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      The forty-year-old hybrid electric-ethanol Jeep sputtered and coughed as Kurt Carter turned into the empty warehouse. The headlights lit the far wall and the cluster of figures standing there. Kurt counted ten of them.

      “Great,” he said to himself. His contact on this side was supposed to be here alone.

      A few shied away from the bright LED lights. Others stared at Kurt and his vehicle, open contempt on their faces. From what he could make out from fifty meters away, half were definitely not human.

      Of the non-humans, he counted three elves, a pale, blue-skinned woman who, judging by short ridged horns emerging from her long dark hair, was likely demon spawn, and also a tall, scaly reptilian humanoid. All of them, humans and non-humans alike, wore a sleeveless denim or leather vest adorned with gang patches representing their affiliation with the Hell’s Gate Clan.

      “Trent,” Kurt muttered as he powered down the engine and climbed out. “I’m going to have a few words with you when I get home about the lack of intel on this job.”

      The Hell’s Gaters were unpredictable at best, and he would have taken precautions to make the transfer of the package in a more public location to ensure they behaved.

      Kurt raised his right hand in greeting, keeping his left at his side, near the holstered stun baton on his hip.

      “Hello, I have a delivery for you. Which one of you is called Jag?”

      A tall, heavily muscled figure moved forward. His upper arms were as big around as Kurt’s thighs. Kurt assumed he was human until he spotted the tilted, almond eyes and the tip of a pointed ear peeking out from beneath shoulder-length greasy, black hair. He was an elf, too, but definitely not a pure blooded one. He was way too bulky for that.

      In the back of his mind, Kurt wondered what manner of creature or human was responsible for this guy’s appearance.

      The other gang members fell in behind Jag, forming a semi-circular line to either side of their leader, the edges curling around towards Kurt. He resisted the urge to back up. It definitely wouldn’t be a good idea to get surrounded at this point.

      “I’m Jag. Do you have the package?”

      Kurt hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “It’s in the back of the Jeep.”

      “Show me.”

      Kurt went to the rear of the vehicle. An itch between his shoulder blades betrayed his reluctance to turn his back on these thugs.

      Pulling down the tailgate and reaching inside, Kurt pulled the black, armored case towards him with a grunt. It was the size of a standard suitcase but was way heavier than it should be, no matter what his customer had stuffed inside.

      There were two padlocks, one to each side of the central clamping latch keeping the hermetically sealed container airtight. As if the locks and clamps weren’t enough, there was a pentagram inscribed on the lid in what had to be blood. Whatever was in the case, it was warded against magical intrusion as well as having the mechanical locks.

      “Do you know what’s inside,” the bulky elf asked.

      “I never look inside the package. Ever. Call it the standard ethics of someone in my line of work.”

      “Open it.”

      Kurt stared at Jag. Did this guy not get the memo about this delivery?

      Kurt smiled and shook his head. “I can’t.”

      That wasn’t technically true. The fact was, while he hadn’t tried to open it, he was sure he could’ve gotten in. Given the time and the right gear plus his own magical abilities, there was very little that stayed locked if Kurt wanted to get inside.

      It had been a necessary skill of his former job and the U.S. Army Special Operations Group had spent a lot of time and money on the best training, magical and technical, to make sure he knew everything there was to know about getting past locks, wards, and network firewalls.

      Jag’s teeth ground together. Kurt resisted the urge to cringe at the grating sound it made as the gangbanger stood next to him. Jag wasn’t happy with the short answer.

      Kurt tried to defuse the tension. “I was contracted to deliver this to you intact. I was given no key or spell to bypass the wards. If you can’t open it, you’ll have to take that up with the sender. I’m just the delivery guy. Now, where do you want it? It’s really heavy.”

      Jag pointed to the reptile guy and one of the human men, nearly as muscular as the boss himself. “Scales, Nico, come get the box.”

      Kurt backed up and made room for the two gangbangers to come and lift the box from the back of the Jeep. He couldn’t help his grin when both of them grunted in surprise at the weight of the package. It had been a royal bitch for Kurt to load it into the back by himself in the first place.

      Pulling a datapad from his back pocket, he held it out to Jag for a thumbprint and aura signature.

      “Why should I sign for it?”

      “The magical wards are triggered by delivery to the correct party,” Kurt lied. “You’ll have to sign to breach them and open it, once you figure out how.”

      The gang leader reached out and pressed his thumb on the small glass screen. It flashed green, marking receipt of the package and Kurt put it back in his pocket.

      “You two,” Jag growled at two other members of his group. “Help these two idiots with the box and follow me.” He started walking towards the door in the far wall.

      Two of the three elves hustled forward and took the handles on the two remaining sides and the four of them started after their leader.

      Jag looked back over his shoulder, a leering grin on his face. “The rest of you can give him his tip.”

      Kurt cursed and dashed for the open door of the Jeep as soon as he heard Jag’s words but he didn’t make it.

      Hands grabbed him from behind and spun him around.

      The blue demon chick stood in front of him, a wicked grin revealing jagged, razor-sharp teeth.

      “Sorry, hon, you’re not my type,” Kurt quipped. He brought up his left hand from his side, pulling the stun baton from its holster in the same motion. A flick of his wrist deployed the collapsed weapon to its full telescoped length.

      The slight whine as the baton powered up alerted the demon spawn of his strike. She raised a hand to block it in a shower of sparks.

      Damn, she was immune to electrical attack. Kurt swung his other hand around, jabbing forward and punching her in the solar plexus.

      The wind drove out of her lungs in a whoosh of fetid breath and she doubled over to meet his raised knee with her chin. She collapsed in a heap at his feet.

      Kurt realized he was never going to get into the jeep before the others reached him and he dodged back to the rear of the vehicle around the back bumper. Maybe he could make it to the open garage door leading to the alley before they caught up.

      Then again, maybe not.

      Something tripped him up, striking him in the ankles. Kurt fell to the ground, trying to roll over and use his forward momentum to bounce back to his feet.

      A short, squat gang member landed on his back, driving him back down to the pavement. The guy had a metal pipe and rained blows down on Kurt’s back.

      Despite the ceramic and reactive carbon fiber body armor he wore, the beating hurt and prevented him from getting up.

      Kurt reached back awkwardly with his left hand and jabbed the baton into shorty’s side, thumbing the trigger.

      The body on his back spasmed, groaned and rolled off to lay beside him, dazed eyes gazing up at the metal ceiling beams.

      Pulling his feet up and rolling over, Kurt saw the bolo wrapped around his ankles. The leather strap and weighted balls made an effective binding.

      Kurt pulled the folding knife from his jacket pocket, thumbing open the blade and slicing through the leather straps. The other three gang members were closing in on him and he stood up just in time to fend off the initial blows.

      With three of them on him, he couldn’t block every blow and his head rocked back as several punches made it past his defenses. Blood trickled down the side of his face from a cut above his eyebrow.

      The woman to his right spun around with a kick aimed at his head. He ducked under her steel-toed boot and jabbed the baton into her crotch.

      The force of the blow elicited a brief, high-pitched scream. It quickly cut off as the stun charge knocked her out.

      A strike from the side drove into his knee and he felt the joint give as his leg bent inward. It twisted too far in the wrong direction and hurt like hell.

      The guy on that side had a shaved head and face covered in tattoos. He pulled his hand back to punch down into Kurt’s knee again.

      Kurt slashed down with the knife in his right hand, slicing open Baldy’s hairy arm to the bone.

      Snatching his hand back with a gasp, the gang thug clutched at the cut with his free hand, trying to staunch the blood spurting from the open wound.

      There was one more guy left to fight and Kurt turned to find his last attacker.

      He turned the wrong way.

      The snarling gangster swung at Kurt with Shorty’s metal pipe, retrieved from the floor.

      Kurt saw the strike at last second and ducked under the blow. He almost made it and the pipe caromed off the back of his head.

      Lights flashed in the corners of Kurt’s eyes and his ears started ringing. He was lucky it had only been a glancing blow. He wore body armor but not a helmet.

      Standing up straight and focusing through the haze induced by the last attack, Kurt raised his forearm just in time to block the followup blow.

      The move nearly broke his forearm, even with the reactive armor of his jacket and he grunted in pain. The block broke the flow of his opponent’s attacks, though, and Kurt swung the stun baton up and around in a wide arc, the weighted ball at the end slamming into the other guy’s temple.

      The weight of the blow would probably have been enough by itself. The stun charge that dropped the spasming brute to the concrete was just overkill.

      Kurt didn’t care. He needed to get out of here before Jag looked back and decided to send his thugs some help.

      Realizing he was closer to the door than the Jeep, Kurt opted for the street outside, limping on his injured knee into the shadows, disappearing into a night lit by flickering neon lights and holovid billboards in the distance.

      He was going to be late to the extraction rendezvous. He hoped there was still time to open the gate and get back to Earth Prime.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Kurt sighed as he slid onto the stool in front of the street vendor’s stall. It felt good to take the weight off his injured knee. He knew he’d pushed it too hard getting here this fast. He was definitely going to need an ortho doc to check it out when he got home.

      The heavyset guy behind the counter turned away from the sizzling food on the small flattop grill long enough to hand Kurt an actual laminated paper menu. No virtual or holographic menu here.

      He laughed as he looked over the options on the stained and faded plastic. He hadn’t seen one of these in years. Even the lowliest of food vendors back home on Earth had interactive holovid menus.

      Heck, most had robots cooking the food, too.

      “I’ll have two eggs, over medium, and a glass of ice water.”

      Kurt slid the menu back across the counter to the cook. He hoped the eggs were similar to their counterparts back home. Sometimes such things didn’t translate so well. They probably weren’t chicken eggs, but with all the trade back and forth between Earth Prime and worlds on the other side of all the gates, they might be.

      The cook reached back without turning around and grabbed the menu, returning it to a slot by the register.

      After cracking a few normal-looking white-shelled eggs on the flattop, the guy behind the counter turned and filled a plastic cup with ice and topped it off with water from a pitcher, handing it to Kurt.

      Raising the cup in thanks, Kurt sipped from it, wincing at the sensation on his split lip. Members of the gang had caught up with him on two occasions while he made his way back into the center of the city. They knew he had to be heading for the gateway. The last time, he’d been caught off guard when they jumped him from a narrow passageway between two buildings.

      Jag had called in Kurt’s description and all the Hell’s Gater’s local goons were on the lookout for him now. There were probably some freelancers after him, too.

      After swallowing the welcome mouthful of cool water, Kurt lifted the cup up to his bruised cheek, taking a moment to let the side of the icy beverage soothe some of the aches from his swollen face.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like shit.”

      He realized he was no longer alone in front of the tiny restaurant. A young woman with short brown hair, the tips dyed a bright burgundy color had arrived. She was in her early twenties and sat at the other end of the four stools bolted to the sidewalk in front of the food stall’s counter.

      She wore a black miniskirt over multi-colored patterned leggings. A black leather jacket pulled on over a gray tank top t-shirt completed the ensemble.

      “Yeah, well, you should see the other guys.”

      “Now you’re just bragging.”

      “Is it so hard to believe I could take on more than one person at a time?”

      “I think you believe you can. Your face says otherwise, though. It looks like you’re lucky to be sitting here eating a midnight breakfast.”

      Kurt shrugged. It wasn’t worth arguing about it. The cook slid a plate with his eggs onto the counter and he picked up the dirty fork provided and started eating.

      The soft food was welcome. Several of his teeth were loose and his jaw ached enough that chewing anything of substance was likely to be painful for days.

      He added some salt and pepper after the first bite. He wondered what kind of eggs they were. They definitely didn’t taste like chicken. Kurt found most worlds had eggs of some sort and they were usually a breakfast staple. It was just one of the many universal truths to which the multiverse subscribed.

      Kurt lifted his cup in a toast to his meal companion and took a sip. “Always make time for breakfast. It’s the most important meal of the day, you know.”

      “You’re late you know,” the girl said sipping from her straw at some purple soft drink the cook had given her. “I almost left to go back without you.”

      “Come on, Marci. You wouldn’t leave me here, would you? The portal only opens in one direction for the next two or three days. I’d never get home before they caught up with me. What would your father say?”

      “He’d find another delivery guy and probably thank me for getting rid of his biggest headache.”

      “You’ve got a lot of room to talk. You just got here yourself, didn’t you? Besides, how many times have I had to go traipsing off searching for you when you didn’t show up at the extraction point after I delivered a package?”

      She shrugged. “What can I say. I’m easily distracted. It’s hard enough to find new and inventive distractions at home, especially with Daddy around. These little jaunts are my only chance to get out and live a little. Don’t deny me a little fun, K.C.”

      Marci used Kurt’s initials in her usual nickname for him. She pulled out a credit chip and slid it into the slot on the side of the register. The cook tapped on the screen a few times, then he pointed at Kurt.

      Marci nodded. “Yeah, I’ll get his eggs, too.”

      A quiet chime sounded, signaling the removal of the cryptocurrency credits from her account. She pulled her credit chip from the slot after a nod from the cook, shoving it back into the inside pocket of her leather jacket. “Come on it’s time to go.”

      “Hold on, I’m almost finished breakfast.”

      “Now, K.C. The gate back to Earth has a resonating cycle and unless you want to stay here for another seventy-two hours, you’ll get your ass in gear. I’m bored and want to go home.”

      Kurt slid off the stool and shoved a final bite of the runny egg into his mouth then followed Marci down the street. They still had a good ten-minute walk ahead of them. The gate’s location was in the center of the city, part of a transportation center situated like the hub in the middle of a giant wheel.

      Like most of these intersections between worlds, a sort of portal city had sprung up around the gate in the ten years since the Incident spawned the numerous transit points to and from Earth Prime to begin with.

      Most people lamented the opening of the gates when the failed space travel experiment in near-Earth orbit had catastrophic results. All over the planet and in the near reaches of the solar system beyond, portals opened, some large enough for a spaceship, others so small, only a single person could pass at a time.

      Kurt had seen the opportunity the gates provided almost immediately. Once the inevitable trade started up between the various friendly realms, and thank God most of the worlds through the portals were friendly, it was only a matter of time before a delivery specialist would be needed.

      Kurt watched and waited while masses of aliens, protohumans, and regular ordinary folk, surged through to earth in the largest mass migration in earth’s history. All those people, more than a billion in the initial years after the portals opened, brought with them tech, products, and resources ready for trade.

      Biding his time until his enlistment in the Special Operations Group was finished, Kurt honed his arcane skills even as he practiced to keep up with his physical training. Once he got out, Kurt worked to supplement his martial arts and cyber hacking knowledge over and above what he’d gained in the service.

      In the end, once he’d established a name and reputation for himself in certain circles, being a delivery specialist was good money. He didn’t always get roughed up the way he did on this run, at least not every time.

      Delivery recipients, who often traded in illegal or black market goods, sometimes assumed he was expendable. They thought he should be silenced to maintain the security of their packages, no matter how many times he told them he never looked inside the items he delivered.

      This sometimes caused friction after the fact, but he was careful never to kill anyone during his escapes. That kept the worst of the retaliation to a minimum until Trent, his job broker, could smooth things over from back home.

      Now, here he was struggling to return home following yet another job with sketchy intel.

      Marci set a rapid pace back to the gate. With his injured knee, Kurt had a hard time catching up once she pulled ahead of him. That ended up working to their advantage. The Hell’s Gaters hiding near the portal landing zone weren’t looking for a woman and ignored Marci as she approached the gateway’s location.

      Kurt picked them out in their hiding places right away. One of them had leaned out to check out Marci’s ass as she went by.

      Expecting a reception of some sort, Kurt was prepared to deal with anyone waiting for them at the gateway. They had to know he’d return to this crossing since it was the only one with any sort of reliability, if a portal that opened on a random three to five-day schedule could be called reliable.

      Since the portal wasn’t due to open under normal circumstances for at least three days, only two gangbangers waited at this moment, more lookouts than enforcers. Kurt had stayed in the shadows on the approach and he turned down an alley as soon as he spotted them. Hopefully, it was before he was spotted in return.

      If he could come in from behind them, he might be able to silence them before they sounded any alarm and more help arrived.

      Using the alley to circle to the other side of the building, Kurt slipped along a narrow passage between two tall office structures until he reached the street again. Peering around the corner, Kurt spotted the green-haired mohawk of one lookout crouched in a sub-basement stairway where he could watch the approach to the gate’s concrete landing pad.

      The other lookout was across the street. Kurt would need to slip in behind the closer of the two and deal with him quickly and quietly. The other one would surely notice any major commotion opposite his position.

      Marci helped by distracting both of them. They hadn’t been paying her any attention at all until she walked up the ramp up onto the concrete pad marking the portal and stopped in the middle of the ten-meter-diameter circular dais. Then the theatrics began as she raised one arm, fingers splayed wide, and started chanting.

      Now was his chance. Kurt ignored his complaining knee and darted around the corner, hopping over the metal railing surrounding the recessed stairway and dropping down on top of the unsuspecting watcher.

      Kurt drew his stun baton while in mid-air and landed on his target, bringing the weapon down on the back of the kid’s exposed neck. He spasmed with flailing arms and legs as the stun charge hit him and then he was still.

      Rising from his crouch to peer over the top of the sidewalk across the street, his eyes met those of the other watcher. They were wide and he saw the whites of her eyes as her lips moved.

      Kurt was willing to bet she wasn’t talking to herself. She was using her personal data comm implant to tell someone on the other side that Kurt was here.

      He stood up and ran up the steps to the street. There was no use hiding now. The young woman across the street must have thought he was coming for her because she yelped and darted from her position in a building’s entry alcove and ran down the sidewalk in a dead sprint away from the gate platform.

      “Marci, time to hurry things up,” Kurt called out to his companion. “I think we’re gonna have company soon.”

      “This isn’t a hurry-up thing, K.C. I have to shift the entire space-time continuum to make this gate think it’s next Tuesday at 3:48 AM. That’s when it’s going to open again. If I miss, I could force it open on a blank spot, a place that isn’t any place at all. That could destroy this whole universe. So, do you think I should hurry up or take my time and get it right?”

      “Just get it done. I get the feeling these guys aren’t going to play nice when they show up.”

      “What did you do to piss them off?”

      “I didn’t oblige them and die when they wanted me to.”

      “They should get in line with the others who have a similar complaint,” Marci laughed as she painted a glowing, golden sigil in the air with her forefinger.

      “Nice. You know your father would be angry with you if I died because you didn’t open a gate in time.”

      “He’d get over it.”

      A shot rang out a few minutes later announcing the arrival of more Hell’s Gaters. Kurt didn’t see them first, so it caught him by surprise and in the open. He’d split his attention between watching the road and watching Marci work.

      The first warning he had was when a bullet buzzed like a hornet past his head. Kurt ducked and crouched down behind the low concrete wall bordering the landing dais. Marci stood where she was and kept scrying the magical calculus sigils needed to open the gateway.

      “Marci, damn it. Get down.”

      “I can’t,” she muttered through gritted teeth. “This is the hard part. Besides, they aren’t after me. It’s you they want to kill.”

      She used two hands now, writing different sigils and runes in the air at the same time with both hands. The glowing letters appeared in a flowing, graceful script. They were beautiful, though Kurt could only suss out the meaning of about half of them.

      He knew a good deal about the arcane arts, but Marci took it to a whole other level. It had something to do with her dual PhDs in mechanical engineering and theoretical astrophysics coupled with her grandmother’s heritage as a tribal shaman from the Amazon.

      More bullets ripped past and pinged off the top of the concrete wall, ricocheting in random directions. One of them was going to hit Marci, knowing his luck today.

      Kurt pushed back his sleeve and tapped a sequence in the holographic keypad that appeared above the six-centimeter wide plain stainless steel wrist comp he wore. Keying in the final part of the code, he stood and rushed over to stand between the steadily advancing gang members and Marci.

      He grunted and leaned forward as the bullets expended their force against the personal shield he’d engaged. It was a new addition to his kit, adapted by his elven tech wizard from a piece of off-world tech Kurt had picked up on a recent delivery. This was the first time he’d deployed it. He was glad it worked as advertised and would have to thank Jonesey for her excellent work.

      Each time a projectile struck the shield, the force was transferred into the neural network of his reactive carbon fiber body armor. It felt as if he was getting stung by a dozen bees at once all over his body as the hardened fabric absorbed the force of bullets and dissipated the projectiles’ energy against his skin.

      Kurt watched the display on his wrist control. The energy level supporting the shield dropped with each strike. It was already down to half strength after being struck by nearly a dozen projectiles. The four shooters had grown bolder when they realized he hadn’t returned fire. Now, they clustered together in the middle of the street while advancing on the dais.

      Two carried shotguns and two fired semiautomatic handguns of some sort. It didn’t really matter how they were armed. The kind of gun firing the bullet that killed you didn’t matter. You were still dead regardless of the source.

      “How much longer?” Kurt asked, flinching at the unpleasant stinging sensation he experienced across his body at the moment.

      “It’s hard to say. I’ve done the hard part and made the connection. Now I have to convince it to open.”

      “You sound like you’re having a conversation.”

      “I sort of am, now shut up and let me talk.”

      She was back to writing one-handed sigils right now but it looked more like whole sentences than single runes connecting spells and equations together.

      A shotgun blast hit the shield at close range and the barrier went down, the force hitting Kurt like a punch in the gut as the charge ran out. Some of the shot’s pellets got through the shield.

      Marci growled deep in her throat as one creased a bloody line across her neck. “That hurt, asshole.”

      Her free hand dropped to her side and dug into her oversized purse. She pulled out a military-grade flechette pistol and turned her head to aim at the approaching gangbangers.

      Marci’s left hand never stopped etching glowing sigils in the air.

      “No!” Kurt shouted too late. She wasn’t supposed to be armed.

      Marci squeezed the trigger and held it down, spinning up the gaussian magnetic coil inside. She sprayed the pistol back and forth, filling the air with the ripping snarl of what sounded like a buzz saw. The gun sprayed the entire street with a hypersonic hail of razor-sharp metal darts, each barely a few millimeters wide.

      The magazine emptied in less than five seconds, but that was long enough to do its intended job. The electromagnetic coil inside the gun, responsible for flinging the darts out at such high speeds, whined as it powered down. Marci shoved the gun back in her bag and turned back to her spell.

      Kurt stood up from where he crouched to stay out of the line of fire and looked down the street. All four of the assailants were down, their bodies shredded like hamburger.

      He spun back around to his companion.

      “What the hell, Marci? I searched you for weapons when we came here just because of what happened the last time. Now you pull this? I’ve told you. You can’t go around killing people like that.”

      “They were trying to kill us.”

      “No, they were trying to kill me. I can deal with that. Once I escaped, things would have eventually gone back to normal. There’s a reason I say ‘no killing.’ Now there’s gonna be a blood debt owed and they’re not gonna accept money. They’ll want a body in repayment.”

      “I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

      “No, you only think you can. That is why your father requires you to travel only with me. He trusts me to keep you out of trouble like this. Where’d you get that hand cannon anyway? They are limited to military issue back on Earth and I can’t think there are too many of them outside of our own reality.”

      Marci shrugged. “I won it in a card game while I was waiting for you. You were late, remember?”

      “A card game?” Kurt stared at her for a few seconds. He’d finally run out of words. He eventually settled on saying nothing and just shook his head.

      The girl’s ability to get into trouble when left alone for the tiniest amounts of time was truly astounding and it would be funny if it didn’t cause so many issues for him every time she did something like this.

      He was about to scold her some more but she interrupted him.

      “Time to go home, K.C.”

      Marci turned to him with a smile and snapped her fingers.

      Behind her, a glowing blue portal opened. It was wide enough to drive a semi-truck through, which was why there was a ramp down from the landing pad instead of just stairs as in some of the smaller pedestrian gates.

      Kurt spared a final glance behind him at the carnage in the street. He’d have to sort this out somehow. Shaking his head, he gave Marci a gentle shove through the gate before stepping across after her.
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      Kurt rolled over in bed and waved his hand over the nightstand. A holographic display of a pleasant beach scene appeared. A scrolling ticker at the bottom showing the time, indoor and outdoor temperature, and the day’s weather outlook.

      Nine-fifteen AM?

      Kurt groaned. He’d overslept again. Every time he came back from these jaunts it took longer and longer for him to recover.

      It was three days after the last job and he still felt like crap.

      Stumbling into the bathroom, wincing at the persistent stiffness in his knee, he splashed water over his face. The fading bruises and scabbed-over cuts looked a little better. He’d hoped he wouldn’t have to travel uptown and make use of the clinic’s services but maybe he’d make an exception this time.

      They had the latest in stem cell regenerative injections and he’d made sure they had a supply of the proto-cells from his bone marrow in case he needed emergency treatment. It was crazy expensive and wasn’t covered under the universal health care system he belonged to.

      Thinking about that, Kurt laughed. He was on a low-risk plan to save costs, despite his line of work. If his insurance agent ever found out what he really did, he’d jack the rate up immediately.

      Another glance in the mirror, he assessed his injuries again. Kurt shook his head. He could wait for things to heal up the natural way.

      A buzzer sounded and Kurt tapped the wall display beside the sink. A hologram showed his outside entrance and a gray-haired man in a tan windbreaker standing there. The old guy looked up at the camera and flashed his middle finger.

      Kurt laughed, tapping the virtual button in the hologram to activate the intercom along with deactivating the front door’s lock.

      “Come on up, Trent.”

      Grabbing a towel as the display shutdown, Kurt wiped at the residual moisture on his face and headed downstairs. His top-floor, two-story loft apartment gave him plenty of privacy since few people knew anyone lived above the dry-cleaning and laundry business downstairs. He liked staying under the radar as much as possible. It had saved his life on more than one occasion.

      Trent had already reached the kitchen and poured himself a glass of orange juice before Kurt came downstairs. The job broker pulled out a mini-bottle of vodka from his jacket pocket and added it to the drink. He stirred it with his finger before popping the dripping digit in his mouth to clean it off.

      “Make yourself at home,” Kurt said with a grin.

      “Always. Don’t you remember what you said after that dustup in the Ukraine? ‘Mi casa es su casa’ I think it was. You haven’t rescinded the invitation, have you?”

      “Of course not,” Kurt said as he pulled a bottle of seltzer water from the fridge. He grabbed a lime from a basket on the counter and turned back to the kitchen island. He pulled a fifteen-centimeter chef’s knife from the butcher’s block and sliced the lime into wedges before wiping the blade down with a damp dishrag, drying it, and returning it to its slot.

      Kurt carefully inserted the lime in the bottle of seltzer water and pushed it down into the opening with his fingertip before he took a sip.

      “I don’t know how you drink that crap without any alcohol. It’s unnatural.”

      “It helps me keep a clear head. It’s hard enough to stay fit and healthy these days. Did you get final payment for the contract?”

      “I did.” Trent pulled a small datapad from his pocket and held it out for Kurt. “Just need your DNA scan to transfer to your secure account.”

      Kurt pressed his thumb against the screen and waited for it to sample his skin cells and read his genetic signature.

      The chime sounded and Trent pulled the pad back and tapped the screen once before returning it to his pocket.

      “What happened over there? Our employer said there was collateral damage.”

      “Why don’t you ask Marci? She’s your daughter, after all.”

      Trent scowled. “You’re supposed to keep her out of trouble when you need her to open gates for you or need magical backup. That’s the deal.”

      “I did, but if you want an explanation of what happened, you should get it from her. She’s got a quick temper and isn’t shy about shedding blood. It’s getting a bit old.”

      Trent laughed. “She takes after her mother. She always had a bit of bloodlust. I suppose inheriting mommy’s arcane powers wasn’t enough.”

      “This is why you don’t sleep with random witch doctors when in the jungle on a mission.”

      “She was a shaman. How was I supposed to know she was going to magically override my implant so I wasn’t shooting blanks? Some spirit guide told her she should have a kid by me.”

      “The old gal wasn’t sleeping with you for your looks, that’s for sure.”

      “You special forces guys got all the decent booty on those jobs. Even your female operatives landed the best bunkmates in the field. Us CIA handlers only got the castoffs, or worse, nothing at all. I was happy she chose me at the time.”

      “Yeah, until your ten-year-old daughter showed up on your doorstep with a note telling you she was your problem now. That, my friend, is the gift that keeps on giving.”

      “Hey, it wasn’t all bad. She’s a good kid for the most part. Top grades in school and two PhDs by the time she was eighteen ain’t too shabby. I couldn’t be prouder.”

      “You raised her with the morals of a contract killer, Trent. You had to know she was going to grow up with at least some issues.”

      “Who doesn’t have issues? Look at you and Clara.  She leaves you while on deployment, shacks up with a used car salesman, and you still chase after her every chance you get. It’s been two years, dude. When are you gonna give up on winning her back?”

      “Leave my marriage problems out of it.”

      “Fair enough,” Trent said. Opting to change the subject, he pulled a data chip from his back pocket and laid it on the counter. “Here’s the next job, if you want it. It’s a doozy. The payout’s bigger than we’ve seen in over a year.”

      Kurt stared at the chip for a few seconds and then slid it back across the counter to Trent.

      “I think I need a break. I’m thinking I need to get out of this business altogether at least until I fix the mess from the last job. I’ve got a price on my head now.”

      “Why go and mess up a perfectly good gig? You’re going to need more cash than you have on hand if you want to retire, especially if you have to pay off a blood debt. You can’t just settle down and take over the dry-cleaning business downstairs. You’ll have to get lost and start over completely. The Hell’s Gater Clan isn’t going to stop looking for you. They’ll track you down with ease unless you get a really good identity wipe and those cost a lot of money.”

      “I can handle the Gaters. Maybe it’ll blow over. These gangs are always starting a new blood war with someone. Just thank your lucky stars they think I killed their guys back there instead of Marci.”

      “Hey, you know I appreciate it. You also know you’re full of crap. The Gaters are everywhere here on the East Coast and they aren’t going to forget what you did. They’ve spread their cult through just about every gate around these parts and have a foothold in at least a dozen worlds. You’re going to have to square this with them somehow or they’re not going to stop coming after you.” Trent pushed the chip back across the counter to Kurt. “Take the job. It’s a big score. Do the delivery, take the money, and then you can decide if you want to retire.”

      “I’ll think about it. Leave it here. I’ll take a look and let you know before I make up my mind.”

      “Sounds like a plan, but don’t wait too long. It’s time-sensitive.”

      Trent finished his drink, belched, and set his glass in the sink. He clapped a hand on Kurt’s shoulder inducing a wince at the bruises there. “And get yourself fixed up. Don’t be a cheapskate. You went to all that trouble to stock the clinic with your stem cells. Why waste it?”

      Kurt followed his partner to the door and held it open for him. “I’ll heal up fine on my own. The clinic supply is there for when I really need it.”

      Trent shook his head. “It’s your body. I know how I feel after just a long walk. I feel every ache and joint these days. You’re not as young as you used to be, Kurt. You don’t have to pretend you are. Get down to the clinic.”

      “Bye, Trent. If I decide to take the job, I’ll let you know.”

      Trent waved and headed down the stairs to the street. Kurt shut the door and went back into his kitchen. Sipping at the lime-infused seltzer water, he stared at the data chip on the counter for a few minutes.

      He finished the drink and placed the glass in the sink next to Trent’s, leaving the chip where it lay on the counter. He went upstairs to change clothes and deal with the more immediate demands of his day, starting with his daily workout. He almost skipped it because of his sore knee but decided to power through and see how it held up. If he took that job, he needed to make sure he was in a condition to finish it.
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      The whole time he was at the gym down the street, Kurt’s mind kept drifting back to the job on the data chip. If it really did represent such a big payout, it could solve all his problems once and for all, at least all the current ones on his plate.

      A black market mediator could arrange to negotiate a blood price with the Hell’s Gate Clan. It would be expensive with four bodies to account for, but it would be worth it to avoid any unpleasantries in the coming weeks and months. He might even have a bit left over to buy some new custom artwork for his place.

      He decided to jog home and see how his knee held up on the run.

      It turned out it didn’t hold up that well. His knee ached as he slowed to a limping walk a block from home. He was also surprised at how the run left him more winded than usual. It was probably because he’d done it in the heat of the day rather than the early morning as he usually did.

      That was the price he paid for oversleeping.

      He limped over to the side of the building, his knee was now throbbing. Kurt grumbled to himself, admitting he was going to have to visit the clinic later and get them to give him a regenerative injection.

      Stripping his shirt over his head as he approached the door leading up to his apartment, Kurt leaned forward for the retinal scanner to unlock the door and let him inside. The door’s lock gave a double chirp indicating the door was already open.

      Kurt looked up the stairs and smiled. There was only one person who was still in the security system for his place. She had the only other access code for that door. It was just to be used for emergency purposes but he didn’t care. After all, she was still the emergency contact on his personal comm.

      His smile disappeared as Kurt reminded himself why she was probably here. She only showed up when she needed something from him. He tried to remain strong but in the end, he always ended up helping her.

      Kurt shook his head. Trent was right. He really had to deal with his feelings about this.

      Heading up the stairs to the first floor of his place, he saw his ex-wife, Clara, standing by the floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room.

      Situated as it was on the corner, the building offered an excellent view down the broad avenue of Charles Street all the way to Baltimore’s Inner Harbor. At night, you could see the lights of the tourist attractions and restaurants in the distance.

      Staring down at the street with her back to him, Clara was dressed in a tight-fitting blue blazer and skirt combination that looked really good on her. Not that there was much that didn’t.

      “I miss this view,” she said sighing.

      “So do I,” he said from behind her.

      “That’s enough of that,” she said, turning around. “You know what I meant.”

      “I offered you the apartment in the divorce. You said you didn’t want it because it held too many memories.” Kurt tossed the sweaty t-shirt down the laundry chute. It led to his personal bin in the dry cleaners below. “You know, I never asked you if it was because of the good memories or the bad ones?”

      “Both, I suppose.” Clara laughed as she saw him standing there shirtless. “I think I’m immune to your sweaty man chest by now. Put a shirt on.”

      “Don’t blame me. It’s not my fault. You let yourself in and I just got back from a run.”

      She checked her watch, the jeweled one he bought her for their first anniversary. “You got a late start today. I figured you were just out shopping or something.”

      “I’m not much on keeping groceries around anymore. It’s hard to cook for one,” Kurt said as he headed for the stairs to shower and change. “Get yourself something to drink. I’ll be down in a few minutes. I’m just gonna rinse off.”

      Clara must have spotted the fading bruises on his back as he walked away.

      “Still letting the bad guys beat you up, I see. I assume that happened at the same time as your knee?”

      “You don’t get to worry over my work-related injuries anymore, remember?”

      “It doesn’t mean I don’t think about whether you’re being safe or not. I do still care about you, Kurt.”

      He shot her a sly grin over his shoulder. “Care enough to come up and join me in the shower? I could use someone to wash my back.”

      “I’ll pass. I just did my hair and makeup.”

      “Maybe next time.”

      She rolled her eyes and he decided to let it drop. He clearly wasn’t going to talk her into coming upstairs with him. “Get yourself that drink. I’ll be right back down.”

      He winced, trying to hide his limp as he climbed the stairs. He shouldn’t have pushed the knee so hard.

      It took him ten minutes to shower and change. He headed back downstairs, wearing blue jeans and a red, collared golf shirt.

      “I assume you have a reason for dropping by unannounced?”

      “Just checking in, that’s all.” She picked up the data chip off the counter. “What’s this?”

      Kurt reached across the counter and took the chip from her. “Something for work.”

      “One of your mysterious jobs? Where are you going this time?”

      “I’m not sure I’m going anywhere. I think I need to hang up this delivery thing. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

      “Honey, you and I haven’t been that young for a long time. I don’t know how you manage to get yourself up the next day after you get yourself beat up the way you do.”

      “Funny. Trent said the same thing.”

      “How is he? I haven’t run into him lately.”

      “It’s not like the two of you run in the same circles. He’s alright. He does his best to keep me busy. I do my best to avoid being busy.”

      “And Marci? Is she finished school yet?”

      “Graduated a few years ago with two advanced degrees and a penchant for the arcane.”

      “Really? I should reach out to her. I’m interested in doing a showing at the gallery of enchanted artwork and it would be fun to have some random spells that go off at different times with harmless but humorous effects.”

      “I don’t think Marci does harmless when it comes to magic. She has a dark side that her father still needs to get a handle on.”

      “A shame, she was such a nice little girl.”

      “Oh, she’s nice enough to her friends but she isn’t the type to let her enemies off the hook when she decides they need to pay up for something done to her. I wouldn’t trust her to cast a completely innocuous spell. It would likely have an unexpected outcome.”

      Kurt dropped two slices of bread in the infrared toaster and pressed the lever. “You mentioned an upcoming event. How are things with your gallery?”

      Clara paused and did that thing where she bit her lower lip and looked at the floor. It tugged at his heartstrings, along with a few other things. He shook it off. Kurt realized that was why she was here. She had something going on at the gallery and needed his help.

      While she ran a mostly reputable art gallery catering to the upper crust of Baltimore society, Clara made most of her money dealing in stolen and black market artwork. That side business sometimes got her in hot water with shady characters. When that happened, she needed Kurt to bail her out.

      It was strange how Clara never had trouble wending her way through the politics of the local and national law enforcement units. When it came to the underworld types, however, she incorrectly assumed they would play by the same sort rules or any rules at all.

      “What happened? Did you double-cross the wrong bad guy again?”

      “It’s just a misunderstanding. There were some middle-eastern antiquities in transit, including an item that was supposed to be delivered to a boss on the other side of a hidden gate in the hills northwest of Atlanta. Unfortunately, they all got intercepted by the GEU and are now impounded in their warehouse outside the city.”

      “Why don’t you try to get your buddy Shareen to help you. Isn’t she a captain or something with the Gate Enforcement Unit goons now?”

      The GEU was a branch of the U.S. Customs and Border Patrol. They handled oversight for all trans-gate traffic since the Incident ten years before. Shareen was Clara’s maid of honor and never thought Kurt was good enough for her best friend.

      “It’s one thing to ask her to look the other way when I’m trying to broker a difficult deal with a vendor on the other side of a gate. Getting her to help me remove items from the impound warehouse would be going too far. She thinks I only skirt the edges of the law.”

      “So you won’t get your best friend to help you, but it’s alright to come here and ask me to break into a federal warehouse and make the delivery for you because Shareen already hates me and thinks the best thing you ever did was divorce me.”

      Clara shrugged. She didn’t say anything. If they were still married, she wouldn’t have hesitated to ask, and she had, often. Now, the dynamic was different. She knew he still loved her and used that to get him to help whenever she couldn’t solve the problem on her own.

      Kurt knew all of it, even expected it, and still felt obligated to help her. The irony of the situation didn’t escape him. He didn’t care as long as it kept her coming back from time to time.

      “Look, Clara, getting into a GEU impound lot isn’t as easy as picking a padlock and backing a truck up to the door. It’ll be warded against arcane attacks in addition to the usual high-security measures. How big is this contraband antique anyway?”

      “It’s about eight hundred kilos,” Clara whispered.

      “What was that?” Kurt hoped he hadn’t heard her correctly.

      “Eight hundred kilos.”

      Kurt gawked at her. At least she had the decency to wince when she said it. He’d been fine in the past smuggling a rolled up canvas painting or small sculpture through one of the portals before, but this was close to a metric ton.

      What had she gotten herself into trying to smuggle something that size? “Please tell me you’re kidding. Who talked you into brokering something that was that huge?”

      “It’s gold sarcophagus from a peripheral Egyptian kingdom on an alternate earth. The mummified corpse inside is purported to have wondrous healing properties and capabilities to bestow great power on the person who invokes its power. The contact on the other side sold it to my guy and he found a buyer through another portal where they’re experiencing a little political upheaval right now.”

      “Great! You know ‘political upheaval’ is just another word for war.”

      “The creatures on the other side of this Atlanta portal are non-human. They mostly look like us, with some minor differences. My contact with them has been pretty civil but he’s getting a little impatient with me. The delivery is almost a week late now. I’ve tried everything else I can think of, including returning my fee. The answer back was ‘don’t screw me over.’”

      “Great, so I should sign this guy up to join the club along with me.”

      “This isn’t funny, Kurt. I made promises and now there are a few of his enforcers here in Baltimore asking questions about where I can be found. I need to resolve this before the upcoming gallery opening. That happens in just over a week. They know I’ll be there and I’m afraid they’ll cause a public incident and important clients will get hurt.”

      “As opposed to unimportant people like my friends and me.”

      “You know what I mean. Don’t play that pity-party card with me. There was a time when you would have leaped at this job. I wouldn’t even have to ask you. You’d have begged me to do it.”

      “Yeah, well we were both young and stupid once.”

      “Judging from your battered body, one of us still is.”

      Ouch, she had him there. “Let me talk to Jonesey and see if she has any gear that can not only get into the GEU warehouse but also get something that heavy back out again before all hell breaks loose. How soon do you need to know if I can do it?”

      “The gallery opens next weekend so we have ten days. Ideally, it should be resolved by Wednesday so there’s plenty of time to call off all the goons.”

      “Seven days, got it. Where will you hide out in the meantime? Where can I reach you?”

      Clara glanced at the floor and then back up at him. She actually batted her eyes.

      Kurt laughed.

      “You can still play me like a fiddle, Claire-bear.”  He used the old term of endearment on purpose because she hated it when he said it now. “Fine, you can stay in the guest room. The master bedroom isn’t yours anymore.”

      “Not unless I say it is.”

      Kurt shook his head. “No games this time, Clara. You can’t come over here and ask me to break into federal facilities and sleep your way into my heart again until I’ve finished what you needed me to do. I know you’ll disappear again and leave me here wondering why we split up to begin with.”

      “You know the bedroom was never our issue, Kurt. Besides, I never heard you complaining at the time.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m a guy and you’re taking advantage of biology to control me.”

      “So sue me.”

      “Where’s your car. I’ll go get your bag. I know you well enough to know you came packed and expecting me to say yes.”

      “I, uh, already brought them in and stuck them in the closet at the bottom of the stairs.”

      “Like I said, you play me like a fiddle.”

      The toast had popped up in the middle of their conversation and the bread was cold again. Kurt popped the lever down again to reheat it.

      “I’ll go and take your stuff upstairs. Keep an eye on my toast for me. Don’t burn it.”

      Asking Clara to do anything resembling cooking was a hit or miss proposition but even she couldn’t screw up toast too badly. As he walked to the foyer to grab her bag, Kurt pondered how he found himself once again at Clara Carter’s beck and call.
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      In the afternoon Kurt started to ping Trent’s personal comm, then stopped himself. He’d tried several times to complete the call before he finally decided to finish what he started. Trent wasn’t going to be happy he was putting the delivery job on hold in favor of helping Clara out of a jamb.

      He opted to make the call while out picking up some extra food, including some of her favorites. Clara didn’t need to hear him defending her to Trent. She’d only tell Kurt to conference her into the comm circuit so she could give the guy a piece of her mind.

      Kurt didn’t need that kind of grief on top of everything else right now.

      While Trent was usually polite with her on the few times they all ran into each other at the same time, he had sided with Kurt after the divorce. Other mutual friends, like Marci, had tried to maintain a sort of middle ground where they didn’t take sides.

      That wasn’t the case with Trent. He had a definite opinion about who was at fault for the breakup.

      Kurt tapped the contact entry on the data pad then waited as his implanted comm chip reached out to the network to connect him to his friend.

      Trent picked up on the third ring.

      “I knew you’d come around. Couldn’t turn down the last big job, could ya?”

      “How’d you know that was why I was calling?” Kurt asked.

      “Because I know you, buddy. Probably better than you know yourself. You can’t turn down a challenge unless you have to take care of family business.”

      “As I said, that’s why I’m calling.”

      “Uh-oh, I don’t like the sound of that. Let me guess, Clara came by for a booty call last night and asked you to bail her out of a jam by batting her eyes across the pillow.”

      “We didn’t have sex, Trent.”

      “But she did come by,” Trent said, confirming his own suspicions.

      Kurt didn’t answer.

      Trent shouted, “I knew it! What does she need you to do? Did you tell her she has to go through me to get your services any more? She does realize she has to pay you now just like everyone else, right?”

      “No, I didn’t tell her that. Look, she just had a run of bad luck and needs me to do a little transport job for her.”

      “So why call and tell me unless you just wanted to rub my nose in the fact you weren’t going to take the job I got you.”

      “I will still do that job. I need you to put off the client for about ten days. Once I’m done helping Clara, I can and will take the new job you arranged.”

      “Unless something else shiny passes you by, you mean. Alright, what do you need for the Clara job? I’m gonna help out because then I can keep an eye on you and make sure you get through it in one piece to do the job I need you for afterward.”

      “First, don’t tell Marci about this one. I don’t think I’ll need her help and this could get a little dicey. Second, can you make me an appointment with Jonesey and get me a line of credit with her against the big job we have coming up?”

      “She doesn’t do credit, Kurt. You know that. Too much risk she won’t get paid if you get splattered by a client or otherwise fail to come back.”

      “I’m hoping you can get her to make an exception for me this time.”

      “I think it’ll depend on what you need for the job and how much it’ll cost. What does Clara have you doing for her anyway?”

      “It’s better if you don’t know.”

      “Alright, now I have to know,” Trent demanded. “Come on, tell me.”

      “She had one of her black market transfers stopped and confiscated by the GEU. The package is in their impound warehouse outside Atlanta.”

      “Alright, that’s no big deal. You just make a quick entry, slip the item in your pocket and you’re out of there. You’ve probably got the tech already in your arsenal to pull that off.”

      “It’s not a slip into the pocket kind of thing.” Kurt paused. “It weighs eight hundred kilos.”

      “Seriously? Good God, Kurt, what made her think she was going to get that past the gate cops in the first place?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. She said it came in by one gate and needed to be delivered through an unknown and unregistered gate. It doesn’t matter. I need to get it out of there. Once that is done, I’ll get it onto a transport of some sort and take it through the gate for transfer to the buyer.”

      Trent didn’t answer for a few seconds.

      “I don’t know, buddy. Jonesey might do the job on spec just to stick it to the GEU. She hates those guys, not that she’s alone in that thought. The way they get rich on tribute paid for legitimate gate traffic on top of the exorbitant prices they charge for any sort of black market transfer is infuriating.”

      “You won’t get any argument from me on that, Trent. They are my number one pain in the ass. So, will you get ahold of Jonesey for me and set up a meeting? It’ll need to be sooner rather than later, of course.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. Keep your comm channel open. She’ll likely have to squeeze you into her schedule between other clients. We’re not the only ones she supplies gear for, you know.”

      “I know. Thanks for getting me in with her. I’ll be waiting for your call.” Kurt closed the connection.

      The U.S. Military implanted free comm chips into all their soldiers. It was one of the few perks they got to keep for free upon discharge from their enlistment obligation. Kurt’s had a few additional enhancements that helped him out in his current line of work. There were perks to getting the upgrades special ops troops got beyond the typical infantry package.

      As long as he was on the network, he could keep a permanent connection open for a dedicated call. It would make sure he didn’t miss Jonesey’s call. She didn’t like to leave a message.

      Kurt continued down the street to the corner market. Trent had taken the news better than he’d expected and it put him in a good mood. Now to make the rest of the night perfect.

      Clara preferred fresh food items and he didn’t have much in the way of vegetables and fruit in the apartment unless it came out of a can or was included as part of a frozen meal pack. He’d been pretty much living off carry out food and frozen dinners since she moved out two years before.

      Kurt pondered the potential menu options as he walked along the sidewalk. He almost made it to the store but had to stop as a standard government issue compact electric car pulled over and a woman in a U.S. Customs Service GEU uniform climbed out. She shut the door to her car and turned to face Kurt, blocking his path.

      “Detective Henderson, somebody let you out of your cage this late in the day? To what do I owe this honor?”

      “Cut the crap, Kurt,” she tapped her collar insignia. “It’s Captain Henderson now.”

      “I heard through the grapevine that a group of GEU pity promotions finally came through. Congratulations on the recognition.”

      She poked him in the chest again and backed him up against the wall of a nearby building. Her expression darkened. Kurt wondered if maybe he’d gone too far with this particular insult.

      “I’ll have you know I earned this promotion through hard work locking up tariff dodging black marketers like you.”

      “I’m an honest businessman. I only offer my consultation services to legitimate gate transport companies.”

      “Bullshit, Kurt. Everyone knows you’re the guy to call when something needs to get slipped through a gate under the radar.”

      “Is this going somewhere in particular? I’ve got dinner plans and I need to get to the store.”

      “Where were you three days ago?”

      “I don’t have to account for my whereabouts to you. Why, where do you think I was?”

      “There was an unauthorized gate opening here in Baltimore two days ago. We picked up on it and upon investigation found out two people, one of them meeting your description, were responsible for four deaths on the other side. We’re cooperating with the local authorities through the gateway, but they are relatively low tech and don’t have widespread closed circuit video coverage.”

      “Surely you have video coverage from this side of the gate?” Kurt asked knowing the answer ahead of time.

      “The video system on this side of the portal was down for maintenance since the gateway was inactive for several more days.”

      “That’s a shame. I’m sure you’ll get to the bottom of it. It wasn’t me, though. You’re wasting your time here. I don’t have anything to tell you.”

      “I figured you’d say that. Consider this a courtesy visit. I wanted to let you know that I thought it was important to relay my own suspicions about you to my counterpart on the other side. He was most interested in hearing your name. The lead investigator, an Elven gentleman by the name of Sergeant Jag, personally thanked me for the assistance with their investigation. I believe he and some of his associates want to have a few words with you.”

      Kurt kept his facial expression passive and didn’t react to the name she dropped. Inside, though, he cringed. He knew what she was doing. Captain Shareen Henderson had it in for him the first time they met at Clara’s and his engagement party. When she got the job with the GEU and was assigned to investigate illegal gate transfers and smuggling in this region, the pressure ratcheted up exponentially.

      The world he’d visited on his last delivery didn’t have much in the way of organized government. That function was handled by a consortium of criminal organizations, including, apparently, the Hell’s Gate Clan.

      By sharing his identity directly with the one she’d called an investigator, she’d outed him to them. That was going to cause him an additional level of difficulties locally.

      Kurt had hoped the Hell’s Gaters wouldn’t be able to trace who he was for a while, giving him a chance to pay off the blood debt before they came after him. Now it was much more complicated, forcing him to deal with having a price on his head, all while conducting regular business. He needed to fix Clara’s problem in a hurry and pick up that other job for Trent if he was going to have enough to pay off the debt.

      Shareen knew precisely what she’d done, judging from the smug smile on her face.

      “I’m always happy to comply with law enforcement investigations, Captain. Thanks for giving me the heads up. I’ll be able to keep an eye out for them now.”

      “That would probably be a good idea. Of course, you could always come with me and make an official statement down at my headquarters. I’m sure we can clear all this up and I’ll make sure to tell my contact on the other side you’re not to blame for the deaths.”

      There was no way he was going anywhere near her headquarters or making an official statement. He’d be put under oath and they’d be within their rights to use magical means to verify his truthfulness. Nope, he’d have to resolve this one on his own, after he helped Clara with her little problem.

      “I appreciate the offer, Captain. I will have to think about it. Anyway, I have plans this evening so it’s not convenient at this time.”

      “Suit yourself,” she shrugged and pulled open her car door. “I’d watch your back, though. My friend on the other side seemed very interested in chatting with you.”

      Shareen climbed back into her car and let the autopilot pull safely back into traffic. Kurt watched her drive away while he considered what to do.

      That gate he’d used to come home was on a random three to five-day sequence. That meant he probably had at least three days before anyone was likely to come through looking for him unless they sent word ahead to their chapters on Earth Prime. Hopefully, they had not. Three days should be plenty of time to do both Clara’s job in Atlanta and maybe even finish the extra gig Trent had for him. With the money he made, he should be able to pay off the blood debt and call off the hounds.

      Kurt had to make sure this operation for his ex-wife went off without any delays. He was sure Clara was leaving something out of what she’d told him. Time to get as much information out of her as he could and that meant plying her with food and wine. He continued to the corner and entered the market to pick up dinner.

      His comm chirped on the way back to the apartment. Kurt automatically clenched his jaw muscles in the sequence that activated his comm chip and answered it.

      It was Trent.

      “Tell me you’ve got good news for me.”

      “Jonesey will see you, but it has to be tonight. She’s going out of town to another realm for a few days and won’t be around after tonight.”

      “I’ll make it work. She’s alright with the idea of credit?”

      “She positively lit up with glee over our holovid call at the chance to get someone into the GEU warehouse in Atlanta. Honestly, it was kind of strange. She offered to front the whole job for you if you also picked up another item for her while you’re inside.”

      Glee was not an emotion he’d ever have ascribed to Jonesey. Kurt’s internal trouble radar went up. “Trent, I’m not going to be there on a sightseeing tour.  I need to get an eight hundred kilo gold sarcophagus out of impound.”

      “Perfect, what’re another few kilos at that point?”

      Kurt wanted to grumble but he had little choice. “What does she need me to pick up for her?”

      “She’ll fill you in on that when you see her tonight. Nine o’clock. Don’t be late.”

      Trent cut the connection on his end, leaving Kurt standing on the street pondering what the elven tech wizard was up to. While he was glad Jonesey squeezed him into her busy schedule, he figured it would be sometime tomorrow. Now it was going to cut into his chance to spend some quality time with Clara tonight. He’d hoped the dinner together would help remind her of the good times they’d had in the past.

      Deep down, he knew it was a long shot, but Kurt never believed their break up was forever, no matter what the divorce terms said. He still held out hope they’d get back together and this was the perfect opportunity to try and move that process along.

      Shifting the heavy grocery bags in his hands to make the load more comfortable, Kurt continued down the street. He’d just have to make sure the dinner part of the evening was perfect. He decided to stop at the liquor store on the way home and pick up a bottle of Clara’s favorite Moscato.
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      “That was delicious,” Clara remarked, sliding her chair back and starting to clear her dishes.

      Kurt jumped up and tried to wave her back into her seat. “I’ll get that. You sit.”

      “Nonsense, Kurt. You don’t have to wait on me. You made a great dinner. Let me clean up.”

      “Why don’t we do it together.”

      “Excellent, you wash. I’ll dry. Go get started and I’ll clear the table.”

      Kurt headed for the kitchen. He thought the dinner went well. The two of them were getting along better than they had in months. Their occasional phone calls usually ended in arguments.

      Perhaps all they needed was some time face to face.

      Filling the sink with soapy water, Kurt began wiping off the plates and silverware, rinsing them and stacking the clean plates to one side to wait for Clara to start drying.

      She finished clearing the table and joined him by the sink, grabbing a dish towel from the drawer by the stove and started drying the dishes as Kurt finished.

      As she dried off the plates and put them away, Clara asked, “Maybe we can have a glass of wine and watch a holovid after we clean up?”

      “I’d like that but I have to run out for a bit first. I have to meet Jonesey at nine. It’s to gather some special gear to deal with your problem. Tell you what, start on the wine while I’m gone. I won’t be long. I’ll join you when I get back.”

      “It seems awfully late to be heading out for a business meeting. Doesn’t that crazy elf keep regular office hours?”

      Kurt chuckled. “I don’t think she knows what regular means. That’s probably what makes her devices and gadgets so unique and sought after by people like me. I shouldn’t be long, but I have to see her tonight. She’s heading out somewhere on a trip for a bit.”

      “Elves, they’re so weird. They say they’ve been coming here for thousands of years to observe us and shepherd those of us who could use magic. To me, it’s always given me the creeps to think about them spying on us for so long. I almost side with those who say we shouldn’t allow all the other races in. What possible reason could they have to come here unless it was to take advantage of us?”

      “It’s a little late to shut the gate on migration now, Clara.” Kurt realized they were heading down a path to one of their usual arguments and he decided to change the subject.

      “Besides, Jonesey prefers technology to magic, at least for the most part. It’s that technology that’s going to help you out of your jam. If anyone can figure a way into that warehouse and get out again in one piece, it’s her.”

      “All I know is the few times I’ve met her, she’s given me shivers in the way she looks at me. And whoever heard of an elf who chain-smokes? Smoking’s been out of vogue for decades now. It’s nearly impossible to find tobacco anywhere except in the most exclusive specialty stores.”

      “Knowing her, she bought up a stash years ago and has it all stored away in an underground bunker somewhere. It’s not like Elves get cancer. She’s got nothing to worry about.”

      “What about everyone else who has to breathe in that toxic air when they go to her shop?”

      “I’m up to date on my vaccines, Clara. I’ll be fine. No cancer here.”

      “I’ve heard it’s making a resurgence in places where the gates caused the most disruption since the Incident.”

      “That’s just because of the loss of public health resources to keep people safe there. It won’t be a problem here.”

      Kurt glanced at the digital clock on the stove. “Hey, gotta go. Leave the rest in the sink. I’ll finish when I get back.”

      “Nonsense, there’s not that much left to do. I’ll finish up and curl up on the couch with some wine until you get back. You promised me a movie later.”

      Kurt returned the warm smile she flashed him. This was going better than expected. He went to grab his jacket. It still got chilly at night this time of year.

      He saw his stun baton in its charger on the wall inside the hall closet when he grabbed the jacket off the hanger. As an afterthought, he grabbed it and clipped it to his belt. Jonesey didn’t live in the best part of town.

      “Be back soon,” he called out as he opened the door. He wasn’t sure if she answered back or not so he just pulled the door shut behind him and keyed the lock with a press of his thumb on the screen.

      Instead of exiting at the street level, he continued down into the basement beneath the dry cleaners. His apartment came with a private basement storage area and a small underground garage with a ramped entrance to the street. He’d have trouble getting a taxi or shared ride vehicle in that part of town late at night so he opted to take his own car.

      Kurt pressed the button on the wall to open the overhead door granting access to the street and hopped into the modified early century sports car he owned. It was more fun to drive than the modern fully electric SUV parked and plugged in next to it. He pressed the button to fire up the batteries and charge the hybrid ethanol-electric motor he’d installed in place of the old gasoline engine that used to be there.

      The dashboard lights and the faint hum of the fan blowing air from the vents were the only indications the car was powered up. Pressing the accelerator, Kurt pulled out of his parking space and drove up the ramp and onto the street beside his building. The door shut automatically behind him.

      There wasn’t a lot of traffic out and about in this section of Baltimore after hours and he made good time heading east past the old neighborhoods of Little Italy and Fells Point with its clubs and restaurants before turning north.

      Jonesey’s place was in a warehouse on the edge of the Highlandtown neighborhood which had become something of an enclave for non-humans inside the city. Since most were unemployed, at least not in legal ventures, it was a high crime area and Kurt kept his eyes open for trouble.

      He hated parking on the street here but his car had a modern security system in it and it should be alright in the short term. Most of the people around here knew Jonesey didn’t like her clients bothered. Over the years since the elves came out, she’d carefully cultivated the image of being easily offended and lethally dangerous to those she considered enemies.

      Besides, the local criminal element needed their share of gadgets, too. If she decided to cut them off because they didn’t respect her little corner of the neighborhood, they’d have trouble getting the things they needed to do their jobs.

      Leaving his car in relative safety parked on the curb right in front of the door to Jonesey’s lair, Kurt went over and keyed the old-fashioned audio-only intercom by the door. It had to be at least a hundred years old and original to the warehouse.

      The old speaker crackled and a deep alto voice with a hint of rasp answered. “Door’s open. Come.”

      Kurt reached out and turned the knob. It was unlocked as promised and he pulled the door open and went inside. It wasn’t as if the outer door needed to be locked. The entrance inside was a three square meter wire cage made of a combination of cold iron, silver alloy, and steel bars.

      That made the cage proof against most attacks, mundane and arcane. At the very least, it would slow any would-be attacker long enough for Jonesey to either fry them with her extensive security countermeasures or to make her escape.

      The steel outer door shut behind him and a faint click told him it was now locked. As soon as the door behind him closed and locked, the gate opposite him opened. Kurt headed through the door and down a long corridor that opened into a small, smoke-filled workshop.

      Every spare section of wall space was covered with shelves, bins, and boxes holding an assortment of wires, circuit boards, and various disassembled electronic devices.

      The center of the room held a one and a half meter by two-meter workbench with numerous scanners, waveform monitors, and dials around three sides, leaving one side open for the shop’s owner to work on the latest project, in this case, what looked like a disassembled, military-grade plasma rifle.

      Sitting on a tall stool, hunched over the rifle on the workbench, was a silver-haired woman. A hint of a pointed ear poked out from under the unruly hair styled in whatever the female version of a mullet was called.

      Smoke curled up from the cigarette in her mouth to mingle with the already stuffy atmosphere in the small, enclosed space. She soldered a few more connections on the rifle’s circuit board while he waited, drawing in on her cigarette and blowing out a fresh cloud of smoke.

      Kurt resisted the urge to cough.

      Without looking up, the woman spoke. “Trent says you have a job planned against the GEU impound warehouse in Atlanta. That true, or was he lying just to get you a late appointment?”

      When he didn’t answer right away, she turned and stared at him, waiting for his response as if she’d burn him to ash with her eyes alone if he were to tell her anything but the truth. Kurt wasn’t a hundred percent sure she couldn’t do it. The extent of any elf’s power was a mystery and none of them were lending any answers to solve it. They liked keeping things like that to themselves.

      “You heard right, though it’s not a job against them specifically. It’s just a retrieval job. I have to pick up an artifact for immediate transport thru a nearby portal.”

      “I know the place. It is just one of the locations where they are keeping the contraband they confiscated that proves government collusion to create the Newton’s Gate disaster.”

      Kurt winced. He hoped Jonesey didn’t head down the path of one of her famous rants about the conspiracy theory that the Incident that opened all the gates was no accident.

      “I’ll keep my eyes open for anything that looks like evidence you could use.”

      “You’d do that? That would be most excellent.” Jonesey rubbed her hands together in anticipation.

      “Did you need me to retrieve anything else? Trent mentioned something about a certain item you needed picked up while I was there?”

      “Yes, that is correct. It turns out they have something that belongs to me. Those GEU thugs confiscated it from a perfectly legal courier sent to bring it to me. I cannot wait for it to be cleared through normal channels. It is something very special and it’s most urgent the package reaches me sooner rather than later.”

      “What is it?”

      The elf fixed him with a level stare. “I thought you never asked a client what it was you were delivering? Isn’t that your schtick?”

      “I need to know what I’m looking for at least. I don’t care what it is for if that’s what you mean.”

      “It’s a box covered in elven runes. It has my family sigil on the lid in ivory mosaic tiles.” Jonesey reached up with one hand in the space between them. Her finger traced through the air, leaving a magically glittering trail in the shape of a stylized J.

      “How big is it? My primary target is quite large so I’m gonna have my hands full.”

      “It’s small, a cube about ten centimeters on a side. I have the location in the warehouse including an aisle and shelf number. It shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

      “And in exchange for that, you’ll help me get my thing, too? That’s the deal Trent told me you made.”

      “Correct. If you fail to deliver, or you get caught, you’ll owe me full retail on everything I provide you otherwise. Do we have an understanding?”

      Kurt nodded. “Agreed.”

      A verbal agreement was all Jonesey needed. People didn’t cross her more than once, not and live to tell about it anyway.

      She smiled as soon as he said yes. “We’re gonna stick it to the man on this one, Kurt. Wait until you see what I have come up with for you on this job. I just finished up the last item.”

      Jonesey pushed the plasma rifle back to make room in front of her and pulled out a small circuit board.

      “Jonesey, you know how I feel about guns.”

      “Oh, this,” she gestured to the plasma rifle. “That’s for someone else. This circuit board is for you.”

      Jonesey didn’t seem to notice his puzzled expression. She just kept going.

      “First we have to get you inside the fence and past the electronic and arcane wards set around the building. The government hacks who call themselves wizards are mostly incompetent, but even they can cast wards good enough for a warehouse. For that, I’ve come up with this.”

      She leaned back and pulled a small child’s pink backpack from the shelf next to her. She handed it to him.

      “Wear that as you approach the building and all magical wards will drop and the security cameras will begin a loop of the previous ten minutes. It’ll repeat that looped video one time before the systems reset. Remember, the loop replays once only so you’ll have to work fast. Twenty minutes is all you’ve got.”

      “You couldn’t have installed that feature in a leather fanny pack or man purse?” Kurt quipped, pointing at the pink backpack. “Almost anything would be better than this.”

      “It’s all I had on hand when Trent told me about your job. Besides, it’s cute, don’t you think?”

      “So,” Kurt continued without answering the question. “This ridiculous thing gets me to the door without being seen. Then what?”

      “Once you reach the loading dock doors, open the backpack. The looping signaler is built into the front pocket so you can still use the main compartment to hold other items. Pull out the white rectangular case first.”

      Kurt reached into the bag and found three gadgets inside. He spotted the white rectangular case next to two C-shaped pipes, each wrapped with wire and sporting a toggle switch. He pulled out the small box first as instructed. Kurt’s eyes widened when he saw what it was. Most people wouldn’t know what it was unless they’d seen in a museum but his father had one just like it in his collection and showed it to him once when he was a kid.

      “Is this what I think it is? This is worth a lot of money isn’t it?”

      “I suppose.” Jonesey shrugged. “And yes, that’s a Gen one Apple iPod, or at least the case for one. The box was the right size and shape and I could adjust the external controls and the click-wheel to do what I wanted, so that’s what you get.”

      “What do I get?”

      “There’s a magnet inside the back. Take it to the door and slap that on the steel wall of the warehouse next to the loading dock doors. Make sure to place it directly beside the entry keypad and badge scanner.”

      “And?”

      “Turn the click-wheel clockwise until the display lights up. That indicates success inputting the correct passcode digit. Repeat until all the digits have been entered. The door will either pop open on its own or you’ll have to physically open it. I wasn’t able to get the details on what type of door they used when they built this place.”

      She paused to take a drag on her cigarette, then continued, exhaling smoke as she talked. “Now comes the fun part,” Jonesey said. “The next thing you do is…”

      Kurt listened to her instructions and mentally wondered if any of this was going to work. Her gear was usually reliable, but everything from the pink backpack down to his narrow time window to pull off the job screamed trouble to him.

      It wasn’t like he had a lot of options, though. Clara needed her thing out of there as soon as possible.

      He repacked the bag after she went over everything with him and zipped the main compartment shut. When he slipped the small pack over his shoulder by one strap, he didn’t have to have a mirror to know he looked ridiculous.

      “Oh, one more thing,” Jonesey called out as he turned to leave. “Give me your stun baton.”

      He unclipped the weapon from his belt and handed it to her. She’d originally designed it for him when he told her he wanted a non-lethal but functional combat weapon to use on jobs.

      She took the baton from him and shook her head. “I can’t believe I made this so clunky. It’s not as elegant as it should be at all.”

      “It does the job just fine, actually.”

      “Oh, I know it’s functional. Everything I make works. I’m talking about overall design and aesthetics.”

      Jonesey set the half meter, telescoping metal tube down and handed Kurt a smaller twelve-centimeter tube instead. This one had a cushioned rubber grip covering it.

      “What’s this?”

      “That’s your new stun baton. In its current mode, it works as a contact taser. It should do the trick to knock out anything approximately man-sized.”

      “It has other modes?”

      “Sure. Snap it out to one side with a flick of your wrist to engage full combat mode.”

      Kurt did so and the small tube that fit in the palm of his hand telescoped out to just over a half meter in length. The familiar weighted ball rested at the tip and Kurt took a few practice swings, careful not to hit anything in the confines of the small workshop. It felt just like his old baton except quicker and lighter.

      Jonesey smiled and pointed to the baton in his hand with a fingertip. She muttered something and there was a sharp pain in the palm of the hand holding the handle. Passing the weapon over to his other hand, Kurt saw blood on both his palm and the baton’s grip.

      “Now it knows you are its owner. It will not work for anyone else. It will also come when called.”

      “What?”

      “Set it down on the bench and take a step back.”

      Kurt did as he was told.

      “Now hold up your hand and focus on it. Visualize your hand holding the baton.”

      He raised his hand up, palm out while thinking about it as she instructed. The baton flew from the workbench and slapped against his bloody palm.

      “That should work up to a distance of up to ten meters or so. It’ll depend on how fatigued you are and if you’ve expended any of your magical energy or cast any spells recently. Still, it should allow you to throw it at adversaries at close range, stun them, and call it back to strike again. I have to say, though, I still don’t understand how it is you hate to use a basic firearm like a normal human.”

      “I’ve seen enough people die at my hands. Guns make it far to easy for me to do it again.” Kurt held up the baton, changing the subject. “This is great, what do I owe you for this?”

      “Nothing. It’s still a work in progress. Test it and tell me if it works as advertised. Eventually, once I add all the bells and whistles, that’s gonna be the thing that makes me a billion dollars.”

      “If you say so.” Kurt clipped the baton to his belt and it instantly retracted back to its smaller size. “Thanks, though. This’ll come in handy.”

      “Don’t forget my box. It is urgent that I get it as soon as possible. Whatever you do, don’t lose it. Now get out of here. I’ve got to pack for my trip.”

      Kurt knew better than to remain past the request to leave. He turned and retraced his steps, leaving the building. He glanced at his watch and smiled. That hadn’t taken too long at all. Hopefully, Clara was still up and they could enjoy that nightcap and movie together.
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      The first sign of trouble at home showed up as he walked up the stairs to his apartment from the basement parking area. The door at the top of the stairs hadn’t just been forced open. Something or someone bashed into it hard enough to take it completely off the hinges. Racing up the stairs, he saw the crumpled steel door lying on the hardwood floor two meters inside the entrance.

      Kurt, the pink backpack over one shoulder, reached down and grabbed his new stun baton. He’d hoped to have a few days to practice with it down at the gym to get a sense of how it worked and get used to it’s slightly lighter weight. No sense worrying about that now. He snapped his wrist downward and the baton extended to lock into position.

      Resisting the urge to rush inside and check on Clara, Kurt took his time, scanning the floor for any signs of a trap, physical or arcane. He didn’t possess the extensive magical ability of some archmages, but he’d trained his senses to be attuned to the subtle feeling of most types of magical fields nearby.

      This time he detected nothing unusual. Everything was silent in his apartment and there was no sign of a struggle other than the caved in door laying on the floor.

      Taking his time and watching each step, Kurt moved into the apartment continuing to look, listen, and feel with every fiber of his being for signs of an intruder or something to tell him where Clara was.

      “Nice backpack.”

      The voice came from behind him as he walked through the living room. It caught him by surprise and spun him around as he brought up the baton, ready to strike. The subtle hum he felt through his hand rather than heard told him it was powered up and ready for action.

      There, seated on the sofa that had been empty just seconds before, was a tall man dressed in a grey business suit. It had an odd cut to it that didn’t quite look normal. That marked him as an outworlder.

      The man pointed at the pink backpack. “Is it yours or do you have a small child here I don’t know about? My people searched the whole apartment but children can be crafty at hiding from adults, don’t you agree?”

      “Who the hell are you and where is Clara?”

      “Ah, straight to the point. That is my error. I was told your kind appreciated something called small talk. I’ll get straight to the point.”

      Kurt continued to assess the intruder and studied the individual more carefully. It took him a moment but he found the discrepancy that had been nagging at the back of his mind after a few seconds.

      The eyes. His handlers and trainers in special ops had told him to always check the eyes.

      In this case, upon closer examination, this guy’s eyes were wrong, inhuman. He had vertical slit pupils like a cat did and the color of the iris was a bright yellow. He should have picked up on both things immediately but he’d been too worried about Clara to think straight.

      He could beat himself up about that lapse in his training later, now he needed to focus on who this guy was and why he appeared here in his apartment and wanted to have a conversation with Kurt.

      “Small talk is something that happens in friendlier situations. Breaking into my apartment doesn’t qualify, I’m afraid. Now, who are you?”

      “My name is Cathedorprinast. I’m the prime factor for his lordship, General Barand. I’m sorry for the damage to your abode. I must point out that we were quite within our rights under the agreement we had with the woman. She’s your former mate, is that correct?”

      “It is.”

      “By defaulting on the delivery, your former mate became the collateral for its exchange at a later date.”

      “You may have made that agreement but that gives you no right here in my apartment. That agreement was between you and her, not me.”

      “Unfortunately, under the rules of my society, once you offered her hospitality, you undertook her debts and responsibilities.”

      The stranger shook his head and continued before Kurt could answer.

      “You really should have been told about the arrangement. However, I suspect your mates here are much like ours. They do like to play their little games.”

      “I’m not discussing the various wiles of human women with you, Cathedor—. Aw hell, I can’t pronounce your name. You know what? I’m just gonna call you Cat. Now, tell me where she is.”

      The stranger nodded and smiled. “You have my permission to shorten my name if you wish. As for your former mate, she is safe and will remain so for a period of three days, according to the agreement she signed in ink containing her own blood. After that time, her disposition is entirely up to my employer.”

      “How can I buy her out of debt?”

      “That which is legally ours must be delivered as agreed upon.”

      “The sarcophagus? I’m working on it. I already have the plan to retrieve it worked out. Just return her to me and I’ll have it for you in a few days.”

      “Alas, I am unable to return her to you at this time. She is already on her way to my world. It will be difficult to return her here or even to communicate with those transporting her. I’m afraid the only way to secure her return is to deliver the sacred idol, what you’re calling the sarcophagus, within the next three days.”

      “Maybe I should beat her current location out of you. I know she can’t be through the gate to your world yet. From what she told me, that gate is near Atlanta and that’s at least eight hours away from here. Tell me where she is and I’ll go easy on you.”

      “She did say you’d be stubborn about this,” Cat said, a broad grin appearing on his face. “It is a shame I cannot oblige you. I think it would be fun to test my skills against yours. I have never fought a warrior from your world before. It should be enlightening. Perhaps when we meet in person, we can arrange a match and decide the victor.”

      “Wait, what do you mean ‘meet in person?’”

      The smile broadened showing Kurt the double row of pointed teeth filling Cat’s mouth. It looked sort of like the multiple rows of teeth sharks had.

      As he looked at the figure on his couch, Kurt realized why he didn’t seem quite right. The man cast no shadow. His eyes narrowed as he realized Cat wasn’t really there. He was a projection, either magical or through some technology left behind.

      “You are understanding finally, I see,” Cat said with a chuckle. He waved his hand through the air and the image started to shimmer. “I look forward to our opportunity to meet and decide the contest in person, Kurt Carter. Remember, three days. The chronometer is running.”

      Kurt started to reply but the hologram faded from view before the words came out.

      Darting forward to the sofa, he searched until he found the tiny three-dimensional holoprojector the size of a sesame seed. He could take it to Jonesey. She might be able to trace the source of the transmission.

      He pulled out his phone to place the call then cursed. Jonesey was leaving for her trip and she wouldn’t delay it for him or anyone. There had to be something he could do to track Clara down before they transited the gate.

      He searched the apartment, searching for more projectors or perhaps cameras. Now that he knew what to look for, he was able to tune one of his scanners to make the search go faster.

      An hour later, after two sweeps, he’d found nothing new and had no other clues to help him follow the ones who’d taken her.

      Kurt sat down and considered what he had to do. He had the approximate coordinates for the portal. Clara planned to give him final instructions later after he’d recovered the artifact from the warehouse.

      Giving him three days to plan this whole operation and deliver the goods wasn’t a whole lot of time. He’d wasted enough of it searching for devices that weren’t here. He had to get moving. Racing to the closet in the hall, Kurt reached inside and pulled out his go bag with his full kit of tech and anti-magic gear plus the tactical rig he always kept packed and ready.

      Shouldering the backpack, he stood in the entry hall to his apartment and considered the ruined door. There was nothing he could do about it tonight.

      He checked his watch. It was already near one in the morning.

      Kurt shook his head. He’d have to call the owner of the dry cleaners downstairs in the morning and have them get someone to come and fix the door. He’d reimburse them on his return.

      Kurt added that to the list of things he needed to do and started down to the basement to get his truck. He’d done everything that he could do for now and needed to make up time.

      Throwing the go bag in the back of the black SUV parked next to the sports car, Kurt climbed into the driver’s seat and started up the battery system. Once all the systems booted, he pulled out of the parking space and drove out onto the late night streets of Baltimore.

      He turned towards the interstate and started heading south. If he made good time, he should be in Atlanta just after sunrise. Setting the autopilot, Kurt settled back to try and get some sleep. He needed to be fresh in the morning.

      He drifted off to sleep and fitful dreams tormented him. They were of man-shaped demons with razor sharp teeth hovering around Clara. They stood, surrounding her, waiting as a clock counted down in the background.
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      The alert chime wakened Kurt from a fitful sleep. While he couldn’t remember all his dreams this time, he was sure they had a lot to do with his increased worry over Clara.

      The dashboard display indicated he was approaching Atlanta’s suburbs and the end of the route he’d programmed into the nav system. He wasn’t sure where the GEU’s impound warehouse was located, only that it was on the northern side of the city.

      Taking over manual control from the autopilot, Kurt pulled off the interstate at the next exit and drove into the parking lot of a Waffle House. It had been a while since he’d been in one of the quintessential southern diners, so he decided to get himself some breakfast and make some additional plans while he sat to eat.

      The kidnapping of Clara complicated things. To get this done in the time provided, Kurt was going to need help. As he walked into the restaurant, he brought up his comm menu and fired off some messages to Trent over several channels to make sure he got them.

      Kurt needed to see if Marci was available on short notice. He was going to need her and her gate-locating wizardry in order to get through with the sarcophagus and back again.

      Given how this race of aliens apparently treated their women like chattel, he was reluctant to take Marci there. She took her independence as an individual seriously and wouldn’t respond well to a misogynistic society. He’d deal with that if and when she showed up.

      Based on what Clara said was that it was a smaller gate and had gone undiscovered by the authorities so far. It was rare that gates were undocumented this long after the Incident opened all the portals between worlds and dimensions, but it still happened from time to time.

      Kurt tried to put the concerns out of his mind about all the hurdles he had to overcome. Whatever was needed, he’d get Clara back safe and sound. That was all that mattered. For now, he just wanted to get a good breakfast.

      The restaurant was so crowded it was filled nearly to capacity. Looking around, he took a single available stool at the counter. He liked Waffle Houses a lot, primarily because they still had human staff.

      Most diners and fast food restaurants had resorted to robot labor to cook food and automated ordering since simple AIs could handle with ease the repetitive tasks like food prep and delivery.

      A blonde waitress in a grease splattered polyester uniform dress leaned over the counter to put a napkin and silverware down in front of him.

      “What’ll it be, sweetie?”

      Kurt checked the interactive menu built into the countertop, then decided he’d order his usual selection when he got the opportunity to eat here. “Pecan waffles, side of city ham, and hash browns smothered and covered. Oh, and coffee and O.J.”

      “Large or small orange juice?”

      “Large, please.”

      “Got it. Be right back.”

      The waitress hustled off to get his drinks after passing off the order to a woman standing by the grill. She began calling out the orders to the cook.

      Kurt watched the short order cook do his thing at the flattop grill directly in front of where he sat. He marveled at the guy’s ability to manage ten different things at once. It was both efficient and a show of the art of cooking that no AI or robot could replace in Kurt’s opinion.

      The waitress returned and set a mug of coffee down along with a selection of sweeteners and a couple small, individual serving half and half creamer containers in a small bowl. She set the large orange juice down next to the coffee. “Food’ll be right out. Do you need anything else?”

      “No, that’s all.”

      She tapped out something on her datapad and the bill appeared on the interactive countertop beneath his coffee.

      “The bill’s there to pay whenever you’re ready. I’ll check back after your food comes. Thanks for stopping at Waffle House.”

      She left Kurt and he continued watching the cook at work. A tap on his shoulder interrupted him and he swiveled on his stool to see who it was. He froze for a second as he stared at the chest of a very large man. It wasn’t his size alone that froze Kurt in place, it was the Hell’s Gate Clan patch on the left breast pocket of the denim vest the guy wore.

      “Can you pass me the plastic takeout menu there, fella. I’d like to order some stuff to take home.”

      “Uh, sure,” Kurt replied passing the menu over to the gangbanger.

      “Thanks.”

      Turning back around, he breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe the word hadn’t gotten out about him to all the gang’s chapters or perhaps they didn’t have a good photo of him to share. Either way, he didn’t want to be sitting there when his image popped up on the guy’s phone or datapad.

      Luckily his food had come. Kurt dug in and ate quickly, not able to take his time and savor the classic diner breakfast the way he would have liked.

      While he finished the last bite of waffle, he tapped in his personal code on the metal wrist comp containing his credit chip and held it over the virtual bill on the counter. A beep sounded, followed by a slight vibration in his wrist. The sound was barely audible over the noise of the busy restaurant. It signaled the transaction had been processed.

      Sliding off the stool and keeping his back to the Hell’s Gater and his face to the floor, he started towards the door. When he reached the entrance, Kurt began to breathe a sigh of relief and looked up from the floor, thinking he was home free. That’s when he almost bumped into the guy’s companion. He came in the entrance right in front of Kurt and called out to his buddy.

      “Hey, add an extra covered hashed browns to that order, Spike.”

      Kurt tried to slide past the second gang member unnoticed but the guy turned and looked him right in the eye. Kurt’s hand dropped down to rest on the baton at his belt.

      “Hey, don’t I know you?”

      “I don’t think so,” Kurt replied. “I’m not from around here.”

      “I don’t forget a face. I know you from somewhere.”

      “I must look like someone you know.”

      “I guess so.” The gang member shrugged and let Kurt pass.

      Passing by the guy and out to the parking lot, he didn’t take his hand off his baton until he’d reached his vehicle.

      The two Hell’s Gaters were inside talking. The guy from the doorway pointed to the parking lot and they both turned and looked his way. Recognition dawned in the eyes of the one Kurt handed the menu to and his eyes darkened.

      He pointed at Kurt, shouting something. Kurt didn’t have to guess what it was. The two of them dashed out to the parking lot as Kurt tried to get into the SUV and get it started up.

      The boot sequence took too long and the driver’s side window smashed in before it finished as the first gangbanger punched at the glass with spiked brass knuckles over his tight black leather gloves.

      Kurt ducked under the attack and brought up his hand, trying to use the taser function of the collapsed stun baton. The guy swatted at him with his free hand and batted Kurt’s hand out of the way. The gangbanger reached in through the window and grabbed ahold of Kurt with both hands, hauling him out through the broken window into the parking lot with a single heave.

      Broken glass from the window cut and scraped Kurt’s arms as he was pulled out of the vehicle. He did manage to kick upward as his feet dropped to the pavement and dislodged the guy’s hold on his arms. He fell Kurt to his back on the sidewalk.

      “There’s a price on your head, scumbag. You killed our brothers and Gonzo and I are going to be the ones to collect the reward for turning you in to the clan. We’ll be heroes for catching you.”

      Kurt kicked up with his boot, jamming his foot into the gangbanger’s crotch with as much force as he could muster.

      It worked. The boot’s heel connected with the full force of Kurt’s kick. The one called Spike doubled over with a high-pitched groan and fell backward.

      As the guy crumpled and fell to the parking lot, Kurt rolled over twice to his left to avoid Gonzo’s attempts to stomp on him with the nasty, spiked boots he wore.

      Kurt rolled once more, using the additional momentum to propel himself to his feet. His hand flicked out as he stood, deploying the stun baton to its full length. “This is all a misunderstanding. I was planning on dealing with it and paying whatever blood debt is owed. Uh, Gonzo isn’t it?”

      “I knew I recognized you when I bumped into you in the doorway. I should have punched your lights out inside the restaurant.”

      “Then we wouldn’t have been able to have this fun little conversation. Look, why don’t you let me go and you can tend to your friend’s injured testicles.”

      “I don’t give a damn about Spike’s balls. You’re coming with me, dead or alive. It don’t matter to me. The end result is the same, buddy.”

      A groan from Spike on the ground at Gonzo’s feet distracted him and Kurt whipped his hand around, launching the enhanced baton at the standing gangbanger’s head.

      He saw it coming at the last instant and twitched far enough to the side that the shaft of the baton only delivered a glancing blow. The stun effect was limited and just dazed him.

      Kurt held out his hand and the baton executed a tight, arcing turn and flew back into his hand.

      He didn’t have time to revel in how totally cool the new baton was. Gonzo recovered quickly and pulled out a wicked, barbed knife.

      Kurt dodged the first thrust of the knife but the followup slash caught him on the forearm leaving a eight-centimeter gash.

      Gasping at the pain, Kurt brought the baton down on Gonzo’s wrist just above the hand holding the knife. The stun charge fired this time and the hand spasmed and sparked as the arm went limp, dropping the knife clattering to the ground. It didn’t take out the Hell’s Gater, which amazed Kurt. The sparks indicated his arm must be a high-end prosthetic or something like it. It insulated the stun charge from affecting the rest of the guy’s body.

      “That’s not going to do you any good, dude,” Gonzo hissed. “You should carry something that’ll do more damage than that fancy stick. You’ll have to kill me to stop me from taking you back to the chapter house.”

      The gangbanger balled up the fist on his remaining good arm and swung a roundhouse punch at the side of Kurt’s head.

      Kurt ducked under the blow. “I don’t kill unless I have to. It messes with my Karma. Consider that a free tip.”

      He punched the end of the baton upward, catching Gonzo under his chin. The stun charge fired again and it was finally lights out for Hell’s Gater number two.

      Kurt checked to make sure Spike was still down then bent to pick up the knife. No sense leaving them any weapons while he tried to go.

      “Drop the knife and the club. NOW!”

      Kurt froze and held his hands still extended out from his side. A glance over his shoulder revealed a uniformed police officer with his service pistol drawn and pointed at Kurt’s back.

      “Officer, they attacked me. I was only defending myself.”

      “Stop talking and drop the weapons or I’ll drop you.”

      Kurt knew better than to resist. He knew he could probably turn and disarm the cop before he could get a shot off. The guy had taken his stance too close to his suspect and there was a part of Kurt that wanted to show this cop the error of his ways.

      The thought didn’t last long and he changed his mind. Doing anything that rash would only put the cops on his tail, too. This guy’s body cam drone had already deployed and hovered overhead, giving a nice wide-angle view of all the action. There’d be no way to avoid getting his face on the video screen of every cop for a hundred kilometers if he attacked this officer.

      Kurt couldn’t afford that kind of publicity on a good day. It was bad for business. Now, when he had a dicey job to do and a crazy biker gang chasing after him, he definitely didn’t need his photo floating around in the news. Kurt knew he needed to defuse the situation as quickly as possible.

      “I’m complying, officer. I will not resist.”

      He opened both hands and dropped the knife and baton to the pavement.

      “Get on your knees.”

      “Officer I told you, I was attacked by these two guys in the parking lot. Ask anyone in the restaurant.”

      “The manager’s the one who called me. He said two regulars were trying to catch a murderer. I show up and those two guys are on the ground and you’re standing over them with a bloody knife in one hand and regulated tech weapon in the other.”

      “I have a permit for the baton and the blood on the knife is my own.”

      “I don’t care. We’ll let the magistrate at the station work it out. On your knees and put your hands behind your head.”

      Kurt sighed and got down on his knees, lacing his fingers together behind his head. He’d made a mistake. He should have taken the cop down and worried about the fallout later. He didn’t have time for this. There were just two and a half days remaining to get the sarcophagus out of the impound warehouse and delivered to Clara’s captors.

      The police officer remained where he was and launched his auto cuffs at Kurt. The devices flew over to lock around his wrists. They were followed by a metal collar that attached to the cuffs and latched around his neck, securing him in that position with his arms raised, elbows out.

      Kurt couldn’t move his arms now without choking himself. The combo handcuffs and collar restraints were relatively new on the scene for law enforcement, but he’d seen them deployed on several holovid shows he watched. As long as he didn’t fight the restraints and followed the officer’s commands, he’d be fine.

      If he didn’t, the collar could tighten enough to temporarily block blood flow to his brain, causing him to pass out. Kurt didn’t want that. He needed to remain alert. His only chance at a quick resolution was to try and talk his way out of this once they got him back to the station.

      The cop secured the arms of the two disabled gangbangers with zip-tie flex cuffs while he called for back up and transport.

      Kurt shook his head and lamented another string of bad luck.
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      “Kurt Carter,” the guard called, pulling the cell door open. “Someone’s posted your bail.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. I don’t have all day to stand here. If you want to turn it down, I’ll tell them and you can take your chances with spending the night in the county lockup.”

      “No, I’m coming.” Kurt got up from the bench and crossed to the other side of his cell, exiting past the guard.

      “Head down the hall past the other cells. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Kurt walked forward, wondering who’d bailed him out. His comm chip had been disabled as a matter of course during processing.

      He turned the corner to the room where he’d turned over his personal items when they processed him.

      Marci stood there by the sergeant’s desk smiling at him. She blew a bubble with her gum, popped it and said, “Hey, K.C. Dad said you needed some help. Sorry it took so long to locate you.”

      “Marci, how?”

      “Dad has flags in the system with a bunch of his old intel contacts watching for your name. If it pops up in any of the national security or police databases, he gets an alert. I think he only does it so he doesn’t lose any important contracts. We both know what a mercenary he is.”

      “Yeah, sure. I was gonna call him to get your help down here anyway so this worked out. Thanks for coming. Give me a second to gather my stuff.”

      Kurt turned to the sergeant at the desk on the raised platform. The officer pulled out a large plastic zipper bag and dumped the contents on the counter. Kurt was happy to see his baton in there with everything else.

      “Sign for this stuff and you can go. Here’s a ticket with your court appearance ID number. You can appear in person or via a virtual terminal at your local courthouse for an additional fee.”

      “I know the drill. Thanks.”

      Kurt shoved his wallet and other personal items into his pockets, slid the flexible metal band of his wrist comp onto his forearm and looped his belt through his pants. He clipped the baton to the belt last of all.

      “Hey, how’s that baton thing work, anyway,” the sergeant asked. “The report says it gets longer but none of us could get it to work.”

      “It’s keyed to my DNA. Won’t work for anyone else. Sorry.”

      “Pretty cool tech. Way better than what they give us.”

      “Yeah, well that’s the benefit of being a private contractor.”

      The sergeant nodded towards the door. “You should head out and get away from here. I’m sure the Hell’s Gaters will be getting out of here soon, too. They have a lawyer on retainer here in Atlanta. If you’re still here when their buds show up—, well, we don’t want another fight to deal with, do we? We’d just have to lock you up all over again.”

      “Yeah, good idea.”

      Kurt gestured for Marci to go first. He didn’t want a fight to break out. Marci was no doubt armed to the teeth. While she had a legal U.S. concealed carry permit, the paperwork and processing for even a self-defense use of deadly force would tie them up for days he didn’t have.

      “I got your SUV from the impound lot, too,” Marci said as they walked down the steps in front of the police station. I took the Mag-Lev bullet train down from Baltimore and picked your ride up on the way here. I’ll drive if you want. You said you need me for a job down here?”

      Kurt checked his watch. It was later in the day than he wanted. The sun was already going down. He was going to lose another whole day if he didn’t hurry. He smiled at Marci. He had stuff to plan, so he was fine with her taking the wheel.

      “Sure, you can drive. Get in and I’ll fill you in on what’s going on while we head north. Drive back up the interstate to the edge of the city.”

      Marci grinned ear to ear and ran to the driver’s side. Kurt didn’t understand the excitement she had when she got to drive. She drove on her own all the time and even in manual mode, modern cars drove themselves for the most part. You could override the speed and steering to a point, but the collision avoidance and mandatory highway governors would kick in if you got too reckless.

      A half hour later, they sat pulled off on the shoulder of the road. A half kilometer ahead of them in a small valley lay a large, government industrial park with a locked and guarded gate. They could survey the layout from the hill looking down into the fenced compound.

      “So we have to get in there, find the correct warehouse, break in and get out of the building in under twenty minutes?” Marci asked.

      “That’s the plan. Then I need you to locate the exact position of this unregistered gate. I have the general GPS coordinates but you’ll have to narrow that down when we get closer.”

      “That’s no problem. Gates are my thing. What happens once we get there? We go through and rescue Clara or are you going to make me wait for you on this side?”

      “No, much as I hate to drag you into this mess, you have to come with me again. I need an extra person on this.”

      Kurt ignored the little happy dance Marci did in the driver’s seat. “The package is going to require two people to move and I’m not sure if the gate is permanently open or opens and closes on a schedule. Either way, I need you. But, I want your word you’ll stay out of trouble this time and not pick-up any souvenir firearms from the trip like you did the last time. Got it?”

      Marci deflated a little. “Yeah, but I do get to explore a bit while I’m there, right? You are going to be getting Clara out of hock and won’t need me until you’re ready to leave and have to be rescued again.”

      Kurt ignored her last statement. “I suppose you can look around a bit but please be careful and don’t get lost so we can’t find you. Your dad would never forgive me if I left you to fend for yourself in some alien dimension or distant world at the other end of a gate. You know how he hates gate travel. He’d be super pissed if he had to come and fetch you.”

      “It’s his own fault. He’s never been the same since he had to regrow his legs when that gate closed early and nearly sliced him in two.”

      “I know this wouldn’t occur to you, Marci, but it can have an adverse effect to face death one too many times.”

      Kurt wondered if it did affect her and she just didn’t show it. He knew a few of his former comrades who became extreme adrenaline junkies after they cashed out of the service.

      The more death they saw, the harder they pushed back in the civilian world when on leave or after discharge. They just couldn’t adjust to a life where there wasn’t a near constant threat of some sort. Maybe Marci’s apparent reckless fearlessness was a result of a previous encounter.

      He mentally shrugged, filing the concept away for future reference and examination.

      Taking one last look at the closed gate with its small guard house and the fence around the complex, a plan began to form in his mind.

      “Marci, turn us around and take me back into that small town we passed. I need to rent a plain white van and I think we should still have time to locate one before businesses start to close.”

      Starting the SUV, she accelerated as she pulled a U-turn and headed back up the road. Kurt only partly paid attention to her driving, his mind pulled the pieces of his plan together. He also came up with a few contingencies based on the most likely failure points and needs for potential adjustment.

      A few hours later, Kurt and Marci stood at the back of the white rental van putting on the generic uniform shirts and pants they’d bought at the Sam-Mart. Those plain work outfits, consisting of navy blue work pants and a tan button-down work shirt, were topped off with plain, blue baseball caps.

      These disguises coupled with the plain white van and some empty cardboard boxes taped shut and stacked in the back, made them look like a convincing delivery service. The big companies rented extra trucks and vans to handle overflow all the time.

      As the plan came together and Kurt shared it with Marci, she came up with numerous useful suggestions to flesh out the deception. She even got a clipboard with a data pad and mini printer attachment for it. She added stacks of delivery paperwork gleaned from the recycling bin behind an office building. These rural areas still used paper more than digital records in their small businesses.

      Once the preparations were complete, they had only one thing to figure out. Where in that large complex of warehouses was the sarcophagus being stored? They’d narrowed it down to four choices.

      Marci came up with the solution once again. Sitting together on the back bumper of the rental van, she got out a tablet from her bag. Tapping it to activate the screen, she opened a connection and started tapping away on a virtual keyboard hovering in front of her over her lap.

      “With all the guards and the gated fence around the complex,” Marci said. “I’m willing to bet they didn’t think they needed to spend as much on top-notch security systems inside.”

      “What makes you think so? This is a GEU impound facility, I’d think they would have tighter security than normal.”

      “You’d think, but they’re still a government agency and that means the construction and maintenance contracts go to the lowest bidder.”

      She tapped a few more times and exclaimed, “Aha!”

      Turning her tablet around, Kurt saw the large datapad display filled with a four-quadrant security camera view. Every few seconds the display shifted and showed different camera views inside a building somewhere.

      “Is that our warehouse?”

      “Unless there’s another impound warehouse facility around? Yes, that’s the complex down the road. I wasn’t able to access the live camera feed remotely but they are storing the backed-up footage from their cameras in a cloud storage system. Much easier to hack.”

      Kurt leaned over the tablet and watched the static screenshots scroll by until he spotted what he wanted. There was an ornate gold box the size of a small coffin that matched the description both Clara and Cat had given him. He pointed to the screen before it disappeared.

      Marci reached out to touch the smaller thumbnail image and it enlarged to fill the whole screen. Tapping on her holographic keyboard again, she nodded and smiled at Kurt.

      “That recording is only thirty-six hours old. It’s from the camera labeled ‘Warehouse 2, northeast corner, first floor’ so we get to the correct warehouse and you head for the northeast corner once you’re inside.”

      “Good, now let’s find the feed that shows aisle seven in the same building. I have a little detour to make.”

      “We’re getting two things out of the warehouse? I hope it’s not as big as the coffin thing.”

      “It’s not. Something Jonesey was expecting got intercepted by the GEU and held for quarantine or something. She wants us to expedite the delivery for her.”

      A big grin spread across Marci’s face. “How is Jonesey? I haven’t seen her in a while. I need to see her and get some of the charms on my gear updated and reinforced. Some of them are starting to fade.”

      “She’s well. She was heading out on a trip when I saw her and wouldn’t be back for a few days. I’m not sure she’ll be back when this whole mess is resolved.”

      “I’ll have to call Dad and have him get me on the schedule after this. She’s hard enough to pin down as it is. He says she’s getting busier and busier.”

      “Honestly, she’s also getting crazier and crazier. That elf hasn’t met a conspiracy theory she didn’t believe.”

      That got both of them laughing for a few seconds. Anyone who spent any time around Jonesey learned about her penchant for peddling the latest conspiracy theory to come along.

      Marci scrolled down the various video feeds in the queue and then tapped the screen again. “Here it is. Aisle seven is also along the north wall. According to the floor plan I found, it should be on your way from the loading dock on the western side of the building.”

      “Alrighty, then, time to get things done.” Kurt shut the van’s rear doors and started around to the driver’s side.

      “You should let me drive.”

      Kurt turned to face her. “Marci, this van is old school. It doesn’t have auto-pilot on it. Have you ever driven a totally manual vehicle before?”

      “There’s always the first time. Besides, putting me in the driver’s seat allows us to play the sympathy card on the gate guard. I’ll play the newbie trainee. You sit in the passenger seat and hold the clipboard.”

      Kurt hesitated. A lot was riding on this plan working.

      “Trust me. I can charm anyone. It’ll work.”

      He thought about it for a few seconds and decided it was as good an idea as his own lame idea to bribe the guard.

      “Jump in,” he said, handing her the keys.

      Kurt went and climbed in the passenger side of the van and the first thing he saw was Marci checking the loads in the magazine for the flechette pistol she’d found on his last job. He held out his hand. “Give me that. I thought I took that away from you? Do you have any idea what would happen to you, to us, if a police officer or a federal agent found you carrying military grade weaponry?”

      “No, what?”

      Kurt stumbled. It was meant to be a rhetorical question. “Not anything good, that’s what.”

      Marci’s shoulders slumped a little and she handed him the pistol. Kurt disengaged the charging pack that spun up the electromagnet used to propel the flechette darts.

      Sliding the battery pack into his pocket, he shoved the pistol into the pink backpack. He’d have to take his chances and wait to dispose of it later when they were well away from here. He didn’t want some kid stumbling on it if he just tossed it into a drainage ditch beside the road or into a dumpster.

      Kurt sat back and pointed out the windshield.

      “Let’s go. Turn that charm on, Marci. Let’s see what you got?”
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      The guard at the gate walked out of the small shelter beside the road and flagged them down as they approached the checkpoint. Kurt wondered how Marci was going to lead off the interaction and got a big surprise when he glanced her way and saw tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Heart-wracking sobs started coming from her as she put the window down and slowed the van to a stop.

      The tears threw the guard off right away. He looked past Marci at Kurt. Kurt just shrugged and circled his forefinger around the side of his head indicating she was crazy.

      The guard smiled and nodded, turning back to Marci.

      “Miss, are you alright? What’s wrong?”

      Marci took a deep shuddering breath between tiny squeaks of crying. “I’m sorry. I need this job so bad and I’ve been messing up all day. Now we’re running super late and I’ve still got all these boxes to deliver before nine o’clock.”

      She hooked her thumb over her shoulder to the stacked boxes in the back.

      The guard, who looked to be about her father’s age, maybe around fifty-five or sixty, leaned in and looked over the interior of the van. His lips pursed when he saw all they had stacked in there.

      Kurt decided it was time for him to play his part now that he knew where she was going with this little con job.

      “You told human resources you knew your way around the city and how to drive a manual van. It’s not my fault we spent half the day either lost or teaching you how to drive, little lady. This is going to be your first and last day on this job unless you get your act together. That includes shutting down the tears.”

      Kurt started to think he went too far, even though it was an act. Marci started crying harder and the tears flowed down to splash on the sheet of paper they’d printed with the address on it and a faked delivery name and destination in the complex. That was one of the weaknesses of the plan. They didn’t know anyone who worked in the warehouse so they just made up a generic manager name.

      “Let me see who this is meant for. Don’t cry, I’m sure we can work this out,” the guard said. “Hand me the delivery manifest.”

      Marci nodded and wiped the tears on the paper away with her fingers, smearing the ink and obscuring the name. “Oh, crap. I messed this up, too.”

      The sobbing returned as she handed him the smeared page.

      The guard took one look at it then at Kurt. They both shrugged at each other while Marci really poured it on.

      “Look, you’ve got the address right at least. The loading dock for warehouse two is around the west side. Back in and leave it there inside the door. There’s an unlocked closet right there for after-hours deliveries. It’ll get processed in the morning. Somebody will figure out who it belongs to and no one will know the difference.”

      “Really?” Marci whined, wiping away her tears, smearing her make up in the process.

      “Really,” the guard said, nodding. “Now, go in there and drop your package off. I’ll forget to log you into the system so no one will know it was you who dropped it off and no one will be able to complain. My daughter’s about your age and I can’t imagine what would happen to her in this situation.”

      Marci nodded her thanks, sniffling at her runny nose and pulled the van through the now open gate.

      Kurt had to admit, her performance impressed him. He pitied any guy she eventually ended up with. That dude was going to be wrapped around her overly dramatic little finger.

      Once they were away from the checkpoint and driving into the industrial park, Kurt gave a slow, measured golf clap. “How the hell did you do that? Real tears and everything. I’m impressed.”

      “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to convince someone I needed their help to get my way. How do you think I got daddy to let me attend that heavy weapons and ordinance course last year?”

      Kurt shook his head. “I am never having children. You are all way too manipulative. Just don’t try that kind of thing on me, I’m on to your tricks now.”

      “You’re on to one of my tricks,” Marci said with a sly grin. “The others you’ll never see coming if I want my way.”

      Kurt held up both forefingers, forming a cross facing in her direction. “Devil child!”

      Marci laughed and pulled the van around the warehouse marked as building two.

      The loading dock was precisely where they thought it would be and she backed the van up to the loading dock ramp.

      “You’re up,” Marci said. “I’ll be here waiting to help you load up on your way out.”

      Kurt cast a glamor spell to obscure his face from the building’s cameras just in case the looped video didn’t work. It would blur his appearance in any recording. It could be unraveled with enough time and resources but it would help in the short term if Jonesey’s backpack didn’t do the trick. He grabbed the pink backpack from the van and ran over to the loading dock entrance. There was a delivery drop-off room by the door just where the guard said it was. It had a chute to send packages down, leading inside.

      That was no good for him, though. He needed to get inside and open the main double doors to get the sarcophagus out to the van.

      Time to see if Jonesey’s gear was going to work. Her hybrid, magic-tech devices had never failed him before. With Clara’s life on the line, though, Kurt’s doubts surfaced. It irked him. He usually brimmed with self-confidence.

      If it was working, the magic infused into the backpack had already started the ten-minute video loop, so Kurt had to hurry.

      Pulling the Gen 1 iPod shell out, he slapped it to the wall next to the security keypad. The magnetized backing adhered right away to the warehouse wall. Kurt slowly rotated the click wheel until he felt a slight tick under his fingertip.

      Kurt pressed the button in the center of the wheel. Stopping, he looked and the first digit, a three, had been entered on the screen. From the size of the display, it looked like the keypad on the wall took a six-digit entry sequence.

      He repeated the steps five more times until he filled in the remaining digits in the entry code. The door’s magnetic lock clicked open as the last number appeared on the display.

      A quick glance at the screen gave him the lock sequence in case he needed it later.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      328398

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pulling open the door and slipping inside, Kurt scanned the hallway for any signs of an interior watchman. There had to be at least one and maybe more in a place like this. The GEU goons were a paranoid bunch.

      The hallway was clear and Kurt moved to the left towards the double automated doors in that direction. They swung open at his approach. According to the stored videos Marci accessed earlier, that was the entrance to the warehouse proper.

      Moving quickly, Kurt slipped through the open doors, heading for the floor to ceiling metal shelving lined with pallets of confiscated property stacked up to the roof. It was hard to believe they had taken this much stuff in the ten years since the incident opened all the gates here on Earth Prime.

      There were numbers painted on the floor at the end of each row of shelving and it didn’t take long to find aisle seven. It was the one before the final stack of shelves along the outer wall.

      Kurt moved down the shelving until he reached the location Jonesey gave him.

      He looked up, to the top of the shelf, high above him. Kurt shook his head. Nothing was ever easy.

      According to the location provided by the elf, the box was up there, at or near the top. He had to climb up there to get Jonesey’s secret box. He sure hoped it was worth delaying him from getting out of here.

      Resigned to what he had to do, Kurt shouldered the pink backpack and started climbing. It was hard work. The shelves were set up to be accessed by an automated system of forklift bots so there was no access ladder.

      Each of the shelves was a meter and a half above the one below it to allow for a standard pallet to be inserted in the slots on each one. Kurt had to pull himself up to each shelf, pushing off with his feet against the crates and boxes on the pallets on the shelf below.

      He finally pulled himself up to the last shelf and spotted Jonesey’s box sitting in a stack amidst others of a similar size and shape secured to a pallet. Everything was wrapped with clear plastic sheeting like the plastic wrap used for food storage. Slipping out his pocket knife, he thumbed open the blade, extending it fully with a flick of his wrist.

      Slicing through the plastic sheeting holding the stack to the pallet, Kurt slid the ornate wooden box from between the other boxes. The box was still sealed and Jonesey’s glowing initial flashed on the top when he touched it.

      He took it as a warning to leave the seal alone. Kurt wasn’t tempted. The box was surely warded. Besides, Jonesey’s business was hers and hers alone. He took off the backpack and slipped the box inside next to Marci’s confiscated pistol and the remaining gear for the primary mission.

      He checked his watch. The timer he’d set up was down to three minutes remaining in his first ten-minute video loop. It was going to be tight getting out of here.

      Kurt started to climb down then froze as the sound of an idle whistle sounded below. Whoever it was, they were making a poor attempt at reproducing the tune of a recent pop song.

      Hanging by his fingertips from the shelf above, having descended halfway to the floor, Kurt looked down.

      A security guard wandered down the aisle, shining his flashlight from side to side but not really looking for anything that Kurt could see. The guy looked bored and Kurt hated to ruin his night. It was too bad he needed to get rid of this variable in the job.

      Waiting until the guard passed just below him, Kurt dropped the remaining five meters down, landing atop the hapless guard. Kurt pulled out his baton while he dropped. He knelt atop the prone guard and pressed the collapsed tip against the side of the guy’s head and thumbed the button.

      The guard spasmed once and then lay still. Kurt pulled the small radio from the guy’s belt and slid the unconscious body under the shelf to hide it in the shadows there. He’d wake up in an hour or so with no memory of how he came to be there.

      A chirp in his ear over his comm chip and then he heard Marci over his personal channel.

      “That was awesome. The guy never saw it coming.”

      “How did you see that?” Kurt whispered.

      “I was bored so I climbed up to the camera here in the loading dock and hacked into the system. Don’t worry, the video loop is still playing on the guard monitors as far as I can tell.”

      Kurt started down the aisle towards his final objective.

      “Since you’re in there, check the cameras ahead of me and tell me if you see anyone else wandering about.”

      “Got it. This is going great. You know, if you were the superstitious type, you could say it was almost going too well.”

      Kurt cringed. He never used to be superstitious but with magic everywhere nowadays, coupled with the strange things he’d encountered during his deliveries, he’d developed a healthy respect for the jinx.

      “Don’t say that again, alright, Marci?”

      “Why? All I said was—”

      “Please, don’t say it. You never know when a plan can go south. Saying that just tempts fate.”

      “Come on, Kurt, what could possibly go wrong.”

      Kurt turned the corner at the end of the aisle and stopped. He should be directly in front of the special holding area and the waiting sarcophagus.

      The holding area was there. The warding runes were there, too, painted all around a large square on the floor. A three-meter-tall chainlink fence boxed off the special storage pen.

      There were six boxes inside the secure area. None of them was the sarcophagus. None of the crates he saw were big enough to contain it either.

      “See what I mean, Marci. You jinxed me.”

      “I had nothing to do with that. They must have moved it. Give me a second to check.”

      “Hurry up, we just used up the first ten minutes of the video loop.”

      Kurt slid back into the shadows at the base of the floor to ceiling row of shelves behind him. He listened and watched, conscious of every second that ticked by.

      Finally, Marci’s voice came through his earpiece. “I found it.”

      “Excellent, where is it?”

      He waited, but there was no response. Instead, he heard another voice over the comm link.

      “Get out of the van with your hands up.”
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      The signal cut off and Kurt spun around to head back towards the loading dock. His worry drove him and he picked up speed with every step until he moved at a full sprint. If Marci got nabbed here breaking into a federal facility, Trent would probably kill him.

      The warehouse was huge, though. It took him too many long, painful seconds to run from where he started in the northeast corner all the way back to the loading dock.

      Kurt slowed when he got to the hallway at the loading dock entrance and checked around the corner.

      Seeing it was clear, he started towards the large double steel doors leading back outside at a dead run. Unclipping the stun baton from his belt, Kurt hit the doors with his shoulder, swinging them both wide.

      He crouched and searched for a target, then relaxed and stood up.

      Marci stood beside the van’s driver’s door. At her feet, two unconscious, uniformed security guards lay in a compromising position, one atop the other, each facing in opposite directions. She’d posed them with their faces in the other’s crotch.

      Marci turned towards the doors as Kurt bolted through them. She seemed pretty pleased with her security guard sculpture. “What are you doing here? I’ve got this. Go get the sarcophagus.”

      “I thought you needed help.”

      “Does it look like I need help? Go.” She pointed back into the warehouse.

      Kurt turned and collapsed the baton and returned it to his belt. One of these days, she was going to get herself into a mess she couldn’t get herself out of. While he wanted to be there to see it, along with the look on her usually smug face, he knew if he were there when it happened, he’d have to be the one to figure out her rescue.

      Marci said the sarcophagus had been moved to a room near the loading dock, one that had a time lock. He started back down the corridor towards the warehouse. Kurt spotted the one it had to be right away.

      The panel beside the steel door had a large timer display showing the current time of day on top of the keypad. Knowing it probably wouldn’t work, he tried tapping the same code from the loading dock door anyway.
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      The display flashed red once and then the current time was replaced with a countdown clock for a few seconds. The countdown showed eleven hours and twelve minutes remaining. That would be about seven in the morning.

      Kurt couldn’t wait until seven AM. That was likely the time the day staff arrived and he planned on being long gone by then.

      “Marci,” Kurt said activating his internal chip. “Are you back on comms?”

      “I’m here.”

      “I found the room with the time lock. It says it’s got over eleven hours until it can be accessed. Any luck hacking in from there?”

      “No, I was trying the last hack I could think of when I was interrupted by the two guards.” She paused for a few seconds before continuing. “There is something I could try, but I’ve never done it to anything but a gate portal. Hold on. I’ll be right there.”

      Kurt checked the time remaining on the video loop. Even though the guards had seen Marci, the video loop made it so their actions and faces wouldn’t be available for anyone to run recognition programs on them.  His magical glamor was still in place, too. Anyone who saw him over a video camera right now would see a bald, pudgy guy in a delivery uniform.

      Marci would be exposed though when it all went out the window as the video loop reset in five minutes. They had to be out of the loading dock before then.

      Marci raced into the corridor from outside and skidded to a stop in front of the door.

      “You should stand back. I have no idea if this will work, but I’m sure the side effects are not good for living tissue.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m able to use a combination of magic and astrophysics to convince closed gates running on a chronological cycle that it’s time to open again. I do this by altering the timeline in a small area. In theory, I should be able to convince this dumb lock to think it’s already morning, at least temporarily.”

      “What if you’re wrong?”

      “It could fuse the lock timer, making it think that time has stopped. In that case, it will never open and whoever needs inside will have to cut their way through the door.”

      Kurt took a step back to give her some room and gestured to the door. “Go ahead then. I’ll be right over here. Remember we don’t have much time and that thing is heavy.”

      Marci used her finger and began tracing a glittering, golden trail around the timer box on the wall. She muttered something under her breath, repeating a chant over and over again. Kurt couldn’t make out what language it was.

      While he possessed some magical ability and could cast a few spells, Marci worked on a whole different level. Her background and education gave her the ability to both work powerful magic while understanding the universal physics that governed it. It was a combination few if any mages had.

      Knowing he needed to be ready to move the sarcophagus, Kurt opened the pink backpack. Jonesey had given him three other items to use getting the sarcophagus out of the impound. One they wouldn’t need. It was a magical dampening field device. It would have neutralized the magical wards in the interior holding area.

      Since they didn’t have to bypass those wards inside the warehouse anymore, that device wasn’t needed.

      The other two devices looked like a pair of five-centimeter diameter steel pipes, bent at each end to form a C-shape. Each of them was about thirty centimeters long. The flat open ends of the pipe were all capped with a circular plug that showed a flat section of circuit board, all soldered firmly into place. A wired toggle switch was taped to the curve at one end of each pipe handle with a single strip of duct tape.

      Pulling the two handles out, Kurt zipped up the pink backpack and slipped it onto his back again.

      Glowing golden runes covered the wall around the time lock when he looked back at his partner’s handiwork. Marci stopped scribing what must be the last of the characters and stepped back from her handiwork.

      “Here goes nothing.” She glanced at Kurt. “It’s just another gate, right?”

      “Do it. We’re running out of time.”

      Marci turned back to face the door, extended her right hand, palm outward, and said, “Tempos.”

      A blinding flash of white light left Kurt blinking away purple spots in front of his eyes. He rubbed his eyes for a few seconds and then blinked until he cleared his vision.

      The door to the storage room had swung open, the timer on the lock’s display now flashed zero hours, zero minutes.

      “Come on, Kurt. The lock is only temporarily out of this time cycle. Everything will reset in a few minutes and we need to have the door closed and locked again by then or the alarm will sound.”

      “That’s about how much time we have left on the video loop, too.” He ran past her into the five-meter square storage closet. The only thing in the room was the sarcophagus, sitting in the center of the room on a wooden pallet.

      “Take this and get on the other side.” Kurt handed Marci one of the pipe handles.

      “What is it?”

      “One of Jonesey’s magic-tech hybrid devices. It’s supposed to suspend gravitational fields between the two handles once they’re toggled on. They have to be switched on simultaneously or else she said something bad would happen.”

      “Bad, how?”

      “No idea. You’ll have to ask her. Let’s countdown together from three to make sure we don’t find out. We’ll flip the toggle switches after one.”

      “Got it.”

      Kurt pressed the flat circuit boards on the open ends of the handles against the side of the sarcophagus and met Marci’s eyes.

      She nodded.

      He put his thumb on the toggle switch saying, “Three, Two, One, Go.”

      As soon as he flipped the toggle, the handle adhered to the side of the carved wood and metal of the golden sarcophagus. A soft hum filled the room and the sarcophagus lifted up from the pallet a few centimeters.

      “That’s so cool,” Marci remarked, awe tinging her tone. “I’ve really got to make an effort to spend more time with Jonesey and pick her brain. There are a few ideas I have she might be able to help me with.”

      “It can wait. We’ve got about sixty seconds to get this into the van and start driving away.”

      Together, they slid the sarcophagus through the air until they were past the door. It was weightless, but not massless, so it took some muscle to change directions or drag it to a stop.

      Marci slid the door shut behind them as they turned to start down the hallway. She waved a hand over the glowing runes and sigils around the timer panel.

      A loud click sounded as the magical characters faded away and the display briefly showed the regular countdown clock before returning to the correct time again.

      Marci turned and started down the corridor with him, helping pull the load. They both grunted with the effort to steer it.

      Kurt checked his own countdown timer, set to the video loop. Thirty seconds remained by his estimate.

      Marci winced at the effort of slowing the heavy object and jumped down from the loading dock to open the back doors of the van.

      Kurt jumped down to join her and together they pulled the sarcophagus across the gap and into the back of the van. They pressed their load down to the floor and their eyes met. With a joint nod and another countdown, they both flipped the toggles on the handles again.

      The pipes popped free with a click and the back of the van settled a little on its suspension as it registered the sudden load of its new cargo.

      Kurt slipped off the backpack, pulled the doors closed from the inside, and climbed up into the passenger seat from the back of the van.  Marci was already in the driver’s seat, gunning the engine to life.

      As Kurt settled into his seat and slipped on his seat belt, she drove the van up the loading dock ramp and pulled onto the access road between the warehouses, heading back for the main gate.

      For a moment, Kurt feared the guard at the entrance had been alerted. The reinforced gate across the complex’s entrance was closed. It would stop their light van without a problem. There was no way they could break through.

      He let out a sigh of relief when the guard walked out of the small building by the entrance, waved and pressed a button on the wall. The gate slid back and they drove through without stopping and headed out into the night.

      Marci blew the guard a kiss as she accelerated away, laughing with delight.

      Kurt had to admit, the relief from the tension he felt in the warehouse felt pretty good and he let a smile play across his face, as well. They’d run that heist pretty close to the edge.

      He took a calming breath after allowing himself a short internal celebration at a job well done. There was still a lot to do, including locating and then navigating an unregistered gate tonight, but part one of their plan was complete.
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      Marci drove the van up onto the state highway, driving east until they reached the exit for the rental lot where they’d leased the vehicle. It was well after hours and the office was closed but she parked the van next to a line of other ones just like it while Kurt backed his SUV up to the rear of the van.

      “Drop the keys in the slot by the door, Marci. I’ll start moving our stuff over to my truck.”

      She nodded and jogged over to the small office trailer at the far end of the rental lot. Kurt finished moving their personal bags and clothing and waited for her return to lift and slide the sarcophagus over into the SUV’s rear cargo area. With the rear seats collapsed flat, there was plenty of room.

      As they settled the sarcophagus to the floor of the SUV, Marci pointed at the rear of the van. It was still full of empty boxes, stacked against the walls.

      “Should we clean those out?”

      “Nope.” Kurt shook his head. “I paid the extra cleanup fee up front. I’m sure investigators will eventually show up here looking to see if we rented the van from this location. Let them try and decipher the riddle of the empty boxes and faked address labels. It’s better if we get on the road before someone recalls seeing my vehicle here.”

      “Alright. I’ll go disconnect the jammer we installed on the lot’s video cameras and meet you on the corner.”

      Kurt smiled. He liked working with Marci most of the time. She could be a little trigger happy sometimes, but she had an attention to detail that paid off on operations like this one.

      She jogged across the lot to the wooden light pole along the street. It served to carry the electric lines to the building. It also had the sole security camera for the whole parking lot mounted on it. Reaching up as high as she could on tip-toes, she removed an unremarkable black box about the size of a deck of cards. Its tiny but powerful, electro-magnet had jammed the on-site video cameras as they pulled into the lot. She’d planted it before they drove onto the lot to rent the van.

      Anyone who checked the video logs would see nothing but static during their time on the rental lot.

      Kurt waited farther up the street at the corner next to the local National Guard Armory building, watching her approach the passenger side of the van. He had to admit, she looked good, even in the standard delivery gal uniform they’d bought. If she weren’t Trent’s daughter—.

      Kurt shut down that line of thought as soon as it started. He’d known Marci too long to start thinking about her that way. He remembered when she still had braces on her teeth.

      She climbed in and pointed to the National Guard Armory across the street. “I don’t suppose you’d wait until I broke into the armory over there to get some additional supplies?”

      “I don’t know about you, but I try to limit myself to breaking into only one federal facility a day. Besides, you don’t need any more tactical gear for this job. You’re coming along only far enough to see if I need help opening the gate and ferrying the sarcophagus through it. After that, you’re taking my SUV back to Baltimore.”

      “How are you going to move that thing by yourself once you’re on the other side, Kurt? It weighs a ton and you can’t operate the handles Jonesey gave you alone.”

      “My contact is supposed to meet me on the other side. I’ll have help to move it then.”

      “You go in there alone, what’s to stop them from taking it, keeping Clara, and killing you?”

      “Hey, this is my job, remember? This isn’t my first time on one of these sketchy delivery missions. I’ve got this.”

      “Regardless, I still need to change. We’ll pull over at the first rest stop on the way west to the coordinates they gave you. I feel naked without my basic tactical rig.”

      Kurt knew better than to argue with a woman about her outfits. If she wanted to change into her tac gear, he wasn’t going to tell her no. It didn’t change anything. She wasn’t crossing through the gate with him unless absolutely necessary. This was his problem and he’d take care of it alone.

      They headed west on the state highway, keeping off the interstate. About a half hour later, they reached an old truck stop to use the bathroom and for Marci to change.

      Most of these combination service stations and convenience stores on the interstate routes had shut down with the advent of full automation of the long-haul trucking industry. There were no more truckers on those major highways to stop and use the services any longer.

      There were still a few to be found, though, on the smaller, regional roads used by local trucking firms. They still had human drivers. This truck stop was in pretty bad shape on the outside and Kurt didn’t want to think about how gross the restroom was.

      Marci, apparently, didn’t have those same reservations. As soon as he parked the SUV, she grabbed her black backpack from behind her seat and jumped out to go change. Kurt decided to plug into the high voltage charger at the parking space by the main entrance. He’d top off the SUV’s charge for fifteen minutes or so while he looked around the store and got some food for him and Marci.

      Once inside, he was surprised with how well kept the place was. The outside might look like crap. However, the owners had everything neat and tidy inside and the food prep and coffee areas were spotless.

      Changing his mind about getting changed here, Kurt went back out and fetched his own duffle bag. He went back inside and asked the clerk about the way to the restrooms. She was a cute and obviously pregnant blonde girl of about twenty or so.

      “Sure, Mister. It’s over there in the back corner. There’s a hallway that goes back to where the bathrooms are. The showers are back there, too, if you need one. They’re clean, I promise. I did them myself just an hour or so ago.”

      “I don’t need one now, but I’ll keep that in mind for the next time,” Kurt glanced at her name badge. “Thanks, Chrissy. Hey, can you make up a few chili dogs with cheese for my friend and me? I’ll be out in a sec to pay for them.”

      “Sure thing, mister. Do you want chopped onions? They’re local and they’re sweet and fresh.”

      “That would be great. Thanks!”

      Kurt reminded himself to not judge a book by its cover. This place was way better than the exterior showed on initial impression.

      The men’s restroom was also pretty clean, not too surprising after what he’d seen outside. Kurt decided to not only change his clothes but wash up, too, using the sink. He swiped his credit chip in a wall cabinet and a warm, fluffy towel slid out for him to dry off his face and arms.

      A few minutes later, Kurt left the restroom feeling a hundred percent better than he did when he went in. He chuckled when he caught himself humming a tune as he walked out into the hallway leading back into the shopping area.

      The sounds of shouting caught his attention immediately. The humming stopped as his situational awareness and tactical training kicked in.

      “Open the damn safe. I want all the sweet stuff you’ve got in there, now!”

      The demand was followed by a scream, then crying and some unintelligible words. Chrissy sounded like she was having a hard time complying with the order.

      Kurt crouched and moved up to the corner to peek around and assess the situation.

      A tap on his back spun him around with his baton in hand, ready to strike.

      He relaxed when he saw it was just Marci.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “The place is getting robbed. I really don’t want to get involved. If we do, the police are going to want to question us and I don’t need the headache or the delay. Plus it will log us into the system and may alert someone at GEU about our whereabouts.”

      “We can’t let that girl get hurt, though, right? She’s pregnant for God’s sake.”

      Kurt agreed with Marci. He didn’t want to get involved but he wouldn’t turn his back on the girl behind the counter in this situation. This was probably some local junkie trying to score enough cash to pay for a fix. That was good news and bad news. Whoever it was probably didn’t have any tactical training. The downside was junkies could be unpredictable at best.

      Marci was in her black tactical pants and a black t-shirt. A holstered semi-automatic rode on her hip. She had a hand resting on it, ready to draw.

      Many people went about armed these days after a few of the early gates opened into less than peaceful worlds after the Incident ten years before. These other worlds came with some pretty terrifying monsters inside. Unfortunately, a good many of the beasts made the transit to Earth Prime before those gates could be bottled up to stop transit.

      Because of these gate incursions around the world, there were still a lot of strange things roaming the backcountry and most people in the rural areas of the U.S. went around armed in some way.

      The shouting up by the counter had started up again along with more whimpering cries from Chrissy behind the counter.

      “Marci, you move around to the left side of the store by the soda machines. I’ll go right and sneak up behind him. When I make my move, get to the clerk and take her out of there to somewhere safe.”

      She nodded and started to move into position. Kurt stopped her. “And Marci, try not to kill anyone. It would be nice if we could leave the place without involving the police.”

      “Got it, I’ll try and just shoot the asshole’s balls off so he can’t reproduce.” Marci fixed him with a vicious grin.

      Kurt shook his head. She had few inhibitions about doing violence and he couldn’t tell if she was joking or not. He hoped she’d heard him.

      Moving right while Marci headed left, Kurt reached the last row of shelves, this one containing streaming video chips you could purchase to make the long drives easier. They allowed you to access new release holovids in your car while traveling.

      Peeking around the shelf. Kurt saw a tall, lanky kid who wore ratty blue jeans and a dirty white t-shirt with a football team logo on the back. He had a buzz cut and a five-centimeter tall mohawk running down the center of his head.

      No, check that.

      It wasn’t a mohawk, it was a crest of spikes growing out of his skull. This guy wasn’t human, and something the robber said earlier clicked.

      He’d asked for the sweet stuff. This guy was a Juicer. There was a world gate that had opened in western Virginia. The people there were from a world that had nearly been destroyed by a vast planet-wide war. As soon as that world’s residents saw how lush and peaceful Earth Prime was, refugees poured through seeking anyplace safe to go after the gate opened.

      Some of the refugees discovered an affinity for artificial sweeteners. It affected them like cocaine did and they quickly became addicted. Called Juicers by most people on the east coast, they could be a lot of trouble. The sweetener caused them to become like a human on PCP and they could be hard to stop.

      Most stores kept their artificial sweeteners behind the counter, locked up nowadays to discourage shoplifting and other thefts.

      Kurt couldn’t see the guy’s face but he suspected he’d see a wide-eyed, crazed junkie juicer judging from the fidgety way the guy carried himself.

      The guy had a rusty, old revolver in his right hand and he waved it around, pointing it over the counter and sweeping it back and forth. Chrissy was nowhere in sight but Kurt could hear her crying. She must be crouched, hiding behind the counter.

      Kurt didn’t think the old gun was in good working order, but you could never be sure. He pulled out his stun baton and prepared to charge at the guy and try to disarm him.

      He never got the chance.

      “Freeze you juiced-up scumbag. Put that gun down or I’ll blow your slimy alien brains all over the wall.”

      Damn! Marci had decided to take things into her own hands.

      “You freeze yourself, lady. Where’d you come from anyway?”

      “Never mind about that. I won’t warn you again. Drop it or die.”

      “Don’t even think about it. If you come any closer, I’ll splatter this pregnant chickie’s brains all over that wall. Better yet, maybe I’ll just shoot her in the belly and kill her and the kid in one shot.”

      This was going from bad to worse. Damn it, why didn’t Marci wait for him to make his move?

      Kurt turned the corner, deploying the baton with a flick of his wrist, feeling the vibration in his hand as it hummed to life.

      Pulling his hand back he whipped his arm forward and let the baton fly.

      Kurt didn’t wait for the baton to connect. He raced right after it.

      The kid must’ve seen something out of the corner of his eye because he turned at the last instant to face Kurt charging at him.

      His eyes met Kurt’s, pupils dilated despite the bright lights overhead. He reached up with one hand, using the unnaturally fast reflexes his addiction gave him and batted the baton aside. The kid then brought his revolver around with the same hyped-up speed to point it at Kurt.

      At the same instant the revolver swung around to aim at Kurt, Marci’s hollow point slugs ripped into the robber’s chest, throwing him back against a rack of potato chips.

      “No!” Kurt shouted, watching the kid fall to the ground clutching at his chest.

      Raising his hand, palm outward, Kurt called the baton back. It flew straight and true back to his hand.

      Marci ran forward, her pistol extended in a textbook two-handed grip, covering the downed robber.

      “You alright, Kurt? I heard you shout.”

      “I was shouting ‘NO’ to you. We could’ve taken him alive.

      Returning the baton to his belt, Kurt knelt by the would-be robber. He searched for signs of life but found nothing to indicate the kid survived the bullet wounds in his chest.

      Despite not being human, most bipedal aliens had vital organs in their torsos making them vulnerable to the same sort of killing attacks that took out humans. That was true for the Rankar, the name these aliens gave themselves. Kurt thought he’d heard somewhere that it meant “lost ones” in their tongue.

      Chrissy peeked over the counter, her tears causing her mascara to run and leave trails down her cheeks. She looked at the robber lying on the floor in a pool of dark red blood and then at Kurt kneeling over him. “Is he dead?”

      “I’m afraid so. Was he after your stash of sweetener?

      “Yes,” Chrissy replied. “I’ve seen him in here before but he’s never caused any trouble, at least not like this.”

      Marci snorted a derisive laugh. “Juicers can’t be coddled, Kurt. There’s no known cure once they get on the stuff. Most of them end up dead or in a lockup.”

      Kurt ignored his companion. He’d deal with her xenophobic issues later.  He focused on Chrissy to make sure she was alright.

      “You have many of the Rankar around here?

      “Yeah, they showed up soon after the Incident. Came wandering down out of the hills north of here a few months after it happened. My mom said they’d come all the way from somewhere in the western part of Virginia. A few of them caused a bit of trouble with some petty thefts and stealing livestock from farmers. The local folks killed a few of them, catching them in the act of their thievery and that’s when a delegation appeared at the courthouse asking for a place to call their own.”

      “I would’ve told them to keep going,” Marci snorted in a derisive tone.

      Chrissy shrugged. “My momma said they were fleeing a war on their world. They didn’t know the rules here and were just trying to survive. Our commissioners worked with some local farmers to find them some land. The refugees were settled nearby and started doing random jobs around the area. Most of them are pretty nice folks, but a few got hooked on the sweeteners and they get pretty out of control. The sheriff’s deputies usually have to shoot them like you did.”

      Kurt stood up, shaking his head. “We didn’t want to kill him.”

      “Don’t feel bad, mister,” Chrissy said. “I was trying to reach for my own pistol when your friend here shot him. I was going to just open the safe for him until he threatened my baby. I’m not gonna let some juicer do that to me.”

      The store clerk raised her hand from behind the counter, revealing a semi-automatic pistol similar to the one Marci carried.

      “Chrissy, you want to do us a favor?”

      “You saved my life, and my baby’s, too. Name it.”

      “We don’t have the time to deal with police encounters right now. Can you and my friend trade pistols and you can get the credit for shooting this guy, while we go ahead and get out of here?”

      “Hey, I’m not trading my gun—”

      “Quiet, Marci. We are in this mess because you shot this guy. You know we need to keep moving and why. It was a legit shooting but we’ll still get tied up with the police for at least a few hours. Give her your gun.”

      Chrissy had already laid her pistol on the counter followed by two spare magazines. It looked like she’d taken good care of it. It was a nine millimeter just like Marci’s.

      Marci laid hers on the counter next to it, along with the two spare magazines from her belt.

      “Nice gun,” Chrissy said. “A lot nicer than mine.”

      “Yes, it is. Make sure you take good care of it.”

      “I will. If you ever come back this way, we can trade back. I wouldn’t blame you.”

      “We’re not coming back,” Kurt said.

      “He’s right,” Marci said, giving her new weapon a quick check before holstering it and slipping the magazines into their holders on her tactical belt. “Enjoy the pistol. It’s almost brand new. Consider it a shower gift for the baby.”

      Chrissy picked up the new gun and checked it over with an expert’s eye to the details. Kurt approved. It also meant the pistol Marci received in trade was probably well cared for.

      “We should go,” Kurt said. “I don’t suppose you can scrub the cameras for us?”

      “Don’t worry about them. The security system is broke, hasn’t worked in years. They’re just for show, now.”

      “Even better.”

      “Hey, do you still want your chili cheese dogs?”

      Kurt started to answer but Marci cut him off.

      “Yes. you can consider it covered in the gun trade.”

      Chrissy shrugged and then nodded. She turned and handed over the two wrapped up hot dogs along with a pile of extra napkins.

      “You’ll need these. They’re as messy as they are delicious.”

      Kurt smiled and waved goodbye, sidestepping the corpse and the pool of blood, holding the door open for Marci and then following her out to their SUV. They needed to scoot before anyone else showed up.

      Chrissy was already on her phone, hopefully sticking to the story they’d arranged with her. There was nothing to be done about it. She either covered for them or she did not. If all went according to plan, he’d be gone through the portal and Marci on her way back to Baltimore before any of the local authorities came looking for them.
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      Much had happened in the ten years since the incident on New Year’s Eve 2050 when the Newton’s Gate experiment catastrophically failed and brought all the gates into existence allowing travel between Earth Prime and not only thousands of planets but also other dimensions, and alternate Earth timelines. In the time since, most of the gates had been cataloged by the world’s governments.

      Most, but not all.

      New gates were still discovered from time to time either on Earth or in the near space part of the Solar System. Most countries required these newly discovered portals between worlds to be reported by local residents. They had to be catalogued and assessed for safety and threats to the local population, the country, and to Earth in general.

      The coordinates provided to Kurt fifty kilometers northwest of Atlanta were not in his recently updated national database which put this crossing under the category of an undocumented gate. As such, it was highly illegal to trade or transport goods and people back and forth through it.

      He was surprised the locals hadn’t called and reported this gate when it first opened. They had to have seen the cat-eyed people from the gate coming through the area since it was created.

      Kurt decided he’d have to file that one away as something to be pondered later. For now, he had to focus on getting Clara back.

      Marci was quiet in the passenger seat. She’d just finished field stripping and reassembling the new pistol for the third time. She slid the magazine home once more and holstered it.

      “It looks like she took pretty good care of her gun, Marci. I know it’s not as nice as the one as you’re used to, but after disassembling it three times and putting it back together again, I would figure it would have passed your standards by now.”

      “I’m not sure I’m talking to you.”

      “What?” Kurt asked. “Are you mad about what I said to you back at the truck stop?”

      “You’ve got to stop treating me like a little girl, Kurt. I’m not the kid you watched grow up anymore. I’m a grown woman and enough of an adult to know that I was perfectly justified in dropping that guy back there. I didn’t know if you’d thrown your little stick or not. All I saw was when he turned and aimed his gun at you.”

      “I know, Marci. It’s just I have seen enough killing in my day to last a lifetime. I don’t need to see any more people, humans or aliens, die. It’s why I opt to use the stun baton over going around armed with a conventional sidearm.”

      Marci’s expression softened. “I can’t imagine what it was like being in the army right after the Incident. So many small wars and horrific battles popped up around the world, not to mention what we were dealing with here at home in the U.S. with our own gates.”

      “Your dad and I were in the thick of it for a long time. It was a time of desperate survival and sometimes initiating wholesale slaughter just to stay alive. It left an impression on both of us. I just want you to remember that.”

      “I’m not going to apologize for saving your life if that’s what you’re looking for.”

      “It’s not,” Kurt said, letting out a long sigh. “Let’s just drop it.” She wasn’t going to understand where he was coming from, and to be honest, he didn’t want her to ever reach the point of bloodlust he’d nearly succumbed to just before he mustered out.

      His superiors had tried to keep him in. They offered him so many incentives and bonuses that he was really tempted at the time. In the end, he decided it was too great a risk. He almost lost his sense of humanity. The last mission with Trent and the team in Bolivia had been the clincher.

      The shaman from a nearby tribe who’d helped heal up the survivors of Kurt’s team had insisted on anointing each member of the team with the blood of those demon things they’d killed while plugging up the portal. They’d allowed what they thought was a harmless ritual as a thanks for his help with their wounded.

      Something in their human blood reacted with the demon blood. The special ops team blacked out within minutes of the ceremony. When they came out of the demon-blood induced stupor, Kurt and the others discovered they’d killed everyone in the village, man, woman, and child.

      Trent and the other handlers from the U.S. Embassy who came to extract them covered up the whole thing. The official story the PR team released said the demons had killed the villagers and the American soldiers later killed the demons. The special ops team was absolved of any responsibility in light of the involvement of the shaman’s magic coupled with the demon blood.

      When Kurt came out of the bloodlust with his team, he had the sudden realization that the aliens and demons he’d killed in his career were just people who looked different, just ordinary folks who’d come from another world. He saw most of the conflicts as mistakes of communication.

      He wasn’t naive enough to say all the incursions from other worlds were benign. For the most part, though, the various races on the other side of the gates moved to Earth with their families seeking a better place than the hell-hole they came from. Instead, some of them encountered the demons on this side of the gates. That’s what some men could become when afraid of the unknown. Many people and families were wiped out because of a misunderstanding.

      It turned out Trent had seen enough that trip, too. He decided, along with Kurt, that they’d both seen and done enough on behalf of their government to last a lifetime. He submitted his resignation to his superiors at the same time Kurt did.

      Most of the special ops team stayed in, though. They liked the power the shaman’s mistaken spell now gave them whenever they spilled blood. They were willing to trade the blackouts in exchange for the killing machines they became when under the bloodlust.

      Kurt was not. Which was why he’d gotten Jonesey to come up with the stun baton in the first place. It allowed him to defend himself without drawing blood. As long as any blood spilled nearby wasn’t done by his hand, he could hold off the bloodlust, most of the time.

      A chime on his navigation system went off. They had reached the place where they turned off the old highway and Kurt slowed to a stop with his lights shining on a dirt road leading off into the woods.

      Cat had said his cat-eyed people came through a gate in the hills. He supposed this worn track led up to the gate somewhere in the wooded mountains nearby.

      “Looks pretty creepy,” Marci commented. “Maybe we should wait until it’s light out.”

      “No, that gives any cops or feds who might be looking for us more of a chance to catch up. We need to find this gate and unload the cargo. Just tune your portal senses long enough to help me find it, then you can take the truck back home and wait for me to return.”

      “I told you. I’m going with you, Kurt. You’re not going to shake me off that easily. If you’re going in tonight, I’m going with you.”

      Kurt shook his head. He didn’t have time to argue with her. Clara was waiting for him to deliver the cargo and free her. That took precedence.

      Turning onto the dirt road, they headed up the winding track into the woods until they were well into the forest. The dirt road ended in a clearing and Kurt was surprised to see a collection of old, ramshackle house trailers jutting out from between the trees.

      As he pulled up, several figures emerged from the trailers and stood watching him, shielding their eyes.

      “Is the gate close by?” Kurt asked Marci while watching the approaching figures from inside the SUV.

      “It’s not too far. Maybe a kilometer, maybe a little less. It’s off that way, over the ridge behind this trailer park.”

      “Let’s see if these people know where it is.” Kurt shut off the SUV, powering down the systems, and got out, slowly.

      “Hello, my name is Kurt. May I ask who is in charge around here?”

      One of the figures stepped forward. It was a large, heavyset woman. As she got closer, Kurt spotted the reflection of her strange vertical pupils reflecting the light from his headlights.

      “You with the government?”

      “No, not at all.”

      “You drive a government truck,” she said pointing at the black SUV.

      “Lots of people drive black cars. We’re not from the government. We are travelers with a delivery that must go to people with eyes like yours. We seek the gate near here.”

      The woman shook her head. “You don’t want to go there. Warlords fight over the scraps of our world. We fled after centuries of conflict. If you go through, they will likely kill you as soon as they see you. That is why we came here. It was the only way to be safe.”

      “I hear what you’re saying, but others of your kind came and took someone I care about through the gateway. Now they require me to deliver something to them in exchange for her life. I must do what I can to save her.”

      “What is this thing you must deliver through the portal?”

      “It is a gold sarcophagus. I am not sure what it’s significance is to your world, but it is something they want in exchange for my ex-wife.”

      “Let me see this sarcophagus.”

      Kurt took the woman to the rear of the SUV and put the lift gate up as he stood back and pointed. She walked over and looked inside.

      “Strange, it looks a lot like a relic described in a few of the oldest sacred texts from my world.”

      “I am not sure how that could be. Before the time when all of the gates opened, there is only limited evidence of any gates or portals being opened between Earth and other worlds. This supposedly comes from another place entirely. It is unlikely there is any relation to the relic you speak of.”

      “And yet, here you are with a golden sarcophagus very similar to the one described in my world.”

      “Can you tell me what the significance of this relic has to your people?”

      “I can, but it will take time. Come with me. Bring your mate and we will go to my home and sit and discuss why it is someone might need this relic. It is supposed to be very powerful. I am concerned why a person from my world needs it brought through the gate.”

      Marci got out and Kurt closed and locked the SUV. Then he and Marci followed the woman to one of the house trailers. While the steps leading up to the outside of the mobile home were worn and broken in places, once they arrived inside, they found a quaint, clean home.

      “Please, have a seat. I will make some tea. Do you like tea?”

      “Tea would be nice.,” Marci said.

      “Excellent. I will get the kettle on. I’m sorry, I did not expect guests this evening. It is so late after all. I’m curious to find out what it is you are running from?”

      “What makes you think we are running from something?” Kurt said.

      “Oh, you have the look about you. It’s none of my business and I don’t care who you’re running from unless of course, they intend to harm to me or the people I live with.”

      “I don’t think they will cause you any harm should they track us to this point,” Kurt said. “They are local and federal authorities. If they come here, they might have questions about where we went. That is all. Just tell them the truth. They can come after us if they want to.”

      “I’d rather not have any human authorities poking around in our small community here. We have eluded their efforts to register us so far. Human friends in the local community have helped cover for our presence here. We’d like to keep it that way.”

      “I don’t think they are going to follow us here,” Marci said. “We covered our tracks pretty well.”

      The woman nodded and went into her tiny kitchen. Marci and Kurt sat in silence for a few minutes while the woman puttered around getting out mugs for the tea and waiting for the kettle to boil. She must’ve recently heated the water because the kettle boiled rather quickly.

      He decided to break the silence and make conversation while they waited for her to bring over a small tray with three steaming mugs of tea, a sugar bowl, and a small pitcher which Kurt assumed must contain cream.

      “I never did get your name.”

      “That is because I did not give it,” the woman said with a smile. “There is power in a person’s name. It is not something I share with people I do not know and trust.”

      “We have to call you something,” Marci blurted out. “I can’t sit here in your house and call you Old Woman.”

      This made the cat-eyed woman laugh aloud. “If you did, I’d think you channeled the voice of my dead husband. He called me that quite frequently as our marriage progressed. In all fairness, I called him ‘Old Man’ just as much.”

      “So, what do we call you?” Marci pressed.

      “Is there a name that would make you feel more at ease. I can answer to anything you’d like.”

      “My Aunt Ilsa always used to make me tea before she passed,” Marci said after a few seconds’ thought. “Would that suit you?”

      “Ilsa? Yes, I like the sound of that name. I would like that.”

      “Ilsa it is, then,” Kurt said. “How long have you been here in our world?” Kurt asked.

      “I came through with my husband the day the doorway opened between worlds. We were fleeing for our lives. Our village had been burned and we sought a way out, a way to escape to anywhere.”

      “And that brought you here?” Marci asked. “I find it interesting that at the time of your greatest need it was also the time when all of the gates were created here on our planet.”

      “You do not believe in coincidences, my dear?”

      “Let’s just say that coincidences can sometimes be helped along by other things in certain circumstances.” Marci tapped her chin and a thoughtful expression crossed her face. “At times of greatest need, people often manifest abilities and powers they did not know they had. I wonder if something like that happened in this case. We know that some gates cross not only boundaries of space and distance but also time. It may be that in your time of greatest need, your husband or you, or perhaps both of you together, opened this gate, connecting your need to our massive gate event that made the opening of gates easier than expected.”

      It made sense to Kurt based on what little he knew of such things. Marci had the Ph.D. in astrophysics. He’d leave the theory of such things to her.

      “How far away is the gate from this community,” Kurt asked as he sipped at his tea. He hid Marci’s ability to home in on gates. “We know it’s close, but I didn’t see the telltale blue glow in the darkness anywhere nearby.”

      “The gate is across the ridge above this camp. The way is treacherous in the dark. There is another, easier path down from it that leads to a community park used by you humans to fish and hunt. People do not often come this way and we like that isolation. I still feel the power of the gate when it opens from time to time. I felt it twice in the last week. I didn’t see anyone at the time, but it’s likely your friend was taken through the last time someone went through.”

      Kurt nodded. “That makes sense. It likely opened once to let the kidnappers into this world and a few days later, opened to let them return with Clara as their prisoner.”

      “I assumed this young woman was your mate,” Ilsa said, indicating Marci. “But that is not true, is it? This Clara is the one you think of as your mate, isn’t she? You seek her rescue even though she has left you for another.”

      Kurt didn’t like where this was going but he didn’t feel like he could completely avoid answering his host’s questions.

      “It’s complicated. Marci and I are just work companions. As for Clara, we parted ways because we spent a great deal of time apart because of my work. We found we weren’t as close as we used to be anymore.”

      “That is sad. I couldn’t bear to be away from my husband, even though he could be an annoying old goat at times. Then, he passed from this world and I realized I had no choice but to bear it. The world puts upon us the trials and burdens it will. It is our duty to bear up to the strain and move forward or break under it and die. You should tell her how you feel.”

      Kurt shrugged. “First I have to get her back.”

      Marci must’ve sensed his discomfort and changed the subject.  “Is there anything you can tell us about the warlords you mentioned on the other side of the gate?”

      “They are ambitious and ruthless. That is a combination that leads to great ruin for any who would get in their way. The most powerful warlord in the region is one called General Barand. He inherited his lands from his father about fifteen years ago. As soon as the old father was in the ground, he launched an attack on a neighbor who had long been an ally. They were caught by surprise and the attack succeeded without any trouble at all. The General put the entire ruling family to death, a move he has repeated several times over with each conquest.”

      “Sounds like a real piece of work,” Marci remarked. “Someone like that needs a bullet to the brain.”

      Ilsa smiled. “Funny you should say that. After he conquered the lands all around him, the General started instituting new, harsher rules and penalties on all the landed servants working the fields and crafting in their shops in the villages. It was after one of his tax parties came through and took some children as payment for taxes owed that things got worse. One of our more foolish neighbors decided that the General needed killing. He found an old musket somewhere and hid in an attic along the route the General took for his afternoon ride.”

      “On the day of his ride, he took along his favorite wife to accompany him. Unfortunately, our neighbor was a poor shot and his bullet killed the wife, leaving the General and his men searching the neighborhood for the assassin. They found him and put him to the question before they executed him. One of the things they discovered was the village where he came from.”

      Ilsa sighed. “We had little time to gather belongings or do anything other than fleeing for our lives. Those of us who could, ran as fast as our feet would carry us. Those who stayed behind,” she stopped and shrugged. “All of them who remained perished at the hands of the General’s henchmen. Then they chased us until we crossed into this world and escaped. We found a place to settle here, where we could live at peace and tend our farmland alongside our human neighbors. We believed the gate had closed behind us.”

      “That was not the case, though. Five years to the day after our arrival, men from our homeland came through the gate. They paid us little mind, instead exploring this world and trying to see what treasure or opportunities for conquest it offered. Since then, there has been fairly regular traffic at the gate. At least once a month someone or sometimes a small group comes or goes through it. They do not bother us, opting to take the easier trail down the far side of the ridge. We keep to ourselves and do not bother them either. That is the way I would like to keep it.”

      “Ilsa, we do not want to be any threat to your community,” Kurt said. “We will make sure we take our time and cover our trail so that no one can trace our path back to you.”

      “That would be a good thing, but there is no way you can guarantee that.”

      “What if we went back down the road to the park and came up on the other side of the ridge? Marci asked. “There’d be no record of us coming here at all.”

      “That would work,” Ilsa said after a few second’s thought.

      “One more thing,” Kurt added. “You said the sarcophagus resembles a relic from your world. What use would the General have for something like that?”

      “It is likely he would use it to show he has divine support for his leadership. It is supposed to give the leader who possesses it great power over his enemies.”

      “Nothing like a megalomaniac finding a magical way to garner more power,” Marci muttered.

      Kurt glanced at Marci and then lifted his cup to finish his drink. He drank the remaining tea and set the cup down. “Ilsa, thank you for the information about what we will find on the other side of the gate. It will help us to complete the exchange for Clara.”

      Kurt stood and Marci joined him. Together they walked to the door.

      “Marci and I should go. I want to be heading up the trail on the far side of the ridge before dawn.”

      “Be careful of treachery, Kurt. The General will not hesitate to double-cross you if he sees a benefit to himself.”

      Kurt nodded and pulled the door open, letting Marci leave first and then following after to return to the SUV. If all went smoothly, he could have the exchange completed and Clara back safe and sound in less than a day.
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      Kurt and Marci returned to the SUV and started back down the long lane through the woods. Returning to the main road, they turned left and headed along the state highway until they reached the county park they’d passed on the way in.

      “That’s got to be the park Ilsa talked about,” Marci said.

      “Agreed. The gate is closed but I think I can drive around it between the post and the trees lining the road into the park.”

      Kurt managed to steer the SUV around the metal and concrete posts blocking the entrance. There wasn’t much room between them and the post on the right and the first tree at the forest’s edge but he took his time and squeezed through with a few centimeters to spare on either side of his truck.

      Driving down the lane, they entered a parking lot with several trails leading off in different directions. Only one headed up the mountain, though. That was the one they wanted. They needed to hurry and unload the sarcophagus before anyone arrived to open the park. Dawn wasn’t too far away at this point.

      It didn’t take the two of them long to attach the pipe handles to the sides of the sarcophagus. Once again, they flipped the toggle switches and slid the golden coffin out of the back of Kurt’s truck.

      “Marci, I’m serious about you not coming along. When we get to the gate, I want you to help me shove this through and then I want you to return here to the SUV and leave. I’ll comm you when I’m back and safe with Clara.”

      “What makes you think I’m going to leave you like that?” Marci asked.

      “This is not subject to debate, kid.”

      “Don’t call me a kid. I’m a grown woman and have been for a long time, Kurt Carter. It’s about time you realized that and we can start acting like partners instead of you thinking you’re here to babysit me. My father may think that’s what you’re doing but I’m old enough to make my own decisions.”

      “I don’t think I’m babysitting you, Marci. I just don’t want you to get hurt. Your father—”

      “My father can mind his own business. Look, K.C., I like doing this. I like working with you and I like the action. I’m good at it. Plus, I have the magical and the technical skills to find and open gates that are difficult to transit. You need me.”

      “Marci, I can do this without you. I appreciate you coming and bailing me out of jail and I appreciate you helping recover the sarcophagus from the warehouse but I cannot put you in the type of danger we are likely to run into on the other side of this gate. This warlord, this General Barand, he sounds like a real piece of work. I’ve run into people like that during my time in special ops. I know how to deal with them. It just takes a little ego stroking. If worse comes to worse, I’ll break Clara out and make a break for it back here to the gate. I can’t do that if I’m worried about where you are, too. Do you understand?”

      “I understand you’re wasting time. I’m not changing my mind. If you go through without me, I’ll just re-open the gate and cross through myself.”

      “Why do you have to be so stubborn?”

      “I think it is one of my more endearing qualities.” Marci flashed him a smile. “Now let’s get going. You said you wanted to be well off the trail before dawn and judging by the lightning of the sky to the east, dawn is on its way.”

      Kurt glanced eastward and saw she was right. Grumbling he took hold of the handle. With her help, they started walking up the mountain trail towards the location of the gate.

      Kurt checked his phone GPS several times to make sure they were heading in the general direction they were supposed to. It appeared they were drawing close. They were about parallel to the location of the trailer park on the opposite side of the steep ridge to their left. It took them over two hours to wrestle the sarcophagus up the winding trail even with the help of the antigravity handles Jonesey had provided them.

      They arrived at a large clearing and Kurt looked around in the early morning light just peeking over the hills to the east.

      “Marci, can you sense the location of the portal?”

      “Sure, give me a sec.”

      Marci closed her eyes and her brow furrowed in concentration. When she opened them, she pointed across the clearing to the base of a large boulder that was part of a rock outcropping protruding from the mountainside.

      “It’s over there.“

      Marci and Kurt hauled the sarcophagus over to where she said the gate opened. The blue glow of the open gate showed as they came around to the far side. There was enough daylight coming from the rising sun that they couldn’t see the glow from the main trail. It explained how the gate had remained hidden from hikers during the daytime.

      They set the load down and rested for a few seconds. Kurt looked through the open portal and saw a long, grassy slope leading downward.

      There was no sign of anyone waiting for him. The gateway was wide enough to drive his SUV through if he could’ve gotten it up here and made it around to the ledge where the portal was. He tried to look left and right to either side of the portal without going through.

      Everything looked clear.

      Marci leaned down and grabbed her handle glancing at Kurt. He returned to the sarcophagus and picked up his side. Together they lifted the massive load and pulled it through the portal to the grassy slope on the other side.

      In this world, the sun was already high in the sky and it was somewhere near midday. The light from the sun here seemed less yellow and harsher on their human eyes. Kurt blinked as his eyes tried to adjust. Because of this, he didn’t see the uniformed guards waiting on the far side of the gateway. As soon as they passed through the portal, loud voices shouted at them from either side to raise their hands.

      Kurt and Marci let go of the sarcophagus down and complied, keeping their hands in plain view and raising them over their heads. Several men and women approached from a campsite nearby. It was located to the side and behind the place where the portal opened so he couldn’t see them.

      The group clearly have been guarding the gate, probably waiting for someone to come through. Kurt assumed it was him and he decided to try and talk them into lowering their weapons. “Easy does it folks, I think I’m the person you were here waiting for. Why don’t you put your guns down and we can talk about this like civilized people.”

      The guns they carried looked like single shot muzzle-loading muskets or rifles of some sort. It was a strange design he’d never seen before. They didn’t have modern weapons which gave him an indication of the level of technology in this world.

      One of the guards stepped forward and poked Kurt with the muzzle of the gun.

      “Shut your mouth. The General said to expect you soon. Looks like he was right.” The one who was clearly the leader turned to the others. “Keep an eye out for any funny business, guys. The boss said they have some sort of sorcery on the other side of the gateway.”

      There were only four of them and for a moment Kurt had the crazy idea that he and Marci could resist and take them down. He changed his mind. It was a bad idea. He had no idea where to look for Clara. He needed these people to take him to their boss so he could get Clara back.

      Kurt looked at the leader, a short scruffy-looking fellow with the same vertical cat eyes the others from this world had. “I was told by one who called himself Cat that I would be met here. I have to deliver this package to your leader in exchange for a friend of mine.”

      “The General is expecting you. He didn’t say nothing about exchanging anything for anyone, though. He takes what he wants, when he wants it. He don’t make bargains for things he could just grab for himself.”

      That last statement set the whole group of them laughing. Kurt wished he was in on the joke. He had a sinking feeling this was going to be a bit more of a challenge than just a simple exchange.

      “I’m sure he’s competent. I was told to deliver this package to him. Are you four able to take me to him?”

      “Yeah, that’s what we were gonna do anyway. You’re coming with us. As long as you two don’t try anything I won’t have to tie you both up.”

      “We’re not going to try anything,” Kurt replied. It was as much an answer to the soldier as it was a strong suggestion to Marci. She scowled at him as they disarmed her of her pistol and magazines.

      Their captors led them down the hillside to a flatbed truck.. Kurt’s baton remained on his belt. They didn’t think he was armed since he didn’t have anything resembling a gun on him. They did take the pink backpack from him, though. The leader opened the backpack and looked inside before zipping it up and tossing it under the bench seat of the strange vehicle.

      Kurt had never seen a design like this truck before. The engine sat exposed on the back of the wooden flatbed with a chain and sprocket running down to a gearbox around the rear axle. The four wheels were spoked wooden ones with metal rims. The whole thing looked like a typical farm wagon had been converted to take a simple internal combustion engine.

      “Get up on the truck, both of you,” the guard leader told them. The final two soldiers hauled the sarcophagus between them and settled it onto the rear of the wooden truck bed. They climbed up beside it and motioned with their guns for their two captives to join them.

      Kurt and Marci climbed up onto the flatbed while the leader climbed onto the bench seat behind the steering mechanism. There wasn’t a steering wheel. It appeared you steered this truck using a pair of levers. The final soldier climbed up onto the bench seat next to the leader and grabbed one of the levers in each hand.

      One of the guards riding in the back with Kurt and Marci cranked a handle on the motor a few times, grunting at the effort. After a few rotations, it coughed to life and then growled with so much noise that Kurt assumed at first something was broken.

      No one else seemed concerned by the sounds coming from the engine as it rattled and shook the whole rear of the truck. With a lurch, the strange vehicle started forward.

      The controls worked something like an armored tank. Pushing both levers forward moved the vehicle ahead. Pulling both lovers backward caused it to stop. Pulling one lever back and pushing the other forward turned either left or right respectively. It was simple enough once you figured it out.

      Kurt looked over at Marci. She sat with her back against the bench seat at the front of the vehicle. She had a scowl on her face and seemed angry at the treatment they were receiving. Kurt wasn’t happy either, but at least they were headed in the right direction.

      Kurt tried to smile and gave his head a little shake, trying to tell her not to attempt anything rash. He knew she didn’t like being cooped up or ordered around. This wasn’t the time to jeopardize their plan to free Clara.

      Marci glared back at him and then looked away, shaking her head.

      Kurt wasn’t sure if she got his message or not. He hoped so.

      He should have known better.

      The hopes she’d just go along with the soldiers’ orders were dashed as they crossed a bridge. The span passed about five meters above a broad, fast-moving river.

      Marci jumped to her feet as they reached the middle of the span and took a running leap from the back of the flatbed truck, sailing out and over the low, stone railing lining the side of the bridge.

      Everyone shouted at her, including Kurt. Then she was gone as she fell down, momentarily out of sight into the surging water below.

      The guards stood there dumbfounded, watching along with Kurt to see if she bobbed back to the surface. Kurt breathed a sigh of relief when he saw her head pop up. She waved at them all, offered a double middle finger salute to the guards, then turned and started swimming downstream. She was swept away from the truck and their captors by the swift water and disappeared around a bend in the river.

      “Don’t worry about her,” The leader snarled. “We’ve got him and the golden relic for the General. She’s just a woman and is unarmed. There’s no way she’s going to cause us any trouble.”

      Kurt stared at the rough wooden planks of the flatbed truck and tried to hide a smile. He was more than a little worried about her, but the lead guard’s words amused him. These guys were in for rude awakening if they thought Marci was helpless or harmless just because she was unarmed.

      As for not causing any trouble, Marci never caused trouble. Nope, Kurt thought to himself. She brought trouble along with her for the ride.

      “Let’s get moving,” the leader growled. “The General is waiting.”

      “What about the girl? Shouldn’t we tell someone to start looking for her?” One of the guards in the back with Kurt asked.

      “No, you idiot. We don’t say a word about the girl. As far as anyone knows, this guy came through alone with the relic.”

      “What if he tells someone?” The other one riding on the back of the flatbed asked, pointing at Kurt.

      “I’m not telling a soul,” Kurt said raising his hands before him, palm outward in surrender. He shrugged. “I’ll play along. I’ll say I was alone if that is what you want me to say.”

      “See, he gets it. Now shut up and try not to lose him, too.”

      The leader turned around and pointed down the dirt road. The driver took the hint and shoved the double levers forward, lurching the truck into motion again.

      They traveled for well over an hour until they entered a small valley. Nestled in the center of the valley, amidst fields and small farms, stood a grey-walled fortress that looked to be made of simple, rectangular concrete blocks or something like it. It was devoid of anything Kurt would’ve called adornment or architectural flair. It was a strictly utilitarian structure.

      There were guard towers every twenty meters or so along the sides of the compound’s walls and at each of the four corners. Each tower was occupied by a guard armed with another of the odd muskets his guards carried. He’d have to keep the towers in mind if he was to effect any sort of quick escape. Kurt studied the flat open terrain and tried to judge the potential range of the guns these guys carried. He wanted to plan his exit from the fortress in case he needed to leave in a hurry.

      Of course, none of that meant anything until he found Clara. Once he got her back or at least discovered her whereabouts, Kurt could plan a way to break her out and get back to the portal.

      They approached the big double gate in the wall closest to them and two guards standing beside the double doors pulled them open and allowed them to pass with a wave. These guys all had more of the same long guns as his captors and the guards on the walls.

      The gateway led to a courtyard with several similar trucks parked along the inside of the adjacent wall. The driver of the flatbed pulled the truck up next to the others and parked. One of the guards in the rear flipped a switch, shutting off the noisy engine.

      Kurt realized he wasn’t going to steal one of those things and drive away unnoticed. They’d catch him based on the engine noise alone long before he ever made it out of the gates.

      The two guards riding on the flatbed with Kurt jumped down. When he didn’t immediately start to climb down, they grabbed his legs and pulled him to the edge of the flatbed. His backside scraped along the rough wooden bed of the back of the truck, causing him to pick up several splinters along the way. Kurt cursed at the guards as he hopped down from the end of the wagon’s bed.

      “Watch your mouth in there,” the lead guard said. “You are about to go in front of the General and he doesn’t like people giving him any lip. Make sure you remember that. You can call him your lordship or General. That’s all you need to know.”

      “Well, that’s better than hey stupid,” Kurt said under his breath.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing. I was just grumbling about how your goons pulled me off the back of the truck.”

      “Feel free to complain if you think whining will get you anywhere. I’ll give you a hint. It won’t. Remember, don’t say a word about your missing girlfriend.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “I don’t care if she’s your sainted grandmother. Not a word about how she got away.”

      “Mum’s the word.”

      The leader and one of the others got on either side of Kurt, grabbed him by the shoulders and hustled him along between them. The final two soldiers grabbed the counter-grav handles and used them to navigate the heavy object into the fortress behind Kurt and his escort.

      The heavy wooden double doors leading into the central fortress were studded with metal plates and reinforced on the inside with large timbers running from the floor to the ceiling inside the doors. Kurt kept his eyes open, looking for any possible opportunity that might help spell out a route of escape. He didn’t see much so far.

      The entrance opened into an entry hall with long tables on either side stretching from one end to the other in long rows. There were benches arrayed on either side of both rows of tables.

      Kurt assumed this was where the soldiers who fought under the General took their daily meals. It was probably also where they gathered for entertainment and feasts.

      Aside from a few servants tidying up from what must’ve been the lunch meal, there was no one in the Great Hall. His captors led him to another door at the back of the main room. A short hallway led from it to a closed wooden door. Here they all stopped while the leader of his guards rapped on the door with his knuckles.

      “Yeah, what is it?” came the voice from the other side.

      “It’s me, boss. I am back from the gate. The guy with the relic finally came through.”

      Rapid steps approached the door from the other side and the door swung open. Kurt was greeted by a large man wearing a leather vest over a modest white button down shirt. He also wore blue jeans of all things. Levi’s, Kurt thought. This guy apparently had contact with people from Earth prime.

      “Why do you have him clutched between you like that? Did he give you trouble?”

      “Oh, no boss. But we didn’t want him to give us any trouble so we took precautions. He, uh, was armed with this.” The lead guard handed Marci’s pistol over to them.

      The General took the semi-automatic pistol and pointed to Kurt.

      “Let go of the guy. He’s here doing me a favor. Aren’t you, Kurt? It is Kurt, right?”

      Kurt nodded and smiled. “Yes, I’m Kurt Carter.”

      The General turned and moved behind a large wooden desk with a plush, padded leather chair behind it. He sat down and gestured for Kurt to come in and sit in one of the two wooden chairs across from him.

      Kurt pulled his arms free of the guards and crossed over the stand in front of the desk. He sat down after a brief look around the room. He was struck again by the lack of any adornments or architectural flourishes.

      “Is that the relic?” The General asked, pointing past his lead guard at the object carried by the others in the hallway.

      “It is,” Kurt said.

      The General waved his hand at his men.

      “You all can go. Pull the door shut behind you as you leave. Make sure the relic gets put in the vault before you get anything to eat.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      The guys who captured Kurt left and pulled the door shut behind them. It left him alone in the room with the man Kurt assumed had planned the whole plot to kidnap Clara and take her prisoner.

      “I delivered the package as you requested. I would like to see Clara now. I assume you have her here somewhere in the fortress?”

      “She’s safe, I assure you. No harm came to her while in my care. Before you go and see her, though, I’d like to make an offer to you.”

      Even though it was put in terms of a request, Kurt knew it for what it was. It was an order plain and simple. This guy was the type to expect his generosity to be accepted.

      “My man, Cat, led me to believe it would be difficult to recover the relic from the storage facility on your world ourselves. He was the one who recommended the plan to kidnap your woman, letting you figure out how to get the relic free from the storage area. Do you mind if I ask how you retrieved it and brought it to us so quickly?”

      “I hope you’ll understand if I don’t tell you exactly how I managed it. Consider it a professional secret. I cannot give away all of my methods. Suffice it to say, I had the contacts needed to get the sarcophagus out of the impound warehouse.”

      “I suppose I can allow you that one indulgence. I don’t usually take no for an answer, though.”

      “I mean no offense. It is necessary for me to maintain secrecy around my methods. In my special type of business, if people were to discover how I did everything, everyone would be doing it.”

      The General shrugged. “I guess I can accept that answer, and it brings me to the reason I wanted to talk with you in person when you arrived. You see there are some things in your world that I could use here to help me consolidate my power and bring peace to this area. We are in the midst of a divisive civil war. Your assistance will protect what I have acquired so far from the rebel forces arrayed against me.”

      “I assume you mean weapons of some sort?”

      “You’re very astute, Kurt Carter. Yes, I mean weapons. You may have noticed the technology in this world is somewhat lacking compared to yours. In fact, most of the more modern technology including the truck used to transport you here are all cobbled together from what we could glean of how things worked in your world. We’ve learned fast based on our limited contact with the people on the far side. A few have been willing to trade with us, but only small things and nothing approaching what you would consider modern weapons.”

      “Why don’t you just establish an official trade route through the gate to my world? Many other worlds have created profitable and legal trade routes back-and-forth between their home world and my earth. Our government even allows limited transfer of weapons.”

      “Unfortunately, it is those limitations and restrictions on what kind of technology can be exchanged that I don’t want to deal with. Isn’t it based on the technology level on our world in comparison to yours?”

      “In part, yes, that is true. However, there are ways around those restrictions. Especially, if you have the resources to grease the right palms.”

      “Why should I go to all that trouble when I have you?”

      “I think we have a bit of a misunderstanding here, sir. I have provided you a valuable service in exchange for the payment I arranged with your man, Cat. That is how I do business. If you wish to arrange further transactions, you will have to go through my broker on earth. I can put you in touch with him if you’d like.”

      “I see you are a man of principle. I’m afraid I don’t have much use for men with principles in my line of work. Men with principles cause me problems.”

      “I don’t mean to cause you problems, sir. You must understand I have to think of Clara first. After that, we can make other arrangements as needed. It is just a business arrangement and nothing personal.”

      “It has been my experience, Kurt Carter, that when someone says ‘it’s just business, nothing personal,’ it often is very personal.”

      “I can understand how that might appear to be the case with some people. I assure you I handle my business and clients in such a way that I rarely have problems with personal and business intentions crossing over to interfere with each other.”

      Kurt stood. It was time for him to go see Clara. He needed proof she was alright.

      “I wonder, my Lord General, if I might see Clara now. I’d like to verify she is well and I’d like to begin making arrangements to return her home.”

      “I suppose there’s no harm in letting you see her at least. Understand, I have not yet decided whether I will let either of you return at this time.”

      “You have made your wishes clear, General. I will endeavor to do my best to honor them and our current arrangement.”

      The General waved his hands in the air in a shooing motion and Kurt understood it was time for him to go. He turned and opened the door. He found a guard standing outside waiting for him.

      The General called to the guard with instructions.

      “Take this gentleman to see the woman upstairs.”

      “Yes sir, General.” He turned to Kurt. “If you will follow me, sir. I will take you to see the other prisoner.”

      Kurt turned back and bowed to the General and then followed the guard down the hallway.
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      The guard took Kurt on a winding path down several different hallways until they arrived at a spiral staircase leading upward. The steep stone steps were likely the servant stairs rather than the main staircase he saw in the large entry hall. That would make sense as something one of the guards would use.

      They climbed the stairs to the second floor and down another hallway with rooms on either side. A few minutes later, the guard arrived at one of the doors and stopped. The guard took a black iron key from his pocket, inserted it into the lock, and turned it. He opened the door and stepped back, gesturing for Kurt to enter.

      Kurt strode through the doorway and found Clara standing at the far side of the room by the window. She was wearing what must be local attire. It resembled the clothing he remembered seeing Ilsa and the other women at the trailer camp wearing.

      Clara’s outfit included a long, brown skirt, a flowing blue blouse, and some sort of diaphanous scarf made of silk or something very much like it. The guard pulled the door shut behind him and Kurt heard the lock click. He was now locked in the room with Clara.

      He smiled at Clara and became puzzled by the glowering stare she gave him. Something was wrong.

      “Kurt, what on God’s green earth are you doing here?”

      “I am here to rescue you.”

      “What makes you think I need rescuing?”

      “You disappeared from the apartment. When I returned, I had a visitor waiting for me. He told me you were abducted from my apartment. He also told me where you’d been taken and that the only way I could get you back was to deliver the sarcophagus to them here in this world.”

      Clara threw her hands in the air and let out an exasperated sigh. “You fell right into their plan without even questioning whether or not it was the right thing to do. As usual, Kurt, you’ve screwed things up, yet again.”

      “Hey, that’s not fair. You were kidnapped by aliens from my apartment. What was I supposed to think? Some guy projects a hologram so he looks like he is sitting in my apartment issuing demands and instructions to ensure your safety. How am I supposed to understand that I’m not supposed to follow those instructions?”

      “Look, Kurt, it’s too late now. You’re here. That means you’ve brought the sarcophagus with you.”

      “Of course I brought it.”

      “I was afraid of that.” Clara stomped her foot and turned to look out the barred window. After a few seconds, she spun back around to face Kurt.

      “We’re both in more trouble now than you know.”

      “Clara, you’re not making any sense. How can me showing up with the object that can win your freedom cause us both a boatload of trouble.”

      “Because your showing up here forces my hand. That means we have to find a way to get out of here and quickly.”

      “I thought that’s why I brought the sarcophagus, to get us out of here.”

      “You don’t understand, Kurt. I never wanted them to get their hands on it. That is why I dropped a dime on myself and had it picked up by the GEU when it came through customs. If they had it, that meant I had a viable excuse as to why I couldn’t deliver it to them.”

      “Well,” Kurt said. “It looks like it’s your plan that screwed up and not mine. I only did what I was told to do. In fact, didn’t you come to me to help you steal the sarcophagus from the impound lot in the first place?”

      “That was so we could hide it and I could tell the General someone else had it and I could no longer be expected to deliver it.”

      “You’re not making any sense, Clara. Why do you want the damned thing anyway?

      Clara crossed the room to the locked door and pressed her ear to it. After a few seconds of concentration on what she heard or didn’t hear on the other side, she turned and held her finger to her lips as she walked back to stand by the window. Kurt moved across the room to join her and leaned in close to her.

      “I don’t understand. What is going on here?”

      “We have to be careful.,” Clara whispered. “There’s a problem with the sarcophagus you delivered.”

      Kurt took a step back and studied his ex-wife. He had a sudden, sinking feeling about her botched plan and his part in it.

      “What’s wrong with the sarcophagus, Clara?” Kurt demanded.

      “It’s a fake.”

      “A fake!”

      “Keep your voice down,” she hissed. “If what’s-his-face finds out about this, he’ll have us executed at the very next opportunity. He doesn’t like to be disappointed, Kurt. I had it all figured out and was ready to get him to release me. But now that you’ve shown up with the sarcophagus all plans are off.”

      “So, as usual, it’s my fault that you screwed up and didn’t fill me in on the details of what you wanted me to do. It’s like we are married all over again.”

      “Yep, right down to all the drama and shouting.”

      Kurt took a deep breath. It gave him a moment to calm down and he needed it.

      He wondered how long it would take the General to realize the sacred relic he thought Kurt had delivered wasn’t the real thing? It made him wonder something else, too.

      “If that’s the fake?” Kurt asked. “Where is the real sarcophagus.?”

      “It’s at my gallery, locked up in the back safe-room where I keep all of the expensive artwork before it’s released for viewing. I wanted the chance to study it. Many things about it lead me to believe it has some pretty awesome magic or powers associated with it.”

      “If it does, why didn’t you have a licensed wizard come and check it out.?”

      “Because it is not supposed to be in the country at all. That was why customs was so happy to get their hands on it, or at least on the fake version. It’s a registered antiquity from another country and they were going to return it to its home for placement in that country’s national museum. I hoped that the fake I had created would fool them and I’d be able to keep the original sarcophagus and perhaps make an eventual sale on the backend to a private collector.“

      “By backend, I’m assuming you mean the black market.”

      “Of course, Kurt, you didn’t think I gave up that little side business of mine, did you?”

      “You told me you went straight after the divorce. I assumed you were telling me the truth.”

      “I only told you that because you would’ve tried to continue providing me security. We were divorced and I didn’t want you around anymore. I lied to my ex-husband. Sue me.”

      The remark stung more than a little, Kurt realized. He had always enjoyed providing security for Clara when she participated in her little black market deals on various pieces of stolen artwork.

      That was why he’d hoped she would keep him around for at least those jobs. But then she told him she was giving it up and he let that hope go. Knowing that she had fooled him for these last two years only made him angrier.

      Now, because of her machinations, he was stuck here in this world, locked inside a prison fortress with a crazed warlord who was about to find out they cheated him.

      Clara was right. They needed to escape tonight. He crossed to the window and examined it.

      It had a lock on it and there were bars over the window outside. In addition to the problems just getting through the window, there was a tower in the outer wall directly opposite the window and he looked up seeing the guard standing there. They weren’t going that way.

      Kurt turned back to face Clara. “I’m going to figure out how to get you out of here.”

      “I said I don’t need your help.”

      “You just said we had to get out of here, then you say you don’t need my help. I think you do. You said as much yourself. If you could’ve escaped, you’d have done it by now.”

      “All right,” Clara sighed. “What do you have in mind? What’s your plan?”

      “I’m still working on that. Don’t worry, I’ll come up with something.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of. You’re going to come up with one of your famous ‘fly by the seat of your pants’ plans that are going to be both too risky and too prone to fail.”

      “And yet, they always seem to work out in the end.” Kurt realized he’d raised his voice again and took a breath before continuing, settling himself down. “Look, let me go and get the guard to let me out of here. I can explore this place a little and get the lay of the land. I’ll be back as soon as I’ve come up with something.”

      “What makes you think they’re going to let you wander around through their little fortress.?” “

      “I’ll convince them that I don’t really want you back.”

      “What makes you think they’re going to buy that story?”

      “I can be very persuasive, Clara. You know that.”

      “I remember you can be very annoying. There’s a difference. Look, be careful. The General is crafty and it won’t take much for him to begin suspecting you’re up to something.”

      “I’m always careful.” Kurt shot her a big grin. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon with a plan. Be ready.”

      Kurt went over and knocked on the door, calling out to the guard. “I’m ready to leave.”

      The key turned in the lock once more from the outside and the guard opened the door. Kurt nodded and thanked him as he left the room. He waited while the guard locked the door again.

      “Can you please take me back to your boss. I have a proposition for him.”

      Kurt fell in step behind the guard who led him back down the hallway towards the stairs. His mind filled with possible ideas for an escape plan. He cast them aside one at a time until he settled on one that might just work.

      When they reached the first floor, the guard led Kurt back in the direction of the General’s office. He surprised Kurt when he walked right past it pointing him in a different direction.

      Kurt heard the distant crackle of gunfire and wondered if there was some sort of attack going on. This might be an opportunity for escape if the fortress was under attack.

      They reached a doorway and his escort pulled it open revealing a large open courtyard in the rear of the central building. A rudimentary shooting range set up on it. Because of the limited range of smoothbore muskets and rifles, they didn’t need a whole lot of space for such a thing.

      He stood and watched the soldiers practicing with their targets. The first thing Kurt noticed was they were not very accurate and, as expected, didn’t have very much range.

      The General stood off to one side with a familiar semi-automatic pistol holstered at his waist. He watched his men each take their turn at target practice for another minute or so before he noticed Kurt standing in the doorway.

      He smiled, which was a bit off-putting, primarily because of the double row of shark-like teeth.

      Kurt ignored the momentary uneasiness he felt and walked over to join the General as he looked down the firing line at his men engaged in target practice and reloading drills. An idea occurred to Kurt as he approached the General.

      “My Lord, perhaps you have need of something I can provide for you. It appears your weapons do not have the same range or accuracy weapons from my world do.”

      The General pulled the pistol the guard took from Marci from the holster and held it out for Kurt to see. “There are a few of your modern weapons here. We get them on occasion from our forays into your world or from the occasional visitor to our side. In order to gather more weapons, we need to have money from your world which we don’t have.”

      “Cash is good,” Kurt remarked. “But it is not everything. You must have precious metals or gemstones here in your world. The right person could help you transfer those commodities to my world and then convert them into cash you can use to buy anything you want.”

      “And who might that person be? You?”

      “You know I am experienced in transiting gateways. Part of that experience comes from transporting goods, services, and people from one place to another. It is my business to help people like you transport goods and services back-and-forth between your world and mine,”

      When the general smiled again and Kurt realized after a few seconds he was staring at the teeth and jerked his eyes away. This brought out a hearty chuckle from the General.

      “I think that we may be able to do business, after all. Yes, there are some resources. We have precious metals and such that could be traded. But I would need to know for sure that you were the one to be trusted with such a task.”

      “Perhaps, General, you could show me where you have these materials. Once I see what kind of precious metals and gems you have, it will help me determine their value and give you an idea of what I can get for you in exchange. I can provide you with weapons far beyond the quality your man are currently using.”

      “Excellent. I would like that very much. Having new weapons along with my possession of the sacred relic will give me an advantage over all the other area warlords. With it, I can take control of this entire continent.”

      “If you manage that, sir, then you can declare formal relations with my government on the other side of the gateway. They will have to parlay with you and you will come to them in a position of strength.”

      “That is true. That is true, indeed. I want to discuss this more but I must remain here while my men complete their drill. In the meantime, I will have one of the guards take you to my factor. I believe you’ve met him and call him Cat? He can give you the information you need on what resources we might have available for trade.”

      “That is good. Perhaps after I’ve talked with him, we can meet up again and finalize the details of our arrangement. I would like to take Clara and go back to my own world so that I can begin making arrangements for the transfers.”

      “I am fine with you going back, but you will go alone. I have taken a liking to Clara. I have decided that for the time being, she will remain here with me.”

      Kurt didn’t say a word. He knew the general was testing him, waiting for him to object to the breaking of their deal. That would give him an advantage over Kurt and any future negotiations. Instead, Kurt just shrugged.

      “You can do with her what you wish. I was obligated to try and come to bring her back, but after talking with her upstairs just now, I remember the reasons why we are no longer married. If you want to keep her, I’ll not argue with you. I might even offer a warning to be wary of her womanly ways.”

      The General laughed. He clapped Kurt on the back. “I like you, Kurt Carter. Women can be unnecessary encumbrances to men of power like you and me. It is good to see you share my feelings on such things. Why don’t you come back after your talk with Cat? Join me for dinner later and we can discuss final arrangements for our other potential business arrangements.”

      The general beckoned to the guard standing in the doorway. The guard came forward and leaned close while the General whispered something. Even though it was whispered, Kurt could hear it, or at least most of it. His comm implant enhanced his hearing a little bit. The problem wasn’t hearing what was said. It was in understanding what was said.

      The General spoke in a language Kurt couldn’t understand. The guard nodded after a few seconds and looked at Kurt before pointing at him to follow. Kurt followed the guard back inside. It was time to see if he could pull off the plan coming together in his mind.
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      Cat’s offices turned out to be part of his apartments in the fortress. On one side of the room was a large bed and dresser. On the opposite side of the room were a desk and table. Both were covered with papers and stacks of books and ledgers. He looked up as Kurt walked in escorted by the guard.

      Cat stood and smiled at Kurt. “It is good to see you made it, Kurt. I wondered for a while after our conversation if you would decide to leave your former wife in our care rather than risk your life coming to get her.”

      “I have to admit, Cat, there were a few moments when I had second thoughts. It turns out the General has taken a liking to her. I should warn him against getting attached to the woman. Still, I think he’ll figure that out in due time. In the interim, your boss and I discussed entering into a business arrangement to provide you and your forces with modern weapons from my world. He led me to understand that you were dealing with some pushback from other local warlords on your plans to take over things around here.”

      “There has been some resistance from the villagers in the area. We have been ruthless in our attempts to hunt them down, but have been unsuccessful in tracking the largest of the groups. They seem to be very adept at hiding as well as setting up ambushes to trap our forces in situations where they have all the advantages. We lose many good soldiers when that happens. That is why the General would like to fight back against them with superior firepower. If you can truly provide us with weapons from your world, that would be something of great benefit to us. I have to wonder, though, why you’re being so generous and offering to help us?”

      “It is not generosity at all. It has to do with wealth and riches. I am a businessman and, given the proper incentives, I will enter into a business arrangement with the right person. It appears to me that you have a need I can fill. I believe this can be mutually beneficial to both of us.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “The General mentioned you have access to resources like precious metals or gemstones. Is that true?”

      Cat’s smile revealed his teeth again. He probably didn’t know how looking at those razor-sharp teeth bothered Kurt so much. Then again, maybe he did and smiled that way on purpose.

      “We have many excellent resources including a load of silver bullion we recently captured from a neighboring warlord. He had the silver in wagons, transporting it from his mine in the hills.”

      “I was led to believe you had direct access to the resources yourself.”

      “Alas, while we hold great areas of land with agricultural crops, our neighbors hold all of what you would call the hard natural resources. They have the control of the mines and the miners that dig for gold, silver, and gemstones. That is our largest conundrum. We have strong forces in some ways. We are stronger with superior numbers of troops. It is our lack of the resources to take it to the next level that keeps us from ruling over this whole region. That is not your problem, though. You let us worry about getting the payment. Know that we have enough to purchase the first load of weapons. Once we have them, subsequent acquisitions will be much easier. The question I have for you is how long will it take you to get these weapons and bring them back through the gateway?”

      “It will take me a week after I return to make the necessary purchases and transport them to the area of the gateway on my side for transit back to your world. As you already know, the gate opens into my world in a rather remote location. If we are going to transport things like weapons, we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves by building a road directly up to the gateway. That means we need to transport the weapons in smaller batches.”

      “That makes sense to me. When would you like to go back and begin making arrangements?”

      “Tomorrow would make sense to me. For this evening, I would like to get to know you all better, if you and the General don’t mind. I find that business always progresses faster when the two parties understand each other. The General has invited me to dinner. After that, we can prepare what we need and I can leave first thing in the morning.”

      “Excellent,” Cat said. “It will give me time to gather the partial payment that you will need to get started. We will make final payment when we see what you end up returning with.”

      Kurt nodded and left with the guard. He was led to his own room to wait for the evening meal.

      Dinner turned out to be more than a little shocking to Kurt’s sensibilities. The people of this world were obviously carnivorous. That was evident by their teeth. He hadn’t considered what that might mean about the development of things like what he regarded as good table manners.

      It was difficult for him to cover up his initial horror when plates of raw meat were delivered to the tables, much of it still on the bone and looking freshly slaughtered. The fresh meat was dumped from the platters and laid out on the table all around him. He sat to the right of the General as the guest of honor. Clara sat a few seats to the General’s left.

      As soon as the plates were put down, everyone reached out, pulling in slabs of meat and tearing into it with their razor-sharp teeth. The double row of teeth sliced through meat and sinew alike with ease. To Kurt, it was all pretty disgusting and came close to turning his usually iron-clad stomach.

      A tap from his left distracted him from his thoughts.

      “Why do you not eat?” The General asked. “This meat is fresh from one of the nearby farms. You can’t get it any better than this in most places around here and certainly not in your world of industrialized food production.

      Kurt stared for a moment at the blood-soaked wood surrounding the piles of meat in front of him before he answered. “I’m sure it’s delicious. However, as I’m sure you’ve learned from Clara, we are not suited to eating raw meat in our diet.“

      “Ah, yes, I had forgotten that. I had assumed it was just something your weak females did when they ate. I assume you will need to hold your meat over a flame for a period of time until it is, how do you say it? Cooked?”

      “Yes, that is the correct word. I’m sorry, if this concerns you, General. It is not my desire to cause you any offense.”

      The General waved his hand dismissively at Kurt as he tore huge hunks of meat from a more massive slab in front of him and gulped it down whole. When he swallowed, he turned and smiled with bloody lips at Kurt. “It causes me no offense. It is just a curious thing about your people that I do not understand.”

      “Perhaps when you come to visit my world, general, I will be able to offer you meals from my land. I will remember, however, your desire to eat your meat raw.”

      The General nodded and smiled as he took another tearing bite of that massive cut of meat in front of him. Someone tapped Kurt on the shoulder and he turned to see a small metal bucket filled with hot coals. The servant reached past him and set it on the table in front of Kurt.

      The servant handed him a long-handled knife and left. Kurt realized this was for him to cook his food and he was so hungry that he dug right in. He carved off a piece of meat about the size of his fist. Then skewered it on the knife and held it over the hot coals in the bucket listening to it as the juices sizzled dripping onto the coals below.

      Kurt looked around to the left while his food cooked and saw Clara with her own bucket of coals. She, too, prepared a piece of fresh meat over her makeshift grill. She looked over and smiled at him, raising the hunk of meat skewered on the knife in a sort of toast before holding it back over the coals.

      Kurt’s piece of meat was soon cooked enough to eat and he took a bite, observing the General and his collected soldiers as they finished their meals. They all consumed truly huge amounts of food.

      Kurt wondered if he could use that to his advantage. Carnivores usually took to sleeping off the massive amounts of food they ate, falling into sort of a food coma. Perhaps the same thing would happen here.

      As he thought about it, the General nudged Kurt with his elbow.

      “You know, I would like to have you come along with me to a meeting I have set up for three days from now. We are going to a meeting I’ve arranged with our biggest adversaries. These are the other would-be warlords in and around the area who seek to gain control over this part of our world for themselves. It is my plan to show them I have the sacred relic that you brought to us. Once I use its power to invoke the magical strength it offers to the leader who possesses it, I believe the others will certainly fall to their knees and follow me. I think it would be appropriate for you to be there with me at that moment.”

      “I am honored, General. It will likely be a moment of singular realization for you.”

      Kurt stopped eating when the General told him of the upcoming meeting with the opposing warlords. It took him only a second or two to regain his composure. If he and Clara were still here when this ceremony happened, they would be exposed and the sarcophagus would be discovered to be fake. They had to be long gone before that meeting.

      Kurt leaned forward to place another piece of meat over the hot coals in the bucket and when he did so he turned and caught Clara’s eye. She was looking his way already. She shook her head and he knew she had heard what the general said to him. His plan to meet with his enemies was going to mess up everything if they didn’t get out of here before the three days were up.

      Kurt spent the rest of the meal thinking about all the different ways he could possibly manage an escape. There were so many things he had to pull together just to get himself past the guards. He had no doubt he could get away alone, but there was the need to rescue Clara, too.

      On top of that, he also had to find out where the leader of the guards that captured him initially had taken Jonesey’s box in the pink backpack. He would be in a whole heap of additional trouble if he returned back to Earth Prime and didn’t have the secret magic box Jonesey had him retrieve from the customs warehouse.

      Even with a murderous General on his tail, Kurt definitely didn’t want to be in debt to that crazy, conspiracy-theory-obsessed elf.

      The dinner wound down soon enough as the General and his men ate their fill of the meat, leaving nothing but bones heaped on the tables in the great hall. He wondered if the carnivore food coma would happen or not. It might give him and Clara a chance to escape. He cleared his throat and looked at the General.

      “Excuse me, my Lord, I wonder if I might ask you about something one of your men confiscated from me when I was captured at the gate.”

      “Certainly, my friend. If one of my men took something from you, by all means, tell me and I will get it back for you.”

      “It was a small wooden box with golden runes inscribed on it. It is a gift from a friend that I was carrying to deliver for them and I would like to get it back.”

      “Ah, the box.”

      “You’ve seen it?”

      “Oh yes, I’ve seen it. It was given to me by the men who captured you after you left to talk with your woman. They considered it contraband that went along with the relic that was delivered to me.”

      “As you now know, General, there is no relationship between that box and the sarcophagus. I think for most people it would be small and insignificant. It has only sentimental value to my friend back home, but I fear that is valuable enough to ask for its return. I hope that I may take it to my friend upon my journey back to Earth when I go to procure those weapons for you.”

      “I’m sorry, Kurt Carter. The box intrigues me. I was unable to open it. I do not like secrets or puzzles unless they are my own. Do you happen to know the combination or the secret to getting the box to open? I am curious about what someone would take such measures to protect.”

      “Alas, one of my professional standards is to never open the package I’m delivering, even in the case of this delivery to my friend. It is none of my business to know what’s in a given package and it is essential to building trust with my unique clientele.”

      “That is a shame. I desire to understand what it is that requires such a strong magical charm to keep it closed.”

      “Is it magic? I didn’t even look at it.”

      “Surely you realized it had a magical nature to it. It must be something of great value. I should probably hold onto it for the time being. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Yes, of course.” Kurt realized he couldn’t push the issue. The General would become even more suspicious if he acted as if he needed it back in a hurry. He wasn’t supposed to be going anywhere until the General had concluded his arrangement with Kurt to purchase weapons from Earth Prime.

      Still, there was some good news. If the General had been given the box, then it was likely hidden somewhere in his office. That was all Kurt needed to know at this point. He would find it and get it before he and Clara made their escape.

      “General, this meal has been excellent but I find that I am fatigued. There is a time differential between my world and yours and I have not slept in over a day. I would like permission to return to my room.”

      “Why, of course. I will look forward to seeing you in the morning to continue our discussion about new weapons for my soldiers.”

      The General clapped his hands and a servant appeared. “Take our new friend to his room.”

      “Yes, my General.”

      The servant bowed to his leader and then turned and waited for Kurt to get up.

      Kurt slid his chair back and rose, thanking the General with a nod before turning and following the servant from the great hall. He glanced back and saw Clara following him with her eyes. He would work on perfecting the escape plan tonight. They had three days to figure out a way to get out of here before the General’s plan to use the nonexistent magic of the fake sarcophagus.
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      Kurt waited until the door closed behind him when he reached his assigned bedroom. He returned to the door and listened to hear if the servant locked it. Sure enough, a familiar click sounded as the servant who escorted him to the room turned the key in the lock from the outside.

      Kurt smiled. It wasn’t like the simple locks in this building were going to do anything to keep him in. That was the least of his worries about escaping the General’s fortress.

      He went over and looked out the window. The sun was getting low in the sky. It looked like it would be dark enough soon to make an attempt to get out of here. Of course, he wasn’t going out the window. Like Clara’s room, his had iron bars across it. The General sure didn’t trust his houseguests.

      Heading over to the bed, Kurt sat down and lay back, swinging his legs up onto the mattress. Resting his head on the pillow, Kurt stared up at the ceiling and thought about the events of the day.

      Marci came to his mind. He wasn’t really worried about her. She had an uncanny knack to land on her feet.  Once she appeared above water in the river, floating away and laughing at them all, Kurt had ceased to worry about her, well, at least not too much.

      The girl was nothing if not resourceful. He figured she was already back on Earth Prime and heading home to Baltimore. The one thing he hoped she wasn’t doing was trying to organize some sort of a rescue. That would only screw up everything else he was trying to do. She wouldn’t do anything that rash, would she?

      Kurt felt his eyes start to droop and he accessed the keyboard holoscreen from his wrist cuff. It looked like a simple, plain metal bracelet to the casual eye so the guards hadn’t thought to confiscate it. The metal band was actually a sophisticated device Jonesey had come up with. In addition to creating a short-term personal shield, it also had simple computer functions built in.

      A few taps later and he’d set an alarm for himself. He wanted to get some sleep while he waited and he’d set the alarm for three hours from now. Most of the people in the fortress should be settled down and asleep by then. That was when he would attempt to break out and make his escape.

      It seemed like no time at all passed between the time he closed his eyes and when the chimes of his alarm sounded from his wrist. Opening his eyes and reaching down to shut off the alarm, it took Kurt a moment to remember where he was.

      The room was now almost completely dark. The sun had long since set outside and there was very little light filtering in the window.

      Kurt got up from the bed and walked over to the door, putting his ear against it and listening for any sound of movement outside. Everything sounded quiet though it didn’t mean there wasn’t a guard posted outside his door or even nearby in the hallway. He’d have to be careful.

      Reaching into his pocket, Kurt pulled out a small leather pouch. Since he was more of a guarded guest than a prisoner like Clara, the guards had not searched him very carefully. That left him this set of small but sturdy tools. Along with several screwdrivers and an easy to assemble adjustable wrench, there was also a set of dental instruments. His colleagues often asked him why he carried those particular tools around with him. They only asked because they had no idea how useful dental tools could be when you had nothing else. They had more uses then just about anything else out there if you were resourceful enough.

      Kurt knelt by the door, listening carefully as he selected two of the dental picks and inserted them into the lock from his side. The sturdy yet flexible stainless steel gave him an excellent sense of feel down the length of the tool into his fingertips. He began to manipulate them, feeling for the location of the lock’s tumblers and pins. It took him nearly a minute, but eventually, he was rewarded with a soft click.

      Returning the tools to the small pouch and putting them back in his pocket, Kurt stood. He grabbed his stun baton from his belt and flicked his wrist to deploy it. Carefully, he opened the door a crack until he could see in one direction down the hallway.

      There was no one there in that direction at least. He pulled the door open farther until there was enough room to slide his shoulder through the opening. He made the decision to quickly check the other way, ready and prepared to take action if necessary to silence anyone who was there.

      Luckily the door did not squeak on its hinges and Kurt was able to slide through and peer around the doorframe in the opposite direction down the hall. He didn’t see anyone that way either and wondered why the General had left him unguarded. It both offended him and tweaked his paranoia a bit.

      There was such a thing as too easy.

      Pushing the paranoid feelings aside in his mind, Kurt headed down the hallway and turned the corner to get to the other side of the building where Clara’s bedroom was. As he turned the corner, he bumped into a servant hustling down the hallway carrying a pile of linens. The servant dropped the sheets and towels and grumbled aloud at Kurt. Then a moment of recognition crossed his face as he realized who he’d run into.

      “Hey, what are you doing out of your room…”

      He never finished the whole sentence. Kurt brought the stun baton up and tapped it against his neck. The servant collapsed to the floor, spasming with occasional tremors from the stun charge. He’d wake up with a doozy of a headache but that was it. Best of all he wouldn’t remember what happened.

      Kurt searched the next room down the hallway and found it to be empty. Returning to the unconscious servant, he lifted the helpless guy under the arms and dragged him into the empty room.

      Kurt propped him up against the wall next to the door then went out and retrieved the pile of towels the servant had dropped. He left the pile of linens next to the knocked out servant and shut the door. No sense leaving a sleeping servant in the middle of the hallway for someone to stumble over.

      He wasn’t exactly sure how the stun baton would affect the people of this world and their physiology. In theory, it should work on anyone who had an electrical system in their bodies, even some AI androids.

      Generally, for most man-sized beings, the stun baton effects lasted for up to two hours and even those who recovered more quickly usually stayed down for a minimum of one hour. That gave Kurt a short time window. He might have enough time but, just to be safe, he pulled out his dental tools again and locked the servant in the bedroom.

      Returning to his task of finding Clara’s room, Kurt continued down the hall turning once more to the left. He entered the hallway parallel to the one on the other side of the fortress where his room was located. He reached the room he thought was hers and tried the knob. It was locked.

      Kneeling down, he once again worked at picking the lock. Having done this twice already, it went much faster, and he managed to open the lock in just 30 seconds.

      Standing, he opened the door and slipped inside, closing it behind him.

      The crushing blow to his head as he stepped into the room caused him to see stars and knocked him to his knees.

      Looking up he saw Clara in a nightshirt, standing over him, holding a large porcelain pitcher in her hand. Kurt was lucky she had not broken it when she struck him. The shards would have gashed open his skull.

      “Kurt, for God’s sake what are you doing here.“

      “I am here to rescue you, Clara.” Kurt got to his feet rubbing the back of his head. “I told you to be ready when I came. Why did you hit me like that?”

      “How was I supposed to know it was you. It could’ve been one of those scummy guards coming here to molest me or something.”

      Kurt figured that was probably the answer she’d give, but he saw the brief grin on her face and he had to wonder if she had enjoyed watching him crumple to the floor like that, even just a little bit.

      Kurt rubbed the side of his head and pointed to the chest of drawers by the window. “Get changed. As soon as you’re ready, we are getting out of here.”

      “Have you figured out how to get past the guards on the walls?”

      “Almost,” Kurt said. “I have a few ideas and I’ll refine them once I see what the situation is with the guards outside the main building.”

      Clara looked at him and she seemed about to say something but she must’ve changed her mind. Instead, she turned and walked over to a small chest of drawers pulling out the pair of jeans and the T-shirt she had worn in his apartment when she had been kidnapped days before. She started pulling the nightshirt over her head, then turned and looked at Kurt

      “Please turn your back.”

      “Good grief, Clara. We were married.”

      “Yeah, but we’re not married anymore. Turn your back.”

      Kurt rolled his eyes but didn’t argue with her. He turned around and stood there staring at the door while she got changed behind him.

      “All right, you can turn around now.”

      “Is there anything else you need from here before we leave?”

      “No,” Clara said. “Let’s just get going .”

      Kurt moved to the door listening for a second before opening it and glancing outside. The coast was clear.

      He motioned for Clara to follow him and he started down the hallway retracing the journey he made earlier in the day from the General’s office. He had one more stop. It was time to go and get Jonesey’s box back.

      Clara tugged on his shoulder. “This isn’t the way to get to the front entrance.”

      “I know. I have to get something from the General’s office.”

      “ Kurt, we need to get out of here. Any extra thing we do that isn’t getting us outside the walls is going to get us caught.”

      “I need to get this. It’s something Jonesey had me pick up for her. I don’t want to tell her I lost it while traveling in another dimension.”

      Clara let out an exasperated sigh and pointed forward for Kurt to continue. He moved down the hallway until they reached the spiral staircase down.

      Kurt started down the steps. Reaching the bottom quickly, he checked the hallway below for any signs of activity. Still seeing no one, Kurt started along the winding route to the general’s office.

      He was surprised to find the office door unlocked. If he was a suspicious person, he might think the General had planned a trap for him. Still, there was no evidence that anyone was on to their escape plan and he needed to get Jonesey’s box.

      He and Clara stepped inside and closed the door behind them. Clara switched on a light giving them an opportunity to search the room.

      “What exactly does this box of Jonesey’s look like?”

      “It’s small, only about ten centimeters on a side. It’s made of wood and has golden runes inscribed on it. The General was keeping it because he couldn’t open it and he assumed the contents must be precious.”

      “What’s in the box?” Clara asked.

      “You know better than to ask me that.”

      “I thought maybe Jonesey told you or something.”

      “Jonesey? Tell someone one of her secrets? She’s the queen of conspiracy theories. No one knows her secrets. Just keep looking. We have to find it.”

      It took the two of them nearly 10 minutes before they found the box inside a locked drawer in the General’s side cabinet. Beside it were several other items of value including a gold statue and what looked like several stacks of gold coins. Kurt was tempted to grab everything but decided he didn’t have an easy way to carry the coins or the statue and opted just to grab the box.

      Kurt stood up and turned back towards the door and froze. The General stood directly in front of them. He had a broad grin on his face and Marci’s pistol in his hand.

      “You said there was nothing of value in the box, Kurt, and yet here you are stealing it back from me. I’m hurt. I think perhaps you have been less than honest with me.”

      The General turned to Clara and pointed at her “get the woman back up to her room. This time make sure you leave a guard outside her door.”

      Two of the guards behind him rushed into the room and grabbed Clara by her arms. They weren’t gentle as they hustled her out of the room. She managed to give Kurt a worried glance on her way by but he was unable to communicate anything with her other than a simple shake of his head. This wasn’t over. They’d find another way to get out of this mess.

      “General, I’m sorry you had to find me doing this but it doesn’t change anything. I have to get out of here and make that delivery. I take my work very seriously. It doesn’t mean I’m not willing to continue our plan to trade in weapons for you and your man.

      “But Kurt, you’re wrong. This changes everything. You told me you didn’t care about the woman. Yet here I find you helping her escape along with yourself.” The General pointed to Jonesey’s box. “You told me the box was nothing of value and that you didn’t know what was in the box. Yet here I find you stealing it back from me which tells me it has more value than you let on. What am I supposed to think about any other plans you might have made or told me about?”

      “I understand how this must look,” Kurt said. His mind raced as he tried to think of something else to say. In the end, he ran out of time before he could come up with an answer or explanation.

      “Take him down to the cells and keep him there until I decide what to do with him. Perhaps some time down there in the dark will make him more agreeable to telling me exactly what else he might be up to. I get the feeling there is more than one reason he is here in this world.”

      Two more guards came in and grabbed him by the elbows. The General reached out and took the box from Kurt’s hands. The guards produced shackles, locking his hands together in front of him with black iron chains. They half dragged him from the room to a steep staircase leading down into the darkness below the ground floor. He knew it was going to be much more difficult to escape from down there.
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      As dungeon jail cells went, Kurt had to admit this one was among the better ones he’d been stuck in over the years. He hadn’t seen a single rat, although he wasn’t sure if there were rats in this world or anything like them.

      Still, at least it was dry and the mattress they had provided for him on the stone bench in the corner was not too uncomfortable. There was no light provided for him but as soon as the door shut, Kurt fired up one of the spells he knew and provided himself a dim light in the darkness.

      This helped him keep his eyes used to the light in case an opportunity presented itself for him to break out. If he hadn’t done that, he’d have been blinded by even the dimmest light when the cell door was opened. That was, of course, the reason to keep him in the dark. It prevented him from making a run for the door or jumping the guards when they brought him meals.

      Kurt made sure he cut off the spell whenever he heard the key in the lock and he was pretty sure the guards were none the wiser. He pretended to be blinded even as he examined the hallway outside the cell for any sign they were letting their guard down.

      They did not.

      He did notice one particular guard had his stun baton clipped to his belt every time they came and opened the cell door. Kurt filed that piece of information away for further reference. It might come in handy.

      It wasn’t clear how many days Kurt was locked up. There wasn’t a window in the cell since it was underground, so he couldn’t see outside. He only had the meal schedule to judge by. If they were feeding him twice a day, which is what it felt like, then he had been there for just over two days.

      Based on his reckoning, it was early on the third day when the guards came and told him to come to the cell door.

      “Are we going somewhere?”

      “You’ll see. The General said he wants you along on a little excursion he has planned.

      Kurt knew the General planned on having his grand meeting with the other local warlords to show off his new acquisition. It was going to be awkward to be standing there when the General figured out the sarcophagus was a fake.

      Clara had always shown a good eye for a high-quality forgery. In fact, he knew she had several excellent painters who could forge the works of the great masters and he had no doubt she had also found the best person to create a forgery of the gold sarcophagus.

      No matter how good it was, it wasn’t the sacred relic he was expecting and whatever magical properties it was supposed to have were definitely not going to manifest as expected. That meant Kurt and Clara had very little time to get away. Being shackled and standing nearby as a witness wasn’t conducive to an escape. The General was not going to be happy at all once he discovered they had tricked him.

      “Come on, human, we don’t have all day to wait for you to shuffle out of your cell,” The first guard said.

      “I’ve been looking forward to getting out of here. I needed to work on my suntan. I hope we’re going somewhere outdoors.”

      One of the guards moved behind him as they walked from the cell. He poked Kurt hard in the back with the muzzle of his musket. “Cut out the clever remarks. The General prefers his prisoners to be seen and not heard. One more word and we’ll gag you.”

      Kurt didn’t want them to do that. He’d need to be able to speak to cast any magic that might be useful in their escape. One spell he knew would make it so he could slip the shackles right over his hands like they were made of elastic.

      That particular spell only worked on iron-based alloys without any silver in them. His shackles looked to be simple wrought iron so that shouldn’t be any problem.

      As he left the narrow stairs up from the dungeon and entered the main entry hall of the fortress, Kurt saw Clara standing next to the General waiting for them. He was happy to see she was not shackled like he was. That might make things easier if an opportunity to escape presented itself.

      As Kurt approached the General, the alien reached behind his back and pulled out Jonesey’s box from a pouch that looked a lot like a standard fanny pack.

      “I still haven’t managed to open this. The box and its wards are resistant to every tool I’ve applied to the task. Your woman was unable to help me with the problem either. You are going to have to show me how to get into this box. I am very interested in what its contents must be since it is protected so vigorously.”

      “I told you before, your lordship, I have no idea how to get into the box. I never infringe on the privacy of my clients.”

      The General grinned. “Yes, so you keep saying.” He let out an incredulous laugh. “Do you really expect me to believe that? I would never be able to avoid looking into a sealed box if I was delivering something that was warded like this.”

      “Well, that’s where you and I differ, General. I, apparently, have scruples.”

      Clara glared at him when he insulted their host. Kurt didn’t care. He was pissed off at this point. If the General had damaged the box in any way, Jonesey was going to take it out on Kurt. Plus, he decided he was going to get away from the General with Clara today one way or another.

      The General frowned at Kurt’s flippant attitude. He waved towards the main doors. “Guards take them out and get them situated on one of the trucks. We’re leaving immediately for the rendezvous.”

      The two guards with Kurt grabbed him by the shoulders and shoved him towards the front courtyard where the trucks were parked. Kurt stumbled along for a few steps before he regained his balance. After that, he kept up a quick pace to stay ahead of the guards so that they wouldn’t try to shove him down again.

      Walking through the main doors, Kurt stepped outside and saw the trucks all lined up. Their noisy engines were already sputtering and growling as they idled, waiting for the General and his forces to get on board.

      Kurt climbed up into the back of the second flatbed truck in the row and then turned and help Clara clamber up behind him. They were joined by a group of six guards.

      The lead guard, Kurt’s baton clipped to his belt, ordered them to sit down. Kurt sat with his back against the bench seat that would hold the driver and Clara sat next to him. Other guards and soldiers came out and loaded onto the additional trucks until all six of the flatbed trucks were full. Kurt counted over a hundred soldiers, all armed with the long muskets.

      The General climbed up and sat next to the driver of the lead truck and once he saw all were loaded he called out, “Let’s go!”

      They drove through the main gate and out onto the dirt road that led away from the fortress. The drive across the countryside was a bumpy one. They did not have paved roads here and the trucks had little in the way of anything Kurt would call a suspension.

      He decided if he ever came back here he could make a fortune showing the local manufacturers and craftsmen how to implement a simple leaf spring design for their axles. It would create vehicles that rode much more comfortably than these flatbed trucks.

      They continued cross-country in what appeared to be a generally north-easterly direction. Kurt had no idea if the sun in this world rose in the east and set in the west like it did on earth, but thinking that way gave him a frame of reference for the approximate location of the gate back to Earth Prime.

      They traveled for about an hour and a half until they crested a small rise and the line of trucks drove down into a broad, bowl-shaped valley.

      They were not the first to arrive at the meeting. Craning his neck to look ahead of them, Kurt noticed three different groups gathered. The three clusters of what must be the opposing warlords’ forces were arrayed on the opposite side of the small valley.

      Each of the three groups was much smaller in size than the General’s forces. Even combined, the General’s troops outnumbered them two to one. Two of the groups had trucks similar to theirs. One group, the smallest of the three, had no trucks at all and apparently had ridden there on a cluster of strange beasts. The creatures had six legs and each had two saddles on their backs. It looked like each of them could apparently carry a pair of riders.

      If he could get to one of the creatures with Clara, the two of them could strike out across the hills and probably make much better time than the slow-moving trucks could.

      The General had his trucks pull in a line across the side of the valley directly opposite the positions of the other three groups and then ordered his men to dismount. Kurt waited until everyone at climbed out of his flatbed before he got down and turned to help Clara jump down.

      Two of the guards came and walked them over to stand next to the General. Kurt noted their host had Jonesey’s box peeking out from under the flap of the fanny pack hanging from his belt.

      The General offered them a broad, toothy grin as they approached. He stood with the sarcophagus set on the grass next to him.

      “I want you to stand here next to me so that you can see the way I cause my opponents to cower before me.”

      Things were about to get pretty dangerous and Kurt scanned the area for an opportunity for the two of them to break away. He searched for some distraction that would give them the chance to reach the strange, six-legged mounts before the General found out the bad news about the fake artifact.

      Kurt continued to ponder this question while he studied the three groups opposite him. His gaze stopped and his eyes widened in surprise.

      Clara must have seen the same thing and nudged him with her elbow. “Is that—?”

      “Yes. Yes, it is. That is our Marci.”

      Marci met Kurt’s gaze and winked at him. She had a huge satisfied grin on her face. That probably indicated she had some plan to help the two of them escape.

      Kurt knew he was about to get a huge “I told you so” from her. Given the circumstances, he’d let her say it without grumbling or arguing her point. If they got out of this mess, she’d have earned that much.

      Marci stood with the group who’d arrived on the strange, six-legged mounts. There were about fifteen total in that group. The first thing Kurt noticed about them was they weren’t armed with the smoothbore long guns the others all carried.

      Turning his attention back to Marci, Kurt squinted his eyes against the bright sun’s glare and studied her. Then he saw it. She had what looked like the butt of a modern pistol poking out of the holster on her right hip. If she had acquired a new weapon after the guards had taken hers away during their initial capture, that meant she’d returned to Earth Prime and come back.

      Now it was Kurt’s turn to smile. He had some idea of what she might have planned. He nodded and smiled at her and Marci’s grin broadened.

      There was no way she came back with just a pistol. Knowing her, she could’ve brought back an entire Ranger battalion after picking them up at a bar back in Atlanta. She liked her overkill. He needed to be ready for whatever she’d planned.

      Kurt figured even if she’d enlisted the aid of all three of the General’s opponents, they were still outnumbered. There would only be a narrow window of confusion to get away when the shooting started, and with Marci involved, there would almost certainly be shooting. He had to be ready to exploit it on his end.

      Three people detached from the groups standing opposite the General’s men and walked across the grassy plain towards the center of the valley.

      The group of three stopped. There were two men and one woman. Kurt was surprised to see the woman since there was no evidence that women held any positions of rank in the General’s army. Kurt had assumed that was a universal cultural standard in this world. Apparently, it was not.

      The woman came from the group with which Marci had associated herself. Leave it to her to find the empowered clan matriarch in a place full of misogynists.

      The group of three walked forward a short distance and then waited halfway across the grassy field. The general motioned to two of his soldiers who came forward and lifted the sarcophagus between them using convenient handles still attached from when Kurt had brought it through the portal. The general glanced at Kurt and Clara. “You two may come along as well. I want you to see how I make my enemies bow down before me.”

      Kurt and Clara started forward with the general and his two soldiers hauling the ungainly sarcophagus. They reached a point about two meters away from the others and stopped. The General pointed to the ground in front of them and the two soldiers slid the sarcophagus across the grass to rest at the General’s feet. It sat so that the opposing warlords could clearly see the relic.

      “I am glad the three of you decided to meet me here. It was the prudent thing to do. Now I will show you why you must accept me as the supreme overlord of this region.”

      All of the others stared at the sarcophagus on the grass for a few long seconds before anyone answered the General.

      It was the woman who spoke first. “General, while you have the biggest army in the area, you do not control all of the resources of the region. Even with our smaller forces, we have the ability and the necessary resources to hold on to what we already have. Yes, it seems you have secured the holy relic of legend. What makes you think that is enough to make us decide to give up our positions of power and follow you.”

      The General laughed and pointed at each of them in turn. “First of all, the three of you and all your people are starving because, while you have access to many natural resources, you do not have control of the central valley as I do and therefore do not have access to the food you need to feed your people. As long as I control that, I control everything.”

      The first of the other leaders, a tall man with a broad, flat nose between his cat-like eyes, pointed at the General. “You are the one who killed the leader of this valley and forced the rest of us to take up arms against you. If you had any sense at all, you would realize we will never give up.”

      “I was hoping you and the others would be defiant, Quentin, that way I can use the power of this relic to destroy you and all of your followers with a single magical utterance. All I have to do is activate the relic and I will control magic such as no one has seen in this world for a thousand years.”

      “According to the legend, that is so. What if it is wrong?” The woman opposite them sneered at the General. “I, for one, don’t believe in fairy tales. Do your worst.”

      The General growled deep in his throat. He knelt down and laid his hands upon the golden sarcophagus and after glaring at the three of them began shouting out odd, guttural words in a language Kurt could not understand. As he spoke, his fingers traced the runes on the lid of the golden sarcophagus.

      The two male leaders opposite them begin to step backward, wary of the pending spell. The woman held her ground.

      The general continued speaking what could only be some sort of magical incantation. He continued tracing the runes with his fingertip. He shouted one last word and then pointed his free hand at the woman fingers splayed out wide and held it there.

      Nothing happened.

      The General looked at the sarcophagus and then at his outstretched hand. He shouted the word again, this time leaning forward and straining with every bit of his body.

      Nothing.

      It wasn’t going to work and the General was beginning to realize it.

      There was no magic coming out of those fingers, Kurt knew that much. He muttered the iron plasticity spell under his breath to remove the shackles. He slid them off his hands but held on to the iron cuffs so the guards didn’t notice them drop to the ground. He nudged Clara with his elbow. She glanced his way and then at the General. She nodded and together they started to back up.

      The General, still struggling to understand why his magical plan wasn’t working, looked at the sarcophagus and then turned back to glare at Kurt and Clara, backing away from him. He snarled something under his breath and turned back to the sarcophagus, prying at the sealed lid with both hands. After a moment he flung it open.

      From where he stood slightly upslope from the General, Kurt could see into the wood and gold box. There was nothing inside but sand. No body, no holy relic, or bones. Just ordinary sand, from earth.

      “The holy bones are not inside. This is not the relic. It’s a fake!” He spun around and pointed an accusing finger at Kurt and Clara. “I’ll kill you both, slowly and painfully, for this affront.”

      The General started to shout at his two guards. Because his back was to the other warlords, he failed to realize what else was going on.

      At that moment, the female warlord opposite them reached into the pocket of her long, flowing coat and pulled out a semi-automatic pistol of modern Earth design.

      Pointing it at the two guards to either side of the General, she shot each of them with a pair of expertly aimed shots. Kurt was impressed given how she couldn’t have had much time to practice with the weapon.

      At the same instant, the group standing with Marci all reached under their robes and produced semi-automatic carbines with extended clips.

      Then all hell broke loose.

      A hail of bullets flew across the valley in both directions.

      Kurt grabbed Clara by the shoulder and pulled her to the ground as he dropped down himself.

      It wasn’t a moment too soon. A split second after they hit the ground, the air above them buzzed with bullets from both sides.

      Kurt reached out a hand towards the nearest guard, the one who’d gathered him from his cell that morning. He lay dead on the turf about five meters away. He had Kurt’s stun baton clipped to his belt.

      Palm outstretched, Kurt willed the weapon to return to him as Jonesey had showed him back in her lab.

      The body twitched on the ground, and for a second, Kurt thought the guy was still alive. Then he saw the baton was tugging on the guy’s belt such that it tried to roll him over. Eventually, the magic pulled the guard over onto his stomach. Once the body rolled over, the baton flew free, slapping into Kurt’s outstretched hand with a satisfying smack.

      As he recovered the baton, Kurt activated the personal shield from his wrist cuff with a few taps on the keypad there. A few bullets pinged off the surface of the shield as soon as the transparent barrier appeared next to Kurt and Clara.

      The General crouched behind the sarcophagus. He had Marci’s confiscated pistol in his hand and snapped off a few shots in the direction of the three other warlords who were all running back to join their forces.

      The General’s aim was pretty good and one of the three dropped to the ground with a bullet to the back. It was the second man, belonging to the middle group.

      The General cackled with glee when he saw one of his adversaries fall and he fired off a flurry of new shots at the fleeing leaders, emptying his weapon at them.

      This was Kurt’s chance.

      Jumping to his feet but crouching as low to the ground as he could, Kurt ran at the General.

      He didn’t see Kurt coming. He struggled with reloading the unfamiliar weapon with one of the two spare clips he had.

      Snapping his wrist to the side, Kurt deployed the full length of the stun baton and swung it at the General’s head.

      The General must have seen Kurt’s approach out of the corner of his eye. He raised up the hand holding the pistol just in time to ward off the incoming blow.

      The big alien punched upward with his other hand and it was Kurt’s turn to dodge an attack. He felt the blow connect with a glancing shot to his side that might’ve cracked a rib or two if it had been a solid hit.

      Rolling to one side, Kurt came up on one knee and threw the baton directly at the General’s face only a few meters away.

      This time the baton struck home and discharged the stun effect as the ball-shaped tip of the baton hit the General right between the eyes.

      The charge caused him to fling his hands out to the side. The pistol flew away into the grass nearby. Then the big man toppled over to one side to lay twitching on the ground.

      Crawling over to the General, Kurt rolled him over until he could reach the bulging pouch at his back. Reaching inside, he pulled out Jonesey’s box and scrambled back to where Clara crouched in a hollow in the grass.

      Bullets still flew overhead from both directions. Looking back at the General’s men, Kurt saw them slowly advancing forward towards their downed leader. Despite the additional firepower, Marci had procured for one of the opposing groups, the rebels’ side was still outnumbered and outgunned.

      “Come on. We’ve got to get over to where Marci is crouched behind those rocks.” Kurt pointed to the place where their friend took cover behind a rock outcropping. As he watched, she snapped off a series of precision shots at the approaching forces behind her two friends then ducked back into cover.

      “Go, Kurt,” Clara shouted. “I’m right behind you.”

      “You first. I’ve got the shield between us and the most firepower.”

      Clara moved out first and Kurt jumped up and started sprinting across the field behind her towards Marci’s position, trying to keep his shield in place behind him to cover her retreat. Clara, always a little faster than him, pulled away from him a little as they ran towards Marci. She reached the cover of the rocks first, just a few seconds ahead of Kurt.

      “Hey, Clara. Nice to see you,” Marci said. “Here, take this.”

      Marci handed Clara a semi-automatic pistol like her own and then turned back to the front to snap off two more shots at the approaching soldiers.

      Clara had trained in various weapons with her ex-husband when they were still married. She expertly checked to make sure a round was chambered and then took a position behind the low boulder Marci was using for cover and started firing back at the General’s advancing troops.

      “Ladies, I know you’d like to remain here and make a stand, but we’re going to get overrun if we stay. Marci, I hope you’ve got an escape route planned.”

      “Of course, K.C. I’m not an amateur.”

      Marci turned to the left and called out to the woman leading the mounted soldiers.

      “Ayleeya, we are going. Remember where the rest of the weapons are stashed. With them, you should be able to reclaim your valley home.”

      “Thank you, Marci of Earth. You have held up your end of the bargain. Take your friends and go home.”

      Marci waved and turned back to her friends. “Come on, we can go now. I have transportation nearby.”

      They started weaving their way back from the battle, crouched over behind the limited cover. Running along the rocky outcropping, using it for cover when they could, the three of them kept going away from the battle. The trio crested the far side of the valley and ran down the other side as the sounds of gunfire faded behind them.
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      After running over the nearest ridge and along a nearby riverbank, Marci called a halt by a small waterfall. The water cascaded over the steep hillside on their left forming a large pool that continued into the small river they’d followed.

      “How much farther, Marci,” Clara asked as she sat down. Her breathing came in ragged gasps after all the running.

      “Not too far. I couldn’t park the ATV too close without risking that the General’s men would see it as they approached or swept the area. They might’ve suspected something odd was going on if they discovered a modern vehicle from Earth here.”

      “You’ve got an ATV?” Kurt asked.

      “Yeah, it was the only way to haul all the weapons up the hill to the gateway back home and then get them to a disbursement point here.

      Kurt scratched his head, puzzling at the words she used. “Marci, just out of curiosity, what did you do after you jumped into that river and how many weapons did you manage to bring back with you. Bringing modern weapons into a society like this can upset the balance of power.”

      “It’s kind of a long story.”

      Kurt got the distinct impression she wasn’t telling him something.

      “Now’s not the time, Kurt. I promise I’ll fill you in later. I escaped, made some new friends, and figured out a way to help you guys get away. The hardest part was figuring a way to get the crates with the guns and ammunition through the portal in one go.”

      “Crates? You brought crates of guns through? Where did you get them all?”

      “Don’t worry, I was careful. I disabled the security cameras at the National Guard Armory before I broke in.”

      “You stole the weapons from the National Guard armory? Marci, the feds aren’t going to just chalk that up to a random break-in, especially if you took whole crates of weapons with you.”

      “Don’t worry, K.C. they won’t suspect anyone local. I used a little hack of my own along with some magic and created a pretty good likeness of your General friend back there based on a description I had from my friends. It’s grainy and out of focus but that, along with the increased gate activity is going to tell the cops and military that everything they’re looking for is on this side of the portal.”

      “You’re taking a big chance there, Marci,” Kurt remarked. “You can’t always count on the authorities making decisions that go the way you want them to.”

      “Just face it. I figured a solution for this one out without you. Again. I keep telling you I’m all grown up now and don’t need your help. You treat me like I’m a child. I’m not.”

      Clara jumped into the conversation as Kurt’s temper started to rise. He was glad she did. She always knew how to defuse these types of situations for him.

      “I have to say, Marci, it’s great to see you again after so many years. You’ve grown into quite the capable young woman, that’s for sure.”

      “Thank you, Clara. It’s nice to be appreciated for a change.” Marci glared once again at Kurt and then picked up her pace as they continued their trek across the countryside.

      They marched for another hour or so until they came to an abandoned village. The fields around it were full of weeds and brush was starting to encroach into the edges of what used to be well-kept farm plots. Kurt realized that the hold the warlord had over this region had depleted the resources available for all of the farmers who’d lived there. People couldn’t afford to defend themselves and either left for better opportunities or were killed in defiance.

      As they walk through the village, Kurt got an itch between his shoulder blades. He looked behind him at the empty buildings. He had an eery feeling that they were being watched.

      “Careful, Marci,” Kurt whispered. “I think someone out there is watching us right now. I can’t put my finger on it but I trust my gut on this one.”

      Marci stopped and looked around, then smiled. “It’s alright, K.C. They’re my friends.” She turned and raised her arms outward. “Come out. It’s all right. These people are friends of mine.”

      As soon as she said those words, a group of children of various ages, about ten in all, emerged from a pair of buildings to the left. Marci smiled at the kids and pointed to her friends. “These are my companions, Kurt and Clara. They are the ones that I needed your help to rescue.”

      Marci turned back to Kurt and Clara. “These children have been living in this abandoned the village for over a year. The river I jumped into passed nearby and it was them who helped fish me out of the swift-moving current before I got to the waterfall we passed. They provided me with dry clothes, food, and shelter that first night.”

      One of the little girls came closer and tugged on Marci’s sleeve, looking up her with big wide cat-eyes. “Does this mean you are going to leave us now?”

      “I’m afraid it does, but it doesn’t mean that I am not going to find help for you.”

      “What kind of help?” the girl asked.

      “I have made arrangements with the leader you helped me find. Chief Ayleeya leads the mountain raiders clan. I told her all about you and she agreed to take you into their villages and adopt you as part of their families. They will raise you and help you continue on to have successful lives of your own.”

      “The mountain raiders scare me,” the little girl said. The other children all nodded in agreement.

      “You don’t have to be afraid of them,” Marci said. “Remember, they are the ones you sent me to find because you told me they were the fiercest of the three clans who opposed the General. You knew they would be able to find a way to get me to my friends. Your plan worked and I found out that not only are they fierce but they are also friendly and loyal to people they consider their friends. They’re friends with me and I’m friends with you. You will all be safe there.”

      “So what do we do?” A taller boy of about eleven years old asked. “Do we just wait here for them? I’m afraid the General’s men will come first.”

      Another older girl stepped forward. “What if we wanted to come with you? We could be very useful and help you in your world. We know many things and could assist you.”

      Marci smiled. “That is very sweet of you, Tamryn, but I’m sorry, it just wouldn’t work out. My world is very different from yours and I fear that you would soon become lost in all of our magic and technology. It is better if you stay here. But perhaps I can come back and visit you from time to time and check in on you all.”

      All the children nodded at her when she said that and they smiled. Kurt realized that Marci had made quite the impression on this group of youngsters. He looked around and asked her.

      “We should probably be getting on our way. The boy’s right. It’s not going to do them any good if we are found here with them by any of the General’s forces. He’s got to have awakened from the stun blast I hit him with. I’m sure he’s pretty pissed by now.”

      “You’re right, of course,” Marci said. “The ATV is over there and there’s a wagon attached to it so we should be able to get all three of us back to the gate in one trip.” She turned back to the children clustered around them. “My friends and I are going to leave. Go back and hide. The General’s men won’t find you. Chief Ayleeya and her people will be here tomorrow or the next day to come to collect you. Don’t come out of hiding until you see their hexamounts. That is how you will know it’s them.”

      Marci gave out a few hugs to the youngest and then hustled them back to the buildings from which they came. She came back a few minutes later and beckoned to Kurt and Clara.

      They followed Marci to the far side of the village and into a dilapidated barn. There they found a tarp covering a large object in the center of the run-down building. When they pulled it off, Kurt saw a top-of-the-line, fully electric all-terrain vehicle from Earth. It had a two-wheeled wagon hitched to the back of it.

      “I don’t suppose I should ask where you got this? I’m sure you didn’t pay for it.” Kurt asked.

      “Don’t ask if you don’t want to be upset with the answer.”

      “Fair enough,” Kurt said. “Come on. Let’s get loaded up and get a move on.”

      Marci climbed onto the ATV, taking the lead and motioned to Clara to jump onto the seat behind her. There was just enough room for the two smaller women there.

      That put Kurt sitting in the wagon in the back. It was something he was not looking forward to because he knew this was going to be the bumpier of the seats. The women, however, seem to resolute in riding the ATV itself so he climbed into the wagon.

      “Don’t be a baby, Kurt,” Clara said. “The man doesn’t always have to be the one who drives.”

      Marci laughed out loud at that statement. “Damned straight, Clara. This is the twenty-first century. You tell him!”

      She started the motor and twisted the accelerator on the handlebars, lurching the wagon forward as the ATV pulled out of the barn and began to speed off away from the village, heading back in the direction of the gate.

      Kurt realized the electric ATV was actually the perfect solution for this world with its extremely loud internal combustion engines. The electric motor was nearly silent. All you could really hear what is the slight squeak of the suspension and the jolt of the wagon as it rumbled over the rough ground.

      It took them almost 40 minutes to get back into the vicinity of the gate but that was a lot better than walking there. Kurt figured the trio made good time considering their roundabout route after the rescue in the valley.

      Unfortunately, the General and his men were able to get there first.

      Marci slowed the ATV and parked it inside a dense thicket of woods and underbrush at the edge of a steep slope about 2 km from the location of the gate.

      They had to stop there because they could see patrols of the General’s troops moving around, searching for something or, more probably, someone. It had to be obvious to the General they would be heading back to the gate to escape. All he had to do was wait for them there.

      “We’re going to have to come up with some sort of a distraction,” Kurt said. He searched the area around the small wooded thicket in which they hid, trying to ponder a way they could cross the open ground to the next piece of cover across the open plain. There was a rocky ridge about a half a kilometer away. There were too many guards and soldiers roaming the open ground nearby for them to dash across the open area in the daylight. They’d be spotted by one of the patrols right away.

      “We’ll have to wait until dark,” Marci said. “It’s the only way we will be able to slip past them.”

      “I’m not sure we can slip past them even in the dark.” Clara pointed at her eyes. “Remember those cat-eyes of theirs. I suspect they see nearly perfectly in the dark with very little light. What would look like near blackness to us will probably seem just like twilight to them.”

      “Well, we can’t stay here,” Kurt said. “It’s only a matter of time until they come over and search this thicket. We have to keep moving.”

      Marci shook her head. “I think we should remain here until it gets dark. There aren’t that many of them and they seem to be covering all the open approaches to the gateway. Hopefully, they won’t come all the way over here. Once night falls, we can make our move. Perhaps if we circle around them in the darkness and come at the gate from the other direction, the General won’t expect us that way.”

      Kurt nodded as he thought about it more. “That might work. I’m still nervous about waiting here for any length of time, though. If we have to run, we’ll be exposed right away.”

      “We should probably get some rest anyway.” Marci walked over to the wagon where there were a few bundles in the back Kurt had been using as cushions to lean against during their trip. She opened the bundles and took out a few blankets and a pack of military field rations she must’ve stolen from the armory with the guns.

      “Here, let’s get something to eat. We can think some more about our plans while we wait.

      “Food always sounds like a good idea, Marci,” Clara said. She sat down on a nearby tree stump and held out her hand for the basket. “Here, let me take a look at what you have and I’ll parcel it out for the three of us.”

      “It’s just some of the extra rations I got from the armory. I gave most of the meal kits I stole to the kids. They’ve been subsisting off of what little the villagers left behind in that place. Their root cellars are getting pretty empty now.”

      “Military rations sounds just yummy,” Clara joked. “Still, it’s better than nothing. Let me see what we have.”

      Clara opened the basket and pulled out several plastic-sealed containers Kurt recognized as the standard field rations for the army. He’d eaten many of those over the years.

      “This will do very nicely.” Clara smiled as she opened one of the containers and activated the integrated heating unit.

      “This smells like some sort of hot fruit compote,” Marci said as she fired up her meal after adding some water from a canteen in the back of the wagon.

      Kurt sat down cross-legged near where Claire and Marci sat at the edge of the wagon behind the ATV. Together the three of them dug into their food. He was always surprised by how hungry a running retreat could make you.

      Altogether, the food was quite good, considering what it was. When they had finished the meal and replaced the trash in a bag to clean up and hide any trace of their stopping there, Kurt cleared his throat.

      “I know you have some sort of a plan, Marci, but I think at this point with the General’s soldiers everywhere nearby it’s kind of falling apart.”

      “Not necessarily,” Marci said. “I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

      “Like what?” Claire asked.

      “Let’s just say we need to get closer to the gate before I can try to make any of them work in our favor. I still think our best bet is to wait until dark and try to move them. Hopefully, the General’s patrols will think we are not coming this way. They might think we retreated back to the mountains with Ayleeya’s raiders since that’s who I showed up with.”

      “That is a possibility,” Kurt said. “Still, it’s a lot to rely on. I try to limit the number of ‘ifs’ in a plan when putting it together.”

      “You’re lying, Kurt Carter,” Clara said. “You always fly by the seat of your pants. There have always been ifs in every single one of your plans I’ve ever been involved with.”

      Clara pointed at him and continued. “Don’t sit there and try to make Marci feel bad because one of her plans isn’t working as perfectly as you expected it to.”

      Clara knew him very well and Kurt realized he wasn’t going to argue his way out of this one, especially since two women sat there glaring at him right now. Kurt raised his hands in mock surrender.

      “Tell you what, ladies, why don’t the two of you lay down and get some rest. I’ll take the first watch and keep an eye out in case any of the search parties head this way. I’ll wake you in plenty of time for us to scoot out the back of this thicket and get away before anyone arrives here.”

      “That is an excellent idea,” Clara said. “I can’t believe how tired I am even though it’s only mid-day.”

      “Hey, I’ve been up most of the night traveling here with the mountain raiders on those crazy hexamounts. I would be happy to catch some Z’s.”

      Marci handed Clara one of the blankets and then took one for herself. She went over and curled up against a fallen tree nearby to put something at her back in case of trouble. Kurt respected that. It was always good to plan ahead in case of ambush.

      That was something he learned through his many years in special operations. He wondered where Marci had picked it up, then realized it was something she probably learned from her father. He would have taught his daughter something like that if he had one.

      Thinking about Trent reminded Kurt he was going to have to explain how he got Trent’s daughter caught up in all of this when he returned to Earth. He suspected Trent was going to be less than pleased with the way his daughter had been running around some strange barbarian planet, stirring up rebellions and getting involved in pitched gun battles with stolen military hardware.

      That didn’t even account for how she managed to break into a National Guard Armory. Perhaps, they could figure out a way not to tell him exactly what happened.

      While the ladies settled into getting some rest, Kurt picked a spot near the edge of the tree line where he could see most of the valley nearby and watched for signs that any of the roving patrols were heading in their direction.

      Everyone at this point seemed to be concentrated around the main road about a kilometer away from where they hid. It was the dirt track leading back to the gate and all the patrols seemed to be well off in the distance. He was not going to count on things staying that way, though. Kurt decided to remain vigilant. It wouldn’t do for them to be caught unawares.
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      Kurt let the two women sleep for three hours. It was just getting dark when he went over and wakened Marci so she could take a turn on watch. Then he took one of the blankets and curled up next to another fallen tree across from where Clara was still sleeping.

      Kurt watched her face, relaxed in sleep, thinking back to a time when they were still married. He had always enjoyed watching her at times like this when her guard was down. He felt like it was one of the only times he looked at Clara’s true self. It had been a long time since he’d gazed at her this way. It was still difficult to think about how they had drifted apart.

      Kurt didn’t even remember falling asleep, only realizing he’d drifted off when he was shaken by the shoulder to wake him again. Clara stood over him in the darkness. It took him a few seconds to figure out what she was asking of him.

      “What, Clara? I’m up, I’m up.”

      She bent down and pressed her fingers against his lips. “Keep your voice down, Kurt. There’s a patrol nearby. Marci says we need to move.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?”

      “I just did.” Clara spun around and started throwing the blankets and packs in the back of the wagon, packing up and trying to cover up evidence that they stayed there. Kurt jumped up and helped her and then climbed in the back of the wagon while Clara jumped on the back of the ATV behind Marci.

      “Everyone ready to go?” Marci asked in a hushed tone.

      Clara and Kurt nodded and the youngest of the trio started up the electric motor. With a quiet hum, they rolled through the edge of the woods in which they were hiding and out onto the grassy plain again.

      Kurt could see lights moving in the distance. They were still a ways off but definitely coming closer as the nighttime patrols continued their sweeps. He also saw several groupings of campfires along the area where he thought the road to the gate was. That showed where the bulk of the General’s forces had camped for the night.

      It was lucky they had the campfires and the lights to show where they were. It helped the trio avoid capture, at least for the time being.

      Marci didn’t go very fast on the ATV. It was dark and they couldn’t afford to use their headlights. Even with the moonlight, she was having difficulty seeing where they were going across the uneven ground.

      On the plus side, they were moving so slowly they made hardly any noise as they crossed to the north and attempt to circle around and come at the gate from the opposite side.

      Kurt was the first to spot the patrol nearby. It seemed to be paralleling them to the left about a kilometer away maybe less.

      “Marci, look to the left. I think we’ve been spotted.”

      “It could be a coincidence,” Marci said after glancing in that direction. She didn’t sound convinced, though. Even in the darkness, Kurt didn’t have to see the worried look on her face to know it was there.

      Clara shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Either way, we have to keep going. They have either seen us or they just happen to be going in the same direction.”

      “Let me change our course a little and see if they change course to match us.” Marci turned the ATV a little to the left and started down a small slope into a hollow that momentarily hid them from view.

      Since they were out of sight for a few seconds, she gunned the ATV’s motor and picked up speed moving along the small depression in the landscape to break away from any pursuit. Kurt approved of the idea and he turned to scan the area to the left looking for evidence of any pursuit.

      As Marci drove up the embankment taking them out of the depression, she almost ran over the lead member of another patrol crossing the grassy area on the other side of the hill.

      There was some confusion and shouting as they zipped passed the General’s soldiers. Then they were off and running, bouncing along the uneven ground at full speed as it careened down a steep hill and towards another small cluster of trees. Kurt pointed ahead of them. “Head for those trees, Marci. We will try to lose them when we come out the other side.”

      “I’m already on it. Hold on.”

      Marci continued at their top speed and Kurt nearly pitched out of the back of the wagon when they hit a rather large bump in their path. He pulled himself back inside, holding onto the wagon’s sides with white-knuckled desperation. At this point, all he could do was hold on and try not to fall out.

      They had to keep going as fast as they could, though. There was no choice. The crackle of gunshots sounded behind them. They had to keep going and try to break contact.

      There was shouting in the distance all around them, carrying through the night over the hum of their motor.

      They’d almost reached the tree line when more figures moved out of the woods and bright lights blared in their eyes, blinding them momentarily.

      Marci slowed to a stop and turned to the side.

      A loud, familiar voice called out to them. “It’s no use trying to run anymore,” The General said. “We have you surrounded.”

      Kurt spun his head around searching all directions as more lights turned on from the various patrols that had formed a rather quickly constructed circle around them in the distance, cutting off all options for escape. Marci swung her head from side to side while she sat atop the ATV. They were about fifty meters from the edge of the tree line and the nearest of the bright lights. That was where the General’s voice came from.

      “What do we do?” Marci asked.

      “We surrender.,” Kurt said. “There is no other option. Don’t worry, we’ll get another chance to break free.” Even as he said it, he wasn’t so sure it was the truth.

      As Kurt, Clara, and Marci put up their hands and surrendered, soldiers rushed from the tree line up to them disarming Marci and Clara of their pistols and taking the three of them into custody.

      The ones who came for Kurt were rather rough jerking him out of the back of the wagon and dropping him unceremoniously to the ground. As they did, one of the guards searched through the blankets and bags in the back of the wagon and yelled, “I found it.”

      He held up Jonesey’s box. Kurt cursed under his breath from where he lay on the ground. The General sure had taken a liking to that box and apparently wasn’t going to let it go. Kurt hoped whatever Jonesey had in there was worth all the trouble he was going through to get it back for her.

      “You two have caused me no end of trouble,” The General said as he walked forward out of the darkness. “I see you also have found a new friend. What is your name?”

      “Marci, what’s yours?“

      “You can just call me the General for now. I wonder who you are in relation to these two? I found out from a few of my soldiers that they omitted telling me about you and your daring escape after your arrival. I think you will be one I need to watch very carefully.”

      “Don’t blink,” Marcie said. She had a huge grin on her face despite the desperate circumstances. “I might disappear right before your eyes.”

      “Kurt, you seem to have a penchant for surrounding yourself with feisty women. I like it. Women like that are more fun to break to your will.”

      Kurt shrugged. “They usually find me not the other way around. Sometimes I think it’s a curse.”

      The General laughed at his words and waggled his finger at Kurt. When he stopped laughing, he motioned to the soldiers surrounding them to bring them along. “Come, my friends. It is time to have you show us through the gate to your world. I would like to see it for myself, first hand.”

      “I’d be careful,” Kurt said, trying to build doubt in the General’s mind with his bluff. “There are likely to be a lot of soldiers from my world on the other side of that gateway.”

      “You’re not going to fool me, Kurt. You can’t bluff your way out of this. There’s absolutely no reason to expect any activity on the other side of this gate. I’ve heard from the men I’ve sent through that it is located in a very remote area of your world.”

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Soldiers hustled Kurt and the two women along while one of the General’s men got on the ATV and drove it off into the darkness. It looked like they were going to be walking, Kurt thought.

      The three humans stumbled through the darkness. The soldiers around them did not use flashlights anymore and Kurt soon realized the lights they had seen in the distance had been used to herd the three of them in the direction of where the trap had been laid. None of the patrols needed lights after all. Their eyes saw easily in the dark. It had been part of the ruse to capture them.

      It took the group almost an hour of walking to return to the area of the gate. Kurt could see the blue glow of the open gateway in the distance. Since this was a permanent gate, that glow always signified where it was and it was easy to pick out in the darkness.

      He wondered if the theft from the National Guard Armory on the other side had stirred up the hornet’s nest he thought it would. He hoped that threw a monkey wrench in the General’s plans. It should give the three of them a chance to escape again. Of course, that was going to take a good deal of luck.

      They were about a hundred meters from the gateway walking up the slope towards it when a crackle of gunfire sounded to the left. Several of the General’s soldiers fell over, hit by gunfire.

      Based on the increased rate of fire, Kurt realized it was modern weapons from Earth.

      That meant one of two things.

      Either people had moved through from his world into this one, or, there were members of the mountain raiders Marci had befriended out there in the darkness attacking the General’s men.

      Kurt, Clara, and Marci all dove to the ground to take cover as a hail of bullets whistled past them in the darkness.

      The alien soldiers returned fire with their smoothbore, muzzle-loading weapons and the General called out orders trying to organize his relatively small force into a defensive perimeter facing to the left.

      Kurt reached out and touched Clara’s pants leg where she lay on the ground in front of him.

      She glanced back at him and he jerked his head to the right and effort to tell her it was time to run in that direction.

      Clara nodded in agreement and reached out to tap Marci on the shoulder where she lay next to her. Kurt looked to his right and saw that all of the guards who would have been watching them were involved in reloading their weapons and returning fire as fast as they could.

      Marci was the first move and, as soon as he saw her get up and start running, Kurt jumped to his feet and followed her with Clara right by his side. He hadn’t recharged his personal shield since deploying it earlier in the day so he had to rely on speed and an effort to keep low, presenting as small a target as possible.

      Marci pointed to a rocky outcropping nearby and they all turned in that direction, diving behind the small cluster of boulders on the side of the hill.

      “We’ve got to make a dash for the gate,” Marci said. “It’s our only chance to get out of here in one piece.”

      “I agree,” Clara said. “Maybe if we move around the other side of these rocks we can find a way to stay in cover and get closer to the gate.”

      Kurt shook his head. “You two go. I’ve got to go back and get that box away from the General.”

      “What the hell is in that box that’s so important you think Jonesey needs so badly?” Clara asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Kurt said and shrugged. “I don’t let things I’m supposed to deliver get away from me. It’s part of my reputation.”

      Clara rolled her eyes. “Kurt, you’ve got to stop worrying about that kind of thing. We are in the middle of a firefight here.”

      “You two can argue between yourselves later,” Marci said. “I’m going to work my way around these rocks and see if there’s a way to get closer to the gate.”

      She crawled away from them leaving Kurt and Clara alone behind one of the boulders. Clara flinched closer to him when a ricocheted bullet pinged off the rock close to her head.

      “Kurt if you go out there, you’re going to get yourself shot. Who would I have to complain about then?”

      “That’s just a chance you will have to take.” Kurt pointed in the direction Marci had gone. “Follow Marci. She’ll be able to help you get back to the other side. I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

      Clara stared at Kurt for a few seconds, then she turned and looked in the direction Marci took.

      She shook her head and sighed, reaching out to squeeze Kurt’s hand. She let his hand slip away and started crawling after Marci.

      Kurt was glad she’d finally decided to listen to him. Now he wouldn’t have to worry about either of them and he could concentrate on getting the box back.

      He lay on the ground and crawled to the edge of the boulder to peer around the other side.

      The General had gotten some reinforcements coming in from other parts of the valley nearby and he had arranged his forces in a defensive line facing the direction of what Kurt assumed was a mountain raider attack.

      The General strode behind his soldiers, pointing out targets and shouting orders. Kurt couldn’t fault his courage. The man was a natural leader.

      Jonesey’s box was visible, the edge of the glowing runes peeking out from the bulging fanny pack hanging from the General’s belt. It would be easy to run up tackle him from behind and retrieve the box.

      Well, maybe not easy. The General was a pretty big guy.

      Kurt started to move back towards the rear of the alien battle line. When he was about twenty-five meters away, he got to his feet, ready to charge in and tackle the General.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Kurt spotted something small come flying through the gate to bounce down the slope towards the General and his men.

      Kurt recognized the bouncing object. It was the size and shape of a softball. He realized what it was at the last instant. Pivoting in place, he started running back the way he came.

      He dove back behind the boulder, covering his head with his hands, just as the thermal grenade went off.

      A massive wave of heat and noise from the magically enhanced explosion washed over him. A random thought crossed his mind.

      Things were about to get interesting now.
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      The explosion sent a flash of heat over and around him which Kurt felt even from his position behind the boulder. He hoped Marci and Clara were still behind cover when the grenade went off.

      Crawling back to the edge of the boulder and peeking around the other side, Kurt saw the explosion had taken out about twenty of the General’s men closest to the gateway. He didn’t, however, see the leader’s body among those lying there. The fires set in the tall grass all around the portal illuminated enough of the area that he could see the remaining forces belonging to the General racing off down the hill towards the valley floor. He scowled when saw the General himself running at the back of the group. Kurt could see the pouch holding Jonesey’s box bouncing from his belt as he ran.

      Dammit, the bastard was getting away. Kurt couldn’t afford to let him escape back to his fortress. Then he’d never get the box back.

      He cursed under his breath and sprinted from behind the boulder down the hill after the General. He didn’t see any other option to get it back than to chase the man down. If that meant he had to take on a whole group of his soldiers, well, he’d cross that bridge when he got to it.

      As he ran out from cover, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Kurt glanced over his shoulder and saw a squad of black-clad soldiers with US special forces insignia on their shoulders. They exited the gateway, weapons at the ready.

      Great, Kurt thought, the cavalry is here. That was good and bad. He was a U.S. citizen on the far side of an unreported gate. It was a crime to be here, though only a misdemeanor unless they caught him doing something like running weapons to the natives on the other side, as Marci had done. He hoped she’d covered her tracks as well as she thought she had.

      He started running down the hill away from the gateway towards the fleeing troops. They were pulling away from him and he thought he was going to lose them until he spotted something that might make his chase a little easier. Veering to the left, Kurt headed towards Marci’s ATV parked nearby.

      Running up to it, he took a second to unhitch the wagon, then fired up the motor and gunned the ATV down the hill after his quarry.

      Kurt left the lights off even though it made it harder for him to navigate across the uneven ground. The spreading grass fires helped a little but the smoke was starting to make things hazy in the darkness.

      The General’s speed on foot surprised Kurt. Perhaps running downhill lent to his ability. The good news was it added to the ATV’s speed, too. He made up the distance in no time and caught up to the General. As he approached the fleeing leader, Kurt heard him wheezing from his exertion as he ran.

      When he was about ten meters away, Kurt flicked on the headlights with his thumb, lighting up the General and the rearmost group of his soldiers running with him.

      The General spun around in shock at the sudden brightness right behind him. Kurt hopped up so his feet were planted on the seat and dove off the ATV directly into the General as he rode by.

      Kurt planned for the ATV to stop on its own as soon as he let go of the accelerator. His hope was he’d get the box back from the General quickly and be able to jump back on the vehicle to make his escape.

      The General was more agile than Kurt expected, though, and he managed to deflect Kurt’s leaping attack. As Kurt sailed through the air into the General, the bigger man turned the attack into a sort of judo throw.

      He launched Kurt over his head to tumble into the grass on the opposite side. Kurt sprang back to his feet, groaning a little as he felt what was surely a cracked rib or two from his impact with the ground.

      Ignoring the pain, Kurt charged back at the General snapping his stun baton open with the flick of the wrist.

      He had to work fast.

      The General was waiting for him.

      Realizing the alien leader was bigger and stronger than he was, Kurt shifted his forward attack at the last instant into a perfect baseball slide and managed to duck under the General’s grasping arms as he slid by his opponent’s legs.

      Kurt swung the stun baton, connecting the rounded ball on the end with the General’s kneecap as he went past.

      The leg spasmed from the charge of the baton causing the bigger man to stumble and drop to one knee. He nearly fell to the ground.

      Kurt jumped back to his feet as he finished his slide and leaped back towards the General trying to take advantage of his momentary disorientation from the stun charge.

      Somehow, the General recovered more quickly than he should have. He must have some sort of armor or padding under his pants on that knee. It absorbed some of the strike and charge from the baton.

      Kurt shook his head. He was going to have to be more careful. He also didn’t have much time. He had to stop this fight and get it over with quickly.

      The General had drawn his belt knife. It was a wicked looking blade, nearly twenty centimeters long with a razor-sharp edge and a sawtooth spine at the back of the blade.

      Kurt slowed his charge to reassess the situation. The two men circled each other, looking for an opportunity to break through the other’s defenses.

      The General lost patience first.

      That was usually something that would lose you the fight, but Kurt wasn’t so sure that constant fit this instance. Judging from the way his opponent shrugged off the first strike by the stun baton, Kurt knew he couldn’t rely on his weapon alone to disable or disarm this guy.

      The General charged him, slashing upward with his knife trying to get past Kurt’s guard and slip the knife into his abdomen and up under his ribs.

      Kurt used the stun baton to parry the knife attack to the side while he brought his fist up in an uppercut punch to the General’s jaw.

      The General shrugged off the punch, even though it connected hard enough to break the skin on Kurt’s knuckles. He then tried to bring his knife around for another attack.

      Kurt ducked under the attack, spinning on the ball of one foot as he kicked out with the other at the General’s injured knee.

      He connected, a crunch reverberating up through his foot.

      The General grunted in pain and swung wildly at his opponent.

      Kurt danced back from the incoming knife blow. It missed by just a few millimeters. He stepped back and to the side to set up for the next attack.

      The two men circled each other, Kurt favoring his injured ribs, the General limping and favoring his right knee.

      Kurt decided he needed to attack that side again, taking advantage of the limp and lack of full support.

      Kurt knew he couldn’t get the sliding attack to work again so this time he charged straight in and at the last instant, fainted to the left as he switched hands with his stun baton. He struck downward at the General’s knife hand with his baton.

      This time, the stun charge connected solidly with bare skin on the General’s wrist, causing the energy to discharge and unloading its full effect. The hand spasmed and the knife fell to the ground. It didn’t take the General down, though.

      Kurt couldn’t believe the guy was still standing. To start with, the stun baton’s attacks should have taken him out even though they were on his extremities. This guy had the constitution of a rhinoceros.

      The General shook his head as if shaking off the effects of the multiple stun charges and his cat-like eyes narrowed into slits. He growled deep in his throat and ran at Kurt, trying to capture him in a bear hug.

      Kurt tried to dance backward and get away from the surprise attack, but he was unsuccessful. In a split second, he was captured and felt himself caught in a crushing embrace.

      The big alien gathered him in and leaned backward, lifting the smaller human off the ground with his arms trapped at his sides. The General slammed his head forward into the bridge of Kurt’s nose.

      Pain exploded in Kurt’s face and he felt as much as heard the bones in his nose break. Blood streamed from his nose.

      Fighting through the haze of pain, along with what was undoubtedly the onset of a concussion, Kurt returned with an attack of his own stomping down with his boot on the top of the General’s foot, attacking his injured right leg once again.

      He must have broken a few bones in the General’s foot as he stomped down because the other man yelled in pain and rage as he almost toppled over to the right.

      Kurt managed to wrestle himself free from the bear hug and he backed away to reset for another round. He swept his hand across his face to wipe at the blood dripping from his nose.

      Kurt was surprised none of the General’s men had come back to help their leader. He wasn’t complaining of course. He didn’t need the distraction or the extra people to fight. This guy was enough all by himself.

      The General was unable to move much at all at this point, given his broken foot and nearly destroyed knee. He just sort of pivoted in place as Kurt circled him.

      The General eyed his knife laying on the ground nearby and Kurt realized that man was going to make a play to recover it. Kurt didn’t want that to happen.

      As the General made the decision to dive towards the knife, Kurt anticipated the move and charged in at the same instant. He slapped his baton down on the back of the Generals neck as he stretched out to reach for the knife.

      This time the General’s entire body spasmed, apparently close enough to the brain for the stun charge to have more of an effect this time. He landed in a heap on the ground next to the knife with his twitching fingertips almost touching the knife’s hilt.

      Kurt shifted to the side, ready for another attack. He kicked the knife away from the General’s outstretched hand.

      He didn’t have to worry, though, because the General’s eyes were glazed over and his mouth was slack and hung open. The stun charge had finally worked.

      Kurt walked over and reached down, pulling Jonesey’s box from the pouch hanging at the General’s belt. Staring at it in the light of the nearby grass fires for just a second to make sure it was intact, Kurt shook his head at the things he had to do for his work.

      He turned around and started towards the ATV. It had rolled to a stop about ten meters away.

      “Freeze!”

      Kurt stopped in place, holding his hands out to his side. The shout came in unaccented, standard American English. The cavalry was here.

      Someone ran up behind him and grabbed the stun baton from one hand, as well as grabbing Jonesey’s box from the other.

      Kurt’s shoulders sagged. Was he ever going to be able to get that thing back once and for all?

      A familiar voice sounded just behind him and Kurt turned around.

      “Why did I know I was going to find you somehow mixed up in this whole mess, Kurt Carter?”

      Kurt smiled and shook his head as his eyes fell on GEU Captain Shareen Henderson. It would have to be her behind this military operation.

      “I don’t know what you mean Shareen. I am just here sightseeing with some friends.”

      “Cut the crap, Kurt. We already picked up Clara and your gal pal Marci near the gate. You are clearly here on one of your little delivery missions. I am here to make sure it fails. I don’t know how you managed to cause all the trouble you caused, but I’m going to finally charge you with a crime, take you to court, and put you in jail where you belong.”

      Kurt just smiled. As long as he knew where the box was and that it was heading back to earth, he could figure out a way to get it back from the GEU later.

      “You have to do what you have to do, Shareen. I think you’ll find, however, that I have nothing to do with anything illegal here or back home.”

      “You may think you’ve covered your tracks on this one, Kurt, but I will uncover some link between you and the break-ins at our warehouse and the National Guard Armory. It’s only a matter of time. In the meantime, I can hold you on a security warrant simply because of the loss of tactical weapons in the break-in.

      Kurt started to protest because Marci had not mentioned taking anything of that size from the armory. He stopped himself, though. He needed to play dumb and act like he didn’t know what she was talking about.

      “I’m just glad you’re here with your friends, Shareen. Now I don’t have to fight my way back to Earth through these crazy warlords.” He pointed at the General’s twitching body on the ground. “They are the ones battling for control of this planet. He’s the one you should lock up.”

      Shareen shook her head and turned away, gesturing to two of the tactical troopers standing nearby to grab Kurt and bring him along. Kurt was only too happy to comply and he marched back up the hill with the two US soldiers. One of them held Jonesey’s box, so at least he could keep track of where it was.

      The soldier on his left chuckled as he took Kurt by the arm. “Dude, I don’t know what you did to piss her off,” Sergeant Leon “Blackjack” Jackson said. “When she called us to come on this deployment and our CO agreed, I have to say I was surprised. When she told us you were behind the break-ins, I realized why our unit was brought in for security on this mission.”

      Kurt smiled. “It’s all right Blackjack, I didn’t do it. She doesn’t have anything linking me to stealing any weaponry. You know me better than that. I’m done with guns.”

      Sergeant Jackson had been one of Kurt’s closest friends back when he was in special ops. While Kurt had opted to end his enlistment, Jackson had opted to stay in, probably because he had nothing else to do and he enjoyed hunting occasional demons or monsters that broke through gateways and savaged areas around Earth Prime.

      Together, the two comrades walked after the GEU agent back towards the blue glow of the gateway. From what Kurt could see, there was already a reinforced platoon of special forces and regular infantry arrayed outward around the portal.

      The perimeter would be secured as long as was needed while government forces determined how to handle the indigenous people in this world. Especially the ones who might be guilty of stealing weapons from the National Guard.

      By the time they sorted all that out, Kurt planned to be far away, back home in Baltimore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      Shareen, Kurt, and his two-soldier escort walked back up the hill and crossed through the loose perimeter set up by the special ops team in concert with some National Guard troopers. Kurt wondered what would become of this world.

      He thought about the General. Now that the government was aware of the gateway linking Earth Prime to this place, it was unlikely the warlord or his men would cause any more trouble for Kurt or any of his family and friends.

      Clara and Marci sat on the grassy slope a few meters from the gate entrance. Federal agents, wearing navy blue windbreakers with “GEU Agent” printed in large white letters on the back, and uniformed soldiers came and went through the gate.

      The frequency of the transits led Kurt to believe there was quite an operation already set up on the Earth Prime side of the gateway. There was no way he was going to be able to dash through and get away, and he still needed to get Jonesey’s box back from the GEU Captain.

      “Have a seat, Kurt,” Shareen said. “I’m going to have a few words with the officer in charge of this special operations group. I believe you and he have a history. I think he will be very interested in finding out my suspicions about you were correct.

      “I know you think you caught me red-handed at something, Shareen, but I have to tell you, you’re making a huge mistake. I was here on a standard pick up run. I came to get that box that you’re holding. I don’t know anything about anything that might have happened back home over the last few days. I’ve been here the whole time. If you give the box back to me, I’ll be on my way so you don’t have to be embarrassed when you find out you’re wrong.”

      “I’m not wrong, Kurt. I’ve think I’ve finally caught you this time and I’m not about to let you go.”

      She stormed off in the direction of the small command post set up by the military nearby.

      Blackjack pointed at the ground. “You might as well sit, friend. Once the major finds out we have you, I’m sure he’s going to want to have words with you himself.”

      “No doubt,” Kurt replied. “Major Hicks wouldn’t miss an opportunity to dress me down again, that’s for sure.”

      As if to punctuate his words, Shareen stalked back over to where Kurt sat. She had a khaki-uniformed military officer beside her.

      “As you can see, Major, I’ve caught this man red-handed.”

      “Good job. We’ll take him into custody and get him off your hands,” the major said. He turned and glared down at Kurt. “What do you have to say for yourself, soldier?”

      “I am not a soldier anymore, Hicks.”

      “Stand up when you talk to me.”

      Kurt stood. “My enlistment ended and I opted out despite what you wanted. I told you then, and I’ll tell you now, I am through with that kind of work.”

      “You’re through when we tell you you’re through,” Major Hicks said. “I don’t know how you tricked the Pentagon brass into letting you end your enlistment. I am still working on figuring that out. In the meantime, Captain Henderson here suspects you are involved with the recent weapons theft from the armory. If you own up to it now, I can act on your behalf. Of course, that means you’ll have to reenlist.”

      Clara stood and pointed at Kurt. “I don’t know what Captain Henderson told you, Major. Kurt came here with me to pick up a delivery just like he said. We were supposed to take it back to Earth Prime right away but we got sidetracked when the warlord we made the pick up from decided he wanted to use us as a means make illegal material transfers through the portal. I guess when we refused and escaped his clutches, he took it upon himself to make the trip to earth and steal some weapons of his own.”

      Shereen shook her head and reached out, putting a hand on Clara’s shoulder. “Clara, you’re my friend and I know you might feel like you owe Kurt something after your marriage failed, but don’t let that cloud your good sense. Don’t cover for him. He’s not worth it.”

      “Shareen, I’m not covering for anyone. I needed something picked up for a delivery and I hired the best man I knew for the job. It just so happens that was also my ex-husband. I know coming through an unregistered gateway without reporting it to authorities is technically wrong. That’s not anywhere near what you’re accusing Kurt of. Let him go. If you could give me the box, we’ll be on our way. I’m sure when you look at all the evidence from this break-in you’re talking about you’ll find out we had nothing to do with it. Question the others on this side of the gateway. You’ll find that Kurt and I have been in the warlord’s custody as prisoners for the last four days.”

      The Major shot Shareen a glance. “She’s not wrong Captain Henderson. We’ve already talked to some of the local soldiers we captured. They’ve all pretty much said they were here chasing after some escaped prisoners trying to get back to our world.”

      Major Hicks shifted his focus to Clara, Kurt, and Marci. “I suppose that was you three?”

      Kurt shrugged. “I tried to tell you we had nothing to do with the break-in. I don’t know who broke in at that armory. I do know that modern weapons were used here recently near the gate in a pitched battle before you arrived.”

      Sergeant Jackson cleared his throat.

      “You have something you want to say, Sergeant?” The major asked.

      “It’s just that we both know Kurt here has that little problem with guns. It’s why he mustered out when he did. I think the last thing he would’ve done was run guns to anyone, let alone some petty local warlord. You know he’s better than that, sir.”

      The Major met Kurt’s eyes and held his gaze there for a long time as if trying to see into Kurt’s soul. He nodded and turned to the GEU captain.

      “My advice is to let them go Captain Henderson. The sergeant’s right. I have no doubt Kurt here would steal a lot of things and break any number of laws in the process of operating his little delivery service. He would not, however, steal guns, and he’d definitely not give them to indigenous forces on another world so they might be used against us. As far as I’m concerned, he’s innocent of the armory heist. I’ll be passing my assessment along to my superiors when I return to Earth Prime.”

      The Major headed back to the command post, leaving the GEU Captain with the problem in her hands.

      Shareen,” Clara said. “You heard with the Major said. We had nothing to do with this. It’s just a coincidence that we happened to be here when something happened on the other side of the gate in our world. We couldn’t be two places at once.”

      “Clara,” Shareen said. “Does he have some sort of blackmail he’s holding over you? If he does, I can help you.“

      Clara laughed out loud. “Believe me, Shareen, if anyone in our old relationship has something to blackmail someone about, it’s me. Come on. Give me the box I sent Kurt to pick up for me and let him go.“

      Shareen stared at Clara for several seconds before she walked over and handed over Jonesey’s box. She spared one last steely stare for Kurt then turned around and marched back towards the command post.

      “I guess, that means we are free to go,” Clara said. “Wouldn’t you say, Sergeant Jackson?”

      “I guess it does, Clara. It’s good to see both of you together again, by the way.”

      Clara laughed. “Believe me, Leon, we are not back together. This was a one time deal. I needed his services, that’s all.”

      “If you say so, Clara,” Sergeant Jackson said. He gestured to where Shareen stood talking with a pair of GEU agents nearby. “Why don’t you three get up and wander back through the gateway before the agent changes her mind.”

      Now that is an excellent idea,” Kurt said. He shook hands with his former comrade and turned to his two companions. “Ladies?”

      Together the three of them walked through the portal back to Earth Prime. He gave one last glance at the strange constellations in the starry sky above and stepped through the gateway. Kurt was happy to see the last of that world. This had been one of his least favorite excursions through a portal and he wanted to put it behind him.

      As they walked through the gate and arrived at the other side, a female National Guard sergeant took their names and checked their personal ID chips against the information she had on her datapad. When each of them came up clear, she let them head back down the trail towards the parking lot at the base of the hillside.

      Kurt saw that the military had already cleared trees and brush away, creating a larger space around the gateway for their operations. Military engineers were setting up temporary shelters for the security detail that would be assigned to watch this gate. Additional, more permanent structures would be built soon to begin processing this Gateway and the world on the other side so that it could be cataloged and put into the international database.

      From now on everyone who passed to and from this gate would have to check in with the GEU agents or government forces before and after their trip through the gateway.

      “I don’t suppose my SUV is still parked down there at the bottom of the hill?” Kurt asked.

      Marci nodded. “It’s still there, or at least it was when I came back through the gate yesterday.”

      “Then we should probably get down there and head out. Like Sergeant Jackson said back on the other side, there’s no telling what else they might discover or decide to do. Agent Henderson has it in for me. Even with your help, Clara, I’m not sure you could convince her to let me go if she really thought she had the evidence to keep me.”

      “Shareen is my friend, but she’s also a professional. She’s very committed to her duty as a Federal agent. You should stay out of her way.“

      “Believe me, I plan on it.”

      Clara nodded and started towards the path back down the hill.

      As she passed him, Kurt held out his hand. She glanced at it, then smiled and handed over Jonesey’s box.

      Kurt returned her smile and tucked the box under his arm. Hopefully, no one would take it away from him this time and he would be able to deliver it to Jonesey. This was one package he’d be glad to be rid of.

      His hands traced the runes on the lid as he walked back down the hill. For the first time in a long time on one of these delivery runs, Kurt really was tempted to crack open a package and see what was worth all the trouble he put into getting it back. Then he remembered what Jonesey might do to him if she found out.

      He shook his head. It wasn’t worth it. Besides, Kurt had to keep his principles. At the end of the day, that was all anyone had to call their own. He had a reputation to uphold. His motto was “deliver or die” for a reason.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      Kurt pulled up to the terminal at the Atlanta airport and put the SUV in park. He turned to look back over his shoulder at Marci in the backseat. “You know, you can still drive back to Baltimore with Clara and me.”

      “That’s all right. The plane will get me there faster, and I already told Dad to pick me up at the airport. He’ll be disappointed if I don’t get off the plane. Besides, I think he wants to hear a little bit about our recent exploits.”

      “Don’t tell him too much,” Kurt warned. “If he ever finds out how much danger you wind up running into on these runs, not only will he skin me alive, he will also likely ground you for the rest of your life.”

      “He can try,” Marci said and laughed as she got out of the SUV.

      “Take care Marci,” Clara said. “Don’t be a stranger.”

      “I could say the same to you, Clara. You know how to get ahold of me.”

      “That I do. Have a safe flight.”

      Kurt waited until Marci grabbed her single bag from the back of the SUV, then pulled back out into the circling traffic passing through the airport terminal and started back to the interstate leading north towards Baltimore.

      Clara sat in silence next to Kurt for a long time. When she finally spoke, it wasn’t to say what Kurt had hoped she might say.

      “Kurt, when you asked me to come with you on the drive back to Baltimore to keep you company on the drive, it was obvious you were making an excuse to spend more time with me. You’re comfortable sleeping while the car does the driving. You and I both know you can sleep anywhere.”

      “Am I that obvious?”

      “Kurt, you’ve always worn your emotions on your sleeve, especially when it pertains to me.” Clara placed a hand on his arm. “You know, there’s no hope of us getting back together.”

      “None at all? I kind of got the feeling that we worked pretty well together even after everything that’s happened between us.”

      “This was a one-time deal like I told Shereen back on the other side of the gate. I wasn’t just making up a story to help convince her to let us go. I meant it. I don’t think it’s fair to either of us to stay around each other too much. It’s obvious there are still strong feelings between us, both good and bad. Let’s just try to remain friends and leave it at that, what do you think?”

      “I think it sucks.”

      Kurt had already set the autopilot as he pulled onto the interstate heading north. The SUV’s internal navigation and driving system took over. Kurt took his eyes off the road and turned in his seat to meet Clara’s eyes.

      “If we’re going to remain friends, then at least do me the honor of having dinner with me when we get back to town. It will be just about that time when we arrive and I know we will both be hungry by then.”

      “I suppose that’s all right. But, just so you understand, this is not a date.”

      “No, of course not. I think you’ve made it perfectly clear where you stand on dates.”

      In the back of his mind, of course, Kurt hoped it would be sort of a date. He still believed Clara harbored stronger feelings for him than she let on. He decided to continue reaching out to her. He could wear down her defenses and then she’d take him back. He was sure of it.

      The drive back to Baltimore went without a hitch other than the traffic around the nation’s capital. The packed cars still moved along at a decent speed. The automated driving systems allowed vehicles to travel safely much faster than a human driver could drive, even in heavy traffic. As the Baltimore exit leading to Kurt’s apartment came up, Kurt retook control of the vehicle and resumed driving. He pulled the SUV off the highway and started back towards his place.

      “You know, Clara, why don’t you stay here just one more night. I’ll sleep on the couch. There’s no sense in you coming back, having dinner, and then having to head all the way back to your place that late.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Clara said while she scrolled through her datapad.

      Kurt thought she sounded annoyed about something but he couldn’t figure out what it was. He decided to let it go since they were almost back to the apartment.

      Kurt pulled the SUV into his private parking area in the underground basement garage. He got out and helped Clara unload a few things she’d gathered. Then he grabbed Jonesey’s box and went over to lock it in the secure storage room he had built in the basement.

      Using both a palm scan and a retinal scan to unlock the door, Kurt placed Jonesey’s box on one of the shelves. He’d check in with the elf in the morning to find out when she’d be back in her workshop. He’d leave it locked in the storeroom in the meantime. Clara joined him as they went back up the stairs to his apartment.

      It felt good to be home. It was even better with Clara here again.

      “All your stuff is still up in the bedroom. I’m sure you’ll want to go shower and change.”

      “That would be nice.” Clara headed off to the stairs up to the master bedroom where her clothing and the master suite bathroom was located.

      “Hey, I thought maybe instead of going out for dinner I’d run down to the corner market and pick up a few things and we could make dinner here. What do you think?”

      Clara waved her hand over her shoulder. “That’s fine, I suppose.”

      Kurt thought a nice dinner at home would be a wiser option than going out somewhere. Besides which, he knew they were both tired of traveling and it would be nice to settle down for the night and not have to go anywhere.”

      Kurt stopped in at the liquor store on his way back from the corner market to pick up a bottle of wine. He knew she’d probably enjoy a nice glass of Pinot Grigio with her dinner. He selected an excellent Australian white wine that fit the bill, paid for it, and headed back to the apartment.

      When he got back inside, he called upstairs to Clara.

      “Hey, I’m going to go ahead and start dinner. I got us some steaks and I can roast some vegetables in the convection oven.”

      Clara didn’t answer, and Kurt figured she was still in the shower.

      Kurt got out a frying pan and a baking sheet and started preparing dinner for the two of them. Fifteen minutes later he had dinner nearly finished and the table set for two. He opened the bottle of wine and poured a glass for both of them.

      When she didn’t come down after a few minutes, Kurt called upstairs once again.

      “Hey, Clara, come on down. Dinner is ready.”

      When she didn’t answer this time, he ran up the stairs and knocked on the bedroom door. He certainly didn’t want to screw up anything by walking in on her while she was getting dressed.

      When no one answered, Kurt tried the knob. It was unlocked and he opened it.

      It only took him a few seconds to realize Clara wasn’t there. He looked around. Her suitcase was gone and there was a note on his nightstand.

      Nothing remained of her but a folded slip of paper from the notepad on his dresser.

      

      Kurt,

      I know you had some grand gesture planned for this evening. While I hate to disappoint you more than just about anything, I think it’s a bad idea for me to stay here tonight. I’m sure you have the best of intentions, but it’s just not going to work out anymore for the two of us.

      Maybe we will run into each other sometime down the road and things will be different. For now, though, let’s leave things the way they are.

      Clara

      

      Kurt’s shoulders slumped. Emotion-laden memories raced through his mind. He sat down on the bed and reread the note.

      He didn’t care about dinner anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Two days later, Jonesey returned Kurt’s message telling him she was back in town. She told him to come by her shop to drop off the box first thing in the morning. He replied to the message and put his datapad away.

      Kurt knew it was probably a good idea for him to get out of the apartment. He’d been moping around in there ever since Clara left.

      It was time to get back out into the world. Besides, in addition to delivering Jonesey’s box, there was a lot of other work to be done and he still had that other job to do for Trent.

      The next day, Kurt got up and headed outside for the first time since Clara left. He got to Jonesey’s workshop right after nine in the morning. She buzzed him in before he announced he was there. She must’ve seen him arrive. Kurt passed through the security gate and walked down the hallway, heading into the workshop.

      He found Jonesey sitting at the workbench hunched over her latest project just like she always was. She turned, and her eyes brightened immediately when she saw the box.

      “Excellent! Kurt, you are the man.”

      Kurt handed Jonesey the box and stepped back.

      “I heard you had some excitement after you picked this up. Did everything work as planned?” She asked.

      “Yeah, it was mostly the usual nonsense. I delivered a package, got the crap beat out of me, and at the end of it all, lost Clara all over again. I got your box delivered though.”

      Jonesey shook her head. “Seriously, dude, you have the absolute worst luck with women. To be honest, I think you’re bad luck for them, too. They seem to get in nearly as much trouble as you do whenever you’re around.”

      “It doesn’t seem to carry over to affect you.”

      Jonesey laughed. “That’s because you’re not my type at all. You won’t catch a man in my bed.”

      Kurt chuckled in response. He knew the tech mage preferred women.

      “So, are we good?” Kurt asked, pointing at the box in Jonesey’s hands.

      “Yup, we are definitely good.” Jonesey traced the runes on the lid with one finger. As she did, the runes started to glow and changed colors from blue to orange.

      Kurt realized she was showing him how to open the box. Maybe he’d finally find out what rare magic item or secret technology have been worth all the trouble to break that box out of the impound warehouse.

      Jonesey flipped up the lid and her eyes widened.

      “Kurt, you have no idea how much it means to me that you got this here.”

      The elf reached into the box, pulled out a small round cookie, and took a bite. Her eyes closed as she hummed herself while chewing.

      “These are so delicious. My mother sent them for my birthday and I’ve been craving her secret recipe cookies ever since she told me they were on the way. Do you want one?”

      She held out the box towards Kurt. All he could do was stare at the box of cookies and laugh. Another delivery made and another happy customer.
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