invisible menace that cut them down just as quickly as Ash and I did.

      The first time I saw it happen, it caught me by surprise. I’d been about to leave my post in order to split a hulking wolf-thing in two before it could reach Lady Gamma and the wagons, when suddenly the creature stood in place. In the blink of an eye, a sequence of wounds opened up. Hamstrings first, then, with the precision of a butcher, a wound over each kidney. Before the vile creature could even realize it was dead, blood began to spill from a new gash at its throat.

      I knew then that Camille hadn’t left the field of battle, as I’d half expected her to do. She was still there, still behind me and Ash, doing her bit with the skills that she had.

      Nor was the wolf-thing the only desert beast to get through. A steady stream of wasteland creatures made it, giving Camille plenty of practice with her knives.

      She did not disappoint. While holding onto her vanishing skill, she carved up those attackers that got past me and Ash with dedication and efficiency.

      Between the three of us, we were a deadly group of adventurers, and I couldn’t help but feel a certain pride at our capabilities.

      If such a battle could be compared to ballet, then this was the performance of a lifetime. It was art in the form of death, and for the first time in my life, I understood why the samurai composed poetry even as they slaughtered their foes.

      There was a beauty in so much death, in such a landscape of pain. It was like a work of art, and we, Ash, Camille, and myself were holding the brush.

      Was it possible to reach a state of transcendence while swinging an oversized sword?

      I didn’t know, but at that moment, facing insurmountable odds, I felt like it could be. As if I was touching divinity even as my blade sheared through an enemy’s skull to bury itself in the chest of another.

      It was like I had discovered my purpose, and my purpose was death.

      I couldn’t help it. As I stepped through the carnage with grace, poise, and indescribable violence, a feral grin twisted my face. I faced down my enemies like a demon incarnate, spilling blood with every step, my blade as sharp as Death’s scythe and ten times as hungry to drink the blood of those I faced.

      But I wasn’t the only player in this game, and the numbers were still stacked against us. The revenant horde seemed to go on forever, as if the wraith was conjuring more from the sand even as we dealt with those that came up against us.

      And while I seemed to draw energy and power from every kill I made, my companions had limits.

      Ash was impossibly strong and surprisingly quick, but some of these sand walkers were quicker. Some of them got through her guard to snip at her legs or pass through to Camille. And while her invisibility gave her an advantage, Camille was not in the same league.

      There was only so much she could do, and she had to face her enemies one at a time.

      As the battle progressed, I could see the end coming clear. Ash or Camille would be the first to go, and that would be it. I couldn’t cover enough ground to protect Gamma and the wagons all by myself. At some point, I would have to deal with an immediate threat, and this would give others all the chance that they needed.

      So as well as maintaining my dance and swinging my blade in circles of death, I kept watch on everything else that was happening. Where necessary, I unleashed my power again, sending bolts of chi lightning into those enemies who needed it most.

      Time and again, my efforts protected Ash, Camille, Gamma, and even the cow-beasts from attack. The cow-beasts remained remarkably placid throughout, displaying no more anxiety than at any other time, merely shifting from foot to foot and uttering a grunt if a revenant got too close.

      Only Edda showed any real anxiety whenever a sand walker came close. She would shriek and duck down between the cow-beasts, only to emerge again once the danger was gone and hurl more abuse at the attackers.

      Again and again, I used my power, aware that it was a long way from infinite. At some point, either I would use too much and collapse as I’d done with the bandits, or I would have to watch as one or other of my companions was overwhelmed.

      It was a war of attrition, with the wraith sending more and more enemies against us, and me and Ash stopping them dead.

      Who would eventually win depended on who could outlast the other, and I was determined it wouldn’t be me. I adjusted my steps to account for the buildup of corpses, and kept going.

      At one point, I saw Lady Gamma make her way from her wagon (this time forgoing her need to ask me for aid) and head toward the supply wagon. I had no clue what she was going to do, but kept a half an eye on her as I did everything else.

      She emerged with another flask of liquid, this one a tad larger than the one she’d used to treat Ash’s wounds, then walked with apparent lack of concern past the invisible shape of Camille battling two foes at once, until she stood between Ash and myself.

      “Stay back!” I yelled at her. “We can’t protect you if you put yourself in danger!”

      But the painted princess ignored me completely. Instead, she stared out into the desert as if she could defeat the attacking sand walkers by willpower alone.

      “I have had enough!” she bellowed at one and all. “This night is done!” With that, she hurled the flask into the night with surprising strength, closing her eyes as she did and muttering quietly to herself, words I couldn’t hear.

      I had no idea what she was doing and had to use a quick sequence of steps to insert myself between her and a particularly ferocious-looking attacker. I lopped off its head so it crashed on top of one of its brethren, and had just turned to face two of its brothers when the flask Lady Gamma had thrown exploded on the ground.

      It was as if she had let off the mother of all hand grenades.

      The whole ground shook, and the field of battle exploded into light. At the same time, the air split with the sound of thunder.

      It was like she had exploded a flask of Greek fire onto the sand walkers. The initial explosion spread the flames wide, and they burned quickly. And then, in moments, instead of rushing to attack us, the sand walkers were howling in pain. After the initial explosion, the flames burned a bright cherry red, and they burned hot.

      It was like the whole wasteland was on fire, incinerating arms, legs, everything, and even melting the sand and stone around them. I couldn’t help but think it was good that Lady Gamma had thrown it as far as she had. If she had not, then we might have been caught in the ensuing chaos.

      As it was, the heat of the fire was enough to blister the skin on my face, and even Ash had to turn away from it. Only Gamma remained standing in place, a satisfied smile playing on her lips.

      In less than a minute, the flames started to die down, but by then, the battle was over. The few survivors watched in horror as their brethren screamed into the night, and chose to see to their own safety instead of continuing the fight.

      I thought for one wild, hopeful moment that the wraith had been caught in Gamma’s blast, but that hope was dashed when his voice floated up from across the destruction.

      “Do not think you have won,” he said. “Your strength will still become my own, and that of my Queen.”

      Yet there was no immediate threat in his words. If anything, they seemed to fade at the end, as if he too was slinking away under the cover of darkness.

      In just a couple of minutes, we were alone in the desert, surrounded by nothing but corpses, with a glowing red field cooling before us. I lowered the tip of my bloodied sword to the ground and surveyed the damage, and Ash did the same with her club.

      Even Camille dropped her invisibility act and came to stand beside us, and Edda scampered over to her mistress, clambering up to take her place on the Lady’s shoulder, and chattering away with a mixture of satisfaction and righteous anger.

      Then the exhaustion hit me. It was like I’d done a full day’s work without a break, and I knew then that while this new body of mine was tough, it was not completely invulnerable. But a quick meditation session would take care of most of my ills, and I figured that as a team, we had escaped certain death in remarkably good shape.

      Even so, there was one thing I didn’t like.

      I turned to Lady Gamma. “Is there a reason you waited so long before doing that?”
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      Lady Gamma turned toward me, her eyes flashing with anger. “You dare to question me?” she demanded. And Edda started jabbering away from her shoulder again before swinging down to the ground. I thought she might be running back to the wagon, but instead, she stopped halfway there to pick up a stone and hurl it in my direction.

      It was a surprisingly good throw. I had to bat the stone aside to keep it from hitting my face.

      I felt the weight of Gamma’s compulsion like a shadow in the distance, like an unexpected hole in which I could easily step, only seeing the danger once I was already falling. Yet I refused to back down. Compulsion or not, this was important.

      “We could have died,” I said. “Not that you’d care about that. But if Ash or I had fallen to those creatures, who would have protected your Royal Highness from them? Who would see to your safety then?”

      “I would have cared!” she snapped back, then looked as if she regretted her words. But she seemed to compose herself, and lowered her voice. “I would have cared. And not just for my own sake, either. Ash has been with me for a long time.”

      I noted that she didn’t mention anything about me. No surprise there, and yet she favored me with a smoldering gaze, as if daring me to push that particular button.

      “Then why didn’t you act sooner?” I asked. “Or at least tell me what you could do?”

      “Because it’s the only one I had!” she said.

      Edda found another stone to hurl in my direction. This time, her aim wasn’t so good. I just swayed out of the way.

      “Because I was saving it until it was most needed.” Still glaring at me, Lady Gamma softened her tone. “I didn’t know how many of them there were. I thought there was a chance you and Ash could take care of them all. And you nearly did. But when they started to get through Ash’s guard, then I knew. You could have fought through them all by yourself. That much was clear. But Ash… I didn’t want to see her get hurt.”

      As if the admission was painful, Lady Gamma swallowed, but she kept glaring at me as if it was all my fault.

      Then she looked away. “I should have used it back at the bridge where the bandits attacked. If I had, maybe…” she trailed off.

      She didn’t need to say anything more. Maybe the others would still be alive. That’s what she meant. And maybe she was right.

      And maybe she wasn’t. There was no way of knowing.

      I took a deep breath to calm myself. I wanted to be angry with her, but I could not. She was a princess, pampered and in some ways naïve. She couldn’t be expected to be the best judge on about when to use such a weapon. Nobody could, not really.

      Perhaps there was a greater danger up ahead where her magical hand grenade would have been better used. But if we had failed to survive this clash, then what would that matter?

      “Well,” I said, seeking safer ground and keeping half an eye on Edda. “Do you have the ingredients to make more?”

      Lady Gamma shook her head. “You don’t understand. Such a thing is more than just a matter of ingredients. I have a chi gift, as do you. I can infuse potions with my chi, fortifying them, enhancing their effect.” She let out a sigh. “Even if I had the raw ingredients, it would take weeks of effort to infuse it with enough of my energy to be of use.”

      I was a bit dumbstruck at this revelation. It seemed there was more to Lady Gamma than met the eye. I wondered about the other potions I’d seen, the healing drought she had used on Ash, and the smelling salts she had used to draw me back to consciousness after the attack of the bandits. Perhaps the latter required no chi gift enhancement, but the way the healing potion had worked so swiftly, and even the way it sparkled in its glass container–there had to be more to that as well.

      I wondered how much time and effort Lady Gamma had put into her various concoctions. I’d caught a glimpse of the inside of the supply wagon more than once, and there were many similar containers hidden within. How many weeks of effort did they represent?

      Or was it months? Maybe even years?

      I didn’t know how the process worked, but if it took weeks to amplify one potion using her gift, then it likely took just as long for the others. This alone demonstrated a focus and dedication far beyond what I would have expected Lady Gamma capable of.

      I felt suitably guilty. I shouldn’t have berated her. She was doing the best she could.

      “I’m sorry for speaking harshly,” I said. “I didn’t know what I was talking about. Thank you for acting as you did, when you did.”

      Lady Gamma seemed to grow taller as I spoke, and even Edda seemed mollified. The little wretch stopped hurling stones in my direction, and instead sat on her haunches, folding both sets of arms over her hairy chest. She looked for all the world like someone who knew they were right all along and was pretending that the acknowledgement of such didn’t please her.

      I thought to myself that in her own way, once you got past her stiffness, Gamma was as attractive as Camille. Or perhaps I just liked strong women who had power of one sort or another over me.

      With that thought in mind, I started to grin, and shot a glance at Ash. In a very real way, she had power over me as well. But I hadn’t even realized she was female at first, and her face was that of an ogre. Perhaps there were limits to who I could find attractive.

      Looking at the sky, I judged morning was still a couple of hours away. The battle had been intense, but had lasted less time than it seemed.

      “So, now what?” I asked. “Do we all go back to sleep and pretend this didn’t happen?”

      “The spellcaster is still out there,” Camille said. “What if he decides to return?”

      “What if he gathers more sand walkers first?” Ash rumbled.

      “He seemed to feel it was inevitable that we would submit to him,” I mused, not really adding to the conversation, but instead just talking out loud. “I don’t like that he is still out there.”

      “Nor do I,” Gamma agreed.

      “Do you think he will try again?” Camille asked. “Will he gather more of the sand people?”

      “If he even needs to,” I said. “He’s a spellcaster. Who knows what he can do? Maybe he can attack us directly with his magic. Maybe he can put us all to sleep and do what he wants.” I shrugged. “I don’t know what’s possible.

      Perhaps I should have paid more attention to what I and the others were saying. I was simply talking out loud, wondering about the wraith’s power. But Lady Gamma and the others had a different mindset.

      “We cannot simply pretend he doesn’t exist,” Gamma said. Then she fixed me with a peculiar expression. “Do you think you could defeat him? Like you did the magic user with the bandits?”

      I stared at her. “Like I did what?” I asked, even though I knew what she was talking about.

      “The other spellcaster. You defeated her, even though I thought she had killed you as well. Could you defeat this one?”

      “He seems more powerful…” Ash rumbled.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      It wasn’t the answer Gamma wanted. Her eyes flashed dangerously once again, and Edda once more started screeching.

      “Rogan Ward, this is important,” Gamma said. “There is a spellcaster out in the Wastes who desires us to submit to his will. This will not happen, at least willingly. He has already tried to force it once, and will likely do so again. Swordsman, I do not ask this lightly. Do you think you can defeat him?”

      I frowned. She was asking an impossible question. I didn’t know enough about what this wraith could do to know the answer. Hell, I didn’t even know enough about what I could do to give her an answer.

      Except… I had seen the wraith’s power level as displayed by my AC lens. That should count for something, shouldn’t it?

      It had shown the wraith as being about the same as Ash, and considerably stronger than the wraith I’d faced at the hospital.

      At that time, I had been weak, broken, dying of shock and horribly wounded. I hadn’t stood a chance against that one. But now, I was a different man completely. I had access to some pretty extraordinary gifts.

      If anyone could defeat a creature such as the wraith, then maybe a sword-wielding badass who could spit lightning from his fingertips would have a good chance?

      Would I be able to defeat Ash?

      If I was quick enough. Yes. Absolutely.

      And the wraith was about the same level.

      I started to nod. “If anyone can, then I can.”

      Edda gave a victorious cry, and Lady Gamma herself looked pleased. “Then, as soon as there is enough light to see by, go,” she said. “Find him and kill him if you can. At the very least, learn his intentions. Then come back to us alive. We will continue on our journey and meet again as soon as you are able.”
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      I had a couple of objections. The first was whether I really could get the better of the wraith, but since I’d already said I could, I wouldn’t back down now.

      My second objection concerned the safety of the wagons and Lady Gamma.

      “Is it wise to split us up like that?” I asked.

      She dismissed my concern with a wave of her hand. “It is you who will be heading to the greatest danger. Ash will be able to defend us from anything lesser. And, while I used my greatest weapon against the sand walkers, I do have other, lesser weapons still in the wagon. And do not forget Camille. She is an assassin, after all.”

      She made good sense. I didn’t have any more actual objections, and even if I did, Camille spoke before I could have put them into words.

      “I’m going with him,” Camille said. “He can’t hunt worth a damn, and if he tries to go by himself, he’ll end up wandering the desert until he dies of thirst.”

      The beautiful assassin spoke with a hint of condescension, yet I couldn’t argue the point. I’d stumbled across her by chance the first night, and if I hadn’t done so, I doubted that I would have been able to return with anything, let alone the desert creatures I’d been hunting.

      Lady Gamma shot Camille a sharp look, and I knew she wanted to object. The friendship between the two of them was still new, and it was clear to me that Gamma enjoyed Camille’s company. Yet, Lady Gamma had no call to order her to stay, and we all knew it.

      After a moment, Lady Gamma nodded her head. “As you wish,” she said.

      And so it was decided. At first light, Camille and I would track down the wraith. Until then, we would continue as we had done the night before, with me standing watch for the latter part of the night, while the others slept.

      Only this time, before we settled back in for the night, we moved the camp a few hundred paces away from the scene of the slaughter. If the corpses on the ground attracted carrion feeders, then it would be best if we were nowhere around. And no one really wanted to sleep near them, anyway.

      By the time we were done, there was only a couple of hours to go. I would have been happy to keep watch by myself as I had the night before, but to my surprise, after only a short while, Camille re-emerged from her wagon.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” she said by way of explanation, but didn’t feel the need to say anything more.

      I eyed her warily, still not completely sure I could trust her. But she had fought well, never once, as far as I could tell, breaking free to run off into the night. Perhaps her intentions were no more than she had stated. I couldn’t help but hope that she needed a recharge after so much action, but the lizard woman didn’t make a move toward me.

      I, however, needed to replenish my chi, and sex with Camille wasn’t how it worked for me.

      “In that case, you can keep watch while I meditate,” I said. “If we are to face the spellcaster, I want to be at the top of my game.”

      She acquiesced with a nod, and I took a seat with my back to one of the wagon wheels, and cleared my mind as I’d done before, opening myself up to the energy of the world.
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      Camille had been right. If I’d tried to find the wraith all by myself, I would have ended up walking in circles until I ran out of water. But the fierce woman knew how to track and seemed to know exactly where she was going.

      I kept pace with her, my sword slung over my back. But this newfound confidence in my own skills didn’t mean I relaxed. Camille had fought against the desert people and had watched over me and the rest of the camp while I’d been meditating. But out here alone in the desert was a different story. I didn’t let down my guard for a second, aware of her movements every step of the journey.

      It wasn’t a difficult task. Camille was not fully human, a fact that was hard to forget. But that didn’t stop her from being the most enticing woman I’d known in forever, and her scales, horns, and tail only added to her beauty.

      My intentions did not go unnoticed. Very early in our mission, she flashed me a dirty look.

      “You don’t have to stare at me like a virgin teenager,” she declared, half angry, half challenging.

      “I don’t have to make it easy for you to slit my throat, either, if you should decide to do so.”

      She stopped walking to glare at me. “Is that it? You still don’t trust me?”

      “Why should I? What have you done to earn my trust?”

      The answer was obvious, and I was being a dick. Saying nothing, Camille spun back around and stalked off into the Wastes.

      I followed as before, listening to her mutter under her breath. After a few minutes, she turned back to me once again.

      “What have I done to earn your distrust?” she demanded.

      “You mean apart from shadowing us, watching us from afar? You know, exactly what this spellcaster is trying to do? And anyway, you seem to still hate me, despite using me to replenish your chi.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I told you. I would have joined if I’d known Lady Gamma would treat me as she did. I want only what she wants. Nothing more.”

      “So you say. But you still attacked me when you had the chance. Just like the spellcaster did.”

      “That’s not fair! I only attacked when I couldn’t get away!”

      “You could get away now if you wish. I won’t chase after you again.”

      “You won’t?” she began, then frowned. Not knowing how else to respond, she let out a noise of frustration and stormed off once again.

      Sometime later, in a calmer voice, she spoke. “You don’t trust me,” she said. “But tell me. What is it you think I am planning to do?”

      I just shrugged. “I don’t know. The same thing as the bandits? Steal Lady Gamma’s supplies?” For good measure, I mused on a possibility I hadn’t really considered. “I mean, you kinda look like you could be one of the bandits. How do I know you’re not?”

      It was an insulting thing to say, and I knew it. While the bandits were indeed human hybrids, they were uniformly dirtier and well, less then Camilla. A blind man could tell that while the bandits had spent years living in the dirt under the harsh sun, Camille had led a far more comfortable existence.

      Not as comfortable as Lady Gamma’s, perhaps, but comfortable enough.

      Instead of responding with anger, Camille grinned humorlessly. “If that’s what I wanted, do you think I wouldn’t have taken all I could carry and made my way back by now?”

      “You can’t disappear from me. I can tell where you are,” I said. “And besides, your chi reserves must be getting low after last night’s attack.”

      “How do you know? And can Ash tell where I am? I could have slipped away during her watch, and you wouldn’t have known until the next morning.”

      Good point.

      I didn’t say anything.

      “And now,” she continued, seemingly enjoying herself at my expense. “What would stop me from waiting until you’re distracted and leaving you out here in the desert? I could do it. You know I could. And then how would you find your way back to the wagons?”

      It was another good point. I was fairly certain I would be able to find my way back if Camille abandoned me, but there was no telling how long it would take. I’d be lucky if I didn’t accidentally walk back to the broken spaceship.

      Or maybe not. Lady Gamma had ordered me to ‘come back to us alive.’ Perhaps I could turn that compulsion to my own benefit.

      “So,” Camille said, sounding triumphant. “It seems you are trusting me, to some extent after all.”

      Again, I said nothing, but I could sense Camille’s satisfaction. She’d made her point, and we both knew it.

      After a while, I stopped watching her so closely but still kept half an eye on her just in case.

      Without breaking stride, Camille favored me with a sardonic grin. “You don’t ever unbend, do you?” she asked.

      Even in my old life, I’d been highly strung. Goal-oriented. It had served me well in the military, until of course it didn’t.

      But in this new, dangerous world–and with this far more capable body–it seemed to fit better.

      “It seems a good way to stay alive,” I said.

      Surprisingly, Camille laughed, and it was genuine.

      “It might at that,” she admitted. “But I hope you enjoy loneliness.”

      “Huh?”

      She looked at me again, and this time there was no anger, no frustration on her face. She was telling it like it was.

      “Your prickliness. It is a good way to stay alive. But it will keep people away from you. What good is it to live, if you’re not going to enjoy it?”

      “Who said I didn’t enjoy it?” I asked, smiling carefully. The conversation had shifted now, and I felt I had made another misstep somewhere.

      Camille frowned. “You did enjoy it?”

      “How could I not have? I thought maybe you didn’t, considering how you’ve acted since then.”

      Her expression softened. “No, I did. Very much.”

      I grinned more broadly and nodded, waiting for her to say more, but she didn’t. Instead, she turned and kept walking.

      It seemed we’d had a misunderstanding. But it didn’t mean Camille was completely wrong about me. There was something about her words that resonated. As if they contained a core truth that had dogged me for several years now. I’d been angry, vengeful, at my fate.

      Maybe I could have let my guard down a bit. Tried to make friends. Maybe then my physical limitations wouldn’t have mattered so much.

      I thought about what Camille had said in terms of new life as well. Ever since I’d woken up in the dirt, I had been at odds with Lady Gamma, despite finding her beautiful. And the same was true with Camille herself.

      It was as if I was deliberately keeping them both at arm’s length even after having sex with one of them.

      It wasn’t easy to let go of a lifetime of habitual wariness. When I tried for a more normal conversation, there was still more than a hint of it on show.

      “So,” I said after a couple more miles. “Out of curiosity, why did you decide to come along come with me rather than staying with Gamma and Ash?”

      I could tell by her quiet grin that she understood more than just my question, and I hoped she would accept the olive branch I was offering.

      “I could say that it’s to help ensure your success,” she said. “It doesn’t do me any good to have this spellcaster out here anymore than it does anyone else. But, really, I just needed to get out for a walk. I don’t like closed spaces, and there isn’t much room inside the wagons.”

      Something about her answer didn’t ring true. “But you don’t stay in the wagon all the time.”

      If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn her cheeks turned slightly pink with embarrassment.

      “No, I don’t,” she said, but didn’t elaborate.

      Interesting. I smiled. Maybe there was hope for more, after all.
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      Every now and again as we walked, Camille would pause to examine something more closely. A broken spine on one of the scrubby plants. A scrape against the dirt.

      “How do you know we are following the right trail?” I asked.

      “I’ve done this before,” she replied shortly. Then she relented. “Even in defeat, the sand walkers tend to travel in groups. Their gait is haphazard and hurried. Back at the site of the battle, I looked for the opposite. Someone who took more measured strides, and who seemed to stand apart from the others. That is the trail we have been following.” She shrugged. “I don’t know for certain that it’s the trail of the spellcaster, but it seemed the most likely.”

      I couldn’t fault her reasoning. We continued to walk intermittently as the sun rose high into the broken sky, me asking occasional questions, which Camille answered happily enough. But as the air heated to the point where the wind eddies started to fling dust around once again, Camille held up a hand in caution.

      We’d reached an area of undulations—low, tired hills and small valleys, where all scrubby, prickly plants seemed to grow slightly taller and the rocky outcroppings were more regular.

      I didn’t say anything at her hesitation. Instead, I sought with my various senses what it was that had set the lizard woman on edge.

      In moments, I had it. A vibration of sorts, not in the air, but through the ground itself. It was like something was rumbling up ahead, and if I didn’t know better, I would have thought it was construction or mining equipment.

      I nodded to signal my understanding, and we continued, albeit with increased caution.

      Camille saw them first. A group of sand walkers, their humanity so far gone they were much closer to beasts than to men, even though two out of the three still walked mostly upright.

      My first instinct was to unsheathe my sword even though the trio hadn’t seen us yet, but Camille grabbed me by the loose fabric at my shoulder and tugged me aside.

      I was maybe the span of a hand taller than Camille, and must have out-massed her by about half again. But I let her drag me into a crevice in a boulder and clamp her hand across my mouth to keep me from speaking.

      There wasn’t much room in the crevice—just enough for the two of us to press tightly together. I was reminded once more how attractive I found her, and breathed in her scent of wild roses.

      I knew she had other things on her mind than physical attraction, but I couldn’t help the direction my thoughts naturally went. It was all I could do to stand in place and not move even as I was intently aware of her standing beside me.

      And then, as the sand walkers came close, I knew that she had vanished once again. But more than that. I had vanished as well. I knew it as clearly as I knew my own name, not because I raised a hand to my face to check, but because of the ongoing sense of self we all possess.

      No matter what we are doing, we are aware of our own bodies. We see our own nose all the time, but we just don’t pay any attention to it. The same is true for the rest of ourselves, if to a lesser degree.

      And I knew, without a doubt, that Camille had somehow expanded her ability to me.

      My heart was beating faster than it should have been, and my breathing was rough. I willed both to slow down and tried to be as quiet as possible. The sand walkers came close enough that I could have reached out and touched them, but at least two of them were completely oblivious to our presence.

      The third, one that looked like an oversized wolf with porcupine spines instead of fur, and the talons of a large bird of prey, took a moment to sniff around the base of the boulder. I sensed Camille shift just a little, and knew that she had drawn one of her blades.

      Curiosity suggested I tap into my chi and scan the dog creature with my AC lens, but caution won out. Instead, I willed the dog creature to leave us alone, and in the end it did just that. But not before lifting its leg and marking the boulder, leaving a damp spot in the dust barely a foot from my leg.

      When the trio was out of sight, Camille relaxed, and I became aware of my own body again. And even more so now of the woman next to me, still holding my arm. I turned my head to look at her beautiful face.

      “I could have just killed them,” I said.

      She nodded. “You could have. And if you hadn’t done it quickly enough, one or other might have made enough noise to alert anything else in the area to our presence.”

      Once again, I had to admit that Camille had a point.

      “They are gone,” she added. “And while it isn’t exactly uncomfortable being squeezed into this crevice with you, maybe you want to move so you’re no longer blocking me in?” She said the last with a knowing smile, and, smiling back, I slid out from the crevasse to continue our journey.

      We kept going, following the signs of the wraith as we had done before. Although now, it was getting more difficult, because the group of sand walkers that passed us was not the only one in the area.

      According to Camille, other groups had traveled this way in the recent past, and this was obscuring the original trail. But there were still enough signs for her to follow, even though it became increasingly apparent that we were heading toward whatever was causing the subterranean vibrations.

      Twice more, we found ourselves too close to groups of sand walkers for comfort. Both times, Camille repeated her trick, cloaking us both while seeking natural cover as well.

      Both times, the sand walkers passed us by, coming close enough each time that I could smell the stench of dirt and stale sweat on them.

      Then, finally, we came to the source of the vibration, near the edge of a natural basin.

      “Get down,” Camille said.

      I flattened myself next to her at the lip of the basin, and as soon as we were down, Camille grabbed my arm and used her power once more. Yet this time, it seemed more precautionary than when we had been at risk of being seen by the sand walkers. This time, while I could see more of the remnants of humanity than I cared to, there were none close enough to pose a real danger.

      “What the fuck,” I breathed, not really asking a question, but expressing my dismay.

      “Shhh,” Camille replied.

      We had found our quarry. The part wraith, the spellcaster, was sitting in the center of the natural amphitheater, surrounded by sand walkers once again. He was only a couple of hundred paces away, and if I hadn’t known better, I would have thought he was in deep meditation.

      He was sitting in the lotus position, much as I had done earlier in the morning when Camille had stood watch in my place.

      But he wasn’t meditating. He was casting a spell.

      I could see it. All around him, the air was filled with wisps of dark magic, like a visible fog made of ropes of venom. Those ropes wafted about him as if on tiny air currents and seemed to pulse in time with the vibrations of the earth.

      It didn’t take a genius to work out the nature of the spell he was casting.

      The wisps of dark magic only swirled about him until they grew strong enough, and then they left his immediate vicinity, traveling along the ground in every direction.

      I had no idea how long the wraith had been casting his spell, but it was long enough for many of his ribbons of dark magic to locate the sand walkers and draw them to this location.

      The number of revenants he’d found was surprising. Between the two of us, Ash and I must have killed nearly one hundred of them, with Camille dealing with another two dozen. Counting Lady Gamma’s fireball, we must have killed nearly two hundred sand walkers.

      I’d been surprised that the wraith had been able to gather so many in such a desolate place. I’d thought he must have stripped the Wastes of all such creatures already. And yet, in this basin of sand, the wraith had somehow managed to conjure perhaps twice that number again.

      They must have traveled from miles around, coming to his magical call, as obedient as slaves on a chain.

      As obedient as me, dancing to Lady Gamma’s tune.

      I had no idea if the comparison was apt, but it seemed that at least the level of control was the same. The sand walkers had gathered, but there was no sense of chaos that might go hand-in-hand with such creatures.

      Instead, they stuck to their groups of three, four, a dozen, and simply waited, still standing, for their master to speak.

      In an awful way, it was impressive. That this one being, this wraith, could call so many to his metaphorical banner in such a short time. It spoke of the power he could command.

      I reassessed my chances against him, and this time it came up with a very different answer. Why he hadn’t simply waded in by himself to fling magic at me and Ash and be done, I couldn’t say.

      Yet of all the spectacle before us, it wasn’t the gathering of sand walkers that most caught my interest. It wasn’t the wraith in the middle, either, sitting calmly as he gathered his minions. It wasn’t the wafting ribbons of dark magic that swirled around him and swept out into the Wastes to do his bidding.

      Instead, it was the source of his power. Eventually, my eyes landed on someone locked in a cage made of random pieces of old metal.

      All at once, the wraith’s threat came back to me. “Your strength will become my own.” Suddenly, they now made more sense than they had at the time.

      I’d thought the wraith was talking in riddles, but as it turned out, he was speaking the literal truth. This spellcaster had already collected another. It was difficult to clearly see who it was in the distance, so I took a small risk and fed a tendril of my chi power into my AC lens, and set it to Distance Vision.

      It responded, and the cage seemed to jump toward me so that it felt as if could reach out and touch it.
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      The wraith’s prisoner was like no one I had yet seen. At first glance, she seemed human—a delicate, red-haired beauty fading in the heat of the day. But when I looked closer, I clearly saw the wings on her back, like those of an oversized butterfly. And as an added bonus, she had a pair of antennae as well.

      But it wasn’t just the heat that was causing her distress. The wraith had planted his staff in the ground right beside him. As he was drawing dark magic from the glowing crystal at the top, the staff in turn was drawing power from the woman.

      It was just as the wraith had said. He was somehow making use of this woman’s power, and making it into his own. As he drew it from the butterfly woman, it was the essence of light, but as soon as it touched the staff, it became tainted.

      I knew without asking that the woman had some sort of chi power. Just like me, just like Camille and the rest. This was why the wraith had wanted to keep us alive. He didn’t care about us but wanted access to the power we carried.

      I didn’t need the confirmation, but I switched the mode of the AC lens to bring up the butterfly woman’s stats.

      Class: Human hybrid/mutation

      Dominant DNA: Human (90%)

      Additional DNA: Butterfly + assorted others (10%)

      Height: 5’3”

      Weight: 95 pounds

      Age: 22 (approx.)

      Gender: Female

      Mutation: Chi power (weightlessness)

      It told me what I could easily guess, and also categorized the butterfly woman’s power level at III.

      But none of this could tell me what I could learn simply by looking at her face. She was beautiful, and seemed to encapsulate the concept of innocence. Or at least, as innocent as it was possible to get in this world. She reminded me strongly of the redhead I had met in the bar before I shipped out, the one who was long lost by now.

      I couldn’t help but feel it was a tragedy that this butterfly girl had been caught by this monster. Nor did I know how long she could survive with the wraith draining her chi, but it couldn’t be long. Already, she appeared withered.

      “There are too many of them,” Camille whispered, stating the obvious. “We cannot do as Lady Gamma has asked. We could not even reach the spellcaster with all of his sand walkers about, let alone end his life.” She paused for a moment, then continued. “We need to get back to the others and tell them what we have seen. Prepare them for what is to come.”

      I understood what she meant. This gathering of sand walkers suggested only one thing. The wraith hadn’t given up on adding me, Gamma, and Camille to that cage, although if he wanted to add Ash as well, he would have to make it considerably larger.

      Yes, this gathering of sand walkers was meant for us.

      But my train of thought had differed from Camille’s.

      “We can’t leave her there,” I said. “We have to figure out a way to take her with us.”

      “What? No,” Camille said. “It’s impossible. We have to get back to the others. Together, we have a chance.”

      But I was already shaking my head. “If it was you in the cage, how would you feel?”

      Camille was still invisible. I couldn’t see her face but sensed her anger anyway. “It wouldn’t be me in the cage!” she said, her words still quiet enough to avoid being overheard, yet filled with righteous anger. “Her situation is hopeless. I would have used one of my knives and opened a vein before things got that bad.”

      It was strange arguing with a disembodied voice. “And yet, I took your knives from you,” I said. “You were my prisoner. I could have put you in a cage, just like her, and you wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it.”

      Silence. Then, “It’s still impossible. Look at them all! How many sand walkers can you fight your way through? All of them? And if you could, then why not swing your oversized sword at the spellcaster as well? Finish the job once and for all?”

      I understood what she was doing. The idea of a full-frontal attack was ridiculous, and we both knew it. There were simply too many of the sand walkers, and the wraith’s capabilities were unknown.

      But that didn’t mean there weren’t other options.

      “You could get us to her,” I said. “Using your power.”

      “What, tiptoe through the sand walkers as if we’re not even there?”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      “Well, I do. It is hard enough to cloak two people when we are not moving. Sure, I could keep myself hidden, and if with luck, I might be able to do as you say, if I did everything right. But the two of us? My power would slip and we would be seen before we could even get close!”

      Camille was right. I had to accept her word regarding her power’s limitations, and knew it would be foolish to risk trying to make our way under the cover of invisibility if she said it wouldn’t work.

      And there was something else she was right about also. If we could get to the butterfly girl, we could just as easily get to the wraith.

      Which suggested another option. “What if you were to sneak down there and slit the spellcaster’s throat?” I asked.

      “And complete your mission for you?” she asked with a sardonic tone to her voice.

      “Does it really matter whose mission it is?”

      “No, it does not,” she agreed with a sigh. “But I’ve seen spellcasters survive such attacks before. They harden their skin so no blade can penetrate, or it dissolves into nothing as you try to strike. The one you fought with the bandits withstood your own blade for a number of strikes before you unleashed your power. This one seems to be even stronger, and I don’t want to die out here in the Wastes.”

      “You were there?” I asked, and she knew what I meant.

      “I was there. I’d been following you for several days by that point.”

      I didn’t ask why she hadn’t joined in the fight. The answer was obvious. There was no benefit for her in doing so.

      Instead, I lapsed into silence and tried to think.

      There was only one possible option I could think of. But it still relied on Camille’s participation. “If the sand walkers and the spellcaster were not there, could you get her out of the cage?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She’s locked in. The wraith–spellcaster–must have the key. You are an assassin, and a thief. Could you get her out of the cage without the spellcaster’s key?”

      I sensed her nodding beside me. “I could. But what does that matter–”

      But I’d already started to move. “Stay here,” I said. “I’m going to try to draw them away. As soon as you see your chance, take it. Get her back to the others, and I’ll try to join you as soon as I can.”

      I didn’t give Camille the chance to object, even though I sensed she wanted to. Instead, I moved away from her touch, aware that as soon as we broke contact, I could be seen once again. I heard Camille give a quiet growl of frustration.

      If she chose, she could simply disappear, retracing her steps and reporting to Gamma and Ash that we’d failed. If she did that, there would be nothing I could do.

      But she’d said I was too tightly wound, and I took that to mean she wanted me to trust her.

      So I was.

      Against my better judgment, I left her with her part of the plan, and made my way as quietly and quickly as possible to the other side of the natural amphitheater, doing everything I could not to be seen or heard by the eerily silent crowd of sand walkers below.
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      Even as I positioned myself and readied myself to attack, I cursed my own foolish instincts. It seemed I was forever putting myself in danger for others. The woman and her child at the hospital were merely the first. Perhaps I could blame Gamma’s compulsion for my subsequent efforts, but this?

      This was truly insane. I was about to attack an army of hundreds, all by myself, all for the sake of rescuing someone I’d never met.

      Knowing my luck, even if I succeeded, I’d do something to offend her, and we would end up at odds just as I was with Lady Gamma and Camille.

      There was no real way I could blame Lady Gamma’s compulsion for this. She had told me to try to defeat the spellcaster if I could, or to at least report back on his activities. Rescuing strangers hadn’t come up, and doing so could likely put the rest of Gamma’s orders at risk.

      So this act of foolishness was on me, and me alone. As I grumbled to myself that this was a bad idea, trying to work up the courage to go through with it anyway, I couldn’t help but think back to the words that were seared into my brain.

      “You can save them. You can save all of them.”

      Was that what the words meant? Was my new life to be nothing more than a series of heroics, going from one rescue attempt to another until there was nobody left to rescue?

      While it seemed to fit, it also seemed highly unlikely. At the very least, it would be impossible to “save everyone,” because there would always be more people to save.

      But more than that, I got the distinct impression there was a single act that the words were talking about. One huge accomplishment that would let me save everyone at once.

      And, for some reason, I thought the words referred not to the people from this time, but to those I had left behind in the past.

      Either way, the only reason I was thinking about it then was to avoid thinking about what I meant to do. It was a form of procrastination, and every moment I wasted, the spellcaster below drained more of the butterfly girl’s vital energy.

      So I stopped. I pushed all my worries and fears to the side and hoped that Camille would do her part. Then I stood in full view on the lip of the natural basin and drew my sword. I swung the huge weapon around my head once to give it momentum, then shouted a wordless cry of challenge into the sky and launched into a twirling, energetic rendition of steps seven through nine.

      I could have plunged into the sand walkers and let my whirling blade carve a trail of death and destruction. I could have tried to stand in the middle, slaughtering foes by the dozen, trying to murder them all as Camille did her work. But that route spelled disaster, and one false step would be my last.

      And besides, slaughtering sand walkers was not my main goal.

      My goal was distraction. And staying alive.

      Steps seven through nine brought me to the edge of the gathering. Combined with the way I was swinging my sword, it was flashy and threatening, as obvious an attack as I could make. Those in my way responded as I knew they would, by spinning to face me, their own weapons drawn, if they had any beyond teeth and claws.

      I could have cut through them as if they were water, striking toward the spellcaster with everything I had.

      Instead, I dispatched the two nearest sand walkers with a single slash of my sword, then used steps twenty-seven and eight to dance my way back up to the lip where the ground was flat. Once there, I raised my sword high in the air as if victory was already mine.

      “Come on!” I bellowed. “You ugly, poor excuses for monsters, come and get me!”

      It was obvious bait, but they fell for it anyway. As one, hundreds of sand walkers surged toward me, their fanged and feral faces twisted into expressions of rage.

      As the first of them approached—a large, bipedal monster that seemed to be more bear than man with a jagged metal club gripped in its hand, my dance of death began in earnest.

      I lightened my feet to increase my pace and to make use of the jutting boulders, adding a dimension of height to my dance, and raining down death from above.

      The bear-thing was the first to fall, his chest ripped open by the tip of my blade, but he wasn’t the last.

      I danced and spun, whirling my blade as I had done before, at one with the steps and yet keeping an eye on the activities below. I was death incarnate, a twirling blade of destruction, and corpses piled up at my feet with every hack and slash that I made.

      And still they kept coming. The sheer number of sand walkers that were willing to face me and my blade was staggering. They learned very quickly not to stand too close together, for it hampered their movements and allowed me to kill many with one strike. Instead, they spread out around me, giving themselves space as they bottled me in.

      Or so they thought. I lightened my feet even more, leaping high from one boulder and sailing over their heads to land on the peak of another. Those sand walkers who were too slow to turn never knew their mistake, but even that didn’t teach the rest of them caution.

      If I’d wanted to, I could have led them on a merry chase through the desert, spinning and turning all the while, a living woodchipper ripping them apart piece by piece.

      But I had to watch what was happening in the amphitheater. Had to be sure I was giving Camille the distraction she needed. And, while the sand walkers were willing, the wraith had maintained his place.

      He continued to work his spell, drawing other sand walkers from miles around, while at the same time siphoning the butterfly’s energy.

      “Fuck,” I said. I snarled in irritation and lashed out, catching three of the desert spawn by surprise with a wider than normal arc of my spin. Then I hurled my sixty-pound blade with all of my strength toward the top of the tallest boulder in sight, but didn’t let it go.

      I found myself sailing high into the air, to touch down lightly on the top of the boulder.

      Somehow, I’d managed to hurl not just my sword, but myself as well, twenty feet into the air.

      I must have known I could do it, or I would never have tried.

      For the moment, I was safe. Even though the sand walkers were already trying to scramble up the sides of the boulder, I had bought myself a few seconds of peace.

      Standing on the boulder, I screamed out a second wordless challenge. This time, I aimed my sword into the sky and unleashed my chi magic lightning not through my fingers, but through the weapon.

      Lightning tore a jagged arc into the sky, sounding like sausages sizzling in the pan, but ten thousand times louder. With a roar of anger at the waste of my chi, I swung my sword, doing my best to hurl the lightning straight at the wraith.

      My aim was good, but the strength of my lightning petered out. Instead of reaching the magic spellcaster at full strength, my jagged shards of white luminous power only caressed him gently.

      Yet it got his attention. It lit him and his dark magic up like a Christmas tree.

      As abruptly as if I’d cut it off with a knife, the wraith stopped his chanting, and the dark magic swirling about him faded into nothing. For a moment, he remained as he had been, legs folded beneath him in the Lotus position. Then, with slow, prodigious strength of a gorilla king in the prime of his life, he climbed to his feet and reached for his staff.

      It had worked! The connection between him and the butterfly girl had been severed. Now, all I had to do was give Camille time to work.

      He looked at me, and even though he still wore his cowl and was a couple of hundred paces away, I could sense his malice.

      “You dare?” he began, then changed his mind about making verbal threats. Instead, he started striding toward me, gathering a cloud of black magic around him.

      “Oh, shit,” I managed.
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      My first instinct was to run. To get out of there and leave the sand walkers and their master behind. But I had to give Camille time to get the butterfly woman to safety. And, just to top things off, the tendrils of Lady Gamma’s compulsion were starting to make themselves known.

      The proximity of the spellcaster set them jangling with excitement. I could almost feel the compulsion egging me to stand and fight.

      Even by now, I was only beginning to understand all the things the Rogan Ward of this time had been able to do. Mastery of the Steps of Divinity and expertise with my oversized sword were just the beginning. The lightening trick that enabled me to scale this boulder without even trying–and which let me scoot along the sand at much faster speeds than I should have been capable of–was another. I could use my chi gift to power my AC lens, to unleash a blast of uncontrolled energy, and to send sparks of lightning from my fingertips like a van de graaff generator.

      To a simple soldier from six hundred odd years in the past, this was all impressive enough. But I knew without any doubt that it was just the tip of the iceberg. I didn’t know what the other Rogan Ward had been able to do, but I was really looking forward to finding out.

      Which meant I needed to survive a little bit longer.

      So instead of turning tail and running off into the desert, I waited as long as I could while the wraith drew nearer. I kicked one of the sand walkers in the face as it made it close to the top of my boulder and swung my sword once to discourage a handful of others.

      Then, I once more sought my point of balance and focused my chi.

      This time, the bolt of power I unleashed was straight and true, a lance of energy that reminded me not of Emperor Palpatine so much but more of Goku.

      A spear of power lanced from the tip of my sword and scored a direct it on the wraith. It was powerful enough to blow him off his feet and send him sprawling in the dirt.

      As the tang of ozone assaulted my senses, I felt a moment of triumph. I thought I had done it. I thought that that this single blast was enough. It was like I had packed the strength of the sun into a beam of light and hurled it at something made of flesh and bone.

      I knew that if someone had done the same to me, I would have been in for a bad day indeed.

      But the spellcaster seemed to be made of much sterner stuff.

      As my cry of joy died in my throat, the wraith climbed back to his feet with a wisp of smoke rising from his chest.

      “You are strong,” he said, his voice just as deep and grating as before. “I will enjoy turning your strength into my own.”

      Ignoring his sand walkers as if they weren’t there, he raised his staff in the air and conjured dark magic, sending it toward me just as I had sent my chi energy to him.

      I knew at that moment that I was outmatched. I’d given it my best shot and used much of my chi in the process. If I had a power bar floating above my head, it would have been well into the orange, and perhaps in the red.

      All I could do was try to keep breathing and give Camille as much time as I could.

      The spellcaster’s attack was slower than mine, and I had just enough time to turn and launch myself from my boulder. I touched down on the head of one of the larger sand walkers and pushed off again. This time, I cleared the rabble completely, landing lightly on the ground.

      “Come get me, if you can!” I yelled.

      With that, I headed off at a run, aiming purposely away from where I felt the wagons, Gamma, and Ash would be, and heading roughly perpendicular, out into the Wastes.

      With most of the spellcaster’s rebel army on my tail, and the wraith among them, I did what I had considered doing before.

      I couldn’t disappear from view as Camille could do, but that didn’t mean I was helpless. With my feet lightened, I could outpace even the four-footed sand walkers, and I could turn and strike whenever I wished.

      I left a trail of corpses through the desert that stretched several miles. By the time they gave up and either vanished back into the dunes or simply changed direction to hunt out the others, I had whittled large portions of the makeshift army away.

      I glimpsed the spellcaster a couple of times but made a point to stay away from his power.

      When at last I looked back and saw no evidence of being followed, I paused, breathing deeply, and leaned on the handle of my blade for a moment of rest.

      I had done it. I’d done more than survive. I had stolen much of the spellcaster’s strength and left it bleeding on the dirt.

      It was a thought that gave me considerable comfort even as the sweat and grime stuck to the back of my neck and worked its way down my spine.

      Just to be sure they were gone, I powered up my AC lens and adjusted it so I could see into the distance again. At first, I couldn’t make out any more than sand, rocks, and the occasional prickly plant.

      Then I saw them. A much smaller army, making their way through the desert, back to where they had come from.

      I would have liked to see the spellcaster’s face when he realized it was all a distraction, and that his butterfly woman was gone.
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      It had been a wearying, exhausting sort of day, and it wasn’t over. I didn’t know if the lack of the butterfly woman as a power source would prevent the spellcaster from calling still more sand walkers to his cause or not. But Gamma and Ash, and in fact all of us, were still a target.

      I was as sure as I could be that regardless of whether he would first gather more sand walkers, he would go after Gamma and the others.

      Which meant I had to return to them as fast as I could and hope that Camille had managed to abscond with the butterfly girl.

      But first, I had to take a moment to recover. My bones were beginning to ache, and while I had water with me, I hadn’t brought along any food. My hands were beginning to shake through exhaustion.

      Meditating in the wastelands was risky, but I had little choice. So I picked spot where I could sit with my back to a boulder and trusted my sense of self-preservation to kick in should anything dangerous approach. Then I closed my eyes and opened myself to the energy that infused the air, the stone at my back, the very ground upon which I sat, and packed it into my core.

      Once again, I had no real sense of how long it took before I was fully recharged. It felt like just a few seconds, yet when I breathed deeply, feeling strong and energized once again, and opened my eyes, I saw that the shadows had lengthened considerably.

      I stood and looked around at the desert landscape. Camille was right about my hunting skills. Next to her, I had none to speak of. But if she thought I would be lost in this desert without her to guide me back to the wagons, then she was mistaken.

      I had a general sense of which way I’d come and could guess by the position of the sun where Gamma and the others might be.

      My AC lens worked at a distance, but I’d traveled far beyond even its impressive range. But the blood oath that bound me had its uses.

      Lady Gamma had given me an order. I was to seek out the spellcaster, defeat him if possible, and then return to the wagons. I had failed to kill the wraith, but the compulsion now drove me to return to Gamma. Because of this, I knew which way to go. All I needed to do was follow the path of least resistance.

      I couldn’t help but give the universe a self-satisfied smirk. Then, making sure my sword was clipped back into place, I jogged at a steady, mile-eating pace over the sand.

      It was well beyond dusk by the time I made it back. Ash was already on duty, keeping watch over the camp. I slowed down to a walk and saw her monstrous form stiffen at my appearance out of the darkness. She had been leaning her forearms on the tail end of her club, its head resting on the sand at her feet, but quickly changed her grip to one every baseball player in the world would have recognized.

      But instead of sounding the alarm, she hesitated.

      “Rogan?” she rumbled quietly, unwilling to disturb the others.

      “Yes,” I said. “It’s me.”

      The huge creature visibly relaxed. She didn’t drop her weapon and rush out to hug me in a bone-crushing greeting, and for this I was thankful. But she did lower her club back to the ground and grin at me.

      “It is good to have you back, my friend,” she said. “When Camille returned with the tale of you leading the spellcaster and hundreds of sand walkers away, we thought you were lost.”

      She may have been going to say more, but I interrupted. “Camille is here already?”

      Ash nodded. “She and another. The woman taken from the spellcaster’s cage.”

      Before Ash could say anymore, Camille herself appeared from the back of the supply wagon, no doubt attracted by our voices. With unnecessary haste, she climbed down the short ladder and made her way over, smiling broadly.

      I wouldn’t have minded if she would have welcomed me the hug I had feared from Ash, but she too paused some few paces away and contented herself with a grin.

      “You have survived,” she said. “When you led the spellcaster and his people away, I couldn’t see how you would.”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t let them box me in,” I said. “They couldn’t hurt me, and while I had to keep clear of the spellcaster, his sand walkers were no match for my blade. I carved a good chunk of his army away from the rest and left them behind.”

      “Good,” Camille said. “Good.”

      She didn’t know what else to say, and for a moment, neither did I. I sensed that something had changed between us, but I wasn’t sure exactly what.

      Then I recalled why I’d needed to lure the sand walkers away in the first place. “The woman he had captive. The butterfly girl. You got her, right? Is she okay?”

      “Her name is Zera,” Camille replied. “She’s fine, if a little exhausted. Lady Gamma gave her a potion to help her sleep, and to restore her strength. But… Rogan, she could use something extra to replenish her chi. The spellcaster drained her severely.”

      I gaped at Camille. It was one thing for her to come to me in the middle of the night, but quite another to go climb into a wagon looking for sex with a complete stranger who may not want it. Ash shifted uncomfortably on her feet, and I tried very hard to avoid her eyes.

      “What is it?” Camille asked. “Zera knows you have a chi gift. I have already explained.”

      I cleared my throat. “Oh. And how does she feel about that?”

      “Why don’t you go ask her? She is in Lady Gamma’s wagon.”

      Lady Gamma’s wagon… I was at a loss here. What was I supposed to do? Just hop in there and ask Gamma to step out while I gave Zera a chi-boost?

      “If you do this,” Camille said, “she should be back to full strength by the morning.”

      I wanted to think that I was the only one feeling uncomfortable, but the way Ash was looking at everything except Camille and me, I knew it wasn’t true. But Camille’s words raised another concern, and for the moment, I was grateful to be able to latch onto a new thought.

      “We may not have until tomorrow,” I said. “I don’t know for sure, but I’d bet good money that the spellcaster is already heading this way. We took the butterfly woman from him, and at the very least, he’ll want to get her back. Not to mention the rest of us.”

      “What do you suggest we do?” Ash rumbled.

      “I don’t think we have any choice. I think we have to put as much distance between them and us if as we can.”

      “And travel through the darkness?” the huge creature asked.

      I didn’t blame her for being concerned. The Wastes were dangerous enough even in daylight. At night, a shadow on the ground could be hiding a hole that could lead to a broken leg.

      But I didn’t think we had much of a choice. “It’s either that or wait around to fight him again. It was a near enough thing last time. Do you want to face him again?”

      Ash shook her head.

      “Neither do I.”
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      Ever since I’d met her, I’d only ever seen Lady Gamma in full regalia. Her hair teased up into intricate patterns, layers of silk on her body, and her face hidden by elaborate makeup that might as well have been a mask. I’d never even considered whether she slept in her full regalia or not, but it seemed that she didn’t.

      When she emerged from her wagon at Ash’s request, her hair was down, and her face was clear and clean.

      I’d thought before that she might have been beautiful, but it had been hard to tell. But now I knew she was. Though different to Camille in just about every possible way, Lady Gamma was equally stunning.

      In my time, her face could have appeared on the cover of magazines, and her hair was both straight and surprisingly long, falling to the backs of her thighs. It was dark and silky, and shimmered in the light from the fractured aurora like a living thing.

      I tried to remember to keep my mouth closed as she joined our discussion.

      She wasn’t pleased to be woken to such news. Nor did she seem at all relieved that I’d made it back in one piece. Instead, she seemed to blame me for the inconvenience, and so did her pet monkey.

      And she wasn’t happy that I had failed to kill the spellcaster.

      I thought that was a bit unfair. I’d still managed to weaken him by killing off a fair number of sand walkers and by removing the butterfly woman from his grasp.

      Not that either of those two realities made any impact on Lady Gamma.

      She simply shared her glare between Ash, Camille, and myself, and answered as if we had a choice.

      “Do as you must,” she said with a dismissive gesture. “But be gentle. I intend to get a proper night’s rest regardless.”

      Despite her dismissal, she proved to be surprisingly useful. I could use my AC lens to see in the dark, but that was only an intermittent, chi-draining solution–and the others had no such advantage. So I was tried to figure out how to use the remains of the night’s fire as torches, but the cow-beasts, steel-hearted creatures that they had been thus far, seemed to be spooked by the fire waving around in the air.

      Lady Gamma must have heard the noise from inside her wagon, because she emerged a second time, and again didn’t bother to wait for me to help her down the steps. Instead, she grumbled out loud as she moved to the supply wagon. Within moments, she re-emerged with two different flasks.

      Within one of the flasks was a liquid that looked almost silver, while the other was so black it was difficult to see.

      “Mix a little of these liquids together, and the result will let off a bright glow more stable than any flame. Coat your sword with it, or Ash’s club, and that will provide all the light that we need.”

      With that, she turned and headed back to her wagon, not even waiting for our thanks.

      It worked as advertised, and we didn’t need much. A single dab of each liquid was more than enough to light our route. It was like turning on a fifty-watt light bulb, one of the frosted ones that gave a warm, consistent glow.

      I found it hard to resent someone who offered such elegant solutions to a problem. Lady Gamma’s skill was a useful one to have, and certainly more versatile than my gift for creating sparks at my fingertips.

      As we began our wary trudge into the night, with me and Ash on foot lighting the way, Gamma and the butterfly woman safely in the wagons, and Camille sitting in the driver’s seat of the front wagon, I thought that at least some good had come of this nighttime adventure.

      As we trudged along the track in the middle of the Wastes, ignoring the occasional complaint from the cow-beasts, I couldn’t help but think it a shame that Lady Gamma and I didn’t get along better than we did.
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      By the time the sun rose once again, we had already covered many miles. Despite using my chi to replenish my energy reserves, I’d been walking all night after a day filled with ongoing battles. I knew I could probably keep going for a while yet, but sooner or later, I would need real sleep.

      Beside me, Ash strode along, apparently impervious to any such weakness. At one point, I asked her if she ever got tired, to which she replied, “Of course I do. But if I need to, I can stay awake for a week.”

      As for Camille, she disappeared into the wagon sometime during the night, and we hadn’t seen her since. I was irrationally disappointed. But she had been awake the whole night as well, and I hadn’t seen any evidence of her being able to power back up as I did. So perhaps she had simply needed sleep.

      I tried not to think of what she had proposed about Zera. But I also hoped that the butterfly woman would be okay.

      By mid-morning, the landscape began to change. Ahead, instead of the horizon being filled with miles of sand and stones, I could see what looked to be low, rocky hills. Perhaps we were nearing the end of the wasteland.

      When I looked closer through my AC lens, thought, it didn’t make me feel better.

      If the Wastes were a wasteland, a barely survivable desert full of hot air and gusts of gritty wind, the rocky hills ahead seemed even more hostile. As much as I scanned, I saw no sign of life whatsoever. No scrubby plants with spiky leaves, no patches of green, nothing at all.

      Yet, beyond confirming with Ash that this was indeed where we were heading, I said nothing. I didn’t know this world in the least, but my traveling companions did. I would have to trust them to know where they were going.

      At the same time, I kept half an eye to the rear, making sure that there was clear sand behind us, and not an army of sand walkers or a wraith conjuring dark magic.

      Not long before noon, the butterfly woman emerged from the supply wagon and made her way over to me.

      I learned then that I was surrounded by beautiful women, all of them different, and not necessarily human. The butterfly woman, Zera, was no less a beauty than Camille or Lady Gamma.

      She was nowhere near as tall as the lizard woman, being closer to Gamma’s height, and was built much more delicately. With long, stunningly red hair, pale skin, and blue, iridescent wings at her back, my mind made a connection that my tongue had to express.

      “Tinkerbell,” I said, as Zera approached.

      She paused, looked puzzled for a moment, and said, “Huh?”

      I smiled. “Nothing,” I said. “You just remind me of someone from long ago.”

      She didn’t seem to know what to do with that either and in the end went with a shy smile in response. I thought that of all my traveling companions, Gamma was angry, Camille fierce, Ash solemn and phlegmatic, but Zera was by far the sweetest.

      Unless she was simply a good actress. I didn’t really know anything about her other than she’d been kept in a cage by a powerful wraith.

      And I was staring at her, saying nothing.

      “Zera,” I blurted. “Camille told me your name. How are you feeling?”

      She seemed to blush lightly at my words, and I could understand why. “I’m doing better, thanks to you,” she said. “Camille told me what you did. If it wasn’t for you, I would still be in Vesh’s cage.” As she spoke the name, her face seemed to darken, and she shuddered. It was as if a cloud had blotted out the sun for a moment, but only for her.

      “Vesh?” I asked.

      She nodded, not meeting my eye. “Vesh D’Agon. The spellcaster. It’s what he called himself.”

      Despite her reluctance to speak the spellcaster’s name–or perhaps because of it– I found myself again thinking that Zera was something sweet in this difficult, violent world. I didn’t necessarily believe in things like auras and couldn’t see hers, not exactly, but I got a sense of innocence from her. She seemed unsullied by the grimness of the world she lived in despite her recent experience with the wraith.

      “I’m happy I was able to help,” I said.

      In response, Zera flashed me a brilliant smile. Then she stepped toward me, wrapped her arms around me and gave me a huge hug.

      “Thank you,” she said, before pulling away. Then she took my hand. “There is more you could do. Camille told me of your chi gift.” Zera looked into my eyes in a happy, resolute way.

      “And that’s what you want?” I asked.

      She bit her lip and looked at me from under her beautiful lashes. “If you are willing, yes.”

      I’d have to be crazy not to be, and even Camille had suggested it would be good for Zera.

      I realized then that Ash and the wagons had been pulling ahead as we’d been speaking. With a broad grin on my face, I suggested we catch up to the party.

      She let out a giggle as if I’d told her a joke, and to my surprise, instead of walking at an increased pace, she launched into the air and fluttered about on her wings, albeit a bit haltingly at first. Then she seemed to recover. “See?” she said. “I need you.”

      I’d thought her butterfly wings to be no more than decorative. But, to my astonishment, they actually worked. As she flitted about, maybe five feet off the ground, she turned to me.

      “Come on,” she said, as if playing a game, then shot forward at a respectable speed.

      For some moments, all I could do was watch.

      “Tinkerbell,” I repeated, and laughed out loud.

      Then I put on a burst of speed and caught up to her at the supply wagon.

      At this point, Lady Gamma and Camille were each taking up a wagon. Even though we could have asked Camille to use her wagon, I didn’t want to disturb her. And anyway, Zera seemed to have a different plan.

      She landed on the driver’s seat of the supply wagon. It wasn’t discreet, not at all, but with the fabric of the wagons offering a semblance of privacy, I followed and sat on the seat next to her.

      Without any preamble whatsoever, Zera straddled my hips, wrapping her legs around my waist. “There aren’t many left with a chi gift like yours,” she said. “I’ve never met one, anyway.”

      “Me, neither,” I said truthfully. My body was already responding to her proximity, and I put my hands on her waist to grind her into me. She closed her eyes, smiling shyly as she moved with me. The clothes separating us felt like torture, and at her urging, I ran my hand up her thigh to reach under her shorts.

      She put her hand on mine and guided me closer to her center, and I shoved her clothing out of the way as much as possible to touch where she wanted me. But her shorts were too tight, and I didn’t think it wise to rip them off her, much as I wanted to. Zera put her head on my shoulder as I circled her sensitive bud with my thumb through the fabric, and let out little contented sighs as she continued to rock her hips against me.

      There was a rustling behind me, and I turned my head to see Camille opening the front fabric of the supply wagon.

      I didn’t know what to expect, but it wasn’t the look of raw desire that crossed her features when she saw us.

      Zera looked over my shoulder at the lizard woman and bit her lip again, but this time it was less out of shyness and looked more like teasing. She smiled and then fluttered her wings enough to lift off my lap. There, hovering in the air just out of reach, she undid her shorts and slid them off.

      Zera looked decidedly human, with pale skin to match the rest of her. And, she was hairless. I saw her already swollen bud leading down to her pink slit and lips. Zera untied her jacket, too, to reveal small but perfectly shaped breasts with pale pink nipples.

      Already, my dick was straining uncomfortably against my pants, and as I reached down to free it, I was surprised to find Camille’s hands there. She leaned over me, her chin resting on my shoulder, and undid my pants.

      I’d never had two women at once before, and while I wasn’t sure that’s what this was, exactly, I’d also never had sex with one woman while another looked on. And it seemed that’s what was about to happen.

      After checking once more that Gamma’s tent flap was closed, I took Zera’s hand and pulled her toward me. Although if Gamma wanted to watch, too, at this point I really didn’t care.

      Zera straddled me once again and took my shaft in her hand. Her eyes opened wider for a moment, and she grinned, and then she sat down on me, easing me into her slowly with her eyes closed.

      She was tight and wet, and her walls seemed to tighten around me even more as she sat all the way down. I waited a moment for her to adjust, and she looked into my eyes. I leaned forward to kiss her, tasting those beautiful, delicate lips. They were sweet, as if she’d just eaten a piece of candy, and I delved my tongue inside her mouth hungrily. She responded with a moan and began to move her hips against me. Her technique was different than Camille’s, and she squirmed around until my pelvic bone caused her the most pleasure. And then, with another sigh, she delicately began to move.

      If I’d tried this slow method before I’d broken my six-hundred year fast, I wouldn’t have been able to hold on. But as it was, I was content to let this small creature ride me as long as she needed. I pulled away from our kiss and watched her face. Her eyes were closed and her mouth open, and small gasps escaped her lips every few moments. While keeping one hand on her hip to steady her, I used my other to cup her breast and thumb her nipple. I didn’t get as much reaction as I wanted and thought maybe she wasn’t very sensitive there.

      Her antennae wiggled enticingly as she moved, and, entranced, I reached up to tweak the end of one of them. It was soft and as delicate as I had imagined. Zera moaned when I stroked the end of it, so I pinched it, and her walls clenched around my shaft.

      So I did the same to the other antenna, with the same result. Grinning, I thought that was an unusual place to stimulate arousal, but it made sense, given the butterfly DNA. Didn’t butterflies use the antennae to sense things around them? And how much fun would that be if Zera were just walking along and could touch her own antennae for enjoyment? It wouldn’t be like she was touching her nipples or anywhere else obvious, so she could pleasure herself without anyone knowing.

      Laughing a little, I flicked them a few more times to see Zera’s reaction, and each time was rewarded with a tighter clenching of her walls around me.

      Meanwhile, I heard Camille behind me. She had settled back in the wagon but left the flap open. And her gasps were louder than Zera’s. Apparently, she was finding her own pleasure back there, and I regretted not being able to help both women at the same time.

      Maybe in the future.

      Zera’s thighs began to quiver, and her moans became more pronounced. So I grasped her waist and began thrusting, carefully at first. And when her breathing rate increased, I pounded her harder.

      Once I began, I wasn’t able to stop, and I felt my own orgasm building. My thigh muscles quivered from the effort of trying to wait for her, and before I’d even released this time, I felt the warm, tingling sensation gathering through my body.

      Zera leaned forward, grinding into me as she rode up and down, and when she came, she bit down on my shoulder. A rush of wet warmth flowed over my shaft, and I let go with a harsh grunt. Holding her close, I felt the chi transfer from my body to hers, just like with Camille. But this time, it was a stronger, pulsing energy that moved between us.

      Her skeleton didn’t glow green like Camille’s. Instead, Zera’s wings fluttered and glowed faintly blue, her body filling with chi as I filled her with my seed. She wrapped her legs around my waist, and I felt my body lift weightlessly over the wagon as she lifted us into the air. We held onto each other there, our orgasms stretching out beyond what should have been natural.

      “Ahhh!” she cried, more loudly than I would have expected from someone her size, and her warm walls sucked on my shaft until I had nothing left.

      When we were completely spent, Zera fluttered us back down to the ground just behind the supply wagon. I could barely stand on my feet but managed not to fall over as I straightened my clothes. The butterfly girl also put herself back together, and we stood panting for a moment as the wagons drew further away.

      There was no way Lady Gamma or even Ash hadn’t heard that. I knew Camille had and wondered if she’d found her own release as she listened.

      Glancing around, I made sure the horizon was still free from sand walkers or anything else before taking Zera’s hand and walking her back to the caravan. Her wings still glowed a little, and she grinned at me as we walked.

      “Do you feel better?” I asked.

      “Much better,” she said. “That was… enlightening. Never have I felt so full of chi. Ever.”

      I grinned back. I felt surprisingly refreshed, as well, and was glad that this particular method of transferring chi didn’t leave me feeling drained.

      This wasteland had some benefits, after all.
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      I assumed that, like Lady Gamma (and Camille, who still hadn’t emerged from the supply wagon), Zera would spend her time in a wagon rather than out under the sun. But despite her delicate look, she seemed to need the open spaces more than the others. Perhaps it was something to do with her recent captivity, but I thought it more likely it was just who she was.

      She was also talkative, happily chatting away about anything on her mind, as she flew, zigzagging between me and Ash without a care in the world.

      In a matter of minutes after returning to the party, I learned that Zera had spent her whole life looking for others like herself, but so far had come up empty. Which was why she was making the dangerous journey across the Wastes. She’d heard about the Hidden Temple just as Camille and Gamma had done, and had made a random decision to see if she could find her answers there.

      “So I decided to do it,” she said lightly. “Of course, now I’m thinking I should have spent a bit longer planning, and maybe attached myself to a bigger group for protection. But I figured I could fly, which is something not many others can do. I thought I would be okay,” she said the last with a shrug, looking a little chagrined, then launched into questions about Ash and myself. In no time at all, both Ash and I had told our stories, with me offering an edited one that didn’t go into details of my past life.

      “So you don’t remember anything of your life before you fought the bandits?” Zera asked.

      I shook my head. “I remember a different life, from a long time ago. But no, I know nothing beyond how to fight, how to use my chi, and little else.”

      Ash chimed in. “It is true. His nature is not what it was before. It is like a he is a different person, more volatile and stiff than he was before.”

      Zera looked me up and down with no more than curiosity, and turned to Ash, flying backwards through the air ahead of us. “What was he like before?”

      It seemed a bit strange talking about me as if I wasn’t there, but really, it wasn’t me they were discussing at all. And, I’ll admit, I was curious as well.

      “He was calmer. More sure of himself. More polite as well, with impeccable manners. He was the ultimate swordsman, a true champion, living to serve.”

      “So, he was… better? Than he is now?” Her innocence was disarming. Zera meant no insult at all.

      Ash favored me with a casual half smile, and I thought she would agree without hesitation. But she shook her head. “He used to be distant. Not really connected with this world. The Rogan Ward we have now may be brittle, a little uncouth, and given to mood swings, but it’s like he cares more as well.”

      “What do you mean, connected?” Zera asked.

      As for me, I wasn’t sure I was enjoying this character analysis. I frowned and knew I was being exactly the brittle, moody person Ash had described. This knowledge didn’t exactly make it better. Instead, it made it actively worse.

      Yet that was nothing compared to how I felt when Ash answered.

      “Well, the old Rogan Ward was immune to passion and beauty. He would never have shown any desire for Lady Gamma, Camille, or yourself. Whereas this new Rogan,” Ash said with a sideways, teasing glance, “Well, it’s not hard to tell what he is thinking.”

      I felt my cheeks burning red and wanted to hide within my cowl. I knew Ash was simply stating the truth as she saw it, but I would have been quite happy if she clammed up and said not another word, and willed her to do exactly that.

      But the conversation had apparently not reached its finale.

      Zera was grinning at me so broadly that her cheeks almost shone. She giggled as well and appraised me with interest. “And you, Ash? How does he respond to you?” she asked.

      If I could have dug a hole in the earth, climbed into it, and covered myself with dirt instead of hearing the answer, I would have.

      Ash barked out a laugh, but at the same time, her answer lacked some of the teasing quality it had had before. It was almost as if this truth she told disappointed her in some way.

      “I am not sure Rogan even views me as female,” she said. “To him, I am a martial sister, a soldier in arms. Which, strangely, means he is more comfortable with me than he is with the others.”

      I kept walking, kept pace with the others, but internally, I just wanted to die.
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      Zera had taken to flitting backward and forward, spreading her conversation between me and Ash at the front, and sometimes Lady Gamma in her wagon. Although Gamma seemed more reserved as the day wore on, and I wondered if it had anything to do with the very public sexual display Zera and I had shared.

      As for Camille, she remained hidden in the supply wagon, although Zera still flittered in close every so often as if to check up on her as well.

      I had to admit, the butterfly girl’s presence was like a panacea, an antidote to the overall grimness that had until then been par for the course. Zera’s bubbly, effervescent nature was like a ray of sunshine on an otherwise grim sort of day.

      I found myself walking with a new spring in my step, but that could simply have been having ended a six-hundred-year drought when it came to sex—with two very different women. For Zera, the ongoing interactions seemed to give her new energy as she flitted around.

      I also couldn’t help but think about what Ash had said. About how I looked at Camille, Lady Gamma, and Zera.

      I admit it. I found all of them attractive, although I think I was dreaming as far as Lady Gamma went. Camille and Zera, however–I couldn’t help but wonder what might have happened if we weren’t trying to keep ahead of the wraith and his army. At how they had both accepted my chi gift and seemed to want more. I certainly would have liked to give them more, and regretted my prickliness over the last few days. Certainly, it hadn’t hurt me to unbend a little. It had turned out very well, in fact. And as Camille hadn’t emerged from the supply wagon, I wondered if she had expected me to pay her a visit after Zera and I had finished.

      As the day wore on, and we saw no sign of our enemies, I began to wonder if there was any reason not to do so now. Is that what Camille wanted?

      There was only one way to find out.

      I let myself drift back to the supply wagon, checking the distance once again with my AC lens, just to be sure I hadn’t missed anything in my lusty musings. But the Wastes were empty except for us, so I put my hand up to the back of the supply wagon and rapped on the wood with my knuckles.

      Camille’s face appeared more quickly than it would have if she’d been asleep, and while she didn’t exactly greet me with a smile, she did grab my jacket and try to physically haul me into the back of the wagon.

      I figured that was a good sign.

      Hopping into the wagon with her, I glimpsed shelves of vials, dried plants, and other assorted things before Camille crushed my mouth with a kiss. I pulled her to me, and her body seemed to melt into mine. Her wonderful, unusual tongue caressed mine, and she bit down on my lower lip before drawing away.

      “What took you so long?” she asked.

      Her scent of wild roses permeated everything, and I ran my hand along her collarbone and then to the top of her shirt. “I didn’t know you wanted me here.”

      Camille half-laughed, half-snorted, and then she placed my hand over one of her breasts. “And me watching you with Zera didn’t give you a clue?”

      I squeezed her breast and attempted to pull her shirt down so I could see it. “Now that I know you like to do more than watch, I’ll invite you to join in next time.” My words made me sound braver than I felt, but my risk was rewarded with a smile and a slight blush of her cheeks. She really was beautiful.

      It didn’t take us long to shed all our clothing.

      Kneeling in front of her, I ran my hands up her smooth legs, feeling where scales turned to flesh and then back to scales again. Part of her abdomen was scaled, as well, but the part I most wanted to see and touch was not.

      Camille ran her hands through my hair, letting her fingernails rake over my scalp. I planted a kiss on one hip and then moved to the next. Then I repeated the movement, this time moving closer to her moist center, where her bud and lips were already swollen. I was curious how the chi would replenish her. Did I only have to make her come? Did I have to come, as well? I suspected yes, but I was prepared to experiment to find out. When I planted a first kiss on her, tasting her, she sighed quietly.

      Well, that wasn’t going to be good enough.

      I grabbed her butt with both hands and pushed my face into her. My nose inhaled her scent, and my tongue quickly found her slit. As I pushed my way inside her to explore, she let out a throatier gasp.

      That was better.

      Then, I positioned myself with one knee between her feet and half-supported her body while my lips and tongue did more exploring. She was divine, and I soon replaced my tongue with first one finger, and then two, curling my fingers around to find her g-spot and working my tongue over and around her bud.

      Camille almost fell over as her knees buckled, and she leaned forward, her hands still tugging at my hair. Her panting came in breathy, harsh gasps, and her thighs began to quiver. Still, I didn’t let up, instead finding which rhythm caused her gasps to turn to moans and staying there.

      I took her all the way. The lizard woman came with a wail, and her juices coated my hand. She fell backward, and I followed. We crashed into one of the shelves and then fell onto the floor. Camille continued to shudder for a moment as I slowly released my hold on her.

      She clenched her legs together as if she couldn’t stand anymore stimulation, and I grinned. Sitting back on my heels, I waited until her breathing had calmed somewhat. She hadn’t glowed green yet, and my suspicion was confirmed that the transfer of chi would require my orgasm, as well. Only I didn’t know if it had to necessarily happen at the same time.

      There was only one way to find out.

      I grabbed Camille’s legs and pulled her toward me. Then, in a moment of inspiration, I turned her hips to the side so that she was in a twist. Her right leg, I bent and pushed to the floor of the wagon. Her left leg was stretched down between my knees. I was so ready to be inside her at this point that I was uncomfortably hard, and when she smiled at me, I lifted her hips, moved her tail aside, and pushed inside her all at once.

      She gasped, and her wet walls squeezed around my shaft. At this angle, I could find new ways to pleasure her, so I began to thrust, watching Camille’s face for when I hit her just right.

      It didn’t take long this way because it made her even tighter than she already was, but having already been sated once today, I was still able to drive into her for long enough that she began gasping and moaning again.

      “I’m going to—” she said before cutting off with another cry. Her face contorted as her mouth opened in pleasure, and I felt her shudder around me once again.

      Then I began to pump her with everything I had, faster and faster until my own intense orgasm hit me like a punch to the gut. Only way better. I doubled over on top of Camille, groaning with some sort of primal, guttural call.

      And then the transfer of chi kicked in, and the now-familiar tingling turned to waves of ecstasy rolling over me and into Camille. She shuddered again and grasped my arm as we rode it out together. This time, I saw the green glow of her skeleton for far longer, and it seemed to light the entire inside of the wagon.

      When it was over, we laid there in a heap, unable to speak. I had tried to prop myself up on my elbow to keep most of my weight off her, but even that felt like too much for a time. Finally, I rolled off the lizard woman and pulled her into my arms.

      It was the most incredible post-orgasm feeling I’d ever had, and I wondered if the original Rogan Ward of this time knew of this power or if he had used it. He hadn’t with Lady Gamma, I was certain, because she’d bound him to her as a subordinate. And by the way she talked of his manners, likely he hadn’t tempted her with such delights.

      I wondered what Gamma would think of all this, because if she hadn’t heard Zera and I, she most certainly would have heard my antics with Camille. Still, I didn’t feel the compulsion change either way, so she must not have cared.

      Good, because I fully intended to do this again if at all possible.

      But for now, I’d already been in the supply wagon far longer than I should have, and we still had enemies to watch out for.

      With a regretful sigh, I kissed Camille’s shoulder and found my clothes. She watched me get dressed but made no move just then to do the same. With a nod and a smile, I hopped back out of the supply wagon and went to check on Ash.
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      I was starting to feel pretty good about life in this strange new world. But that all changed not long after the sun hit its zenith and began its long descent.

      Zera had been buzzing around behind us, singing to herself as she bobbed about like a balloon on a string. Then, suddenly, her singing stopped. She put on a burst of speed to rejoin me and Ash at the front, and for the first time all day, she fluttered down to the ground.

      She was pale and trembling, and I knew at once something had happened. But Ash responded the fastest, dropping the reins of the cow-beasts and kneeling down to Zera’s level. The huge troll-woman even reached out to comfort her, placing a huge, gnarled hand on her shoulder.

      “What’s the matter?” Ash asked her.

      “They’re coming,” came Zera’s trembling reply.

      As soon as she spoke, I turned and headed to the back of the wagons. But I could see nothing. Just open desert behind me, with blurry patches where the breeze picked up some of the dirt and dust to hang in the air.

      To gain some height, I climbed up the ladder on the back of the supply wagon, prompting Camille to poke her head out in concern. She was finally dressed.

      “Do you see something?” she asked.

      “Zera did,” I replied.

      But I still couldn’t see what the butterfly girl had seen. Once more, I used my chi to awaken the AC lens and toggled the distance setting.

      It took a few seconds, but I finally spotted what Zera had already seen.

      “Tink’s got good eyes,” I murmured. “The sand walkers. Vesh’s army. They’re behind us, maybe six, seven miles.”

      “What do we do?” she asked anxiously.

      Holding onto the back of the wagon as I balanced on the top rung of the ladder, I scanned the Wastes in all directions. “We try to keep ahead of them,” I replied. “For as long as we can. And then find somewhere to make a stand.”

      On my way back to Ash, I stopped by Gamma’s wagon to let her know what was happening.

      “We don’t want to be caught in the open,” she said. “If we can make the hills, it might give us an advantage.”

      “The hills?” I asked. “What’s there that’s better than here?”

      Gamma glared at me, but she didn’t answer my question.

      “We must reach the hills at all costs. Then we will be safe. Do not stop for anything, do you understand?”

      I felt the usual compulsion to do as she said, and as much as I wanted to question what was in the hills that would protect us, Lady Gamma had left no room for questions. I nodded. “Yes, Lady Gamma. I understand.”

      And now I was pissed. We needed a better plan than to simply ‘get to the hills,’ but Gamma was still glaring at me like she wished she could plant one of Camille’s daggers in my eye.

      I thought that would be all and turned to go.

      “And another thing,” she said unexpectedly, prompting me to face her once more. “What Camille… and Zera… want to get up to is their business, but if you would refrain from using my wagon for all your… activities, I’ll try to ignore the fact that one of my servants is… is…”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Yes?” I couldn’t help but make her more uncomfortable and internally grinned.

      “Is… with my friend.”

      I fought back a laugh, and because I could feel the compulsion daring me to make a smart remark, I thought better of it and simply nodded. “As you wish, Lady Gamma.”

      She sniffed, and Edda jumped up then to chitter angrily at me. “It is not as I wish,” she said. “But so be it.”

      Edda hopped up and down, grabbing the fabric of the wagon cover and wringing it in her tiny little hands. I swore that monkey had it out for me. It didn’t act that way around anyone else.

      Still, the monkey had irked me, and I was unable to leave Gamma’s presence without one more little dig. “You’re not jealous, are you?” I asked slyly. It was the only thing that made sense. Why else would she care what I got up to and with whom?

      Gamma’s mouth dropped open, and I knew I had gone too far. Even Edda didn’t seem to have anything to chatter about.

      For that monkey’s silence alone, my comment had been worth it.

      “Rogan Ward,” Gamma said, and her face and neck were beet red even through all her paint, although I couldn’t tell if it was from anger or embarrassment. “You forget yourself entirely. Once we are in the hills and safely away from the horde, you will be punished for your lack of decorum. Now get out of my sight.”

      With that order, I could only fake smile, nod, and leave the back of the wagon. But I was more than pissed now. More than ever, Gamma was proving herself to be a spoiled, pampered princess, and the sooner we got out of those hills and then on to the temple, the better.

      Anyway, I wasn’t too worried about being punished. What could she do to me, really?
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      And so began a slow-motion chase across the desert. The cow-beasts were strong, solid, reliable work animals that had pulled the wagons without pause from sunrise to sunset every day. But they weren’t built for speed. Ash tried her best, cajoling them to move more quickly, but it was like trying to hurry the changing of the seasons. The cow-beasts were very much one-paced, and even at double that, which was the best Ash could get them to do, I could keep up without quite needing to break into a jog.

      It was frustrating, and not just for me. Zera took to the air for a few minutes, but her bubbly banter was a thing of the past. Instead, she buzzed ahead just a little, then turned about to see where we were, and frowned with anxious impatience at the wagons’ glacial pace.

      I wondered if she was going to simply take off and leave us behind. But the way she flew didn’t seem to be suited to long bouts of hard flying. She seemed more comfortable flitting about, putting on small burst of speed, before coming back down.

      Perhaps she couldn’t fly fast for long. In any event, she chose instead to join Camille in the supply wagon. I noticed then that the local butterflies had begun to gather. They alighted on the supply wagon as if they were hitching a ride to the temple, as well. But they were the only other bugs I’d seen in the Wastes, and I wondered where they came from.

      At first, it was difficult to see if our efforts at speed were making any difference at all. I checked the progress of our pursuers regularly, and couldn’t tell how fast they were gaining, or if they even were.

      But as time passed, it became clear that they were.

      From that point, the only question that remained was whether we would reach the hills before the sand walkers and the spellcaster caught us.

      To begin with, it seemed that we might. Then, as the minutes turned to hours, and the afternoon started to wane, it became clear that we wouldn’t.

      By then, the sand walkers had sighted us as well. They were moving faster than before, doing their best to hunt us down. By then, they were no more than a couple of miles behind us, and we were still perhaps ten from the hills.

      At the rate they were catching up, we would still be a mile or two from Lady Gamma’s goal before they caught us.

      There was only one option.

      “I’ll go and see if I can slow them down,” I said to Ash.

      The giant woman was still trying to coax greater speed from the cow-beasts. She nodded grimly at my words.

      “Good luck,” was all she said.

      With that, I turned to our pursuers, and walked at a steady, unhurried pace to them, to face them all by myself.
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      Every single one of the Divine Steps came to me as naturally as breathing. The way they integrated with how I used my sword was so seamless, so fluid, that each step could have been defined for that purpose only, as if Heaven had handed down the steps in conjunction with swordplay.

      I didn’t bother to sound my charge or offer challenge to the army of sand walkers before me. I simply walked toward them until they were no more than a hundred paces away, then increased my speed, trailing my sword behind me until the last moment. Then I launched myself into a three-step turn that allowed me to unleash the full weight of my sword in an explosion of strength and speed.

      My first blow shattered a sand walker’s hastily raised club and tore through not only his chest, but the throat of the man-thing beside him to lodge in the skull of a four-legged sand walker as well.

      For the briefest of moments, my sword remained jammed, and I lost all my momentum as the sand beast collapsed to the ground.

      But even though it felt like it, the steps were not designed for use with my sword alone. I instinctively knew that if my chosen weapon was a staff, a club, or even a pair of nun-chucks, with years of practice, it could seem equally well-suited.

      They could even be used as a basis for weaponless combat.

      Instead of panicking that my sword was still lodged in the thick bone of the sand walker’s skull, I kept one hand on the handle, and launched into step one hundred and three, lightening my feet as I did. I found myself effectively running in a circle with my body horizontal to the ground, the sword hilt my one point of contact. With every step, I kicked out at an enemy, strengthening my efforts with chi.

      I felt bones snap beneath my feet. I crushed a sand walker’s ribs, smashed his neighbor’s shoulder, and dislocated the jaw of a third. Then my feet touched the ground once again, and I was standing at the perfect angle to give my sword a twist, using the leverage of the giant blade not to withdraw it from the fallen sand walker’s skull, but to wrench the skull completely apart.

      There were already half a dozen sand walkers on the ground at my feet, some still alive and moaning with pain, and others no more than corpses. A feral, monstrous part of me wanted to hurl myself into the crowd and keep hacking and slashing, whirling my blade like a helicopter rotor until I was done.

      That feral part of me made its way to my expression. I found myself grinning like a loon, like a deranged psychopath, as if I was eager to begin.

      But just like my efforts from the previous night, it wasn’t my purpose to try to cut through to the heart of the army. If anything, I wanted to avoid that heart as long as I could. It was my purpose instead to do as much damage as possible, but more importantly to slow the whole army down.

      If I cut my way into its heart, there would be nothing stopping it from flowing around me. I could easily find myself fighting a small part of the army while the rest continued tracking down my companions.

      So instead, just like last night, I briefly broke away from the fight, only to hit them again, and again, and again.

      I was a flea, and the sand walkers were a dog. I could draw blood, but was too small to really hurt them, at least in the time frame I had to work with.

      So I created corpses along the front line of the army, making them step over their brothers to make their way forward.

      And it was working. I could feel it. With every step, every slash of my sword, I was slowing them down.

      For their part, they were doing their level best to kill me, but also to simply find a way past. They were disorganized, a leaderless rabble, made of individual fighters, with only one voice to control them all.

      Despite my ongoing provocation, Vesh D’Agon seemed content to hide in the back. Perhaps he didn’t want to try his magic against me, not when I had a core full of chi.

      Or perhaps he didn’t see my attack as significant enough to worry about, being more focused on my companions ahead.

      I fought.

      I fought not to win, a single warrior against an army, but to buy my companions some time.

      I fought to kill, lashing out at whichever of the sand walkers was nearest, going them one after another.

      I fought well, in tune with my body as I’d never been in my past life, without taking a single injury myself.

      Until one of them had the bright idea to bend down and pick up a rock.

      In all my time in the Wastes, I’d never faced any distance weapons. No crossbows, no guns, nothing at all. It was like the hybrids and sand walkers had never even considered the option of killing their enemies from afar. So the idea of one to suddenly think of hurling a rock in my direction was astounding.

      It was as if the sand walker was channeling Edda. From deep in the crowd, the fist-sized rock came sailing at my head. I managed to get my sword up in time to deflect it, but that was just the beginning.

      Other sand walkers liked the idea. They did the same thing, reaching down for whatever they could find and hurling it at me. At first, it was no more than an annoyance, but it was an annoyance that worked. It slowed down my efforts, and one or two of the stones actually got through. One smacked into my shoulder with enough force that it knocked me about, while another grazed my temple.

      Unfortunately for the sand walkers, it just made me angry.

      With a howl that mixed challenge with pain, I stepped up my efforts, swinging my blade even faster, and doing my best to combine defense with attack.

      My whirling blade swept sand walkers and rocks before it.

      Under the heat of the sun, I listened to the wails of the dead and the dying, listened to their snarls and anger.

      They died in their dozens, and the air filled with the odor of blood and intestines.

      Then, the nature of the game changed.

      It wasn’t sudden, but had been building since the start. I had been slowing the army by cutting down the first ranks, but like a wave approaching a beach, those sand walkers behind them didn’t get the message. They kept coming at the same speed, and with no options to go straight ahead, they spread out wide on either side instead.

      Before I fully understood what was happening, I found myself not at the leading edge of the army but in the middle of it as those who’d spread wide joined back together behind me. Just as I’d feared might happen if I’d plunged into the heart of their forces.

      I hadn’t taken that plunge, but the result was the same. I was surrounded anyway.

      With a curse, I kept going, kept fighting with everything I had, but I had already been flanked. From that moment, I had to fight enemies on all sides, and I was no longer fulfilling my purpose. With a grimace of anger both at myself for letting it happen and at Vesh, I redoubled my efforts, doing my best to fight my way back to the edge.

      Then, when I managed to work myself free, I lightened my feet and sped back to the front of the sand walker army to start the whole game once again.

      It was hot, bloody, sweaty work, and despite my euphoria and lust for the sand walkers’ deaths, there was only so much I could do. I’d managed to slow the army down, but not quite by enough. Despite my efforts, I had been backpedaling all the time, and was very much aware that the wagons were getting ever closer.

      More than once, as we drew closer, Vesh tried to send his warriors around me. Each time, I was swift enough to hurl myself in front of them and stop them in their tracks. But I knew it was getting close to the point where I wouldn’t be able to do so anymore.

      So, with the wagons still half a mile from safety, I abandoned my delaying tactics, and sped back to my companions as fast as I could.

      I didn’t stop to say hi. The old Rogan Ward of this time might not have approved, but I had no time to waste on polite greetings. Instead, I just bellowed at them, telling them what needed to happen.

      “Camille! Take over from Ash! Try to keep these beasts going as fast as you can! Ash, get your ass back here, and bring your club!”

      It happened as I said. Within seconds, Ash was beside me, standing guard at the back of the wagons, walking backwards as the sand walkers approached.

      “Spread out! We can’t let any of these get by us!”

      And then the battle began in earnest.

      There were too many. More than had attacked us the first time. Perhaps more than Vesh had gathered in the natural amphitheater when Camille and I had rescued Zera. We shouldn’t have been able to hold them, nor did I truly understand what we would gain if we did.

      Yet, somehow, we managed. It was like Ash and I were both high level players who had wandered into a low-level area where everyone and their dog was working together to take us down.

      Once again, I resorted to supplementing my sword with chi lightning, aware that at some point I would run out of power. But I didn’t have another option. It was either do or die, and I wasn’t yet ready for the latter.

      We fought against sand walkers big and small, fast and strong, dealing death to any and all who came at us. All the while, we gave ground, stepping back in time with the wagons, doing our best to cover each side and creating corpses with every step. Why the sand walkers cared so much that they would hurl themselves to their deaths, I didn’t know, although I suspected it was more to do with Vesh’s control than anything else.

      More than once, I heard Ash cry out in pain as a sand walker got through her guard, and once, she even crashed down to one knee. When that happened, I unleashed a blast of jagged lightning that almost drained me, in a desperate attempt to save her.

      She used the time I bought her to regain her feet and began swinging her club again as if nothing had happened.

      At some point, either Zera or Gamma must have taken over from Camille, because the assassin joined in the battle, moving invisibly around us to take out those sand walkers Ash and I missed.

      And then, suddenly, the wagons stopped moving.

      We had made it to the start of the rocks. I spared half a glance over my shoulder to see where we were and spied a small opening in a wall of dark rock.

      That small, dark opening changed everything. Even though there was still no Temple in sight, it was a target. A cave could be defended, and easily at that. One person could hold a narrow entrance against an army, and if it caved in… well, perhaps that cave had another exit somewhere.

      All these thoughts flew through my mind in an instant, and for the first time since Lady Gamma had pronounced our doom, I felt a moment of hope. There was a chance, a slim one, that we might actually survive.

      Then that hope turned into despair as I realized Ash would never fit through, let alone the wagons and the cow-beasts as well.

      My first instinct was to grit my teeth and make a silent promise to myself that I wouldn’t leave her out here alone. I would fight at Ash’s side against one and all, until, one way or another, the fight was done.

      It was then that I heard the strangest sound. It was like a muted pop, like air rushing in to fill some sort of vacuum. I didn’t understand what it was, and quickly dispatched my current opponents so I could check.

      The wagons were gone. Just gone. Not there anymore. Not even the cow-beasts remained.

      I didn’t understand what I was seeing and couldn’t spare the effort to figure it out. But I did see Lady Gamma still in full make-up, reaching down to pluck something from the ground.

      Then I was back to the fighting, spinning, and dancing through the steps like an acrobat, whirling my blade around me and soaking it in the blood of the sand walkers.

      “Ash!” I heard someone yell, and I thought it was Gamma. “It’s time! Rogan Ward! Hold them!”

      What the fuck did she think I was doing!?

      Ash, however, shot me a glance, and I nodded. I didn’t know how she was going to get into the caves, but I would do everything I could to give her that chance.

      I hacked away. The sand walkers were paying a terrible price, and their corpses would feed the desert for weeks.

      But still they kept coming.

      Once more, I heard the weird popping sound, and then Lady Gamma’s voice once again.

      “Rogan Ward! It’s time!”

      I used one of my spins to see what was happening, and saw Gamma, Camille, and Zera gathered around the entrance to the cave. Of Ash, there was no sign at all.

      I was holding back an army of hundreds all by myself.

      “Go!” I called. “I’ll be right behind you!”

      And I thought I was telling the truth. If I could get into the cave, then I could hold it against anyone. No longer would it be one against many. It would be one against one.

      Of course, my oversized sword wasn’t the best weapon for that form of close combat, but I figured I would manage. Perhaps I would borrow one of Camille’s knives as a supplemental weapon, or take a shorter sword from one of the sand walkers.

      I almost made it to the cave. I did. But before I could cross the distance, the wall of sand walkers before me gave way to admit the spellcaster himself, Vesh D’Agon.
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      He didn’t waste time demanding surrender or making threats. He just approached us like the epitome of every evil wizard in every fantasy story ever, and said, “You have fought well, but it has all been in vain. Your power is now mine!”

      At the same time, he brandished his staff, and inky black magic flowed from it toward me and my companions. I had no idea what this magic might do. Whether it would kill at a touch, drain our life energy away, or simply render us unconscious.

      But it didn’t matter what he intended. The most important thing was that this wraith, this spellcasting creature wished us ill, and all that stood between him and doing so was me.

      I didn’t hesitate.

      “Go now!” I bellowed to my companions and could only hope they would listen. I stood my ground, hoping just to give them enough time to escape.

      But standing wasn’t anywhere near enough. With the dark magic flowing toward me, I had to act.

      So I did the only thing I could think of. I raised my oversized sword and used it as a shield to block the malignant cloud of black magic as it drifted toward me. And, to my immense surprise, it actually worked.

      The spellcaster’s magic hit the side of my sword with the force of a hammer, and it was all I could do to lean my weight into the press. Even so, my feet slid on the sandy earth, and I had to dig in my toes.

      I realized that Lady Gamma was still behind me.

      “Go on!” I shouted at her.

      “I can seal the entrance!” she replied. “When you can, follow me!”

      She could seal the entrance?

      Suddenly, I stopped thinking of this as my final stand. All at once, I could see a way to survive. If I could just stand against the wraith’s magic for long enough, maybe I would get to live one more day.

      I grunted some form of acknowledgement and leaned all the weight I had against the flat of my blade, aware that it was starting to heat up as the wraith’s dark magic was spent against it.

      And still, the spellcaster kept up the pressure. I was being forced back step by step so that now, I stood in the cave entrance. I gritted my teeth and thought about how I lightened my feet, and did the reverse, weighing them down like anchors, making myself as heavy as possible.

      It worked. The force of the spellcaster’s magic continued to press against the flat of my blade but didn’t force me back anymore.

      We were at a standstill. I had to keep blocking his magic but couldn’t force him back, and nor could he force me deeper into the cave.

      I wondered just how long he could keep up his efforts, wondered if his strength would outlast my own. Wondered if, despite Gamma’s words, this would be my final stand.

      Then I started to grin. I was fighting the spellcaster’s magic using nothing but the strength of my body. But that wasn’t the only weapon I had. I also had a chi gift.

      So thinking, I closed my eyes for one moment, just long enough to tap into my power.

      Using my overheated blade as both a shield and a conduit for my power, I unleashed another bolt of energy.

      I couldn’t see my target, but I knew where he was. I aimed my bolt of lightning right at him.

      And it must have worked. Vesh let out a strangled cry, and suddenly, the pressure on my sword faded to nothing.

      If I hadn’t been expecting it, I might have fallen. As it was, I didn’t even wait to see what had happened. I simply accepted the sudden lack of dark magic pressing against me as a boon, and sprinted through the narrow passage into the bowels of the hills, to burst out into a wider chamber.

      I didn’t question that it was light enough for me to see, and simply accepted that Gamma and the others were already there.

      “Whatever you’re going to do, do it now!” I yelled.

      Gamma accepted my word, stepped around me, and flung another of her flasks into the passage, muttering under her breath as she did.

      The flask hit the floor perhaps halfway along and exploded in a spectacular fashion.

      Within moments, the liquid in the flask expanded to the point where the whole passage was blocked. It was like a science experiment, but it didn’t stop there. The blockage seemed to grow, filling the passage more and more, and for a moment, I was unsure if it would stop.

      But it did.

      Then, and only then, did I reach out and touch it.

      It was solid as the rock around it.

      For good or for ill, we were sealed in the cave.
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      Breathing heavily, I turned to look at our party. We stood in a larger chamber, lit by Gamma’s glow-paste, which Camille had spread on her knives. Beside her, Zera fluttered up and down, looking flustered but uninjured.

      Then my gaze went to Lady Gamma, who had saved us.

      And to someone else standing beside her. A tall, muscular woman with an hourglass figure, dressed in armor and carrying a large club that looked strangely familiar. Her skin was greenish gray, but not in an ugly way, more like jade that had been dimmed with dirt and grime. She had claws and a top-knot, and small fangs that just barely jutted out over her top lip. Her eyes were familiar, too, and as I stood there trying to figure out who this new person was, Lady Gamma cleared her throat to get my attention.

      “Rogan Ward,” she said. “Are you going to stand there all day and gape at Ash, or are you going to do something more productive like scouting out the cave ahead?”

      My gaze returned to the large hybrid woman standing next to Gamma, and if anything, my jaw dropped open even further. “Ash?” I choked out.

      I powered up the AC lens and scanned her.

      Dominant DNA: Human (93%)

      Additional DNA: Rhinoceros, crocodile, + assorted others (7%)

      Height: 7’2”

      Weight: 301 pounds

      Age: 27 (approx.)

      Gender: Female

      Mutation: Chi power (enhanced strength)

      

      Her DNA stats were exactly the same as our troll-ish companion, as were her age, gender, and mutation. But this woman looked nothing like the person I had fought beside for so many days.

      Ash shifted on her feet, and I recognized the movement as what she did when she was unsure of something. Realizing how rude I was being, I nodded to her. “Glad to see you’re okay.”

      “And you as well, Rogan,” Ash said.

      “How?” I asked. “I mean…” Not wanting to offend her more than I probably already had, I didn’t finish my sentence.

      Ash, ever the easy-going friend, spared me from making any more missteps. “Lady Gamma is able to help me grow bigger when the need is great. And traveling through the Wastes necessitated a strong, intimidating presence by her side. But now,” Ash said, gesturing to the cave walls, “it is better that I am in my more usual form.”

      I looked at Gamma. Was there anything she couldn’t do with her potions and magic? Except maybe smile. That seemed to be a feat she had yet to manage around me.

      Ash grinned uncertainly, and I grinned back at her. Gamma, however, made another irritated noise in her throat, and I remembered that she was still pissed at me for bonking Camille and Zera in the supply wagon.

      I’d been joking when I’d suggested it, but maybe there was something to the jealousy idea, after all. She didn’t seem to like the way I had looked at Ash when I first saw the hybrid woman in the cave. Because I had to admit, the club-wielding warrior had suddenly become much more appealing.

      Then, the compulsion urged me forward to assess our situation, and I began to look at the chamber we were standing in. “Where are the wagons and the cow-beasts?” I asked as I used my AC lens to check all the nooks and crannies for any hidden dangers.

      Ash held up a small flask with a cork stopper. “Here,” she said.

      “What, in there?” I asked incredulously. I shook my head. Even after all I’d witnessed, it seemed too much that they could shrink the wagons and animals small enough to put inside a flask.

      But when no one else seemed concerned by this, I had to accept it as possible.

      “So,” I said. “The caves, then. It wasn’t the hills we were aiming for, but these caves?”

      Ash nodded while Camille and Zera began looking around. At the back of the chamber, a dark entrance opened into what I assumed was the next part of our journey.

      “Let’s get on with it, then,” Gamma said, and gestured for me to lead the way.

      With a sigh, I met Camille near the entrance and saw a narrow tunnel that led far into the darkness. It was damp in there, and warmer than I would have imagined. And while the humidity was a welcome change to the dry heat outside, it wasn’t a nice, pleasant atmosphere.

      A chill crept up my spine, and I realized more than ever before that the Wastes had only been the beginning of our quest. That the darkness held terrors I had yet to imagine. The wastelands had been like a low-level practice area within a game, where I had the chance to gain some quick XP.

      But this next level instinctively felt more challenging.

      I looked at Camille. “Think this is all worth it?” I asked. “Is the temple really going to be the answer to all your questions?”

      Camille tilted her head to the side. “It holds something there for me, I believe. But it also has something for you.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not a pilgrim, Camille. Just the hired help.”

      The lizard woman smiled. “Not every pilgrim has to be painted, Rogan Ward.”

      And then, the words that had been haunting me ever since I’d died came back to my mind. “You can save them. You can save all of them.”

      Whatever they meant, I would never find out by standing around. So, with a firm grip on my sword and my AC lens powered on and set to night vision, I took a step into the darkness.

      

      
        
        ~End Book 1: Wastelands~

      

      

      Thanks for reading!

      I hope you enjoyed Rogan’s journey through the Wastes. The next part of the quest will be even more spectacular!

      I know I ask at the end of every book, but it really is important. Would you take a moment and leave a quick (spoiler-free) review about Rogan’s Monsters: Wastelands on Amazon? Each one is important and helps get the word out about my books.

      Beyond that, if you need to get in touch with me (if you found an error or just want to say hi), feel free to send me an email at jackporterwrites@gmail.com.

      Until next time,

      Jack

      PS. Don’t forget to sign up for updates at my website http://jackporterwrites.com so you don’t miss any new releases!
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