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      Welcome to Arcana Glen, a magical town hidden in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado....

      

      Here arcanes of all types are free to be themselves... Elves, Witches, Shifters, Seraphs, Dragons and more.

      

      But until the Twenty-Two Guardians are restored to power, the Elven War rages among the arcanes. What’s the solution?

      

      True Love, of course!

      

      To read a free love story and sneak a peek at what happened before the Massacre of the Guardians, ten years ago, CLICK HERE to sign up for the newsletter for Tara’s Tribe and receive the free novella, The Genie & the Gymnast.
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      THE GENIE

      Jay Zee is a Jinn. He knows better than to grant wishes to humans. But he makes an exception in exchange for a shot at his dream job: working for the Magician. He never expects the old man to demand that Jay Zee marry his daughter...or that she is the most hideously ugly woman on Earth. As a terrible danger closes in on all of them, Jay Zee starts to question what is most important ... but it may be too late to stop a massacre.

      

      THE GYMNAST

      To her friends in the Enchanted Circus, Janet seems like a pretty, young, carefree performer. Even among other arcanes, she has to keep the secret of her true nature. Janet can’t believe that her father forced her into marriage with a Jinn. She knows her new husband loathes her, but she can’t help but dream that he might look past her twisted exterior.

      

      This tale is a stand-alone HEA love story set ten years before most of the stories from Arcana Glen, on the eve of the Massacre of the Guardians.

      

      Click here to join Tara’s Tribe of Readers to and receive the latest news on more romantic fantasy stories and read The Genie and the Gymnast.

      

      Email: editor@misquepress.com to request a free Review Copy of any of Tara Maya’s novels.
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      Moxie escaped the laboratory, but she swore to rescue her brother.

      Born a strong Lion Shifter, today Moxie can only shift into an adorable kitten. She needs her powers back if she is to take on the shadowy organization that performs cruel and illegal experiments on Shifters.

      But when she returns to Arcana Glen to embark on her plan of rescue, instead she falls into the clutches of a mad scientist.

      He straps her naked to his operating table…

       

      … intending to experiment on the lovely and mysterious woman, Maverick discovers a secret about himself instead.

      Maverick lives alone in a secret underground bunker, but he has no idea how strange he truly is until he captures a beautiful woman with the amazing ability to turn into a cat.

      This modern Dr Frankenstein never expects his lovely “experiment” to reveal that he is not who he thought he was.

      Questioning everything he was trained to believe, Maverick no longer knows if his captive is really his enemy... or his salvation.

       

      Can she tame this handsome but clueless nerd and show him the strength of love?
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        May 23, 2012

        ACABRA

      

      

      The smell of disinfectant and formaldehyde, mingled with slightly burnt tang of electrical sparks tickled her feline sense of smell. In her feline form, she was even more tiny than she was as a petite human girl. Just a kitten, the size of a housecat only a month or two old. In comparison, the lion who prowled behind her was enormous, closer to the size of an Indian elephant then an ordinary zoo specimen. Although both felines padded on soft paws, they barely made any noise in comparison to the noises in the laboratory— beeping computers, whirring fans, engines and motors and screens and even the wine of the overly bright neon light in the ceiling. Nonetheless, the sheer size of the large lion made his passage through the laboratory difficult to conceal.

      If only her brother had been willing to fight back against their captors, she thought. Personally, she had no qualms about killing any of the human or Elven scum who chose to work in the secret laboratory performing horrific illegal experiments on Shifters. Anyone who worked in the lab had to be aware of the vivisection, the torture, the bizarre and cruel experiments. They deserved to experience payback, but the girl vowed she would never be as evil as the researchers here. She would, however, be happy to deliver a swift and just death.

      If only she were not the house cat, and her brother the enormous predator. Despite everything his tormentors had done to him, he was the real pussycat at heart. Soft and kind, he was still willing to forgive those who had captured him, experimented on him, and ultimately destroyed his natural method of shifting.

      They had passed through several layers of security already. Her brother might be a softy, but the same experiments that had enhanced his size and mutated his normal shifting patterns had also endowed him with surpassing intelligence. He had planned their escape for a long time. Everything was timed perfectly and going according to plan.

      “Now comes the second shift of guards,” his strange, animalistic voice rumbled behind her.

      A team of humans armed with assault rifles passed in the hallway. There were six guards in all. Five were ordinary mundanes. Although they had to be aware of the grotesque experiments in the laboratory, they were ignorant that magic was involved. It must have seemed to them simply like horrifying genetic engineering that created chimeras, crossbreeds of human and animal that could not and should not exist in nature. They would be unable to distinguish between a natural Shifter and the monstrosities  created the laboratory.

      But the remaining soldier in the group was different. The other humans thought he was one of them, but he was not. He was an Elf. A Winter Elf, to be precise: an Azir, one of the many minions of the King of Swords who, together with his human and demon counterparts, ran this laboratory and the military base in which it was embedded.

      As soon as the soldiers passed by, the two felines, the house cat and the lion, quietly trotted across the passageway. Her brother had already disabled the cameras, sending them into endless loops of repeating footage that would hopefully deceive the security guards in the monitoring stations.

      The obvious way to try to escape the laboratory would be to take the elevator or the stairs up, to the surface. But not only would that be the expected path, it would mean going through level after level of military personnel. Most of them had no idea that the laboratory existed on the lowest levels of the secret base, but they would recognize that a lion did not belong in the hallway.

      So instead of heading up, the two Shifters headed down. Below even the lowest levels of the laboratory were the service levels that included sewage and gas and other utilities. Independent generators thrummed and churned down here, ensuring that the base would always have power even if the electric grid in the continental North America went out.

      Down they went, following the narrow metal utility stairways. Finally, they reached a door which opened into the utility tunnels. The lion barely fit in the stairwell and was extremely hard pressed to squeeze into the tunnels that were thick with pipes and metal boxes of switches and levers.

      “There.” Her brother’s growly voice echoed against the cement and middle walls of the narrow corridor. “Switch to your human form to open the door.”

      She switched from house cat to girl.

      “There’s a code,” she said.

      “I know.” He told her the numbers and she punched them into the keypad. The little metal door opened. It was only about a foot and a half high and one foot wide

      “You’ll have to switch back to cat to fit,” the lion said. “As a cat, you will be limber enough to climb up the air duct in. It goes all the way to the top. Don’t fall. Even as a cat, if you fall from near the top, it will kill you.”

      Still in human form, she whipped her head around to stare at the giant lion, her only remaining family in the world. “What about you?”

      “I won’t fit,” he rumbled. “I wouldn’t fit, even if I could change into human form. Which you know I cannot.”

      “I’m not going to go without you.”

      The lion only stared mournfully at her with immense green gold eyes that reflected like a predator’s in the dark.

      Slowly, the full extent of her brother’s deviousness dawned on her. “You knew all along you wouldn’t be able to get out. You knew I wouldn’t go without you, so you dragged me down here pretending you could escape with me.”

      “I’m not going to apologize,” he said. “I’ve examined every possibility, and it all adds up to one thing. There is no way for me to escape. They will never let me go. If I did escape, they would hunt me until the end of days and drag me back here, so escaping is not even a viable option if we could get out.

      “The only chance either of us has is for you, and you alone, to go. They consider you a failure. That’s a good thing. It means that although they will mount a hunt to search for you, they will eventually give up if they can’t find you within a few weeks. It means you have a real chance at freedom.”

      “You know I won’t go without you.” Tears stung her eyes.

      “That’s not fair to me,” he said gently. “You know that they want me to become one of them, to help them with their research. To design experiments for them. There is no torture, no pain they can inflict on me to make me do that. But if they torture you in front of me, I will crumble. I just can’t bear that, sister. Please don’t put me in that position. Don’t you see? Your freedom will mean my freedom. It means they no longer have any pulled over me that is outside of my control. My own pain is mine to accept or reject. Yours… I can’t…”

      Her cheeks boiled hot with tears. “I understand.” She hugged him fiercely. “But if I get out, I’m never going to stop searching for a way to get you free too.”

      “No! Promise me you won’t do that!” he insisted. “Not only would it waste your life, but it would mean that you would end back up here if you fail, and we would be right back where we started. Promise you will do nothing to try to free me!”

      “I promise I will do nothing rash or stupid,” she said. “I know that I don’t have the ability to break you out right now. I will focus on eluding capture as long as it takes until interest in me dies down. But I will never forget you and stop trying to find a way to free you. You can’t make me promise to abandon you. I won’t go otherwise.”

      The great lion hung his head. She hugged him tightly.

      “I will find a way, brother. It may take me years.  Don’t let them break you or make you help them. But if you can, hold onto life. Don’t die. Don’t give up on me.”

      She turned back into a small cat and dashed into the little air duct.
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        May 1, 2022, Sunday, Beltane

        Mystic Lake, Arcana Glen

      

      

      Moxie woke up with a start. She had dreamt she was back in the laboratory. She’d had that same nightmare over and over again since she was a teenager, when she had first escaped from the laboratory. For a long time, she had stayed away from Colorado entirely. Now she was not only back in the state, but in Arcana Glen, the little town closest to the secret military base that so few humans knew existed.

      She had never forgotten her promise to her brother, but she had nearly despaired of finding any allies or pathway to freeing him. The enemies who ran the base were too powerful, both conventionally in the human world, and magically in the arcane world. The resources of one little cat Shifter were slim pickings by comparison.

      In fact, as an orphan with no family or formal education or home or possessions or money, the years since Moxie’s escape had mostly been consumed by the simple need to keep herself alive day to day. Fortunately, although the laboratory that had experimented on her considered her a failure, she had picked up some useful skills during her time performing like a circus animal for her captors. Combined with her natural feline limberness, and the relentless athletic tests she had to undergo as a child, she had the skills of an acrobat.

      Right now, she lay on top of a sleeping bag, inside a tent on the campgrounds around Mystic Lake. On this, the first day of May, she found it already too warm to sleep inside the bag. Outside her thin vinyl tent she could hear the reassuring sound of a crowd of happy, cheerful people. Witches, humans of magical ancestry, were celebrating Beltane; for Elves, today was sacred to the Vanir, the Spring Elves. Today, the Veil between the Mundane Sphere and the arcane sphere of Springvale was so thin, that it was possible to cross-over without a formal Gate. This also meant that Elemental Water magic would be stronger. It was also a New Moon, which meant that for Shifters, like Moxie, it would be harder to access their alter forms. New Moon wasn’t all bad, though. Concealment spells were stronger during the New Moon. Moxie would seek out a Witch today to strengthen her own concealment spells, for she had enemies. Hiding was a way of life for her.

      She always felt better in a crowd. She knew that the kind of men who hunted her relied on secrecy and stills. Although mundanes were naturally repelled by magic, and they would come up with almost any explanation no matter how ridiculous rather than admit if they saw magic, they were not so stupid that they would fail to notice if a twenty-two-year-old woman was kidnapped right in front of them. As long as she was in a crowd, Moxie was fairly safe.

      And the people at the rave were her kind of people. Most of them were human, that was true. For a long time, she had been distrustful of any humans. But, eventually she’d discovered that not all humans were like those who worked in the laboratory. Some humans were good. And after all, it had not been only humans who had held her captive. Elves had been involved as well. And yet most Elves were good as well. The crowd at the rave was a mix of mundanes and arcanes, Witches and Elves and other magical creatures. There were plenty of Shifters.

      Even among arcanes, Moxie was an oddity, because she could never fully hide her nature in her human form. That was another good reason to seek out the cultural camouflage of certain communities, where her kind of weirdo was the rule rather than the exception.

      She stretched and washed her mouth out with water from her thermos. She didn’t need to change clothes; she was already wearing a sarong and tank top. It served as both her sleepwear and her daywear. She didn’t spend a lot of money on clothes, aside from costumes for her routines.

      Outside the tent, she was greeted by happy, smiling people, many of whom already knew her name, Moxie Bridgestone. She liked her name. She ought to. She had chosen it herself.  Certainly, it was an improvement on “Specimen FS-845-06.”

      At the free commissary, where those who had extra food would leave it for those who had none, Moxie encountered Lexi, a human girl who, like Moxie, flaunted furry cat ears. The difference was that Lexi‘s cat ears were simply a realistic looking headband that she wore. Moxie’s ears were real.

      Moxie wiggled her cat ear in a little wave at Lexi and the human girl sighed in ecstasy.

      “Oh I wish I could do that,” Lexi said. “Where did you get your pair of ears?”

      Moxie winked. “Sorry, it’s part of my costume, so it’s a stage secret.”

      Lexi accepted this with a wistful smile. “I understand. I can’t wait to see your show today.”

      Moxie laughed. “You’ve seen it every day. It’s not going to be different than yesterday or the day before.”

      “I am always amazed. And I’m always a little worried for you too. You really should use a safety net.”

      “Nah,” Moxie rolled her shoulders back, and then spontaneously intertwined her fingers, stretched her arms over her head and leaned backward all the way until her hands touched the back of her ankles. When she had the kink in her back worked out, she stretched up to the sky again twisted her chest so that her head completely faced backward, first back to the left, then back to the right. “I have nine lives, remember? I’m not worried about falling.”

      They reached the donut box and Moxie dug around until she found a jelly doughnut with powdered sugar on top. She felt a little guilty. She was always a taker, never a giver at the commissary. She could never keep two pennies to rub together. One of these days, she promised herself, if she ever had money, she would make up for it and give back to the community.

      As it was, the jelly donut wasn’t enough. She craved meat. Later, she would hit the drum circle where a lot of Wolf Shifters hung out, and meow cutely at them until someone offered her a burger or a beef shish kebab. For now, she had to get ready for her act. Actually, she could do it in her sleep, but she always practiced for an hour or two ahead of time. The truth was, she loved gymnastics, dancing, stretching, combat. Any kind of physical activity, anything that allowed her to lose herself in the moment and the ecstasy of movement. When she was purely in the flow state during a performance, no horrible nightmarish memories tormented her and no nagging sense of guilt and anguish about being able to never free her brother tormented her. It was the one time she could enjoy herself, free from the constant worry that otherwise stalked her waking moments like a predator.
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      The high wire stretched from the big tent in the campground all the way to a trapeze stand over the lake. Twice that day, Moxie climbed the ladder to the tight wire & skipped and cartwheeled over the highway in the sky.

      She was not the only person in the act. There were three other acrobats who also performed on the high wire and the trapeze with her. But she was the only one who had no wings. Two of them were fairies and one was a sprite. If they fell, they could always use their wings to break their fall. And, of course, although as beings who used Elemental Water magic, they could also dive into the lake. Despite having wings, like water birds, they were as at home on top of the water as they were on top of the clouds.

      Moxie couldn’t break her fall if she fell, and she dreaded the thought of landing in the water. She never even took baths in a full tub, but only sponged herself down each day morning and evening. She liked to keep clean, but she wasn’t big on the swimming thing.

      She had fallen plenty of times during her training in the laboratory. She always landed on her feet. So she wasn’t worried during her act despite the death-defying heights and crazy cartwheels and flips she did across the skinny little wire. She had not fallen yet, and she didn’t plan to now.

      The applause from the audience made her feel warm and happy inside. They contributed donations—her only source of income. It also didn’t hurt that she had handsome male admirers crowding around her, trying to offer her something that would impress her. She was easily impressed. She let three of them buy her a burger and she ate all three burgers within a few minutes. Yum. She was still hungry, but not as bad as before.

      After dinner, she joined the dancers in the big tent for hours of techno music and flashing lights. She danced and danced. If she didn’t get enough exercise during the day she could not sleep at night and the nightmares were worse.

      Being back in Arcana Glen after ten years made her nightmares more intense. Her body recognized the thin, dry air of Colorado and reacted to it by warning her to get the hell out. But she couldn’t leave. She could perform at a rave anywhere in the country, but she hadn’t come here to perform at the rave. This was just a way to get by in the meantime, until she could do what she came for. No, she wasn’t going to try to single-handedly break her brother out of a top-secret high-security military base. She had promised him she wouldn’t do anything stupid, and it was even more obvious to her now, at twenty-two then it was when she had been twelve, why that was critical.

      No, what she needed were powerful allies and a stronger income stream to fund any rescue attempt. That meant she had to get a much higher prestige job. And she had her eye on one.

      Starting in May, the circus act that performed with the world-famous Las Vegas magician, Alephander Guiscard, would be open for tryouts. She had heard of them years ago and always wanted to apply, but she’d lacked the confidence. Yet her friends in the business, for instance the sprites and fairies she worked with today, told her that she was good enough to get in. Anyway, it was worth a shot. She owed it to her brother to try whatever she could.

      She knew a secret about the Magician. He was not just a stage magician like the humans thought: he and his band of merry circus freaks were more than human. He was a powerful arcane, and so were those who worked with him.

      Somewhere on that team of acrobats and shifters and wizards, Moxie thought she must be able to find a friend or contact who would help her infiltrate the base and free her brother. If none of them proved reliable, at least she could use the money she earned and saved to try to hire someone to advise her. If it were just a matter of fighting her way through, she thought she would have a pretty good chance. The same physical process that made her an excellent acrobat kept her honed and trained for combat. Her Shifter form, a common house cat, might not be very intimidating, but she had superhuman strength in both forms. The fact that she looked like a little girl with big boobs only made men and women underestimate her.

      But the base was also locked down with all kinds of technical security, satellites and computers and lasers and automatic machine guns mounted on drones and killer robots and shit. She knew zilch about computers. She knew that she would need an expert hacker to get into the base though. Maybe a Magician’s circus act was not the best place to look for a hacker, but at this point she didn’t have any better options.

      One way or another, she was going to do this. But she wouldn’t do it alone. Ironically, another lesson she had learned growing up in a military laboratory was that real strength did not lie in any one soldier. It came from being part of a larger unit. Strength came from the community that had your back.
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        January 1, 2022, 23:09

        Rocky Mountains

      

      

      The man woke up alone. Naked. Outside. In the dark. In the woods.  He had no idea who he was, no idea how he had gotten there, no memory even of his own name.

      This is weird, he thought.

      He lay on his back, on an uneven pile of leaves, rocks, and dirt. The air was chilly, as the darkness would indicate, but not as cold as it could be. It was spring or early summer, not late autumn or winter, he thought. The chilly air did not bother him. It was simply something he registered. In fact, he knew the exact temperature, in both Fahrenheit and Celsius. That was odd, because he was not consulting any instruments, and he was naked. And he knew that humans normally could not identify temperature that precisely just by feel.

      Humans couldn’t identify elevation by feel either, but yet he was able to sense the elevation and measure it precisely. It was 10,290 feet. That meant he must be in a  mountain range. Since he was conveniently lying on his back and there were no electric lights or any other light source around, he was able to peer up between the tall pine trees and see the stars. From the position of the stars, he calculated the date and time must be January 1, 2022, 23:09. At least he could understand why the stars conveyed information to him. That was an ancient human technology, and he didn’t need clothing to identify the constellations. But would humans normally be able to use the stars to identify their global position as precisely as a GPS satellite? Because he knew his position now.

      Interesting, he thought. I’m completely ignorant about many things that I would expect to know, but extremely well informed on a lot of precise data that most humans would not expect to access.

      He didn’t reach any conclusions about this just yet. He needed much more information before he could form a working hypothesis.

      He stood up, brushed the sticks and dirt from his naked body and examined himself. He was a physically fit specimen of the male Homo sapiens sapiens. Again, with a precision that normally would have only been provided by a trip to the doctor’s office, he could identify his exact height, weight, muscle to fat ratio, heart rate and BMI. His mind provided him with a weight that he could bench press. As with the other data, he received this input the same way he received input about what his eyes and ears perceived. Just as he could hear the sound of small night creatures rustling in the trees and therefore knew that there were animals in the forest, he knew that he could lift over 2 tons of deadweight from the ground to the air.

      That seems very unlikely, he thought. It was like hearing a lion roar in the forest, when he had already determined that he was in Colorado and there were no native lions left here in these woods. If he heard such a sound, which he did not at the moment, he would assume it was a recording or some other media rather than jump to the conclusion there was a wild beast nearby. So although he had sensory data available to him that went beyond the ordinary five senses, he still remained skeptical of what his senses told him.

      The only way to evaluate his impression was to test it empirically. He walked up to a boulder that he estimated to be a little under the two tons he thought he could lift. With a self-mocking smile, already anticipating his failure but refusing to be embarrassed by it, he assumed a weightlifter’s position, braced himself against the rock, and lifted.

      The sheer size and shape of the boulder caused him some trouble, but not the weight itself, which was 4320 lbs. He struggled with the rock to get it flat on the palms of his hands and lift it straight over his head. He held it there for some moments, noting that his muscles strained but not unduly.

      Just as carefully as he had lifted it, he set the rock down, careful not to drop it or make a loud noise in the woods. So. That was interesting. Apparently, he could indeed lift two tons. Also, his strange senses that he was using to detect all of this extra information appeared to be reliable so far.

      Fascinating.

      Now if he could only remember his personal designation, as well as how and why he came to be standing alone naked in the woods, able to lift two tons of rock straight over his head.
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      He performed another physical inventory, looking for details he neglected before. Perhaps height and weight and BMI were not the most relevant factors. His skin indicated that he was a Caucasian. He plucked out a hair and saw that it was brown. He looked into a flat watery surface near a stream and identified the color of his eyes as also brown. Given the latitude where he found himself, none of this was unexpected. It was strange that although he did not know anything particular about himself, he was still aware of a great deal of information about how the world worked in general. For instance, he knew that even for a Caucasian, his skin was pale, indicating that he spent most of his time indoors. It seemed unlikely that he had come by his unusual strength through manual labor. His fingernails were clean and trim, which also indicated to him that although he was currently outside in the woods, he had not been exposed to nature for very long.

      The most interesting discovery he made was when he found writing, a tattoo apparently, on the far side of his bicep where it would be easily visible to a stranger but was a little inconvenient for him to look at himself with no mirror. He used the flat surface of a pool of water, illuminated by starlight, to look at the numbers. For a moment he was briefly distracted by the realization that he had much better night vision then was biologically normal for his species.

      Then the alphanumeric code on his arm absorbed his attention. The letters were in the Latin alphabet, followed by a dash and three Arabic numerals. All caps: CADE, MAV-009.

      He felt moderately pleased. It was clearly a designation. A name. Perhaps the number indicated a rank or a service unit. Was he part of some kind of military team? For some reason, this seemed unlikely to him. He searched his memory for information about teamwork, either in the military or in the corporate structure, and found only a superficial level of knowledge. If he had been part of such an organization, his level of knowledge should be much more detailed and specific. He decided it was unlikely he was part of a team. The number must indicate something else.

      However, the letters were almost certainly a name. “Cade” according to his cultural knowledge, sounded like a last name or a family name. MAV. That was a little more peculiar. It seemed to be a short form of a longer name. Most of the names that his memory suggested were female names. Perhaps it was not an ordinary masculine name but a handle, codename, or nickname. What likely sobriquets started with those three letters?

      He had no way of knowing that, at this time. He chose to use as his working hypothesis the personal name that he liked most: Maverick. If Cade was his family name then, he could put the two together.

      His name was Maverick Cade.

      Maverick drank from the stream. He was aware that freshwater like this could be dangerous to most humans, but he also knew that his own immune system would resist any diseases or parasites. Again, this was simply something he knew about himself. He was thirsty and had no other way to test it, so he drank.

      Pleased with his progress, Maverick stood up and thought about his next course of action. He should search out a road…

      Rustling in the trees grew louder. The amount of noise indicated a beast with a size comparable to his own, something that was not concerned about masking its presence. That suggested a human rather an animal predator. A human was more dangerous than an animal. Maverick Cade knew this to be a fact.

      He therefore prepared to fight or flee depending on what emerged from the underbrush.

      The thing that ran toward him was not what he expected. It was humanoid in shape, but its flesh was rotting, as if it were not alive at all but an animated corpse. The unearthly red fire glowing out of the eye sockets in its half-decayed face also indicated a corpse that had somehow been provided with an artificial locomotive engine. Also, the creature was huge and muscular despite its foul odor and the fact that little bit of its disgusting wormy flesh fell as it started toward him. Its skin was even paler than his own, almost green.

      It extended its arms as it continued to run toward him at an alarmingly rapid pace. With a mouth that had only black lips and maggots pouring from its rotted teeth, it gargled, “Brains! Brasaaassiiiiiiins!”

      His knowledge of popular culture suggested that this was a zombie. His knowledge of science told him that zombies could not exist because magic was not real. However, his body had already processed the threat, even as these more intellectual thoughts unfolded. He was already running like hell in the opposite direction.
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      He ran through the forest chased by a zombie. As soon as he was not in danger of losing his brains to a rampaging corpse, he promised himself he would analyze how such a creature could exist in a rational universe.

      That rational universe looked less and less rational as a second corpse joined the first in chasing him through the woods. This one was even bigger and greener and hungrier than the first one. It bellowed “Braaaaains!” at an astonishingly loud volume for a creature that had decayed lungs.

      Maverick was pleased to see that he could run quite fast, although he was dismayed to know that the zombies were also keeping up with him. He was going faster than an ordinary human, but they were definitely running faster than ordinary corpses. They had a clear goal. His brains. His goal was less clear. If he only had a designated sanctuary that he could run to for safety, he would be able to tell what his chances were of making it there before the zombies ran him down.

      A third zombie ran out of the trees on his flank and knocked him down. Even without a designated safety area, Maverick could tell that his chances of surviving this odd encounter were rapidly decreasing. He was not happy about this.

      The attack by the third zombie allowed the first two to catch up. They all piled on him, tearing at him with their claws, although fortunately and surprisingly, they were not able to pierce his skin. One of them almost gouged out his eyes, but Maverick ripped its arm off and tossed it thirty feet away. That did not slow down the zombie, which continued to attack him with its slathering jowls and other arm, and furthermore, the discarded arm immediately started to use its fingers to crawl back toward him. He consulted his knowledge of popular fiction on how to kill zombies but could not find any general agreement. That was the problem with trying to fight fictional creatures in real life.

      Using his superhuman strength, he threw them off him one after another and resumed his run.

      Suddenly his leg failed to connect with solid ground. Instead, the ground buckled underneath him, and he experienced zero gravity during a brief and extremely disorienting fall. The zombies gazed down at him. He was now at the bottom of a very deep pit. He could see their slow intellects puzzle through how to reach him and he knew the instant they were going to throw themselves down after him. But before they could, the starlight was cut off by a metal slab moving into place over the top of the pit.

      Maverick had not fallen into a natural crevice, but into some man-made structure. It had apparently opened to admit him and closed to trap him inside. For the moment, he was glad because it also trapped the zombies outside. But he did not know where he was or if he had only entered a region of even greater danger.

      His eyes adjusted to the greater darkness and once again he found himself able to see, although there was so little light here that it looked dim even to his greatly enhanced vision. He felt the walls. Cement. The floor was also cement. Walls blocked him in three directions, but the fourth direction was open. It was a hallway. He started walking. The only way to discover where he was, was to explore further.
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        January 1,

        Rocky Mountains

      

      

      Miles of cement corridors, all subterranean, led Maverick through the mountain to a series of inter-connected underground warehouses, storage rooms and most interestingly of all, fully equipped laboratories. So far, every area he had traveled was completely empty. Not only were the dusty cement corridors and well-organized but musty laboratories empty now, but their state of neglect and number of cobwebs indicated they had been abandoned for some time. His usual ability to make precise valuations failed him when it came to determining the exact length of time it had been since anyone had used these underground facilities.

      There were no posted signs or other indications of who had set up laboratories or what this place had been called. There was no clue whether an organization had built the facility or if it was the work of a small group or even a single rich individual.

      Maverick decided to call the area the Lair.

      After he had inspected the entire underground complex, and still found no living occupants, he decided to claim this as his home base.

      He concluded several things about the makers of the base. The original subterranean structure must have been a Cold War bunker, probably commissioned by a private interest, not a corporation and not military. There were tunnels that extended like tentacles deep into the mountains in all directions from the primary bunker. These had been made at a later date and were not of the same quality. In addition, the bunker connected to a structure on the surface of the mountain, quite high up on the peak. This was a weather station, also apparently out of commission, also dating from the Cold War era, probably the 1950s. It had not originally been connected to the bunker. The tunnel leading up to the basement level of the Weather Station was of the same make as the tunnels extending out from the bunker. All of those extra tunnels, he reckoned, had probably been built in the 1970s or 1980s.

      The actual furnishings and laboratory equipment in the bunker were even later additions. All of these showed evidence of the same eccentric but consistent and organized style. This led Maverick to believe that a single mind had conceived the entire research project and purchased and refurbished the original Cold War bunker to conduct a project in secret.  The purchase of the old Weather Station had probably concealed the true nature of the property, which had likely changed hands a few decades before the turn of the millennium.

      Then there was the matter of addressing what kind of research has been conducted here. The eccentric mind in charge of the research had far ranging interests. There was a laboratory devoted to biological materials. A second laboratory appeared to concern itself with materials science and engineering metallic vehicle chassis and structures. A third laboratory was devoted to what he assumed must be high energy physics.

      It was a strange combination.

      The original bunker had been entirely devoted to lavish living quarters. Only a remnant of those Mid-Twentieth Century luxuries remained. There was still a kitchen, adjacent to a dinette set, a small living room with a wall of televisions that showed footage on more than a dozen different security cameras rather than any entertainment, and a bedroom with a single twin sized bed. The sheets were white, the comforter was blue. A single vertical stacked washer and dryer in the kitchen showed where the single sheet, two pillowcases, and comforter were washed when the need arose.

      The kitchen was surprisingly well stocked with freeze dried food rations that were still edible. In fact, the dates showed that although they would last for 10 years, most of them were at the beginning rather than the end of their storage cycle. That was the first evidence Maverick had that the occupants of this place had lived here within the last few years rather than decades ago.

      There was a refrigerator, but he was certain it would not have any food in it. He checked it just in case. He was correct; there was no food inside. Instead, someone had chopped up the parts of a human body and stored them in plastic containers with rubber lids. That killed his appetite for the time being.

      Eventually hunger returned. This time, Maverick did not look in the refrigerator.

      He ate the freeze dry food by mixing it with water and cooking it in the microwave. A table in the room with the multiple security camera TVs had already been set up at a convenient distance from the couch to allow him to eat and monitor the cameras at the same time. Some of the screens showed the tunnels under the mountains, and every room in the bunker had a camera. There were also cameras on the surface above the bunker, and portions of the wood that he recognized from his hasty travels there.

      The cameras made recordings that he was able to play back as well as view live. In this way, Maverick was able to skip through many boring hours of serene forest shots until he found what he was looking for: images of the zombies rampaging through the woods. Unless they were chasing something, they moved slowly, shuffling like the more common image of slow zombies rather than speeding around like fast zombies.

      He noted again how green the zombie skin looked. He returned to the refrigerator and pulled out one of the plastic containers he had refused to open before. He took it to the biological lab, put on the suitable protective garments, and examined the contents of the storage dish. The body part did not belong to an ordinary human foot after all, but to a dissected zombie. Instead of blood, the veins and arteries slushed with a sticky green substance that, chemically speaking, was closer to tree sap than animal plasma. However, this “sap” wasn’t actually botanical. In fact, it wasn’t anything recognizable to his knowledge base of earth biology. Either the zombies were aliens, or this was a bizarre terrestrial disease that caused zombie-like symptoms. The latter hypothesis seemed more elegant to him, so he used that as his working assumption for now.

      Even if the sloshing green ichor looked like it glowed faintly neon, like some wicked magic, magic did not exist. Everything had a logical explanation. With enough investigation, Maverick would put the puzzle together.

      There was one room he could not enter. The screen for this room was number 14 on his set of televisions, but the camera had been covered up. The door to this chamber was a huge hermetically sealed and iron reinforced military grade locked door, so it was not something he could simply kick down and access.

      There was one other warehouse that was of extreme interest to him. This was the largest of all the storage rooms that he had access to. On one side were a number of objects that resembled mechanical animals, or small vehicles. Robots. They looked like crazy fish or spiders or very strange-legged dogs. A few were modified motorcycles or small golf carts with arms coming out of them that had pinchers at the extremities. The cameras on the front of all the vehicles, positioned like eyes, made the robots look surprisingly animated, although currently their camera “eyes” were closed. It was like a robot menagerie. He dismissed the sensation as anthropomorphic. (Or should he say zoomorphic since they made him think of artificial pets, not other human companions?)

      On the other side of the same warehouse was a huge number of cabinets with weapons of every kind: guns pistols, rifles, machine guns, grenade launchers and even flamethrowers.

      Maverick visited this warehouse in person so he could examine the guns. He picked up and examined each one. As soon as he picked up a particular weapon, the knowledge of how to use it and the awareness that he would be able to do so flowed through his mind. It was a form of memory that was somewhat different than his knowledge of the Cold War or freeze-dried food. It was almost as if the weapons knowledge was not something he had acquired himself but downloaded as a complete set of information.
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        January 10,

        Rocky Mountains

      

      

      After nine days alone in the bunker, one of the screens showed a pair of hikers, a young man and woman who were laughing and talking together as they walked through the woods on the mountain side. Maverick had no fear that they would find his bunker, so he watched them with no more than idle curiosity. He had no desire to interact with strangers. However, when he saw on the camera adjacent to their position that zombies had detected them, his attitude changed.

      Swiftly, he moved into action. He took out a sniper rifle from the gun rack and jogged at close to his top speed through the appropriate tunnel. He emerged from underground in a position where he would be able to have the high ground above the location where the zombies would intersect the tourists.

      The high-pitched scream of the female and almost as high-pitched scream of her male companion told Maverick that he had not arrived too soon. Behind them, a single large green zombie had caught their scent, like a predator, and shifted from its slow shuffling mode to its ravenous and rapid mode. It bore down on them quickly. The girl fell and her companion literally tripped over her. The zombie was a few feet from ripping open their skulls, to eat their brains, when Maverick carefully took aim and blew the zombie’s head off with the sniper rifle.

      Maverick now knew why he was not certain how to kill the zombies when they were chasing him close on his heels. He had a memory of killing zombies before, but always like this. With a sniper rifle from a calculated distance. Cool, calm, and collected.

      He waited until the terrified tourist couple ran away from the mountain before he went down to examine the decapitated zombie. Maverick’s dead-on head shot had literally pulverized the zombie’s entire head. This had also caused the cessation of any additional activity from the zombies’ limbs.

      Just to be certain, Maverick collected the body parts, took them home to his kitchen, chopped them up and added them to the collection in the refrigerator.
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        February 28,

        Silver Strike Ghost Town

      

      

      As part of his research, Maverick created a map of all his encounters with the zombies. The encounters were random, but the numbers fluctuated between three to seven, with new appearances approximately every sixteen days. In addition to tracking the frequency and numbers of the undead, Maverick tried to predict, from those locations, the point of origin for the infestation.

      Up until late February, the trajectories appeared to indicate a point of origin in a region of the mountains void of any civilian settlements. The land was owned by the government, and there was evidently a government base underground.

      However, starting in February, a huge increase occurred, swelling the zombie population into the hundreds. With so many zombies suddenly oozing over the mountains, Maverick found it much easier to pinpoint the source. He equipped himself for a long hunt and traveled to an abandoned town called Silver Strike.

      There, he witnessed hundreds of zombies swarming in a huge mass.

      There was no way that he could destroy them all at once, at least not without devising weaponry that might draw undue attention to himself, so he had to do his best to pick them off one by one. He trailed the worst ones—the biggest, strongest, and fastest—and sniped them. By 28 February, it was clear that the horde planned to converge on the most populous source of brains: a human settlement called Arcana Glen, which was the only town close to his lair.

      Reluctantly, Maverick steeled himself to go into town. He dressed in grey and avoided people as much as possible. He wore a hat, a jacket with a heavy hood, and carried his weapons concealed under his shirt or in his backpack.

      The swarm kept growing and growing. He found a rooftop of a building where no one disturbed him and set up a sniper’s lay.

      Fortunately, he wasn’t the only one who had noticed the zombies and decided to fight them. Several strange soldiers, using equipment oddly designed to look like wings, fought the zombies as well. Maverick wasn’t familiar with their weaponry. He would have liked to have studied it further. However, at the moment, the clear priority was to save the screaming people whose shops were being trashed by rampaging zombies.

      Maverick took aim and sniped zombie after zombie.
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        March 5,

        Weather Station Underground Compound

      

      

      Between Maverick’s sniping and the efforts of defenders in town, the huge zombie horde was destroyed completely.

      And yet, five days later, Maverick found four more zombies wandering around in the woods again. The former pattern that he had observed, of small groups of zombies originating from the vicinity of the military-owned land every couple of weeks had not been interrupted, only obscured.

      He wrote in his journal: There are two separate sources of the undead infestation. Interesting.
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        April 7,

        Weather Station Underground Compound

      

      

      On 7 April, Maverick made a momentous discovery. He found the code to the locked room. It was written on a piece of paper taped at the back of the freezer. It was disguised as a phone number, with a made-up name that he recognized as the character from a popular science fiction program. He suspected that the previous occupant of the bunker had been someone like him, a loner, not a team player. Someone who did not have the phone number of anyone to call even in an emergency. Therefore, the number was fake.

      His deduction that it was a code paid off and he opened the last room in the bunker.

      In some respects, the laboratory he walked into was similar to the other three he had already seen. There was one critical difference. In front of the bank of computers at the far end of the laboratory, a corpse occupied an office chair. Unlike the zombies, this corpse was not green and not animated with neon ichor and burning red ice. It was just the body of a very, very old man. The extreme dryness and low temperature in the room had staved off the worst of the smell, although it was still not pleasant. Maverick took this body to the biological laboratory for analysis.

      The old man had died at a very satisfactory old age of 109 years old. It was likely that no one even knew he was dead. Oddly, the timing of his death corresponded to three days before Maverick’s awakening alone in the woods. It was an interesting coincidence. Maverick had no explanation for it, so he put it aside for now.

      The other important discovery in this final laboratory was a stash of notebooks and journal entries of the old man. His name had been Dr. Erasmus Errant. In his journals, he admitted frankly that he had once worked for a military laboratory, but, frustrated by their narrowminded refusal to let him pursue his own research in the directions he thought crucial, he had stolen all of his notes and secretly established himself here. Although Dr. Erasmus Errant had considered himself justified because he had taken only his own research, he knew that according to the government, he had no right to abscond with their military secrets. Therefore, he had kept himself hidden for more than seventy years.

      During the period when there had been an active weather station, Dr. Errant had taken a job as the recorder of snow and temperature levels, using an assumed name for the position. That had lasted about twenty years. It was not clear why that program was discontinued. The important point was that Dr. Errant’s research had never been discontinued; he had kept working right up until the day he died. The other interesting thing that Maverick learned was that there was another warehouse hidden somewhere in the mountains. It could only be accessed by a secret tunnel. Maverick had not yet found this.

      The computers in this laboratory, unlike all of the other computers in the bunker, connected to the outside Internet. The links were carefully hidden behind layers and layers of deceptive tricks to hide the origin of the connection.

      When Maverick sat down at the computer, he experienced a similar rush of knowledge into his mind that he had experienced when he picked up each of the specific guns. He knew how to use computers very well. In no time, he was able to access the dozen or more accounts under different pseudonyms, in banks located all around the world, in which Dr. Errant had stored his money. Almost as a side project, the scientist had invested in the stock market and done very well. Dr. Erasmus Errant had no interest in money for its own sake, but he needed materials for his research. He had food delivered to a PO Box and at least up until recently, an individual who lived in the nearby town of Arcana Glen had gone to the PO Box, picked up the deliveries, and brought them to the weather station.

      That seemed like a very sensible way to get food and other deliveries. Maverick approved.

      Just when Maverick thought he had discovered everything he needed to know about Dr. Erasmus Errant, except perhaps for the still-missing warehouse and its mystery continents, Maverick discovered another surprise.

      On Wednesdays, a pick-up truck drove all the way up the mountain to the Weather Station. A man of indeterminate age picked out boxes from his truck and left them on the porch of the Weather Station. Sometimes there was a beautiful woman with the man, a female with a very pale skin and dark hair. They appeared to be a couple.

      Maverick could find no record of payment to this man. That was disturbing. Why was the strange man bringing him packages for no reason? Another mystery.

      When Maverick was sure there was no chance of encountering the strangers in person, he went to the porch of the Weather Station. Maverick brought the packages inside so they would not accumulate on the porch. The mystery man came almost every Wednesday morning. Each week, Maverick would analyze the contents of the boxes in the biological’s lab to determine they had no poison. It was all food. Most of it was freeze dried like his normal stores, but some of the greens and baked goods were fresh. Once the man bought an apple pie. It looked too messy to bother with, so Maverick threw it away. He had a kiln for burning excess biologicals, so disposal was no problem.

      Dr. Errant seemed to have anticipated every problem and the solved it.
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        May 2, Monday, Waxing Crescent

        Mystic Lake, Arcana Glen

      

      

      The rave that Moxie had been working at ended, but the great thing about Arcana Glen was that between the month of March and September, there was almost always some kind of festival or rave or music camp or art festival going on next to Mystic Lake.

      From early spring to the end of Indian Summer, the lakeside bustled with the exuberant energy of people who were artistic and creative, sensual, and spiritual. Some of them were Elves from Springvale and Summerland. Many were Witches or Shifters, humans with special abilities. The exact mix of arcanes altered from season to season, and festival to festival, just as different groups of human youths flowed in. But there was always something exciting going on. And an acrobat was almost always welcome entertainment to the kinds of groups that came to stay at the lake. Moxie didn’t get formally paid, but she was usually able to get free meals and donations. It was enough for her to survive.

      As the Beltane Rave organizers pulled out of the fairgrounds beside the lake, a Cinco de Mayo Concert team moved in and started setting up their equipment and tents. Moxie spoke with Juan “Lobo” Morales, the organizer, a Wolf Shifter, and Moxie secured herself a new job. She was pleased when he nicknamed her, “Leona,” although she only wished she truly were the Lioness he guessed her to be from her scent.

      She just had to make it until May 16, when the formal tryouts for the Enchanted Circus began. Meanwhile, she kept fit. In addition to her dancing practice, her yoga, her stretching and her tree climbing, she jogged every day through the woods. Normally she stuck close to the lake, but sometimes she likes to explore a little further. The views in this part of Colorado were truly stunning.

      “Be careful if you go too far from the fairgrounds,” Juan warned her, “I heard there have been campers getting attacked by ‘drug users’ in the woods around here. Supposedly one couple would have been killed, if some vigilante hadn’t chased off the gang that attacked them.”

      The way he spoke indicated he thought that maybe one or both partners were really Shifters, not human criminals, but Moxie shrugged off his concern with a breezy grin.

      “Thanks, I’ll be careful,” she promised, but she wasn’t worried about criminals, Shifter or otherwise. Her enemies weren’t drug users or vigilantes, and they didn’t hang out in the woods.

      If Moxie was honest with herself, there was one kind of practice she had to do away from the judgment of other Shifters. If she wanted to be accepted into the Magician’s Enchanted Circus, she had to take back what had been stolen from her. Right now, she could turn into an adorable kitten. That wasn’t the alternate form she had been born to, though; that was what she had learned to become after years of being forced to assume her true alter, and simultaneously being punished if she did. The trauma of that sadistic combination had made it impossible for her to shift to her natural animal.

      Moxie vowed to overcome that trauma. She needed to re-connect with her inner lion.

      Try as she might, Moxie only ever managed to shift into “kitty,” her “cute” form. She had a similar problem switching back to human. Try as she might, she could never lose the “Neko Girl” ears, the secondary pair of cat ears, in her human form. Even as a human, she couldn’t help looking adorable.

      Yet there was a price to pay for that. It made it difficult for her to blend with humans outside special populations like folk festivals and concerts. Try getting a serious job if you showed up with furry, wiggly cat ears! If only the mundane humans just ignored the ears, like they ignored pointy tips on Elves. Nope. No such luck. The cat ears were the first thing any human noticed about Moxie. Not that they thought they were real: “How darling! But you have to take those off if you are going to work here...”

      But Shifters didn’t take her seriously either: “What are you? Wolf? Bear? Cougar? Wait... housecat?! Aw, that’s just precious.”

      You have two weeks left, Moxie, she told herself. You can do this.

      She practiced high on the slope, hidden by trees. The New Moon had just ended, and the Full Moon wouldn’t occur until May 16, but if she could force herself to shift now, she could shift anytime. So, even though her magic felt weak, she knew it was important to push herself.

      Over and over, she tried to become her true self, her lion self. Over and over... she turned into a tiny calico lap kitty. She switched back to Neko Girl. Yup...still had the fur ears. Moxie grit her teeth. She tried again.

      As long as she didn’t go too close to where she knew the military base was located, she felt safe enough even when other people were not with her.

      It never occurred to her to fear anyone besides those from the military base.
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        May 4, Wednesday,

        Mountains around the Weather Station

      

      

      Whenever the zombies attacked hikers in the woods, Maverick rushed through the tunnels and took out the zombies if he could. He feared that he would not make it in time one of these occasions, but so far, he had saved a couple, a family who were never even aware of their danger and a lone male hiker who had passed out. Maverick had carried that last one down all the way down to the town. Maverick left the injured person outside a hospital. The trip was not one Maverick wished to repeat. The larger population in the town, the foot traffic and car traffic, made it harder for him to travel undetected.

      Maverick wasn’t certain why it was important for him to stay out of sight of other people. He didn’t dislike people. He wished no harm to any sentient being. He simply didn’t trust others, nor did he want company.

      The correct solution was to proactively hunt and collect all the zombies, to prevent future attacks. This, he did; yet every few days, more of the undead creatures wandered the mountains, as if some force created an intermittent fresh supply. What earthly logic could account for it? He posited two theories for the origin of the zombies. Nature: a fungus or a parasite “animated” the corpses. Man: an engine or other energy source had been inserted into the corpses.

      He increased monitoring of the mountain side. He added more cameras and he made certain to review all the footage from each one, not just whatever he happened to catch on the livestream during his meals.

      One morning, when Maverick was reviewing the tapes, an oddity he saw in the video made him do a double take. He rewound the tape. He watched again. It was so hard for him to process that he watched it several more times. There was a woman who liked to hike up toward the Weather Station and do yoga. For some reason, she brought her pet cat with her. Maverick enjoyed watching her do yoga, but as long as zombies weren’t attacking her, her presence wasn’t relevant to him. Something about the cat bothered him, but he attributed to the fact he just wasn’t a “cat person.”

      The video footage suggested an entirely new level of meaning to that phrase.

      At least now he understood the nagging feeling at the back of his head about the cat. If the video was correct… And he did not see how his own security footage could have been doctored in anyway… The woman WAS the cat.

      That made no sense.

      A bizarre fungus or parasite that animated a corpse and made it seem to live beyond its grave was on the edge of what he could believe was scientifically plausible. The ability of a woman to shape shift into a creature of a completely different mass and physiology was beyond anything that Maverick had studied in the sciences.

      The way she shifted forms, surrounded by a brief shimmer of rippling light, looked like magic. Maverick rejected that silly idea. The shift would require an entire new science to explain it logically. Occam’s razor said there was some other explanation that he was missing. Something else besides: “Insert Magical Explanation Here.”

      One thing was clear: she was not any more human than the animated corpses. She was... something else. Created by a freak of nature or the design of man, this cat-woman amalgam was a definite curiosity and a potential threat.

      There was only one course of action open to Maverick, and that was to obtain this specimen and study it further. He trotted to the gun rack, to adjust his sniper riffle to shoot animal tranquilizers.
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        May 4, Wednesday, Waxing Crescent

        Mountains above Mystic Lake

      

      

      Moxie never saw who shot her. She felt the jab in the back of her thigh and cried out. The tranq worked fast. She collapsed to her hands and knees. She recognized the drug burning through her veins, sapping her strength. This would be an ideal time to transform into a lion. She could tell the tranq wasn’t a strong enough dose for the huge beast she became as a lion. But the dosage was more than enough to take down a ninety-pound 4’8” woman.

      How did they find me? she wailed inside as darkness swallowed her and she toppled to the ground.
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      Moxie found herself in cylindrical pit that look to her like a small missile silo. Either that or a water tank. She wasn’t a huge expert on either so she wasn’t certain she could distinguish them. However, it was a cylinder-shaped room with metal everywhere. She still wore her hiking tank t-shirt and shorts.

      How on earth had she ended up in this place? Moxie had a vague recollection of being shot, drugged. Was she a prisoner or had she escaped by running away and falling into an old, half-buried structure? That’s what it looked like. If so, she was lucky. Although, looking around, it was hard to feel grateful for being trapped in this claustrophobic metal pit.

      Moxie prowled around the edges until she found something that made her hopeful. It was a tiny water pipe aperture. It was not big enough for a human, but her kitty-cat self would be able to crawl through. She shifted into her cat form and sniffed the air coming from the water pipe. The flow of air inside smelled fresher than what was in the cylindrical tank, so she pawed into the pipe and followed it.

      She soon discovered that the first pipe intersected a second one and she now had to choose between three pathways. Once again, she sniffed the air and choose the freshest scent.

      She couldn’t figure out the plumbing of this place at all. There seemed to be an endless number of intersections, some which led down and some which went up, in a confusing and twisty way. She realized that some of the pipes were bending back on themselves in a crazy maze. Using her sense of smell and the feel of the breeze on her whiskers, she navigated until she came out into the open air.

      Instantly a home-made wire cage snapped shut around her. She was on the surface of the mountain, but she wasn’t free. A human man with no smell of magic about him, not a whiff, emerged from behind a tree where he had been hiding. He examined Kitty-Cat Moxie, trapped in the cage, and his head tilted to one side. Mild curiosity beamed in his brown eyes.

      “Interesting,” he said. “You’re quite intelligent. But are you more intelligent than any ordinary cat? That’s what I’ll test next.”

      She hissed at him. All her hackles were raised; she must’ve looked like a porcupine. She was furious with him and above all with herself. She had performed exactly like a laboratory rat in a maze. She scratched desperately at the cage trying to escape. It was so frustrating to be outdoors, with freedom only a few leaps away, but be unable to break the chicken wire. If only she were a lion like her brother, she would tear this flimsy trap open and bite the bastard’s head off.

      He raised a rifle and shot her.
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      After Maverick shot the cat with the tranquilizer gun, the animal turned back into a young woman.

      Maverick was fascinated. He had set up the maze of pipes leading out of an old water tank attached to his bunker with the hopes of forcing the woman to shift into a cat again. But a part of him was still convinced it was a fluke. When she performed exactly on point and threaded the maze easily, despite a number of tricks and loops, he grew almost giddy with excitement.

      Maverick had observed himself in these last five months that he had been conscious and had found himself to be very even keeled. Not even being chased by zombies had overly excited him. But to find a curiosity such as this, a genuine mystery that challenged all known science, made his entire body tingle with excitement.

      He unfastened the cage, resetting it in case he wanted to use it again soon, and picked up the woman in his arms.

      That’s when it struck him that she was naked.

      Er... Perhaps his giddiness wasn’t entirely due to the cerebral joy of pure science.

      It made sense that she could not carry her clothes with her once she changed form. When she became a cat, in the water tank, her human clothes had dropped into a puddle around her. The cat had left those behind. Once she returned to human form, she had no way to get the clothing to her new location.

      However, the situation put him in an awkward situation. This sort of conundrum was exactly why he preferred scientific research that did not involve live subjects. Especially not human subjects. Especially not human female subjects. Especially not attractive, naked human female subjects.

      I cannot assume this creature is human, he reminded himself. Only...humanoid. A humanoid did not automatically enjoy the rights of a human. A humanoid might be like the zombies, not truly alive, or like the feline, not truly sentient.

      But human or humanoid, he could not deny her femininity. Petite as she was, she was no child. She had a lithe, feminine figure, a shadow between her legs and pert titties. His enhanced senses did not include a strong sense of smell or the ability to detect specific pheromones, but he could tell she smelled... well, good. His body responded in ways entirely predictable for a human male of his age demographic.

      It still embarrassed him.

      Maverick warned himself that he needed to make sure his excitement, including any tingling, was about the possibility of new discoveries, not new affections. There were specific ethical guidelines that were supposed to cover situations like this, but unfortunately, he did not a have wide knowledge of such in his database.

      She felt light and delicate in his arms, lighter than her weight, which he calculated precisely. That meant that the subjective experience of carrying her was less onerous than the objective burden indicated it should be. He enjoyed carrying her. She snuggled so nicely in his arms...

      Be very, very careful, he admonished himself sternly. Your reaction to the anomalous female is not warranted or helpful. In fact, given your chemically induced distraction in her presence, she could be dangerous to you. Perhaps her delicate, helpless appearance is a ruse to make you lower your guard so that she can injure you.

      There were carnivorous flowers that imitated the pheromones of female insects to lure male insects to their death. Perhaps this was an animal which had evolved a similar strategy to hunt human beings.
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      When Maverick settled her onto an examination bed in the biologicals lab, the first thing he did was securely fasten her to the metal frame. The medical bed was cold steel. It had neither a mat, nor sheets or blankets, so he covered her with an emergency blanket. He hoped that covering her torso would help reduce his level of arousal, but instead he fixated on her face.

      In her humanoid form, the female was extraordinarily appealing. Not only did she have winsome, pixie face and an adorably petite body, but she was exotic even as a humanoid. She had two sets of ears. One set were normal small shell-shaped human ears in the usual spot. The others were cat ears positioned on top of her head where a feline’s normal ears would be. When he had first seen her, he assumed that the cat ears were simply decorative. Not at all. He pet them, gently; he parted her dark gold hair to see where the tawny ears grew organically from her head. They were as much a part of her body as her human ears. Would her DNA show that she was a literally a cat-human chimera?

      Her bare skin also revealed a pattern of injection marks, evenly spread over her body, tiny pinpoint-sized scars, as if at some point in her life, she had decided to force thumbtacks into her flesh at two-inch intervals, everywhere, from her temple to her toes. The tiny scar marks revealed trace amounts of silver in his scans. Was it a form of body-art, like tattoos or piercings? If so, what had happened to the “thumbtacks,” which had once pierced her body all over? If she had the piercings for decoration, why remove them? So very strange!

      He had so much to learn. He couldn’t wait.
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        May 5, Thursday, Waxing Crescent Moon

        an underground complex somewhere

      

      

      Moxie woke up to her worst nightmare.

      She was in a laboratory. It wasn’t shiny white with excessively bright overhead neon light like the horror house she remembered from her childhood, but it was absolutely recognizable as a laboratory, not a hospital. The walls here were gunmetal gray on cement, where they were not actually metal plate. The lights were naked incandescent bulbs screwed into the ceiling and refracted by large bowl-shaped mirrors.  But she could smell the antiseptic, formaldehyde, other disturbing chemicals, and that annoying burnt spark of electric current that made her think of Dr. Frankenstein channeling lightning to his monster. There was only a single door, which was huge, metal, and circular, like an airlock on a submarine or the opening to a bank vault. It was electrified too; blinking lights and a keypad indicated a high level of security would be required to budge that monstrosity.

      Most importantly, Moxie was chained down to a cold metal examination table, completely naked. A silver mylar blanket had been tossed over her torso like an afterthought.

      She didn’t see any armed guards or military men, but she did hear the bleep and whir of machines and computers. This might be CADABRA or it might be another facility. It didn’t matter where they had taken her, what mattered was that they had captured her. The horrible trick with the maze proved that they had already started testing her. The first test was probably simply to prove she was a Shifter.

      And like an almighty fur-brain, she had fallen right into the trap.

      She was restrained with cuffs that tied her to the table. Not just her wrists and her ankles, but even her neck had been bound by metallic cuffs. There were no scientists around. If she planned to shift, this was probably her best opportunity. But years of learned helplessness flooded her when she thought about trying to escape.

      Back at CADABRA, the scientists had prevented their subjects from shifting in between experiments by shooting them up with drugs that caused a Shifter terrible pain if he tried to change into his alter. The memory of it made Moxie tremble with fear. She was afraid to even try to escape. She knew that she would probably fail, and they would hurt her badly as a punishment.

      Her own cowardice made her furious with herself. The moment she let them make her cower in fear was the day they won.

      So even though she knew it was probably futile, Moxie was determined to see what chemical they had injected into her to stop her from shifting. She grit her teeth.

      She made herself shift.

      To Moxie’s surprise, not only was she able to switch to her alter form, but she did not feel any excruciating pain. Ecstatic at her success, she tried to leap off the metal table. The metal cuffs were too big for her paws, but she now discovered they were not the only restraint. In addition, there were thin metal wires that acted like lariats. As soon as she became a cat, the metal wires squeezed tighter to clinch her neck and paws. As soon as she tried to jump, she strained against the wire and almost choked herself.

      Then, in her pain and panic, she switched back to human and it was ten times worse because now her body was too big for the tight little loops of wire. Her head smashed backwards against the metal table. She tried to scream but could not because of the wire around her throat that almost decapitated her. Her whole body buckled in agony.

      The wires adjusted again, loosening just a fraction of a second too late to avoid hurting her. But she gasped and drew in air. She could still feel the cut around her neck and the laceration of her wrists and ankles. Both relief and continued soreness deluged her, and she yelped, a sound that was half mew, half sob.
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      Perhaps in response to her pathetic escape attempt, the heavy airlock at the end of the laboratory opened and a man entered. His clothing gave no hint as to his role in the facility. He did not wear a white lab coat or a military uniform, only a simple blue plaid long-sleeve shirt tucked into blue jeans. She finally decided he must be either a soldier or a guard, simply because he was so incredibly physically fit there was no way he was one of the geeks. You didn’t get that broad and muscular a chest from staring into a microscope all day.

      He barely glanced at her as he made a beeline for the two monitors near the middle table where she was chained. There was a barstool on wheels in front of the screens. He leaned more than sat on this and studied the screens, already typing into the keyboards with intense concentration.

      Moxie could see the screens from where she lay bound. One screen was filled with medical gobbledygook about her status as a good little test subject. The other, after the stroke of a few keys, replayed the video feed from her recent attempt to escape.

      Of course they had cameras in the room. Of course they did.

      She burned with hatred and humiliation as he watched her pathetic attempt to free herself. It was bad enough watching her turn into a cat and stupidly try to jump right off the table. But when she saw the way her whole body buckled and squirmed when she returned to human shape and almost choked to death, she awakened to a new fear.

      The last time she had been a hopeless pawn in the clutches of sadistic scientists, she had been a vulnerable child. But to their credit, and it was probably the only thing she could give them credit for, at least they had never tried to abuse her sexually. However, now that she was an adult, she felt vulnerable in a new way. Guards like this guy were probably not even supposed to be in this room. Most likely this meathead was not supposed to be playing the computers and watching the security videos. Maybe he had come in here hoping to cop a feel... or more. If he knew how to manipulate the video feed, he might figure he could just erase the evidence of his playtime and get away with it.

      What if it was even worse? She had heard rumors of programs where Shifters who were the subject of human experiments were forced to breed. Humans were never satisfied with what nature provided, even with creatures as magical as Shifters. Humans always thought they could do one better. They always had to try to manipulate things. What if they tried to force her to mate? Some Shifters supposedly knew their lifelong mates from chemical signals alone, but honestly, because of the manipulation that had already been done to her, Moxie had no idea if that was true of her.

      She vowed never to show her fear.

      “Are you enjoying your peep show?” she asked sarcastically.

      The man in the flannel shirt turned around. He displayed no guilt or alarm. “You speak English.” He didn’t exactly sound surprised, only curious.

      “I’m not an animal.”

      He frowned. “Technically, you are.”

      “I am a human being!”

      “Human beings are animals.”

      That wasn’t what she expected him to say. Her brow furrowed. Was he trying to bond with her? Maybe he was one of those all too rare “good ones,”who had somehow found themselves doing work they hated—too chicken to quit but not quite as sadistic as the usual run of the mill brute-guard or psycho-scientist.  However, his next words shattered any delusion she had that he might be kind or see her is anything other than a lab animal.

      “You, however, are, at most, partially human,” he continued. “Humans do not warp their bodies into the shape of animals. You turn into a cat. That is abnormal.”

      “Just because I don’t meet your narrow-minded definition of human doesn’t make me less human than you. It doesn’t make me abnormal!”

      “My definition of human is the standard scientific definition,” he said, maddeningly calm. “What deviates from the norm is abnormal. What interests me is whether you are sentient and whether you are predacious. I did not expect you to have sophisticated linguistic capacity.”

      “Screw you too!”

      “It’s good to see that the restraints I designed are working as intended,” he said. “They seem to self-regulate in conjunction with your changes in morphology.”

      To her shame, he replayed the video a second time and then a third time. Finally, she couldn’t bear to watch anymore and turned her face away.

      “The wire doesn’t seem to adjust quite as fast as you can change shape.” He remarked, completely matter-of-fact. “I don’t even understand how it’s physiologically possible for your body to change shape that swiftly. Never mind the alterations to the bone and muscular structure, how does that even work on a cellular level…?”

      He now started to type furiously on the other screen, the one with the medical information.

      Moxie hated his guts already. She wanted to pick up the computer screen and bash him in the head with it. Better yet, she wanted to shift into a lion, the way she used to be able to do as a cub, and the way her brother was able to do, and scratch open his belly until his guts fell out. Then for good measure, she would bite off his head.

      But she had to try to escape, and right now he was her only contact. She didn’t think it would work but, maybe a direct appeal… She couldn’t rule it out until she tried it.

      “Please let me go,” she said. “I am a human being.”

      “Your DNA does not confirm that,” he said. “Although I have yet to determine if you can breed with a Homo sapiens sapiens. Technically I suppose if you could produce offspring, then, by, the definition of species…”

      “You damn pervert!” She growled so that she would not give into hysterical need to scream or the terror that made her want to cry.

      He did turn to face her, and he looked puzzled rather than mocking or leering.

      “I was merely clarifying the definition of species.”

      Belatedly, he observed that the mylar blanket had fallen down and exposed her breasts during her struggles to free herself. A faint blush stained his pallid cheeks. He adjusted the blanket and then studiously turned back to his screens.

      That was a very interesting reaction. She began to reevaluate her pegging him as a rowdy, randy guard. He might have the brawn of a warrior, but he seemed to have the brain of a scientist. And she wasn’t talking about whether he was smart or not, although his techno-babble and the remark that he had designed the fiendish but clever wire cuffs seemed to indicate he was one of those annoying tinkers who made gadgets for breakfast the way normal people made pancakes. No, what she meant was that he had betrayed a shyness around women that she associated more with nerds than with soldiers.

      “What’s your job here?” she asked.

      “Right now? I am researching you.”

      Her heart flipped. As much as she hated the guards, she always regarded the scientists in the laboratory as her primary enemy.

      “So you’re one of them,” she said, filled with disgust. “You’re one of those who dissect Shifters.”

      “Shifters. Like… Shape shifters? Are there more than one of you?”

      “How new are you?” she sneered. “Why don’t you ask your colleagues to fill you in if you’re not clear.”

      “I work alone,” he said simply.

      Was this young strapping guy who looked more like a lifeguard than a professor really already respected enough by his colleagues to run his own lab? She knew how big the egos of scientists were, so she didn’t contradict him directly. But she did say, “But your lab is just one of many in the complex? Is this CADABRA or some other lab?”

      He tilted his head as if that puzzled him. He didn’t answer her question.

      “I think I need to do more tests,” he said. “So far my results are not making any sense, only raising more issues.”
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        May 5, Thursday,

        Weather Station Underground Compound

      

      

      Maverick bustled about the cabinets at the side of the laboratory to get the instruments he would require for a biopsy. The video of her most recent shape shift had disturbed him. He had carefully designed the wires to restrain her without causing her any pain, but it was clear from the weird noises that she made that she had experienced a great deal of discomfort. Once again, he cursed the need to work with a live subject. This research would be so much easier if she were dead. However, she was not an animated corpse like the zombies. He couldn’t simply kill her for his own convenience.

      It was interesting that she mentioned the name of a laboratory where she seemed to assume many scientists worked on studying this problem. She also implied there were many other creatures like her, which spoke of the possibility of entire species or some sub-species of human with this peculiar physiological adaptation, but if that were true, why had he never heard of it before?

      Actually, he corrected himself, he had heard of “magical” creatures that could change into animals. Werewolves and so forth had been very much the topic of popular media lately. It was not his strong suit, but he would have to be brain dead not to have been somewhat aware of the trend. If he had one good quality, it was a working brain.

      There had been nothing about shapeshifters in Dr Errant’s notebooks.  Or perhaps the scientist had used a different term. Maverick had noticed a reference to “Arcanes,” which Dr Errant discussed as if they were both human and yet distinctly different from the norm of the distribution curve of abilities. Superhumans, if you will. Dr Errant had also referred to the “extraordinary, even transcendent abilities” of the “those possessed of Arcane Energies.”

      Like shapeshifting?

      But how could ordinary science account for such things? Maverick rejected the impossible. The assumptions of the current science could be wrong, and he recognized that. He was not one who worshiped the findings of scientists as a dogma received from on high; he had no respect for authority, even scientific authority, when compared to his own research. However, he had meticulously studied all the fields from physics to engineering to biology, and his own understanding and experiments did not allow for any of this shapeshifting nonsense.

      He wished the female had not looked so unhappy when he had called her abnormal. He wasn’t trying to insult her; he was simply stating facts. Surely, she understood that the pain she experienced with the wires was accidental. He was not certain, but he thought he was obeying all proper procedures as far as ethical research went. His living subject would experience discomfort but compared to the knowledge he would gain from studying her condition, a little discomfort was a very minimum problem.

      Maverick returned to the medical bed where his subject waited for him. He tried to smile at her reassuringly, but she only shrank back in horror. Maybe it was because he was holding a suction device in one hand and a long needle in the other.

      “I will have more information when I have done the biopsy,” he said, so she would understand why this was important.
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      Biopsy.

      That single word hit Moxie like a hurricane. She thought she’d been angry and afraid before, but the emotions that rocketed through her now blasted that away. “Biopsy” was one of Moxie’s trigger words. It was right up there with “vivisection” and “new treatment.” Moxie didn’t care if she decapitated herself on the wires. She was so enraged that she was prepared to shift or die.

      For the first time in over a decade, Moxie shifted into her true feline form.

      Damn straight! She became a lioness. A mother-effing lioness! Three hundred pounds of muscle and fang and claw!

      She literally snapped the wires when her body exploded into its new powerful form.

      Moxie savored the expression of shock on the scientist’s face for the flicker of one second. Before another 59 of its companions had passed to create an entire minute, she did everything she had fantasized about. She leapt directly off the middle table onto his body. The force of her weight knocked him to the floor. She extended her claws and ripped open his chest from his Adam’s apple down to the top of his groin. And then she opened her jaws, reached down, clamped her incisors over each of his ears...

      ...and tore his face off.

      And then she roared.
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      Moxie could not believe it. She’d shifted. She’d killed her captor.

      It couldn’t be that easy. She kept expecting to hear shouts, alerts, the stomping and clumping of soldiers running in the hallways. She expected to be surrounded any minute by men in Kevlar with hunting rifles already loaded with tranqs.

      None of that happened. There was no siren. There were no soldiers. Blood dripped from her jaw; she was not a man-eater but she knew the taste of human blood. She recognized it. But there was something else in the blood as well, a gross metallic aftertaste that made her spit out the skin of the face she had ripped. The man she had torn open flopped and flailed. Sparks flickered over his torso.

      That was a little strange.

      Shifting back into human form, she grabbed a syringe in one hand and a wicked looking scalpel that she could use as a knife in the other. She looked back down at the dead man to see if he had a gun on him, although she hadn’t noticed one.

      Then she saw what was left of his face.

      Moxie screamed for the first time since her capture.

      There was no bone. The skull that stared up at her was bloody but clearly made of metal. Red pinpoint lights glittered from the two eye sockets and a third red light gleamed from the middle of his forehead like a third eye.

      It looked like a killer robot from a horror movie. And his chest was the same. Beyond the peel of normal human flesh and blood that covered the outside of him, his insides were machine.

      He was a robot. And the robot was still moving.

      “Oh HELL no!” shouted Moxie. She wasn’t going to have a killer robot chasing her around the complex. She took the scalpel and cut all the white cords and black wires that were bunched like muscles against the metal skeleton. Finally, the light in the skull sockets and forehead winked out, burnt dark like a blown fuse.

      She still wasn’t satisfied. In the movies, robots never died. They just accessed some back up battery or something and kept chasing you. That’s when she noticed a kiln at the back of the laboratory. She dragged the robot to the kiln, dismantled it piece by piece, and tossed the chunks into the heated maw. She closed the kiln door and turned the sitting up to the maximum temperature.

      He’d left the big door open, and she walked right out.
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        Weather Station Underground Compound

      

      

      Dying hurt.

      When his subject turned into a lioness, Maverick didn’t have time to react, but he knew he was going to die. When a 1.5-inch claw dug into the base of his throat and he felt his skin peeled back, he had not even had time to scream. He experienced the full horror of feeling her jaws clamp down on him and pain in his face...

      But just when every part of him shuddered with pain and the onslaught of inevitable death, something odd happened. He sloughed off his flesh as easily as toast pops out of the toaster. He turned into raw energy.

      Pure data.

      As energy, he flowed.
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        May 5, Thursday,

        Rocky Mountains

      

      

      Maverick opened his eyes.

      Remarkable.

      His body felt the same as before he had been mauled to death by a lion. He was no longer in the biologics laboratory. In fact, he was lying on his back, in the woods, naked—just like he had been the first time he awakened, in what was still his earliest conscious memory. The difference was that it was not nighttime now, but 13:09. He located himself by his internal GPS and discovered that he was in the same location as before, offset by exactly 11 inches.

      He dusted himself off and examined the tattoo on his bicep. The tattoo on his arm should have read: CADE, MAV-009.

      But the tattoo now read: CADE, MAV-010.

      Truly remarkable.

      Clearly, Maverick had not calibrated to correct parameters of possible outlier results to his experiment. He had not expected a ninety-pound woman to turn into a three-hundred-pound Panthera leo. He had not expected to survive having the lion bite his head.

      He searched the forest floor for a suitably sharp rock. Digging into the flesh of his forearm hurt, and worse, it reminded him unpleasantly of being torn open by the lioness. The memory of his gruesome death flashed vividly through his mind. Post-traumatic-stress-syndrome, he identified the phenomenon. Or in this case, should it be called post-traumatic-DEATH-syndrome?

      He persisted with slicing open a deep cut into his own forearm because his curiosity outweighed his pain. Under several layers of dermis and a thin padding of “muscle” that appeared to be ordinary human cellular material, he encountered what he suspected. Fiber cords, carbon resin thread muscles, metal skeleton.

      “I am a robot,” he said out loud.

      The chitter and hush of the woods answered him.

      “Also,” he added, “I have a lion in my laboratory.”

      Would the lion be able to escape the bunker? Would the woman? Maybe the cat. Cats were supposed to be escape artists. If she were still in the bunker when he returned, would the cat shifter be surprised to see him? She could not possibly be more surprised than Maverick himself.
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        May 5, Thursday, Waxing Crescent Moon

        somewhere in the Rocky Mountains near Lake Mystic

      

      

      Moxie knew she wasn’t safe yet. The robot she had destroyed was nothing but a machine, a tool of the human mastermind which had created it. Perhaps the robot was like an avatar in a video game, a remote-controlled device that the real scientist used to experiment on Shifters. Considering what Moxie had done to that Tinman, the mastermind had been wise to hide his true flesh and bone body. This meant that her real enemy was still alive, still out here, still intent on capturing her, experimenting on her, and probably punishing her for destroying his walking toaster.

      Only a few minutes of exploring the bunker proved to Moxie that this place, wherever it was, showed no signs of belonging to CADABRA. The style was completely different. The gunmetal gray walls and open pipe ceilings, the strangely retro furniture in the living room/kitchenette, the old-fashioned televisions—dozens of the fat cubes stacked on top of one another—with...good lord...were those VCRs? Who would have thought that the same person who built the robot that interacted with her would be so old school?

      Actually, Moxie realized, many decades of technology had been piled into the bunker, like geological layers going backward in time. The single bedroom was spartan, the stacks of neatly freeze-dried food made her shudder.

      And that was before she opened the refrigerator. When she saw what was inside, she shrieked like a little girl for the second time that day. She slammed the fridge shut. What a sicko! Had his previous victims also been Shifters?! How many people had this freak sliced and diced?

      Prepper, hoarder, serial killer... every discovery she made about him revealed something worse. She had not been re-captured by the military; she had been kidnapped by a sociopath. Whoever it was, it had to be one man. And maybe it was sexist of her, but Moxie was pretty sure it was a man, a very messed-up, lonely guy, who had designed this lair.

      Then she found his gun racks. She air pumped with a clenched fist. “Score!”

      Moxie started strapping on every gun she could carry. The psycho had taken her by surprise once, but never again. Next time, she would be the one to snipe him with a tranq from afar. Just in case, she also packed real ammo. This man had already kidnapped her and murdered others. He didn’t deserve to be arrested, he deserved to be put down like a rabid dog.
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        May 5, Thursday,

        Rocky Mountains

      

      

      Maverick knew it could not be a coincidence that he had “appeared” in the same spot in the woods twice. How did he get here? Had it happened before? He thought that was unlikely. For one thing, the number on his tattoo had been “-009” before while now it was “-010.” If the numbers meant anything, this was his tenth round of whatever was happening to him.

      Another piece of evidence was that he remembered everything that had occurred to him since his awakening as “009.” He was glad of that. It would have been annoying if he forgot his interaction with the cat girl and then met her again with no idea of how dangerous she was. But why didn’t he remember the first eight rounds?

      Maybe my new bodies just appeared by magic. Why not? Zombies, shapeshifters, resurrection spells... He shook his head. No. If he started thinking like that, he would go mad. More importantly that kind of thinking led him to no useful new hypotheses. How did he get here? Magic! Okay. End of story.

      That was pointless.

      On the other hand, if he assumed that a normal physical process dumped the body here, he would ask himself useful questions. Where was the body stored before it was dumped in the woods? How was it delivered? What traces of the delivery could he find? And just like that, once he knew what to look for, he found traces of skid marks in the dirt. He followed the skid marks to a hidden hatch. Bingo!

      The hatch was closed and locked with a keypad, but Maverick had already memorized all the security codes in the bunker. He opened it and peered into a long chute with a track and a capsule. The robot body must have been carried in the capsule up the track. However, Maverick could ignore the capsule and slide back down the chute.

      It wasn’t comfortable. The track hurt his buttocks. He might have a robotic exoskeleton, but his butt was padded with real flesh. Still, it did the job. Maverick shimmied and grunted his way down the chute until he emerged in a large dark space. Lights came on as soon as he moved.

      Maverick whistled. He had found the missing warehouse.

      Row after row of identical copies of himself lined the walls.

      Each unused body remained sealed in an airtight capsule like an unwrapped action figure. A large, stenciled sign hung over the shelves: COMPILED ARCANE DATA ENGINE, MOBILE AWARENESS VEHICLE. The capsules themselves were numbered from 001 to 100, but ten capsules were missing. Eight defunct bodies, some in pieces, had been heaped into a pile in one corner of the room.

      Interesting. Apparently, “Mav” was not short for “Maverick” or any other personal name, and “Cade” was not a cherished family patronym. It was simply the designation for an android of his type. Eight previous versions had been used but rejected already, probably as trial prototypes. That explained why his memories began with Cade, Mav-009.

      His consciousness—whatever that meant for a machine such as he apparently was—had transferred intact from 009 to 010. Did that mean that if this body was destroyed, it would transfer once again to 011? And so on? He hoped so. In that case, what this warehouse represented was not an army of identical robots, but a storehouse of available chassis should he need to replace his current apparatus. He examined the pile of discarded prototypes. He also found a database that included notes and analysis of the failed prototypes. The most common notation was, “MAV did not have enough capacity to support the CADE.” That made the CADE sound more like software than an engine.

      “So I have two distinct parts,” he said. “The CADE and the MAV. The CADE is like my software and the MAV is my hardware... If my MAV, my current ‘vehicle’ is destroyed...” –ripped to shreds by a werelion, for example— “My CADE will transfer wirelessly to a new MAV, which will be delivered to a spot in the woods.”

      Unbelievable. What kind of moron designed such a system? Why eject a perfectly good new body in the wilderness naked and unarmed?

      Perhaps, his own reasoning answered him, because the bunker was under attack. Perhaps to hide his identity from the attackers by stripping him of any identifying marker. Perhaps.... But he closed down that line of speculation. Too much remained unknown.

      What was not speculation was who had created him. The database and notations about the failed prototypes were signed, “E.E.” Erasmus Errant. No wonder Maverick didn’t remember having a childhood, parents, siblings, girlfriend, pets. He was the creation and tool of an eccentric genius who had died before he could explain to his creation what good it was supposed to do in this world.

      Some of the prototypes had clothing on. Maverick stripped one of its flannel shirt and jeans. This shirt was brown. He preferred his old blue one. Was he supposed to favor a specific color or was that a design flaw?

      Waking up with amnesia had been odd enough, but now, to discover that he was not even a man at all.... It was disorienting. It disturbed him that he no longer understood his own nature or what to expect of himself. Although he knew his creator was already dead, who knew what programs had been left like timebombs in his core programming, his CADE? This morning, Maverick had fancied himself an investigator into the nature of reality. Now he felt like a puppet on a string.

      Why do I have feelings at all? he wondered. Is that a good sign in a robot—or a sign of imminent malfunction?

      A red light and a klaxon started to wail. That was the alert he had established days ago to let himself know if a zombie or other creature set off one of his tripwires. Fortunately, although the warehouse had only a single computer console, he was able to remotely access all of his security cameras.

      The first thing he noted was that the lioness had changed back into a humanoid cat-eared cutie, and she was running as fast as she could down the road from the Weather Station. That answered his question about whether she would be able to find her way out of the bunker. The second thing he noted was that no less than five zombies were hot in pursuit.

      Why didn’t she change into a lioness? Surely in that form, she could take on a dozen zombies. Maverick smiled grimly. Maybe he should get out his sniper riffle to protect the zombies from her.

      His grin faded. It was a serious conundrum: should he bother trying to help a semi-human creature that had done its best to kill him? Or should he let the zombies and the werelion fight each other and just mind his own business? Why should he care about the cat woman, after all? Not only had she tried to kill him, but why was he trying to conduct experiments at all? She’d accused him of being an evil scientist, a Dr. Frankenstein. He only wished that were true.

      He wasn’t the researcher; he was the experiment. He wasn’t Dr. Frankenstein; he was the nameless monster.
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        May 5, Thursday,

        Waxing Crescent

        the Rocky Mountains somewhere near Mystic Lake

      

      

      Moxie was totally unprepared for the zombie attack. Who used zombies as security guards? Even demons knew better than to try to work with zombies!

      One minute she was jogging away from the sociopath’s lair at a brisk but sustainable pace. The next she heard something that activated her heightened Shifter senses. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw a slobbering monster accelerate from a shuffle to a sprint.

      Moxie tried to turn the body over to the lioness, but the beast retreated to the darkest corner of her mind instead.

      “Lion, lion!” Moxie shouted. “C’mon! You just came out, where did you go?!”

      Another zombie joined the chase. Then another.

      Still trapped as a weak, pathetic human, all Moxie could do was run. More of the undead creatures joined the hunt. Soon they had her surrounded. She tripped on a root and fell face first in the dirt. The whole time she stayed human, although she was struggling to become a lioness. Finally, when the zombies closed in on her, she gave up on her lion.

      Instinct took over and she switched to her cat form, which was still faster and nimbler than being human.

      But kitty wasn’t nimble enough. A zombie reached down, grabbed her by the neck, and shook her violently. The zombie seemed furious that she had transformed from a human with tasty brains into a useless animal. But the malicious monster would not just let her go. It grabbed her head and her hind legs in its rotting hands and started to pull so hard that she knew the zombie was going to tear her small body in half. She was too panicked to transform back to human again. All she could do was yowl in pain and fear.

      Then the zombies exploded, one after another.

      She was so close to the explosion that some of the icky, glowing green junk from its veins spilled on her nice cat fur. Her body dropped like a rock to the ground. She was not able to twist in order to land because she was already severely injured from the shaking and being pulled like taffy. She passed out.
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      Moxie woke up back inside the psychopath’s bunker. This time, she wasn’t on the cold metal examination table in the creepy laboratory. She was on the twin mattress in his bedroom.

      Not really an improvement. She scrambled to sit up. She was dressed... hmm... okay, maybe this was an improvement. Then she realized she wasn’t wearing her own clothes but a red plaid flannel shirt, similar to the blue flannel the robot had worn.

      Speak of the tin devil, the door to the bedroom opened, and in he strutted, shiny as new. He was completely healed. Repaired. Whatever. His new shirt matched hers, except it was brown plaid.

      “Oh, hell, NO,” Moxie sputtered. “I killed you! I hacked you up and threw you in the furnace!” Another possibility occurred to her. “Or wait… Are you the real one?”

      For a moment he was silent. “I thought I was the real one until you destroyed my first body and I realized it was a robotic chassis. The current chassis that you see is a replacement. My software, which includes my memory of our previous interaction, is contiguous.”

      “I don’t even know what that means, Frankenstein.”

      “Technically speaking, Dr. Frankenstein would be analogous to Dr. Erasmus Errant, whom I believe to be the scientist who engineered me. In your literary metaphor, that would make me the monster.”

      “I’m not gonna argue with that. As far as I’m concerned, you’re both monsters. Where is your creator right now?”

      “He died shortly before I came online.”

      “Which one of you cut up Shifters and put their body parts in the refrigerator?”

      Another long enigmatic look. “You’ve seen the animated corpses in the woods. I call them zombies…”

      “Green, dead, hungry for brains? Yeah, genius. Everyone calls those zombies.”

      “I was studying them before I was studying you. I believe that my creator was also studying them. Perhaps he built me to be his research assistant. Pieces of zombie are what are in the refrigerator.”

      “What do you do with the Shifters you experiment on? Do you have a room full of cages or do you throw the bodies in the kiln?”

      “You know I had never seen a creature like you because I already told you so,” he said. He gave her a wounded look as if she were maligning him. “I don’t know if Dr. Errant did any research on shapeshifting. He did not mention it specifically in the notes that I have read. However, he kept many notebooks and I have not yet read all of them. For security reasons, he kept them only in physical copies rather than on the computer, so I have no easy way to download them.”

      She snorted.

      “If you wish to leave the bunker,” he said, “now would be a good time to go. Usually after I kill that number of zombies, the woods are clear for an interval. But more of their kind appear within a few days. I have not yet determined their source. One reason that I set the trap for you was because I thought there might be some connection between you and whatever was animating the undead. I now think I was mistaken.”

      Moxie was surprised to find that she was not in any rush to leave the bunker again. Her insides still hurt from the way the zombies had stretched her in her cat form. She wasn’t tied down, and her formerly arrogant captor now seemed strangely subdued, almost forlorn.

      “Let me get this straight,” she said. “You, a robot, are the only…” She almost said ‘living thing’ and then rejected the term. Then she tried to replace it with ‘person,’ but rejected that term as well. Finally, she said, “You were the only thing in this whole place? There’s nobody in charge of you?”

      “That’s correct. Perhaps I was malfunctioning. I no longer understand if I have free will or not.”

      He said this in the same monotone that he said almost everything, and yet she still sensed a bleakness in him that had not been there before.

      “You really had no idea that you were a robot?”

      “One-hundred-and-twenty-five days ago, I awakened alone and without clothing in the woods. I assumed I was a human male approximately 30 years of age. I assumed that the reason I could not remember the previous years of my existence was some kind of physical or chemical amnesia. After an unpleasant encounter with the zombies, I took refuge in this bunker. When I discovered the body of the previous occupant, I decided to stay here and take over his research. I thought it might relate tangentially to my own amnesia. And even if it did not, it seemed useful to find out what was causing corpses to attack tourists and if possible, stop it from continuing.”

      “Then why did you attack me?”

      “I would not have interfered in your daily yoga exercises until I saw you change into a cat. That seemed anomalous.”

      “Right. You explained that when you were going to cut into me. You don’t think I am human. You think I’m abnormal.”

      “I would not have hurt you.”

      Her temper rose. “You don’t think that trapping me and tying me up and injecting me with things against my will was not hurting me? Screw you.”

      He glanced away, as if ashamed. “I am searching my memory database for useful protocols for this situation, but I have not been able to access anything.”

      “Is that robot talk for, ‘I am sorry?’”

      He tilted his head. “Is that the appropriate response? An apology?”

      “It would be a start.”

      “I am sorry.” However, after this nice apology, he ruined it by giving her a much harder look. “I still do not know what you are. You have demonstrated that you are dangerous. If I had been a human, what you did to me would have killed me.”

      “I acted in self-defense. I’ve been around plenty of humans, and you are the first one that I tried to kill. Believe me, there were others that deserved it too. Besides, you’re being pretty hypocritical, aren’t you? It seems to me that I’m a lot more human than you are.”

      “This is true,” he said. “I am also abnormal. I have been pondering what to do about it. As I said before, I am no longer certain I possess free will. If I cannot control my ability to choose good or evil, then I am a danger to others. The logical solution to keep others safe from me would seem to be for me to self-terminate.”

      “Wait, what? You can’t do that!”

      “I did fear that my programming might include some inability to self-terminate,” he said as if this were merely a technical problem to be solved. “I do have an aversion to extinction. I do not think this aversion is insurmountable. If it appears that the only way to prevent myself from becoming a danger to innocent people is self-termination, then I believe I would be able to do so. However, just in case, perhaps you would be willing to assist me. Obviously dismantling this body and burning it in the kiln would not be sufficient. The software would simply transfer to a new unit. What I need to do is find a way to…”

      “Stop. Just stop.” Moxie glared at him. She couldn’t believe she was arguing with the robot about whether it—he—deserved to exist. “I get it. I get it a lot more than you think. You just found out that you’re a robot, and you’re freaking out. But killing yourself is not the solution.”

      “The term ‘killing’ implies that I am alive. That has not yet been determined.”

      “I am not going to argue with you about whether you are alive!” Moxie threw her arms in the air. “I am not going to argue with you about whether you deserve to live! I’m just saying... Look, I thought you were one of the bad guys, some mad scientist who gets his kicks experimenting with other people’s lives. But now I realize you’re just like me. You’re one of the science experiments. If what you told me is true, you didn’t ask to be made. You are not thirty years old, you’re only 125 days old. You’re just a baby.”

      He looked affronted. “I am not a baby.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “A baby would not have been able to make five headshots in 62 seconds and destroy all the zombies attacking you in time to save your life,” he said indignantly.

      “Oh, that was you, was it? Yeah, OK. That was impressive. And I agree. Babies are notoriously bad at sniping zombies.”

      Mollified, he missed her sarcasm and replied literally. “I have no personal experience of human infants, but my database of cultural memories informs me that you are correct.”

      If she had not figured out that he was a robot before, she would have started to suspect it by now. But he wasn’t as lacking in emotion as he acted. She found it hilarious that even a robot had masculine pride that could be prickled.

      “Why would you even care if you were dangerous to humanity?” Moxie asked. “If you don’t care about good or evil, why would you be trying to protect anybody?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps my program includes the requirement to safeguard humans.”

      “Huh. Maybe you could expand that programming a little bit to include Shifters. Whether you think we are fully human or not.”

      He tilted his head. “I will adjust my behavior accordingly. However, if I saw you shift into your lion form and attack a hiker without provocation, the way the zombies do, I would shoot you.”

      Suddenly a strange little story she had heard at the rave fell into place. “Hey,” she said, “there’s been a rumor going around about campers getting attacked by drug users in the woods, and some vigilante chasing off the bad guys. Was that you?”

      “That does not sound like an accurate rendering of events.”

      “Well, you have to understand that most humans can’t, or won’t, perceive magic. So, they wouldn’t report being attacked by zombies. They might not even realize the zombies were shot, because magic is involved in making zombies, but it’s also needed to destroy them. A regular gun won’t do it. There has to be some Light magic in the mix. Wait a minute. That means that if you killed the zombies…” Her eyes went wide. “You are able to use magic? Robot wizard! Now I’ve heard of everything.”

      He shook his head. “That sounds like nonsense to me. I am going to eat now. If you are hungry, I will share what I have. If you wish to leave, I will not stop you. I will treat you and other Shifters I meet as human.”

      With that said, he stood up and walked away. After a moment, she followed and saw him preparing some of his hideously tasteless freeze-dried food in the microwave.

      “I’m leaving now,” she said to him.

      He did not look up. “This is not an airport,” he said. “You don’t have to announce your departure to avoid collisions.”

      “Well, look who discovered sarcasm.”

      “I am merely stating a fact.”

      “Well, I was merely stating a fact too. I’m leaving now and I doubt we will meet again. Don’t self-terminate. Don’t hurt anybody, including Shifters. And do say goodbye when somebody says goodbye to you. It’s considered polite.”

      Finally, he faced her. He still looked troubled, and she suddenly felt the ridiculous urge to stay longer and make sure he was going to be OK. But, c’mon the guy was a friggin’ robot. He didn’t need someone taking care of him. He probably didn’t even really need to eat. How else could he be satisfied with the paste he called food?

      “Goodbye,” he said.

      “Wait!” Moxie blurted. “I just realized. In all the time that we have known each other…”

      “Sixteen hours and 17 minutes,” he said.

      “Right. In all that time, we never learned each other’s names.”

      “You are correct. That is anomalous. It is not ‘polite’.”

      “So, what is your name, robot?”

      “I do not have a legally assigned designation that I know of. However, I have been calling myself ‘Maverick Cade’ in my own mind.” He asked, a bit shyly, “Is that something that humans do or is that also anomalous?”

      “As it happens,” she said, “I also chose my own name. You can call me Moxie Bridgestone.”
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        May 14, Saturday, Waxing Gibbous Moon

        Arcana Casino, Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      May arrived and with it the auditions for The Magician’s Enchanted Circus. Moxie arrived with hundreds of other hopeful young women, all here to compete for the same position. She reported to an auditorium that was hidden underneath the Casino, part of the so-called backstage for the performances. ‘Backstage’ was actually a huge underground complex.

      She hated being underground. The shiny white corridors and endless locked doors reminded her too much of CADABRA. But she would put up with that and a lot more if it meant achieving her dream.

      If she succeeded in this, she would not have to leave Arcana Glen. She would be able to live within the shadow of Arcana Castle, and she knew that not even CADABRA would dare snatch her out from under the nose of the Magician. She really loved the strange little town too. There were so many arcanes here, so many varieties. Elves, Shifters, Witches, Dryads, and she even saw a Leprechaun and a Gorgon. Where else did you see something like that? For that matter, what other town had magical robots secretly living up in hidden bunkers in the woods? Arcana Glen was magic even by the standards of magic.

      But Moxie almost gave up without trying when she saw the line for the audition. There was only one spot available and so many fantastic gymnasts who had showed up for the competition. How was she ever going to prove herself? However, she refused to take the coward’s way out, so she went through her performances as planned. She had chosen five, the maximum categories they were allowed to display: Acrobalance, High Wire, Trapeze, Aerial Silk, and Cyr Wheel. All of that was mundane stuff, just to winnow out those who were too ignorant of their own skill set to realize they didn’t even have the basics needed for the position.

      That was the first day. The second day, Nuramuki Opalfeet, the lead male gymnast who was also one of the choreographers, demonstrated a very complicated routine. The contestants had to go to the mat and do the routine exactly as he had, perfectly. That eliminated another slew of girls.

      And they still hadn’t gotten to the whole issue of magic.
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        May 16, Monday, Full Moon

        Arcana Casino, Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      The test for magic came on the third day. This is when the remaining contestants, now only twenty women, met one-on-one with one of the current performers. There weren’t quite enough performers to go around, so some unlucky girls had to meet with someone not actually part of the circus. This was presumably a magic user, but Moxie took it as a sign that these would probably not make it to the final cut.

      Moxie’s heart sank when she saw that she was one of those not assigned to meet with an actual performer. The woman who greeted her was sleek, well-coiffed and charming. But she was clearly not a gymnast.

      “My name is Victoria,” the woman said. She held out a hand to shake, and Moxie couldn’t help but note Victoria’s half-inch long painted fingernails. They had diamonds glued at the ends of them in one of those fancy patterns that Moxie thought only existed on social media video tutorials. Definitely not a gymnast.

      “You’re a Shifter, aren’t you?” Victoria asked her.

      Moxie nodded. Her stomach cramped from nerves. Technically, she hadn’t met her goal for herself changing into her lion form. Sure, she’d panicked in the robot’s laboratory and shifted into a lioness, but that had been triggered by her trauma at being a specimen. She hadn’t been able to repeat the shift, not even when the zombies attacked her. How was she going to shift into a lioness on command right now? And if she transformed into a cute little kitty cat in front of this woman, Moxie might as well go join the robot in the mountains and ask him to help her self-terminate as well. If she didn’t just die of embarrassment first.

      Moxie couldn’t tell what kind of arcane Victoria was, only that she was extremely powerful. A Shifter, Moxie suspected, but maybe that was only because Victoria had been assigned to her. Otherwise, Moxie might have guessed a very powerful sorceress. Usually, Elves only controlled one element and for some reason Moxie had the impression that Victoria controlled more than one, something you were more likely to find with a sorceress.

      Victoria led Moxie onto the mat and handed her a long smooth wooden stuff.

      “Do you want me to twirl this, climb it or balance on it?” Moxie asked.

      “I want you to spar with me,” said Victoria.

      Moxie stared at her. “I didn’t know this job involved fighting.”

      Victoria shrugged. “I just want to see you move. And I don’t know how to dance.”

      Before Moxie could say anything to that astonishing announcement, Victoria smacked toward her the face with the staff. Moxie brought her staff up to deflect the blow automatically.

      The first ten minutes of their so-called “sparring” consisted mainly of Victoria relentlessly hunting Moxie across the mat. Victoria never retreated, she pushed and pushed, slashing and swiping with her staff. Every blow fell with such fury that it would have snapped bones if it had landed. Moxie couldn’t fight back, all she could do was evade. She slipped under, flipped over, and slithered around the blows.

      “Come on, Moxie,” Victoria taunted. “You have to fight back. If you don’t know how to fight with staves, then you can shift.”

      And that’s when Moxie realized this was all about shifting—and control. Victoria wasn’t beating Moxie up so that she would have a lovely collection of bruises, but to provoke her animal to losing control. Victoria probably sensed Moxie was a feline and needed to know that she wouldn’t suddenly leapt out of the Circus act and start mauling members of the audience. Even the crazy robot in the mountains thought she might be a danger to humans.

      Oh no… Could the Circus people sense that Moxie had attacked what she thought was a human? Some arcanes had the ability to tell if you had ever killed someone just by touching you. In the end, Moxie had not killed Maverick, but it wasn’t from lack of trying. If a psychic had a vision of her biting his face off, and didn’t have any context for it, it would look pretty bad.

      “If you don’t shift soon,” Victoria warned her, “I have to tell you that this interview will be over, and you won’t make the cut.”

      That galvanized Moxie, but not quite as Victoria intended.

      Moxie shifted into a kitten.

      Victoria was so surprised that she literally backed up several steps and leaned on her staff. “I did not expect that.” Victoria grinned. “Let’s see how you deal with a bigger challenge, cutie.”

      And then Victoria shifted into her alter. She grew bigger. And bigger. And bigger and bigger and bigger until Moxie could no longer see the top of her. All Moxie could see, from the very low to the ground spot where she crouched, was a scaly red foot as big as a minivan. No wonder Moxie had not been able to tell what kind of shifter Victoria was. She was the Empress of all Shifters.

      Dragon!

      I am doomed, Moxie thought. Not only am I going to fail this audition, I am probably going to get squished.

      Moxie leapt onto the foot and using her claws to maintain her balance as she scrambled up the leg and then up the entire body of the Dragon. The Dragon twisted around, almost as limber as Moxie herself, to try to scrape her off. But Moxie kept springing and climbing and scratching and clawing until she reached the top of the Dragon’s head.

      Moxie wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do there. She was here to audition for as a tightrope walker, not slay a Dragon. In any case, Moxie didn’t have a weapon and her kitten form was not strong enough to pierce the dragonscales. Moxie shifted back to a human, performed a handstand on top of the Victoria’s head, then bounced and flipped in the air and landed in front of the Dragon. She bowed theatrically.

      A deep ominous rumble emerged from the chest of the dragon along with little puffs of fire and smoke. Moxie didn’t know what it meant, but it didn’t sound good.

      Victoria snapped back to her human form.  She was laughing helplessly. Apparently laughter sounded a lot more ominous in her dragon form.

      “Well played,” said Victoria. She bowed to Moxie, as one did at the end of a sparring session in a dojo. Confused, and dying to ask if she had performed well or only been amusing, Moxie bowed back.
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        May 17, Tuesday,

        Waning Gibbous Moon

        Arcana Hotel Office, Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      Moxie was summoned to talk to the Magician directly. She braced herself for bad news as a matter of course. She was always willing to be surprised by good news, naturally, so it was better to expect the worst and be surprised in the other direction.

      The Magician sat on a panel that also included some of the other performers and the woman named Victoria who had “interviewed” Moxie.

      “Congratulations,” Nuramuki Opalfeet said. “You made the cut. You are the new addition to the team.”

      Moxie squealed.

      Suddenly she was surrounded by all of the Circus members, who were shaking her hand and congratulating her, and welcoming her to the team. Victoria also came to extend her hand.

      “Congratulations.”

      “So...” Moxie said, “Uh, the fact that I can only turn into a house cat doesn’t matter?”

      “We weren’t testing for what kind of animal you can change into,” said Victoria. “We were testing for strength.”

      “But I became a kitten. That’s about as weak as you get.”

      “But you were a kitten who was not intimidated even by a Dragon,” said Victoria. “That’s what we mean by strength.”

      Moxie glanced over at the Magician. He nodded, once, deliberately, without smiling, without saying anything to her. She couldn’t help but worry that he was not completely on board with her selection despite what Victoria said.

      “Don’t worry about him,” said Narumuki Opalfeet. “He doesn’t talk much. But believe me, he wants you here. He was the main one who was pushing for you.”

      Performer, Chorographer and Glamour-Caster, Narumuki was tall, fascinating, and gorgeous. He had emerald eyes, faintly peridot marbled skin, purple-black hair and tipped ears. He was said to be half-Elf, half-Goblin. Rumor among arcanes had it that the Magician had given Narumuki his first break, after the acrobat had been denied the opportunity to perform for the Court of Gems in his native Autumndelle. Later, when the Enchanted Circus was invited to perform for the Court of Gems, Narumuki returned in triumph and publicly spurned the marriage proposal of the Glamir Elf who had rejected him before his fame. It was such a romantic story. Moxie hardly heard a word he said because she was so dazed that Narumuki Opalfeet was talking to her.

      “It’s true,” said Victoria. “He brought me in to convince the others who had their doubts that you should be an acrobat in the Circus. And maybe…” She caught Narumuki looking speculative and shook her head. “Maybe more,” Victoria concluded enigmatically. “But it’s too soon for that right now. Enjoy your victory and go out to dinner with your new team.”
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        May 17, Tuesday,

        Waning Gibbous Moon

        Arcana Hotel Office, Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      Four and half hours after Moxie was hired, she was fired.

      A beautiful Gorgon with creamy chocolate skin, snaking hair, a five-thousand-dollar silk suit and mirrored sunglasses sat Moxie down in an imposing office paneled with hard wood and expensive oil paintings. A heavy gold bar on her desk was engraved with her name: ELENI BENDOX, Attorney At Law, Prosecutor’s Office. A second name plate on her desk was shielded in a magic veil so that it was only visible to arcanes. It read, even more ominously: ELENI BENDOX, Arcane Adjutant, Medusa-At-Large.

      “Let’s see...you are...Moxie...” Eleni Bendox consulted a stack of papers in front of her. “’Bridgewater,’ is it?”

      Even with her mirrored sunglasses, the Gorgon pinned Moxie with such a stern look that Moxie froze. Okay, not literally, but Moxie was terrified. Eleni Bendox’s tone made it clear that she wasn’t fooled for a minute by that pseudonym.

      “How are we to hire you, Ms. Bridgewater?” the Gorgon asked coolly. “You have refused to provide us with a Social Security number, any form of proper ID such as a birth certificate, driver’s license, passport, or a utility bill that you have paid with your address on it. You have also failed to provide other magical alternatives to these mundane forms of ID, such as sample soil from the Sphere of your birth, your baptism in Elemental Magic records, or testimony from a fairy godparent. You have no bank account, email, P.O. Box or social media accounts.”

      “Uh, no,” said Moxie. “I don’t have any of that.”

      “How can we verify you are who you say you are?” demanded Ms Bendox. “How can we pay you?”

      “Couldn’t you just give me cash?” asked Moxie. “That’s how I’ve always been paid before.”

      Eleni Bendox wrinkled her nose. Every snake on her head slithered and spat at Moxie.

      “Ms Bridgestone, you are applying to a work for a multimillion-dollar corporation, not playing a harmonica on the sidewalk with your hat in front of you for pennies.”

      Moxie squirmed in her chair. She would rather face the Dragon than this medusa.

      “Under the circumstances,” began Bendox, “I am afraid we must terminate...”

      Someone tapped at the door, then opened it without waiting for a response. A well-dressed man, handsome like a gangster thug, with strong shoulders, tussled black hair and mischievous smirk, sauntered in. He tossed a manilla envelope on the attorney’s desk.

      “There’s all you need, luv,” he declared saucily.

      Eleni Bendox regarded the deliver like a snake, which was ironic, considering. “What is this?”

      “Kitty’s paperwork.” He winked at Moxie.

      The attorney pulled out a sheath of beautiful certificates, bills, cards, and a shiny new passport. To Moxie’s surprise, all the documents had her name and picture.

      “Is even a single one of these creative art masterpieces real?” demanded Bendox.

      “As real as my ex-wife’s teats,” swore the man.

      “Is this one of your schemes or does it come from... him?” Bendox gestured vaguely toward the Castle, although it could not be seen from the office underneath the Casino.

      “He wants this one. He thinks she shows... promise.”

      “Mmmm, yes, but the fake papers seem more like your style, Leprechaun.” Bendox added to Moxie, “If you accept these, the Leprechaun is going to demand a favor in return. Don’t agree. Owen McGee is an evil fairy.”

      “After all these years of our close, intimate working relationship, Eleni, how can you still be so cruel?” Owen McGee, the Leprechaun, demanded.

      “If I don’t use these papers, can I still take the job?” asked Moxie.

      “No, I’m afraid not.”

      “But if I do take them, I can take the job?” asked Moxie

      The attorney puckered her lips on an invisible lemon. “...Yes.”

      “Then use them, please,” said Moxie.

      The Leprechaun handed Moxie his business card. “Name’s Owen McGee. You now owe me a favor. I’ll collect at my leisure, and I’ll decide what it is. You pay whatever I ask, no matter how absurd, or you will forfeit good luck for the rest of your life. Shake?” He pumped Moxie’s hand. “Great doing business with you. You too, Eleni, you beautiful serpent.”

      “One day,” Eleni Bendox retorted coldly, “You will finally be caught out for one of your many crimes, McGee. I will be the prosecutor and I will greatly enjoy locking you away for the rest of your overrated life.”

      “Raincheck, dearie.” He laughed as he left the office.
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        May 18, Wednesday

        Weather Station Underground Compound

      

      

      Although Maverick still thought that the logic of self-terminating was unassailable, he did not wish to cease to exist. Aside from his worry that some deep and evil program would sabotage him at an unpredictable moment, Maverick enjoyed being a robot. He now understood the source of his “extrasensory” abilities, and they all made perfect sense when he realized that he had a sensory node in his forehead, between his eyes, which informed him of things like temperature, elevation, GPS and time.

      Other mysteries were also solved. Some of his memory came from the software, the CADE, and some came from less exhaustive but more compact sources: uniquely compacted data packets. He continued to read Dr Errant’s notebooks. Maverick had far to go before his own knowledge of science caught up with that of the genius.

      Maverick also continued to monitor and hunt zombies. He did not see any Shifters on his mountain, although he would have kept his word to Moxie if he had.

      Speaking of Moxie… Irresistible curiosity drove him to search out more information about her. He quickly discovered that she lived entirely off the grid. She did not have a credit card, a driver’s license, even a bus pass or library card. There were very few videos of her moving around in cities with security cameras. If he didn’t know she was a feline Shifter, he would’ve assumed she was a ghost. The name “Moxie Bridgestone,” was also nowhere to be found. That wasn’t a surprise; she had said she made it up.

      He found a few images of her from security camera footage in unsecured city accounts around the country. But to really dig into her past, he realized he was going to have to access databases which were better protected. Moxie had mentioned that she grew up in a laboratory as a test subject. She hadn’t mentioned the name of the laboratory, who ran it or where it was located.

      It took Maverick a long time to hack into the secure military system that had the information he wanted. Even then he could not find a name associated with her. But he did find a Specimen Number (208) and a mug shot of a much younger Moxie.

      The program that had kept her captive and experimented on her was called CADABRA. It was still operational. And it was located in the mountains right here, near Arcana Glen.
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      Once Maverick found her in CADABRA‘s net, it was easy to find more information. In fact, it was astonishing how much data the laboratory had collected on each of their specimens. Although Maverick was mainly interested in Moxie, he noticed the files on hundreds of other Shifters and other peculiar arcane creatures.

      There’s that term again, he noted. Arcane. CADABRA seemed to use it as a synonym for magical or supernatural. And yet this was a scientific institute, however unscrupulous they were. All their experiments were ruthless, but scientifically well designed to extract information about their subjects.

      Maverick read CADABRA reports about how Moxie and another male subject had been acquired at the same time from their “genetically related caretakers,” which the report blandly noted, “were terminated after resistance to removal.” So, gathered Maverick, CADBRA killed their parents and took Moxie and her brother into custody as young children.

      The rest of the reports were cloaked in similar euphemisms, but he was familiar with the biological and pharmaceutical vocabulary to understand that he was seeing a series of horrific abuses.

      And then he found the videos. CADBRA had filmed everything they had done to the Shifter children they experimented on.

      Maverick forced himself to watch every video and read every report. If she could live through it, then he could survive knowing about it, years after the fact, as a third-party. Even that was very hard. He felt sick to his stomach. He didn’t even have a stomach. He skipped several meals, for days in a row.

      He had noticed the small, pinpoint scars all over her body when he had first examined her in his own laboratory. Innocently, he assumed she had arranged for the piercings herself, as some kind of artistic decoration.

      How wrong that hypothesis had been.

      When CADABRA captured a Shifter, they used silver manacles, infused with something they labeled “Dark Magic” to prevent the Shifters from changing form. After the subjects were brought to the lab, however, a more permanent and delicate system of controls was installed. The Shifters were implanted with a net of silver, magic-infused implants, each one individually the size of a thumbtack. The implants were controlled by a remote, like a television remote control, that enabled the scientists to administer pain directly into the nervous system of the specimen. It was a torture device, used to punish and train the Shifters to obey their human masters.

      They had done that to Moxie. They had hurt her with that.

      It wasn’t even an efficient system of control, the clinical part of Maverick couldn’t help but note. A direct link to the endocrine system, rather than the nervous system, would allow the body to be manipulated, not with pain, but with direct messages to the body... Technically, it was a fascinating puzzle, but Maverick pushed his analysis aside. The last thing CADABRA needed was more power to abuse Shifters.

      The more Maverick learned, the more a quiet rage built inside of him that such things existed in the world. He also understood why Moxie had reacted the way she had to what he had done. He felt incredibly stupid now for assuming that she would be as eager to participate in his experiments as a subject as he had been as the experimenter.

      Maverick wished that he might see Moxie one more time so that he could explain to her the new data he had acquired, and that he now understood why what he did was wrong. Then it occurred to him that perhaps she would not welcome his intrusion into her past without permission either. In fact, the more he thought about it, the more he realized she had gone to great lengths to hide any connection to her past. Like him, she valued her privacy. Even though she seemed to enjoy living surrounded by crowds of people, something he could not understand, Moxie nonetheless protected her true self very carefully.

      On the outside, Moxie seemed like an open book, a harmless, friendly little creature, like her kitty cat alternative form. But hidden inside was a wild beast with a terrible past and an equally powerful capacity for avenging injustices against her.

      Maverick decided that she would probably be angry with him if she found out what he had done. Maybe it was fortunate that they would never meet again.

      If he couldn’t tell her that he was sorry, really sorry this time, not just saying sorry because she asked him to, what could he do?

      He still wanted to do something. First, he simply wanted to do something for her because he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He thought of how she did yoga in the woods, contorting her body even in human form into positions that did not seem possible even for him as a robot with removable and detachable limbs.

      He thought about how she looked when she was angry with him, but also, how she had looked during their last conversation with her whole face softened towards him. It was strange that just when he had lost all confidence in his own worth, she looked at him for the first time as if he were human.

      After Maverick finished reading her files and watching the videos of the experiments and tortures they had put her through, he looked at other files and other experiments. The worst thing was the knowledge that this so-called institute of science, which he considered a smear on the name of good science, was still operating. Obviously, it was a dirty secret. Some people concealed themselves to hide from criminals; but some criminals concealed themselves so as to strike their victims unsuspecting from the dark.

      Maverick found DNA records and searched through them. Many, all too many, other subjects had the notation next to their file: Deceased. He found two specimens with related DNA. One, Specimen 208, he already recognized as Moxie. The other, Specimen 219, was the male closely related to her.

      The notation did not say Deceased.

      A tremor of excitement stirred his thoughts. Was it possible that Moxie’s brother was still alive? If so, did she suspect this? Possibly she had given him up for dead years ago, considering the conditions he must have been in when they were separated.

      Can I break him out of there? wondered Maverick.
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        May 19, Thursday,

        Waning Gibbous Moon

        Enchanted Circus Gymnasium, Arcana Glen

      

      

      On Saturday, in a grueling fourteen-hour session, the Enchanted Circus started practicing for a new summer show, set to open in July. Moxie would be doing a high wire dance with a male Pixie named Xepher, and a Balance Dance act with a Lion Shifter named Lionel. He was a huge guy with an appropriately golden mane of hair even in human form. He met her, sniffed her, and immediately detected that she was a Lion Shifter. They went on a few dates just to test the chemistry and prove to themselves that they had the capacity to make each other miserable.

      “What’s with the kitty cat ears?” Lionel asked on the first date.

      Moxie flipped her ears nervously. She had gotten so used to being around arcanes that she had forgotten how peculiar she looked. Lionel‘s objection to them was not the same as the human reaction, but it was a related issue. He turned out to be one of those lions who considered it beneath the dignity of their breed to be associated with lesser cats. Of course, house cats were on the bottom of the list, considering that they were the pets of humans. If anyone ought to be anyone’s pet, Lionel informed Moxie, it ought to be humans serving lions.

      Moxie wanted to point out that many house cats expressed the exact same opinion. However, Lionel was also one of those males who preferred lecturing over listening. Moxie still preferred to go out on a bad date then stay home alone, so she didn’t regret dating him, but it didn’t go anywhere.

      She had forgotten all about the favor she owned the Leprechaun until he showed up unexpectedly to collect with an absurd request, just like the attorney had predicted.

      “Remember me?” asked Owen McGee, catching up with Moxie after the acrobats finished their rehearsal.

      “I remember you,” said Moxie.

      “You’re one of those computer experts, aren’t you luv?” asked McGee.

      “Why would you ask that?” Moxie tried not to laugh. Nothing could be further from the truth, but McGee wasn’t stupid, so where had he come up with this misconception?

      “Because you’re off the grid,” said McGee. “You seem to know all the things to avoid. I figured hackers were good at that kind of thing.”

      “But if I were good at hacking things,” pointed out Moxie, “Wouldn’t I have been able to make my own fake papers?”

      McGee scratched his black curly locks. “Didn’t think of that.” His face fell. “Do you mean you’re not a hacker? I can’t understand it. I had the itch about you. My Lucky Sense is almost never wrong. Actually, I take that back. My Lucky Sense is never wrong. There must be something wrong with you then.”

      “Sorry, but I don’t even know what you mean,” admitted Moxie.

      “I have Leprechaun magic called a Lucky Sense. It’s like an itch that tells me when something is going to be lucky for me. I got that itch about you, this premonition that if I asked you about your hacking skills, I’d get lucky, and you’d be a master computer whiz. You’d think computer skills would be more common among thousand-year-old wizards from alternate dimensions that still use medieval technology, but computer skills are surprisingly rare among our set.”

      “Maybe your itch was right after all,” said Moxie slowly. “I do know someone who is very good with machines. He’s practically a machine himself, he’s so good. But he’s very, uhm, shy. I don’t know if he would cooperate. What do you need him for?”

      “It’s not me,” said Owen. “It’s the Magician. No one says no to him. He can make your friend a very generous offer.”

      “I don’t think money would sway him.”

      “What would sway him?”

      “Honestly… I can’t think of anything.” Moxie shrugged. “He’s very… Self-sufficient.”

      Owen McGee narrowed his emerald eyes.  “And how is it you’re knowing him?”

      “We met by accident in the mountains, near where he has a very private residence. But,” she added hastily, “...but we’re not friends or anything. We were only together for 16 hours and 17 minutes.”

      “16 hours and 17 minutes, is it? That’s a rather exact term.”

      “He’s a rather exacting guy.”

      “Look, this is the favor I’m pulling in now,” said McGee. “I need you to get this guy down here to meet with the Magician. The Magician will pitch the job. It’s out of our hands at that point, and I won’t hold you responsible for whether your friend takes the gig or not. Just like the Magician won’t hold me responsible. But we’ve got to get him to the meeting.”

      “Is there any chance the Magician could go to him?” asked Moxie.

      The Leprechaun looked at her aghast.

      “I guess not,” she said. “Hmmm… I can try. I don’t even know if he’ll speak to me and if he doesn’t want to see me, there’s not really any way I can force it. But I’ll try.”
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        May 19, Thursday,

        Waning Gibbous Moon

        Weather Station

      

      

      Moxie knew that the robot’s underground bunker extended in all directions under the mountain where she had met him. She did not know exactly where the entrances to his bunker were. However, after some consideration, she decided the best bet was to go to the Weather Station. That seem to be his front porch, where he could choose to except or reject contact with the outside world.

      It felt very strange to drive up there in the fancy green BMW driven by Owen McGee. But Moxie had no car.

      “You better wait here,” she said. She hoped that bringing Owen had not been a mistake. She feared his presence might make Maverick decide not to contact her at all. Not that he would be jealous or anything. Would he? No, that was silly. That would imply they had some kind of romantic relationship. He was a robot, for cripes sake. A damn sexy robot, but still.... He probably didn’t have emotions of that nature.

      McGee parked in the drive to the Weather Station while Moxie walked up to the little building. It was the second half of May, and the weather was getting hotter, but you would never guess that this high up in the mountains. At 4 o’clock in the afternoon it already felt chilly. And the air was so dry that she wished she had brought Chapstick, even though she had put some on in the car.

      “Maverick?” Moxie called out. “Hello? I would like to speak to you.”

      To her shock, Maverick opened the front door of the Weather Station and stood there staring at her silently. Moxie explained why she had come. He looked baffled.

      “Do you want me to do this job?” he asked.

      “Well, it’s up to you. It would be nice to see you again. Maybe it would be good for you to come to town and meet some other people.”

      He recoiled as if she had suggested he come to Elena Bendox’s house to chat up the snakes in her hair.

      “What’s the job?” he asked warily.

      “I don’t know. Something to do with computers.”

      “Everything has something to do with computers.”

      “No, I assure you, it does not. Thank goodness. But this is a computer job and it’s also um… arcane.”

      “Is this another occasion where you’re going to try to convince me that the only explanation for certain things is magic? Because I still refuse to believe that.”

      “But your creator talked about things that were arcane, didn’t he? Don’t you want to learn more about what he meant? There are very few things that combine that kind of expertise with computer knowledge, but this is one of them. I don’t know if anybody else besides you is capable of both.”

      “Both?”

      “Both magic and computers.”

      He shook his head

      Moxie was getting frustrated. She couldn’t sit here and try to convince a robot that magic existed. It was like trying to convince someone that art was valuable. Or that a certain face was beautiful. You could either see it or you couldn’t. She tried a different tack.

      “Look, Maverick, I don’t know what the job is, but I do know it involves some big hairy mystery. Some murders happened a while ago in our community, some terrible murders, and the job is related to that Massacre somehow. But it’s a difficult puzzle. I’m not sure that you would be able to solve it. It might be too difficult for you.”

      A little smile played at his lips. “Too difficult for me?”

      She nodded vigorously.

      “I doubt that.”

      “I don’t knooooow,” she warbled, “you’ve heard of the Magician, right? He’s the smartest man in the cosmos, and unlike a lot of arcanes, he knows…” Moxie actually didn’t think the Magician knew anything about computers, so she corrected herself, “he knows a lot. And yet he needed help with this. So only the best would be able to help him. I’m not sure that’s you.”

      A muscle pulsed in his jaw. “I know what you’re doing.”

      “Oh, do you?” Moxie asked innocently.

      “You are trying to intrigue me because you know I can’t resist a puzzle.”

      “Is it working?”

      He looked at her for a long time, a small smile playing around his lips. “I’ll come.”
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        May 21, Sunday,

        Waning Gibbous Moon

        Arcana Casino Office

      

      

      McGee led Moxie and Maverick through the underground complex beneath the Casino. Maverick walked stiffly and snapped his head like a bird, trying to take in everything.

      Moxie did not want to hurt Maverick’s ego by pointing out that she knew how frightening this was for him. He didn’t have a heart, but whatever pumped the weird fluids around his body seemed to be beating harder. Her Shifter hearing could detect it exactly as she would a human heartbeat. His creator has been very clever about how well he disguised his creation as a human, she thought. If she hadn’t seen for herself the shiny metal skeleton and strange black and white wires that made up his real body beneath the pseudo-skin, she would have been convinced he was an ordinary human. One with no magic, at that.

      Maverick had the strength to fight her in her lioness form. The fact that she had taken him by surprise the first time she shifted had been due to his shock at her shape shifting, not because she had overpowered him. He probably could fight any of the arcanes that they were passing in the halls. But he would be at the same disadvantage that he had been in the fight with her. His inability to anticipate magical attacks would make him vulnerable despite both his physical strength and the strange ability he had to channel Light magic.

      Suddenly he dragged his feet to a stop and reached out for Moxie although he stopped short of touching her sleeve. His normally impassive face was stamped with an expression of sheer panic.

      “I need to ask you something,” he said urgently, in a quiet voice. “Do they know what I am?”

      “No,” Moxie whispered back. “I thought that should be something you choose to reveal if you want to.”

      “Do you think they would not want me on the job if they knew?”

      “I don’t think it would make a difference. I don’t know. I have never met another, uhm, person like you. But maybe the Magician has. He’s five hundred years old you know.”

      “That is biologically implausible.”

      “If you knew how powerful a wizard he is, you wouldn’t say that.”

      “He’s a stage magician. I’m sure his delusions are very clever.”

      She flattened her hand on his chest. Maverick looked down at her delicate fingers touching him through his blue flannel shirt. Moxie blushed and pulled her hand back.

      “Listen, Maverick. I know that you still don’t believe in magic. I don’t know how that’s possible, because you clearly are magic. But you didn’t believe you were a robot either, until you found out that you were a robot, isn’t that right? The thing is, you’re going to be meeting with one of the most powerful wizards in the world. If not the most powerful. He is the head of the Council of Guardians. There may be other Guardians there as well. These are the wizards who have been Called by the Highest Power to keep the balance between the Gates that connect the different Spheres of existence.”

      Maverick slipped into a disdainful smirk. Moxie was used to seeing that slightly condescending expression on humans who did not believe in magic, but it drove her crazy seeing it a man who had literally been mauled to death by a shapeshifter and then come back to life. How could he stand there and tell her he didn’t believe in magic?! And he accused her of being illogical?!

      “I just don’t want you to go in unprepared,” Moxie said.

      Emphasizing the challenge that awaited him stiffened his backbone and resolve. He erased any panic from his expression and nodded firmly. “I can handle it.”

      Another man was leaving the office just as Maverick and Moxie arrived. Maverick said. “You did not tell me other people were interviewing for this job.”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t know, but what did you expect? Do you know how many other acrobats I had to compete against to get my current position? Hundreds. Be glad that there are probably only two or three other people that can even interview for this job.”

      The man heard them and intervened in the conversation. Maverick thought that was extremely rude, but Moxie responded to the stranger’s smile and handshake as this as if this were a normal interaction.

      “In fact, there are just two of us,” said the other man. He held out his hand to Maverick. Reluctantly, maverick shook the hand. “Name’s Miles Malone. And as far as I know I’m the only other candidate that was even interviewed. And I just told the fellow in there it’s way beyond me. I can find my way around a computer, but what that guy wants…

      “It’s insane.” He leaned closer to Maverick. “Plus, unless you are one of these hippies who believes in all the woo-woo stuff, between you and me, I’m not even sure if this job makes sense. I get the impression that when these people say magic, they aren’t talking about stage tricks. They actually believe their own bullshit.”

      Maverick’s opinion of Miles increased a notch. “I take it you do not believe in magic?”

      “Not me. Sometimes I feel like I’m the only one in this town who doesn’t. My ex-wife claimed to be a witch. So far as I could tell, she was just a bitch.” He laughed at his own joke and sauntered away down the hallway. “Good luck!” He called back over his shoulder.
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        May 19, Thursday,

        Waning Gibbous Moon

        Arcana Casino Office

      

      

      Although Maverick looked as impassive as always, his artificial heart continued to beat rapidly. When Moxie held out her hand, he folded it into his. Hand in hand, they entered a huge set of double doors plated it in gold and diamonds.

      “Is it tacky enough?” snickered Moxie. “Oh shit, he’s right there.” Covering her embarrassment with a cough, she shot out her hand. “Hello there. You were at my audition. You probably have no idea who I am though.”

      The Magician lifted his eyebrow. In a deep and penetrating voice, “I know who you are Moxie Bridgestone.”

      The way he said it sent a shiver down her spine, as if his words had a double meaning. As if none of her secrets were safe from him. Moxie couldn’t hear the Magician’s heartbeat or smell any magic on him. He was completely shielded from her Shifter senses. His expression was also stony and flat. He seemed more robotic than Maverick. Maybe they would get along and become best friends.

      “I’m here to introduce Maverick Cade,” Moxie said.

      “I am Alephander Guiscard.” Alephander shook Maverick’s hand. Moxie could tell they were doing that dick-waving thing, where each tried to crush the other’s hand. They broke off contact abruptly. She couldn’t tell who had squeezed harder. She fought not to roll her eyes at their bullshit. She was supposed to encourage them to play nice.

      Just as Moxie had suspected, the meeting was not with the Magician alone. The medusa lawyer was there, although she did not stay long. Her role was simply to hand a series of nondisclosure agreements to Maverick to sign. When he did, she withdrew with the documents.

      However, several other people were in the room. Victoria was there for some reason. It was strange. Moxie did not know what she did but because of the role she played at the auditions, Moxie had the idea she was some kind of martial arts teacher or a bodyguard for the four elements.

      Next to her was a powerfully built man who had an incongruously cheerful boyish face. In addition to them there was another couple, a man that moxie vaguely recognized as Pastor Mike. He was well known for his work in the community. He sat next to a quiet woman with very refined and beautiful features, and shadowy dark hair. She was a contrast to the bubbly blonde who sat next to her. Finally, there was a fourth couple who entered the room after everyone else had already been seated. They were introduced is the shopkeeper of an ice sculpture store and the owner of the car dealership.

      This must be one weird job, thought Moxie. 

      “This is not your first time in town,” Alephander said, speaking directly to Maverick. “You were here when the zombies were marching down the streets. You were shooting them. From one of the rooftops.”

      “You were the sniper?” asked Pastor Mike.

      Maverick shrugged. “Yeah. And you... every Wednesday, you leave packages of food on my porch. Why?”

      “Oh... we were concerned about you,” said Pastor Mike. “We knew you were a bit of a, ahem, hermit, so we weren’t sure you had enough to eat.”

      “Thank, you but it wasn’t necessary.” Maverick was still perplexed by something. “One thing I never understood was where all the zombies came from.”

      Kyrah Nestor cleared her throat, blushing. “I fear that was my fault. When I first came into my powers, I accidently created a hoard of zombies.”

      “Yes, at first, I thought she was a necromancer,” admitted Michael, the one called “Pastor Mike” by some of the others. “Necromancers can raise the dead.”

      “However, I haven’t created any new zombies since February,” Kyrah said hastily.

      Maverick frowned. Kyrah’s claim wasn’t consistent with his experience of finding two to five new zombies wandering around in the woods every week, consistently, starting at least as long ago as his own awakening in January, and continuing until recently.

      However, Maverick had no time to clear up this remaining mystery.

      Alephander Guiscard brought the meeting around to the subject at hand. “We are investigating a particular set of data. We are looking for any possible pattern. Because I do not wish to prejudice you against what kind of patterns may be present, I can’t say more than that.”

      He snapped his fingers and a very thick stack of parchment paper appeared. He moved this carefully, sliding it across the table. The stack of paper was so thick that it was taller than it was wide. Maverick accepted the stack.

      “A pattern.” Maverick tilted his head. “Do you know if there is a pattern, or do you only suspect it?”

      “We would like you to analyze it and tell us what you think,” repeated the Magician. “But first, I would like to speak to Mr Cade alone. Please step this way with me, Mr. Cade.”
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      Maverick followed Alephander through a door in the wall that was cleverly disguised to look like an ordinary section of wallpaper and bookshelf. He opened this and Maverick followed him up a flight of steps. They walked through another door, into a round room. As soon as the door closed, Maverick was no longer able to tell where it had been. There were no windows and no visible exits any longer. The room was completely blank, round, 25 feet across in diameter, 2 1/2 stories high. The walls were fashioned from large stones fitted together without cement. Maverick experienced a bodily sensation that he knew was associated with fear. He had pondered the question of why his artificial bodies, a chassis made of metal and wires, still experienced visceral emotion with chemically induced triggers like adrenaline. The physical sensation of fear was unpleasant, so why preserve it?

      He decided that it must be a safety mechanism. He had no rational reason to be afraid right now, and yet his body was sending him a warning. This was a dangerous situation. However no sooner had he thought this, then he tried to talk himself out of it. The logical part of his mind was much stronger than the thin layer of his body trying to warn him. Logic told him this was only a job interview, and he should not be afraid.

      Maverick had successfully suppressed the archaic body reaction, when suddenly a blast of wind, which his extra senses told him was in excess of 300 mph, blasted him hard against the far stone wall. Not only was the force sufficient to bruise all of the flesh that came in contact with the stones, he even felt his metal structure fracture. Annoyingly, this also registered as pain in his cognitive apparatus.

      Maverick was still pinned against the wall by some kind of force. It felt as if the entire wall had been magnetized and was pulling on his metal skeleton to hold his arms and legs spread-eagle against the surface. He wasn’t even standing anymore but elevated about a foot off the floor. The magnetism was so strong he could not move.

      The Magician walked toward him the same way a predator would stalk helpless prey. 

      I know you can hear me, Dr Erasmus Errant, Alephander’s voice reverberated, his words projected at Maverick, yet the Magician did not open his mouth. It was as if the Magician had access to a stereo system embedded in Maverick’s own head. How dare you send a golem to infiltrate my Castle. We both know you have no interest in helping me. So why did you send your puppet to spy on me? We had an agreement. You stay out of my way, and I stay out of yours. Did you think you could change that without my finding out?

      “The man you are addressing is dead,” said Maverick.

      “I don’t believe you,” sneered the Magician, speaking normally again. “And since you have no soul, the usual method I would use to test your words will not work. But I do know how to interrogate a golem more directly.”

      He strolled up to where Maverick was still pinned against the wall, unable to move. The Magician raised his forefinger and thumb as though to pluck something and, to Maverick’s horror, raised his fingers directly to the hidden sensory node between Maverick’s eyes.

      “This is where he wrote spell that allows you to walk and talk like a person, little puppet,” sneered the Magician. “I am sure it is designed to self-destruct or even curse whoever tries to pry it open, but that won’t stop me.”

      “What have I done to you that I deserve to be murdered?” demanded Maverick Cade.

      “You aren’t alive, so you can’t be murdered, little puppet. I suppose I should not be surprised that you are ignorant of what you are. All the best golems have no idea they are golems,” murmured the Magician. “You will continue to squawk and make noises of alarm similar to a living creature, right up until I pluck out this jewel and your whole clay form collapses into the dust from which it was made. But that will not constitute murder. You were never alive. Your thoughts are not your own. Your strings are invisible to you, but I assure you, the trail will lead me all the way back to the wizard who made you.”

      Maverick felt cold and strange hearing his worst fears thrown in his face by someone who seemed to have impossible power over him. He suspected this was how Moxie felt when he had captured her and tied her to the examination table. What argument could one make in the face of someone who refused to recognize your basic right to exist autonomously?

      “I understand your suspicions,” said Maverick, “Because I shared them only recently. However, since then I have done a study of my own structure, and I concluded that I am indeed capable of independent cognitive decisions. I am capable of all living activities, except reproduction. Even that, I might achieve, although I would have to construct offspring in a laboratory, the same way that I was made. Therefore, I am a living thing, by the standard scientific definition.”

      The Magician scoffed.

      Maverick found himself using the same argument that Moxie had made to him. “Just because I am a statistical outlier —abnormal—and not the kind of life you are used to— doesn’t mean I am less human.”

      Alas, the Magician was not persuaded. “Nice try, Dr Errant. Your golem’s script is very persuasive. I find it hard to believe you wrote that yourself. Did you hire a ghost writer?”

      Alephander’s forefinger prodded the space between Maverick’s eyes. A sharp bolt of pain tore through his body like lightning. Everything disappeared from view; all he could see was brilliant white light surrounding him.

      It ended as suddenly as it began. The magnetism that had held him pinned to the wall disappeared. Maverick fell to the floor in a heap, like a broken toy thrown against a wall by a spoiled child.

      The Magician had stepped back and crossed his arms. He no longer looked implacable and angry but baffled and curious. Maverick knew that expression. The Magician had found a puzzle that needed to be solved.
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        May 19, Thursday

        Arcana Castle

      

      

      Maverick stood up, still aware of dislocations in his form that he registered as pain, as anyone might would feel after an injury. He wished he could retreat to his laboratory to conduct a self-diagnostic and repair himself. But he had no idea whether Alephander Guiscard planned to destroy him or hire him.

      “You are right,” said Alephander, looking nonplussed. “Dr Errant is dead. I recognize you as his handiwork, but I have no sense of his magic anywhere near you. The magical signature that controls you is unique.”

      That did not sound good to Maverick. “Are you saying that I am controlled by someone else besides Dr Errant?”

      That possibility chilled him. But it made sense. What if Erasmus Errant had not died of old age after all? What a rival scientist have discovered his bunker and killed him in order to steal his work… the Maverick robots?

      The Magician’s lips worked into a little smile. “The light that controls you is your own. One name for it is a spirit. Where the spirit interfaces with your body, a soul is born. You have autonomy in all three elements: body, soul, and spirit. In short, your claim to be human, although one of an extremely unusual form, appears to be correct after all.”

      Alephander paced in front of Maverick.

      “I see a puppet before me, but I don’t see the puppet master,” Alephander muttered. “Who cut your strings, Pinocchio? How did you become a real boy?”

      “I am a robot,” Maverick said flatly. “I believe I am sentient, but I am not a ‘real boy.’ I am a machine, not a golem. There’s nothing spiritual or magical about me.”

      “And yet you just claimed to be sentient!”

      “Yes, my programming is self-directed, as you surmised. But I do not have a soul or a spirit. Frankly I don’t think those things exist, even in flesh and blood humans.”

      “I suspect we have a disagreement about semantics rather than substance,” shrugged Alephander. “However, I will need to experiment on you further to see if you are trustworthy. The experiments will not be the kind you are used to in Dr Errant’s laboratory. They will involve magic and spells and mystical visions of worlds beyond this plane of existence. Do you agree to this?”

      “I am willing to be experimented on if it does not destroy my physical chassis or my programming and memory store,” said Maverick cautiously. “But how can you perform experiments with ‘magic spells’? It’s like trying to fix a car engine with a Ouija board.”

      The Magician only smiled.
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        May 19, Thursday,

        Waning Gibbous Moon

        Arcana Casino Office

      

      

      Moxie felt nervous when the Magician disappeared with Maverick. The heckles at the back of her neck prickled. Something was wrong. Something bad was happening, she just knew it.

      Moxie stood up and declared to the other men and women in the room,  “I want to see Maverick. I want to know what is going on. He only agreed to come as long as I could be in the same room with him. Now you’ve taken him away.”

      Victoria explained that no one could follow Alephander Guiscard if he didn’t want to be followed. Moxie started to argue but before the debate could become too heated, the hidden door opened, and the Magician and Maverick returned.

      Moxie took one look at Maverick’s face and knew that something important had happened, something which had disturbed him deeply.

      “The creature known as Maverick Cade is actually an artificial construct,” Alephander announced without preamble. “Because I will not work with a golem, I have asked to perform a series of tests on him to determine that he is indeed independent of any outside control. He has agreed.”

      Moxie leapt to her feet. “No! He is a person! You can’t use him like a guinea pig in your stupid games! He doesn’t have to prove anything to you, Magician!”

      “Thank you, Moxie,” Maverick said quietly, “But I agreed to this. The flow of proof will go both ways.” He tilted his head at Alephander, who lifted an eyebrow in response. “The Magician wishes to use his...” Here Maverick lifted his hands into the air and made greatly exaggerated air quotes while he scoffed, “’Woo-woo’ to test me. For my part, I wish to see this so-called magic in action. My hypothesis is that it is completely useless, or else it is a disguise for ordinary physical processes—in short, a stage trick. I am as curious to learn the truth about the Magician’s so-called magic as he is to assure himself of my autonomy.”

      Pastor Mike coughed to cover a snort of laughter. “He’s not intimidated by you at all, Alephander. And not exactly impressed by your ‘so-called magic.’ That must be refreshing for you.”

      Alephander sniffed.

      “Maverick,” begged Moxie, “Please don’t let them do this to you. You don’t need this job. You don’t need any of these people.”

      “The pursuit of knowledge is why I exist,” Maverick said to her. “It is everything to me. If this will increase my knowledge about how the universe works, and even how I work, then it is very valuable. I am not being forced to do this. I am eager to do this.”

      “The artificial construct will not be injured in the process of our investigations,” Alephander haughtily informed Moxie.

      Moxie threw up her hands. “You’re as bad as he is. The two of you are like peas in a pod!”

      “I think there are underlying differences,” said Alephander. “But it is clear we have interests in common.”

      “When do we begin the experiments?” asked Maverick. “Do you have a laboratory?”

      “I have a tower,” said Alephander. “But we don’t need to go there yet. Most of the spells I wish to start with will be simple in the extreme. We can begin here and now, with the help of the other Guardians...”

      “Wait, did you say Guardians?” Moxie’s eyes bugged.

      “Alephander, you never introduced us,” chided Pastor Mike. He addressed Maverick. “Mr Cade, I know that Moxie has heard of the Guardians, but I doubt that you have. We use ‘so-called magic.’ There are supposed to be twenty-two of us, but because of a terrible tragedy ten years ago, when the previous Guardians were massacred, we have only recently begun to refill the positions on the Council. Alephander and his wife Bethany are the heads of the Council, the first among equals. I am Michael Lamb and this is my fiancée, Kyrah Nestor. These other Guardians are Trey and Victoria, Chet and Corazita. We all have individual titles and different magical powers. Of course,” smiled Pastor Mike, “I realize that you don’t believe in magic.”

      “These are very important people, Maverick!” Moxie hissed.

      He shrugged, unimpressed. “What do you want me to do?”

      “It will only require extending your hand and allowing each one of these Guardians to touch you,” said Alephander.

      Maverick said, “Shouldn’t they wear rubber gloves?”

      “That would invalidate the procedure,” Alephander said dryly, “Skin to skin contact is required.”

      Maverick grimaced. “Archaic.”

      However, he sat down and held his hand palm out. The first person to sit next to him was the woman that Pastor Mike had introduced as his fiancée, Kyrah Nestor.

      “She is a Seeress,” explained Alephander. “She is able to see memories, thoughts and emotions, and sometimes even prophecies simply by touching you.”

      Maverick looked profoundly skeptical. “If you say so.”

      Kyrah touched his hand. Moxie felt an irrational stab of jealousy to see how Kyrah’s soft fingers brushed his palm. There was nothing improper about it, and yet Moxie imagined doing that to him and felt a rush of heat to her body. 

      After a moment Kyrah removed her fingers. She shook her head. “I can sense energy, A great amount of energy, like pure white light. But it is completely blank, like a wall.”

      “Is it blank like when you touch me?” asked the blonde. She had been introduced as the Magician’s wife, Bethany.

      Kyrah shook her head. “No, it is not like touching a human with no magic at all. It’s not like touching a Null like you, Bethany. As I said, there is huge potential magic there, an extremely rarified mind magic. But standing next to it, I am like an ant standing next to a lightbulb. It is so large compared to me, that I can’t decipher anything about its shape, only great brightness.”

      She left the spot next to Maverick and another beautiful woman sat next to him. Did every single woman who became a Guardian have to be gorgeous? Moxie wondered. Of course, the men were extraordinarily good looking too, but she didn’t object to that. Comparatively, the world needed more attractive man. But she didn’t really think it needed more beautiful women.

      This woman had pink hair that matched her pink silk outfit. The outfit was nominally a business suit, but it exposed so much creamy cleavage that it didn’t strike Moxie as professional as, say, what the Gorgon lawyer had been wearing. Alephander must have used telepathy to instruct her what do, because she listened attentively to something that Moxie couldn’t hear, then frowned and responded out loud.

      “Are you sure about this?” the pink haired woman asked. She was introduced as Corazita Valentino. “You know I don’t sell things like this in my shop anymore. Because they are too dangerous.”

      “This is for science,” the Magician said sarcastically. “Go for it.”

      Corazita pulled out something that looked like perfume and sprayed it on Maverick’s wrist. He sniffed it. “Composition: roses, lavender, parsnips… Parsnips, really? That’s an odd ingredient for a perfume, isn’t it?”

      “What I sprayed you with wasn’t perfume, it was a love potion. The ingredients are only the vehicle to convey the Elemental Water magic,” said Corazita. “How do you feel toward me?”

      Maverick looked extremely cautious. “Do I have to answer that exhaustively?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      “Your hair is a ridiculous color. I do not understand why females feel the need to alter their coloration. But I know that some dangerous animals are aposematic, using exotic coloration to indicate that they are poisonous. I am wondering if you are also trying to advertise that you could be toxic to eat.”

      The dark-haired man—Chet—who had arrived together with Corazita, burst into laughter. “She’s deadly all right.”

      Corazita kissed her middle finger and blew the kiss at Chet. To the Magician, Corazita said wryly, “I think we can safely say that the love potion does not work on him.”

      They all turned to the blonde beauty. Seriously? Moxie growled to herself. Is everyone who has to touch him a gorgeous woman? This is getting ridiculous!

      Bethany bounced into the chair next to him.

      “Well, since the other things didn’t exactly work on you, maybe this won’t have any effect either,” Bethany said. She pressed her palm down on his hand.

      The light winked out of Maverick’s eyes, and his body collapsed onto the table, as lifeless as a corpse.
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      Maverick only knew something had gone wrong because he woke up collapsed on the table. He had no memory of minutes that his chronometer informed him had passed between the time that Bethany had touched his hand and when he opened his eyes, he found himself bent over as he had been unconscious.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Weeeeeelllll,” Bethany drew a deep breath and then blurted out a long rambling answer. “First, I touched you and you clonked out. Just fell right over onto the table like someone had decked you. Then Moxie screamed and shouted at us that we had killed you. Alephander didn’t make things better because he smiled and said, ‘Good, at least we know we have a way to disable the golem if needed.’ Then I said, ‘Should I stop touching him? And I swear Moxie almost turned into her other form to attack me, but Chet got a scary look on his face and threatened her, ‘If you shift, I will fly you away from this room before you can blink.’ I don’t know why they were afraid of Moxie shifting, because I heard that Moxie’s other form is an adorable calico kitten, and, actually, I was going to ask earlier, but I might as well ask you now, Moxie, can you change form and let me pet you? I never know if Shifters get offended if you pet them in their other form, because some of them are really cute, but I don’t want to be rude or anything. But back to what happened before, they said, ‘Yes, Bethany, you can remove your hand now,’ and I did, and you woke up and you asked me what happened.”

      “I appreciate the thoroughness of your report,” Maverick told her seriously. “Most people give an incomplete summary of such events, but yours was thorough and meticulous. Good work.”

      Bethany looked stunned. “Nobody has ever said that to me before.” She rewarded Maverick with such a brilliant smile that’s Moxie arm hair bristled and even the Magician looked annoyed.

      “I’m sure I’ve told you something similar,” Alephander said.

      “No, you just tell me that I talk too much and that you already knew everything I was about to say anyway, so I don’t need to say it, and anyway I would be better off staying focused on the task at hand.”

      Alephander cleared his throat. “Let’s stay focused on the task at hand. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I feel I have learned what I need to in order to work with the golem.”

      “Robot,” corrected Maverick.

      “If Bethany’s touch disables you, it means you are ultimately powered by magic, not machinery,” Alephander said smugly. “That makes you a golem, not a robot.”

      Maverick decided not to debate the issue further at the moment. “But I don’t understand what you could’ve learned from those tests.”

      Alephander flashed a wicked smile. “I learned I can destroy you if I need to. A precautionary policy, you understand.”

      Based on what the Magician had done to him in the tower, Maverick thought this had never been an issue. Nonetheless he inclined his head. “That is a wise policy.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” said Chet.

      “I got to agree as well,” said the one they had called Troy.

      However, the one called Michael exclaimed, “For the love of the Light! What is wrong with you people? Is everyone here missing the main point? There is a soul trapped in this machine. A soul! Have you all forgotten that binding a soul to an inanimate object is Dark Magic? It is the quintessence of Dark Magic to use psychic chains to tie a human soul to a vehicle, an object a soul was never meant to inhabit, in order to control and enslave it! Some necromancer or dark magician has forced a man’s soul into this machine, erasing his memory to keep him trapped. Our obligation is not to exploit his condition, but to help free this man’s soul from the prison of this artificial body!”

      “This artificial body,” said Maverick, “is actually an engineering masterpiece, quite improved over your own very flimsy vehicle of flesh and bone. I would not trade it even if I could. I do not wish to be freed from it.”

      Kyrah turned to Michael. “I sensed no darkness in the robot, Michael. It may seem strange, but the spirit within is full of light. That light is filtered through a strange, convoluted, and self-contained soul that allows very little of that vast light to shine through to the outside world. But the light is there, deep inside, powering everything he does.”

      “What you’re describing is not a spirit,” said Maverick, “It’s just a battery.”

      Michael gestured to Maverick. “You heard what he said. Using a soul or spirt as a battery? That’s demonic!”

      “I have to agree,” said Chet. He shrugged. “Sorry, but in Darkpyre, souls are chained, sold, traded, plugged in and used up, exactly like batteries.”

      “Who among us can see our own light?” murmured Kyrah.

      “Enough,” said the Magician. “No one will harm the golem. I extend my protection to him. Maverick, if that is what you choose to call yourself, if you want the job, you are hired. Are you ready to get to work?”
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        May 20, Friday

        Arcana Hotel

      

      

      The Magician had one stipulation that Maverick did not like at all. The pile of data could not leave Arcana Castle. That meant that if Maverick wanted to work on it, it had to be at the Castle. He couldn’t take it back home to his laboratory and study it there. He was given any instrument he asked for, including extremely expensive and up-to-date computers, but he had to do most of his work in his hotel room above the casino.

      He didn’t actually care about the space around him as he worked. What bothered him was that since he was staying in town, all of the new people he’d met tried to engage him in social events. Even when he wanted to participate, these occasions strained his ability to act human, exposing him to embarrassment that he would have preferred to avoid.

      Alephander Guiscard did not bother Maverick with frequent demands for progress reports, something that Maverick appreciated. However, Moxie came to check in on him every day. First, he thought that she wanted a progress report on his work, but she only laughed at that idea.

      “I just want to make sure you are doing okay,” she said.

      “There is no danger to me here,” he said. Internally, he amended that: Alephander Guiscard had demonstrated that he could overpower and harm Maverick. And just as Magician had not been satisfied until he found out how to disable Maverick, Maverick fully intended to return the favor. Secretly, Maverick had begun work on a method to counter the Magician’s mysterious power over him. Maverick did not believe for a moment that it was ‘magic.’ The Guardians thought they had convinced him with their strange show. He believed that they believed magic was real. Some of them, at least, truly believed in magic. Other Guardians, he suspected of cynically abusing the gullibility of the others for their own purposes. He included the Magician in that category.

      However, the man’s power, whatever its source, could not be denied. Maverick needed to understand it in order to counter it.

      Moxie waved her hand in front of his eyes. “Hello! Earth to Maverick! I’m starving. Invite me to dinner.”

      “You can have dinner,” he said somewhat confused. “There is a list of suggested dishes next to the phone. If you call the number on the top of the list, you can order one of the dishes and they will bring it up here. That is how I have been eating.”

      “Why am I not surprised,” she said. “And ironically, even room service is an improvement over your normal meals!”

      “What’s wrong with my normal meals?”

      “Freeze dried rehydrated egg powder, and grits with artificial ‘meat-like’ bits? Please. Let me introduce you to real food.”

      Maverick stood there awkwardly searching his database for an appropriate response.

      “Your heart rate has increased,” Moxie noted. “You’re nervous.”

      “I don’t have a heart. It’s a resin nanite lined-battery.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Whatever you want to call it, Maverick. I’m a Shifter, and so I can hear how fast your heart is beating. I know it beats faster when you get nervous, just like a normal guy. But you don’t have to be nervous around me. You certainly don’t have to be nervous about going to dinner with me.”

      He had many options for appropriate replies, but he still seemed unable to choose one. 

      Her shoulders sagged. “If you prefer to stay in your room, we could order it to be delivered. But why not at least choose a different restaurant than the usual hotel fare?”

      That sounded much better to him. But he recognized that it disappointed her.

      Carefully, he picked his words. “Is this a date, Moxie? If I take you to a restaurant, eat food in public with you, imbibe alcoholic beverages with you, succeed in making you laugh, will we then return together to my hotel room and engage in sexual activities?”

      Moxie doubled over, apparently choking on something. He prepared to administer the Heimlich maneuver, but then, to his mortification, he realized it was laughter.

      “I must have misunderstood. I apologize.” Stiffly, he started to close the door.

      Moxie thrust her arm between the door and the jam so that he couldn’t shut it without injuring her.

      “You already made me laugh,” she smirked, “So I guess you’re halfway there. Come on. Let’s go eat.”
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        May 20, Friday,

        Waning Gibbous Moon

        Arcana Hotel, The Pumpkin Patch Restaurant

      

      

      So, is this a date? Moxie asked herself. With any other guy, yeah, obviously. But even though Maverick took everything literally, nothing about him was obvious. Nothing he did was exactly what you expected. He’d chosen a good name for himself, Moxie thought. But... honestly, she liked his weirdness. Normal was boring.

      Maverick did not have a car and neither did Moxie, but fortunately there were a dozen restaurants within the vicinity of the casino. Maverick chose a restaurant which billed itself as “Fairytale French” but actually served food from Autumndelle. A Glamir Elf ran the establishment, and her staff were also arcane. The booths looked like giant jack-o’-lanterns with mushroom shaped tables. Moxie feared they would only get a teaspoon of food for $300. She would’ve preferred the family friendly BBQ joint on Main Street. That joint was run by arcanes as well, and the servings were always plentiful and meaty. But the whole ‘no car’ thing meant it was easier to eat at the restaurants near the casino.

      However, she had to admit that the atmosphere at The Pumpkin Patch was beautiful, exotic, and dare she say it, magical. It was the last restaurant she had expected her robot friend to choose.

      “Why did you pick this one?” She asked curiously after they were shown to an adorable mushroom table inside a pumpkin the size of a pavilion. Moxie had the weird feeling that the pumpkin had really grown in an enchanted patch in Autumndelle and been imported to the Mundane Sphere through some magical spell. But she couldn’t prove it. The surface was hard and shiny. The plastic coating that made it impossible to tell if the pumpkin underneath was real or simply an extremely realistic work of art.

      “This was the most expensive restaurant,” said Maverick. “Therefore, according to the social hierarchy approved by most human societies, it was the most prestigious. Therefore, eating at this restaurant was the most likely to result in you sleeping with me tonight”

      “Is that the only reason you’re taking me out to dinner?” She arched her eyebrow. “To get me into bed?”

      “Is that not the usual reason that males and females eat in public together?” asked Maverick earnestly. “Why else would you waste time and money on a meal that you could easily have next to your desk while working?”

      “Here’s a hint,” Moxie said. “You’re more likely to get me into bed if you don’t tell me at the beginning of the date that’s your goal.”

      “But why would I deceive you about my goal? Wouldn’t that be dishonest?”

      “In the interest of honesty, I’m going to tell you right now that I don’t care how much money you spend on this meal. I’m not going to sleep with you. So, if that’s your only goal, you can just go right back to your hotel room and go back to work.”

      “Oh.” He stood there looking discombobulated for a moment. Then to her embarrassment, he stood up and started to leave.
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      Moxie looked hurt when Maverick tried to depart. He paused, more confused than ever. It was just like their first meeting, although perhaps it represented a lesser degree of disaster. Then, he had thought he was doing everything right, investigating an interesting subject for the good of humanity, but she accused him of kidnapping and terrifying her. Now, he was trying to engage in a normal human mating ritual, and she acted as though he were somehow insulting her.

      How was he supposed to know how to act if he followed the normative human protocols, but the other participants did not respond as the cultural sources in his database informed him they were supposed to react? How could he plan his best course of action if other people were so irrational and unpredictable?

      Another male who had been sitting at a table with a larger group of individuals heard the fuss that Moxie was making and stomped across the restaurant to her side. The arrival of the other male cut off Maverick’s departure.

      “Is this guy giving you trouble, Moxie?”

      “I am fine, Lionel. Thanks, but we can work this out.”

      “Are you sure?” Lionel lowered his voice. His eyes gleamed with the iridescence of a shapeshifting predator. “I heard what he said to you about trying to buy his way into your bed!”

      Maverick realized that man must be a shapeshifter like Moxie. The gleam in his eye, the unusual huskiness of his voice, and the way that his fist was clenching and unclenching, and showed fingernails that had elongated to claws, were signs that Maverick now recognized as indicating the man was a lion in his other shape.

      The Shifter shoved himself closer to Maverick. He lifted his first so that Maverick could see how it was pulsing with the potential to become a lion’s deadly paw. The claws were already out.

      “If you insult her, you will regret it,” purred Lionel. “Just give me the excuse and I will slice you open.”

      Maverick pulled out the gun he had tucked into the back of his pants out and placed the business end against Lionel’s temple.

      “I promised Moxie that I would not kill Shifters except in self-defense,” Maverick said coldly. “But I have experienced the loss of a body to a lion mauling once already, and I prefer not to experience it a second time. I will shoot you if you shift and attack me.”

      Shouts of alarm broke out from the people around them who had spotted the gun. The arcanes had studiously ignored the Shifter confrontation since this hyper-aggression was common among Shifters. The humans, of course, were oblivious to the subtle cues that Lionel displayed.

      But everyone, both arcane and mundane, recognized a gun.

      The maître d’ approached the two men. But the man only addressed Maverick.

      “Sir, weapons are not allowed in this establishment. If you don’t leave, I will be forced to call the police.”

      “Why is he allowed to carry a deadly weapon just because it’s part of his body, but I am not allowed to use a tool to defend myself?” demanded Maverick.

      The maître d’ responded by making a little gesture with his hand. A hostess at the desk picked up a phone. “Sir, the sheriff has been called. If I were you, I would leave before he arrives, otherwise you will be arrested.”

      “I was just leaving,” said Maverick. He put away the gun and left the restaurant.

      He looked over his shoulder once, when he was back in the main courtyard of the hotel plaza. He saw Lionel invite Moxie to a table with the people who had been eating with him. She accepted and sat down next to them.
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        May 21, Saturday

        Arcana Glen

      

      

      The next day was Saturday. It meant nothing to Maverick, although he was aware that some humans chose not to work two days out of the week for reasons that he could not comprehend. He continued his work on the data set that the Magician had given him.

      Moxie did not check in on him. However, two of the Guardians that Maverick had met the other day did show up. Chet and Troy. 

      “Hey,” said Troy, “We were wondering if you wanted to come over to Chet’s house to watch a game.”

      “What kind of game?”

      They named two teams that were playing against each other. Maverick was still not certain what sport they were talking about.

      “Did the Magician ask you to check on me?” he asked.

      “No!” said Chet, at the same time that Troy said, “Yes!“ Chet gave Troy a dirty look and amended, “Okay, yes.”

      “You pulled a gun on someone, man,” Troy shrugged. “We just wanna make sure you’re okay.”

      “We want to make sure you are not going to become a rogue killing machine, rampaging through Arcana Glen, intoning ‘kill all humans’,” added Chet. He flexed his hands with his fingers interlocked, as if this would not be an entirely unwelcome opportunity to test himself against Maverick in battle.

      “The other male displayed his claws to me.” Maverick crossed his arms. He would not apologize. “Since he showed me his weapon, I showed him mine.”

      “He’s not bad, for a nerd,” Chet remarked to Troy.

      Troy blew a raspberry that made his blond bangs float up and flutter back on his forehead, half-covering his eyes. “Yeah, some guys are jerks. But, Maverick, you still can’t go around brandishing a weapon in a restaurant, scaring people.”

      “What I find interesting is that you were able to see his display,” said Chet.

      “Why wouldn’t I observe what happened right in front of me?” asked Maverick.

      “The way you keep saying magic doesn’t exist is similar to what humans who can’t perceive magic will usually say,” said Troy. “We all understand why they say it. They are naturally repelled by magic; they literally cannot observe what happens right in front of them even if they wanted to. It’s invisible to them. What we can’t understand about you is that you clearly see magic, but you still refuse to believe in it.”

      “Anyway,” Chet shrugged, “We are supposed to babysit you today, but there’s no reason we can’t enjoy it. Why don’t you come with us, and we’ll kick back, watch a game, drink some beer. I am a fantastic chef when it comes to whipping up a bowl of popcorn.”

      “In fact, that’s the only thing he’s capable of making in the kitchen,” said Troy.
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      The three of them went to Chet’s house. They turned on a television and sat on the couch to watch two teams of men squabble over which of them possessed a ball. For some reason, this excited the two other men enough that they shouted at the television even though no one could hear them or respond to their enthusiastic cheers of encouragement or derisive insults.

      Maverick would’ve much preferred to be back in the hotel room working. Or better yet, back in his bunker laboratory working. The data set the Magician had given him had already started to reveal some fascinating patterns indeed.

      “You’re bored out of your mind, aren’t you?” Troy finally observed.

      “We could make it a little more interesting,” Chet offered. He pulled out his wallet and tossed a few hundred-dollar bills on the table.

      “Don’t do it,” warned Troy, “It’s not a good idea to get in debt to a demon.”

      “Hey, I am not a demon anymore,” protested Chet. “Not really. I’m a Daemon now. That’s like an honorary angel or some shit. I switched sides, remember?”

      Troy turned to Maverick and explained earnestly, “A demon is not the same as a Daemon, even though in our language the words have the same root. But, technically a demon is a creature that has sold its soul to the Dark Powers who live at the heart of Darkpyre in the lake of fire. Daemons were originally a caste of angels sent to Darkpyre to keep the true evil contained, but some gave in to the temptation to help the Darkness expand instead.”

      Maverick smiled politely, not deigning to comment on that fairytale.

      After a beat Troy added, “But I still wouldn’t gamble with Chet. We don’t want to tempt him to return to his old ways.”

      The two men snickered at each other. Apparently, it was a comfortable joke between them and neither took offense.

      “Can’t blame a Daemon for a trying.” Chet looked hopefully at Maverick. “Are you sure?”

      “Why would I ever gamble money on the performance of other people?” asked Maverick. “I only control my own performance, not that of others.”

      Chet shrugged and put away his cash. “I would have liked to have seen the Lion Shifter’s face when you pulled a gun on him,” he admitted with a sly grin. “What kind of gun was it?”

      Maverick pulled the gun out from his holster and handed it to Chet.

      “What!” cried Troy. “You brought it here?”

      Chet turned the weapon over in his hands admiringly. “I don’t know this maker.”

      “I make all my own guns,” said Maverick. “I have a stamping and machining facility in my engineering lab.” In the interest of honesty he added, “Most of the guns I own right now were actually forged by my predecessor, Erasmus Errant, but I understand the process and have made a few of my own, including this one.”

      “Is that legal?” Troy wondered. 

      “That is one sweet weapon,” Chet whistled. He handed it back, handle first, to Maverick. “Look at mine.”

      Chet pulled out something that was bulbous and sleek and incredibly huge. He seemed to have pulled it from the empty air, but that must’ve been some sort of trick. Chet handed this, also handle first, to Maverick. Maverick examined the weapon carefully. It was extremely light. It tingled strangely in his hand, as if it had an engine inside purring. It was painted sapphire blue overlaid by golden filigree in a ridiculously over fussy design.

      “It feels like a toy,” Maverick said.

      “A toy!” Chet looked indignant. “This baby shoots balls of hellfire! Well, it used to. Now that I am a good daemon, it shoots angelfire. But it can still blow up a SUV from 1.2 miles away.”

      “I would like to see that,” challenged Maverick.

      “You’re on. Troy and I go to shoot things up in a spot in the mountains where no one can get hurt. You should come with us.”

      Troy cleared his throat.

      “Maybe,” amended Chet. “Sorry, dude, you’re still on probation. Believe me, I know how that feels.”
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        May 21, Saturday

        Last Quarter Moon

        Arcana Glen

      

      

      Moxie was surprised when Victoria asked to meet with her. The invitation seemed ordinary enough; Victoria just wanted to spar again as they had during the audition. What made no sense about it was that Moxie now realized who Victoria was: a Dragon, a billionaire, and a Guardian on top of it. Her official title: The Empress. Thank goodness Moxie had not known Victoria was the Empress when they had met during the audition, or Moxie would have simply frozen in fear and never been invited to join the Enchanted Circus.

      Victoria wasn’t very subtle, however, so halfway through the sparring session, Moxie figured out what she was really after.

      “How do you think Maverick is adjusting to human society?” Victoria asked. “Do you think he’s going to be able to fit in, or do you think he will reject humanity and…” She disguised the fact that she didn’t want to finish the sentence by aggressively attacking Moxie and for a moment both of them were too busy fighting to be able to talk.

      “Why does everyone think he’s going to go crazy and start attacking people?” Moxie asked.

      “His history is not very encouraging,” said Victoria. “You yourself said that he kidnapped you and held you prisoner against your will.”

      “Right, but that was actually because he thought I might be a danger to humans. He’d never seen a Shifter before. Plenty of humans have reacted badly to Shifters.” Moxie added heatedly, “Some say there’s even an entire organization of humans designated to hunting down Shifters and performing horrible experiments on them. If you’re so worried about the danger to us, why don’t you start by finding those people and stopping them?”

      “You like him,” Victoria accused.

      “What? No…” Moxie was so befuddled by that notion that Victoria was able to get under her guard and send her flying halfway across the mat.

      “Usually you evade me much better than that,” said Victoria. “Our first fight together, I couldn’t believe it. I was not able to land a single blow on you.”

      “Really?” For some reason that was not how Moxie remembered it. She remembered it as Victoria relentlessly beating up on her. But it was true, Victoria’s blows had narrowly missed her rather than connected.

      “You’re a fantastic fighter, Moxie,” Victoria said seriously. “But you can’t fight defensive forever. Eventually you’re going to have to learn to take offense.”

      “I get offended all the time, but it doesn’t usually end well,” joked Moxie.

      “I’ve got to admit,” Victoria said returning inexorably to the other subject. “I don’t get what you see in him. Granted, he is physically perfect, but almost too perfect. I’m not saying I could tell he was a robot just from looking at him if the Magician hadn’t told us. But once he did, then I could see it. He’s a living statue of generic ideal male.”

      “That’s supposed to be a bad thing?” Moxie grinned. “I know he’s a dork, but he’s kind of an adorable dork.”

      “But is he really capable of having a real relationship? Because without that, no matter what other skills he has, he can never be…”

      “Never be what?”

      “Never mind,” said Victoria. “Let’s start you working on your offense.”
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        May 25, Wednesday

        Arcana Hotel

      

      

      Back in his hotel room, Maverick considered the manuscript. He had built a machine to convert the written material to an image on his computer, to decipher the image and translate it back into a script. He had converted all of the letters in the script to hex, a base six form of math.  He had no idea what the original script referred to and he didn’t try to find out. He looked for patterns in the pure mathematics itself.

      No patterns were emerging yet. Clearly the Magician and the others expected something significant. The Magician had been careful not to give any hints about what he expected, but Moxie had dropped the information that it was related to the Massacre of the previous Guardians. Obviously somehow this data provided key information needed to find out who had killed them.

      Maverick was going to need a stronger computer.  Certainly, he wasn’t going to make any headway using the pathetic computers the Magician had provided. He needed more computing power.

      Maverick did not wish to bother anybody about his plan; it seemed easier to simply execute it. At midnight exactly, Maverick left the hotel and jogged home through the woods. His third eye provided heat vision that enabled him to see in the dark. His robot strength enabled him to go a little bit faster and longer without tiring than the human average. He still did not travel as fast on foot as he could have in a car, but he somewhat made up for that by taking an indirect route to his bunker rather than having to use the curving mountain roads. By 2:02 AM, he arrived home and immediately began work.

      He engaged every computer. It was not enough. He still needed more memory. He had money in the bank; he could buy more memory….

      More memory.

      He had more memory. He had almost ninety extra brains of unused processing power in his warehouse. Granted, these were his store against the future; he wasn’t certain what would happen to the extra bodies if he used them in the way he envisioned, and he had not yet learned to reconstruct the spares himself. The job he had taken was important, and he did feel obligated to try his best to deliver. But was it worth sacrificing his future bodies? He might need them for something even more important, such as freeing Moxie’s brother from the facility.

      That’s when it hit him. The facility. CADABRA. The shield he could not penetrate. He looked at the material he’d gathered from the government laboratory about their protection and converted it into the same hex-based math he was using for the Magician’s job. There was a distinct parallel. Maverick couldn’t see how yet, but these things were related. It was as if they were using the same software.

      This was huge. If solving the Magician’s problem not only help him bring a murderer to justice but also enabled Maverick to save Moxie’s brother, he would gladly sacrifice his future bodies.

      He set up the links between the bodies. The bodies in the warehouse did not have the activated jewel in the forehead. They did not have his consciousness uploaded into them. But they did have a translucent resin brain with considerable processing power. He brought them online, all of them, to chug away at the equations.

      Hours past.

      Ninety brains and the computers in his laboratories churned the data. Gradually a pattern began to emerge. An amazing, beautiful, elegant, simple pattern. The math was a thing of beauty. It was breathtaking.

      It was pure magic.
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        May 26, Thursday

        Arcana Hotel

      

      

      The Magician not only agreed to meet with Maverick when he returned to the hotel twenty-four hours later, but, in fact, was waiting for him. For some reason, Alephander Guiscard was angry, pacing Maverick’s hotel room by the time that Maverick arrived.

      “Where were you?” demanded Alephander. “You left without telling anyone! We assumed you had been kidnapped by enemies or worse, that you had absconded with our information to sell to our enemies!”

      “Well, both your theories were stupid and wrong,” Maverick said impatiently. “Obviously, I am here. I needed more computing power than I could find in a casino hotel room. Never mind, this is the point. I found it!”

      “The other Guardians are already waiting for us in the hotel conference room…”

      “Is Moxie there?” 

      “No. As skilled an acrobat as Ms Bridgestone is, she does not have the relevant skills to help us in this matter.”

      “She needs to be there if I’m going to explain this to you.”

      “Why?”

      Maverick gestured impatiently. “Isn’t it obvious? Because I have to explain it to her also and it will save time if I can explain it to both you and her at the same time. Why duplicate the effort unnecessarily?”

      Alephander shrugged. “Fine. I’ll bring her too.”

      The Magician snapped his fingers.

      Maverick’s internal sensory node, the special one between his eyes, registered a strong disequilibrium. The hotel room dissolved around them, replaced by the bland same conference room where Maverick had initially met the Guardians. Maverick’s internal GPS reoriented him to his new geographical position and elevation.

      Maverick explained his idea not only to the Magician and Moxie but to the other men and women gathered in the room. He finally learned the source of the information he had been given. Apparently, it was a description of energy trajectories around a room with a round table and twenty-two large chairs sitting on a dais in a room that was exactly square and had twenty-two doors. There were also twenty-two shields with tiny mirrors embedded in them that happened to exactly reflect the energy projections like lasers. Maveric showed the beautiful pattern created by the beams of light shooting around the room. It was like a complex mandala with multiple arabesques and interlocking lines.

      “I found the pattern,” he gushed. “In fact, I invented an entire new form of mathematics just to describe it. It’s gorgeous. It’s breathtaking. Now I understand what you meant by magic. You didn’t mean something inexplicable and crazy. Why didn’t you just say in the first place that when you use the term ‘magic,’ what you really meant was the alternative expression of physics found in a complete parallel universe in a 11-dimensional multiverse in which time is one dimension….” Maverick was so excited that he was babbling, as his thick fleshy tongue attempted to keep up with the incredible computing power of his 91 brains. 

      “Of course,” Maverick said, “Scientists have theorized about the existence of a multiverse, but their mistake was in assuming that infinite possibilities in this multiverse corresponded to infinite parallel universes. Not true at all. One infinite Metaverse is a substrate for nine finite universes. Finity contained within Infinity, but each Finity has its own laws of physics, which normally, are separate. However, there are membranes that connect them, ‘gates’ if you will, or wormholes…”

      “Yes, congratulations,” Alephander said sardonically. “You have discovered what every shaman with magical sensitivity in every human culture discovered more than 30,000 years ago.”

      “Yes, but did your illiterate mushroom-snorting shamans know the math?” shouted Maverick. “Could they write it out in a language of precise equations? I don’t think so!”

      Maverick threw down a three-ring binder on the table. It was thick, but quite slim compared to the stack of handwritten notes he had been handed originally.

      “This is it.”

      Maverick was so enthusiastic that it took him a while before he realized that no one else in the room shared his delight. Most of the Guardians merely looked baffled, which Maverick had expected. But it was Alephander’s response that dismayed Maverick. Instead of looking suitably impressed, Alephander looked cynical and disappointed…

      Almost disgusted.

      Alephander opened the three-ring binder and flipped through it. He frowned. “Golem, you’ve converted a series of measurements I understood into mathematical equations that I am not familiar with.”

      “No one is familiar with them except me,” said Maverick proudly. “I had to invent this form of math just to describe the information you were giving me.”

      “Indeed.” Alephander raised his eyebrows. “I assume you are going to tell me what it means.”

      “Yes, I thought you might want a simpler representation. A graphic will be found on page 77. It’s simplified to a geometrical figure. A circle with 22 points. Trajectories in three-dimensional space. As you can see, the different colors in the trajectories represent the sudden intrusion of nine different sets of physics into the substrate physics of the base Metaverse.”

      “So…” Alephander’s drawl turned increasingly dry. “You are telling me there were  twenty-two wizards using different Elemental energies to throw spells across the room.”

      “I never said it had to be a room. I only describe a three-dimensional space…”

      “But it was a room,” said Alephander.

      “Perhaps I should see it,” said Maverick.

      “Impossible. Only Guardians are allowed inside.”

      “Then I should see a model. I can use it to test my equations...”

      “Thank you for your effort,” Alephander said, his voice dripping with contempt. “But I fear that all of your fancy modern computers have only managed to tell us what we knew before. Twenty out of twenty-two people were all mutual victims and murderers, while one was killed by mundane means. Ten of those people sitting across from ten others, that they hated, launched spells—what you labeled the ‘alternate physics trajectories’—at their counterparts, while their counterparts simultaneously launched spells at them. And we already know that the spells represent nine completely different forms of magic, each governed by principles alien to the other. What are you call different laws of physics we call different forms of magic: Elemental or Psychic. I’m afraid you have not told us anything new.”

      “But I have the math,” said Maverick.

      “Yes. The math.” The Magician smiled condescendingly. “I’m sure that will be very helpful to us in finding the reason the twenty-two most powerful wizards in ‘the multiverse’ as you call it, annihilated each other.”

      “How dare you speak to him like that!” sputtered Moxie. “He worked his tail off for you. And he has used his computer math stuff to find out information in a format that you didn’t have before. It’s not useless. He worked really hard to get that for you!”

      “Mr Cade, you will be paid for your work, of course,” said Alephander. “But I don’t think we will need to employ you any further…”

      “I think you missed the most important point I made,” said Maverick. “Well, the most important point I made was I have described this multiverse mathematically, and precisely, in a way that none of the information you gave me has done. Since you aren’t familiar with it and you were supposedly the greatest expert on this subject, I presume you have no knowledge of it whatsoever and that’s why you can’t appreciate the scope of my discovery.”

      “Be careful,” said Alephander. “You may think it is only a fairytale, but I assure you that there are Spheres in which the laws of physics allow me to turn you into a frog. I am familiar with every single one of them.”

      Maverick only smirked. While he had been computing the new mathematics, he had also discovered ways to defend himself against what the Magician had done to him the last time they met. He was now confident that he could employ some of these alternative forms of physics himself to create a shield against any power Alephander tried to throw at him, at least long enough to allow his consciousness to upload to a new body in a safe place.

      “It comes down to this,” said Alephander. “Can your math tell us why twenty-two people who had previously worked together suddenly decided to annihilate each other?”

      Maverick’s smile slipped. “I don’t really understand why people do anything. I thought you wanted me to describe what happened.”

      “We did, and you did,” said Alephander. “It’s not your fault you only confirmed what we already knew.”

      Maverick frowned. He still felt that they were missing an important component of his discovery, that he was certain would be relevant to the issue they were concerned with, but he could not find words sufficiently pedestrian to make it clear to their petty minds. The more he tried the more frustrated he became. Moxie meant well, trying to defend him, but her argument was illogical. She was saying that the others should appreciate his contribution simply because he had spent a lot of time and effort on it, despite it being useless. He thought that a useless contribution deserved the contempt they were showing. His argument was that his contribution was not useless he simply couldn’t explain to them how it would help.

      “If I could see the original room to model it…” he repeated.

      “Out of the question.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you are not a Guardian. You must be called to become a Guardian to enter the room, something that is impossible for a golem such as yourself. The room’s nature and exact dimensions are secret, and the path to its location in the ether is ineffable. I could not bring you there even if I wanted to and I have no desire whatsoever to bring you there.”
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        May 26, Thursday, 02:00 – 04:23

        Arcana Castle

      

      

      Eleven hours later, when most people were asleep in their beds, Maverick decided to look for the room that Alephander wanted him to stay away from. First, Maverick searched for information about the location of the room, which he learned was superstitiously called, “The Temple of the Guardians.” The access to this so-called Temple was through Arcana Castle, news which didn’t surprise Maverick.

      The Castle had a number of security systems, programs that employed the alternate laws of physics, or “magics,” that Maverick had described mathematically. Using his math to model the programs, Maverick was able to disable them, exactly as he would have hacked any mundane security system.

      Maverick entered the Castle and found a room in a tower with a bank vault. He had put together various bits of evidence and schematics and concluded that this was the entrance to the forbidden Temple. If he could enter it, he might be able to better align the mathematics to the actual existing room.

      There was a second reason he wanted to enter the room. Maverick did not like being told he could not. He took it as a challenge to try.

      Maverick found his way to the room in the tower easily enough. The bank vault was standard and thanks to downloading available information on breaking the lock he opened it quickly.

      Now he stood in front of a most interesting portal. The physics in the tunnel beyond the door looked deceptively simple, geometrically speaking, a swirling tunnel of light. The light was brilliant, with colors so piercing night they hurt his retinas, and yes it was a tunnel that seemed to be made of pure energy. But even more fascinating, the laws of physics inside that tunnel warped and twisted into something entirely unearthly.

      Intrigued and delighted with this exotic vista, Maverick did not hesitate to enter the tunnel. A moment later his body was violently thrown back against the far wall of the tower. The portal shut and the bank vault clanged shut and locked itself back up.

      Slow clapping sounded in the room. A moment later, the man making the sarcastic clapping appeared visibly out of thin air. Alephander had demonstrated his mastery over alternative laws of physics by making himself invisible.

      “Show off,” Maverick muttered. He suspected that Alephander had been observing him for some time.

      “Congratulations,” the Magician said sarcastically. “You are  one of only two people who has gotten this far. The other one I turned into the statue of a rat. I was aware of your attempt to break into the Temple of the Guardians the moment you conceived of the project. I did not stop you only because I was curious to see how far you would get. As I said, you cannot enter. Only those who are Called to serve may enter. And you, Golem, are not Called. You will never be called because you have no heart.”

      What the hell did that have to do with anything? Maverick did not ask. He glowered sullenly at the Magician. “I was trying to prove something to you.”

      “I’m sure you were.”

      “The mathematics I discovered can help you…”

      “Your time here is over, Golem. You have exceeded your usefulness, and you have also overstepped your bounds. You violated my direct instruction to you to not enter the portal. You are fortunate indeed that you were not killed by your audacity. Payment for your services rendered has been sent to your bank account. I will hold you to the NDA that you signed. If you violate it, I will kill not only your current body but every single one you possess. Now get the hell out of my Castle.”
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        May 27, early Friday morning

        Arcana Hotel

      

      

      Moxie knocked on the hotel door. As soon as Maverick opened it, she stepped in and handed him a box.

      She observed that Maverick had been packing his meager belongings, probably with the intent to return to gloomy isolation in his bunker. Moxie wasn’t surprised. Victoria had called her to tell her that Maverick had been caught trying to break into the forbidden Temple, and that he’d been fired. Victoria had implied strongly that Maverick was lucky nothing worse had happened to him, but Moxie still thought it was terribly unfair. It wasn’t as if Maverick had been trying to steal anything, and the Guardians even admitted they knew that.

      Moxie was determined to stand up for Maverick if no one else would. She couldn’t get him his job back, but at least she could make sure he had a good time before he disappeared under a cloud of ignominy. Moxie had been right to show up early in the morning before he could slip away and never speak to her again.

      She tapped the boxes.

      “These are clothes,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with the clothes that you normally wear, so don’t tell me that your normal clothes are fine, okay? This isn’t about impressing me. But you are going to dress up to go out to dinner because that’s fun to do.”

      He looked at her and started to open.

      “It’s fun for me,” she clarified, “To see you dressed up, looking sexy.”

      “You think I look sexy?” He sounded surprised and cautiously pleased.

      His eyes traveled over her body, which she had wrapped up in diaphanous skirts and a form-hugging sequin top. Her toned belly muscles showed at the midriff. For most women, the sequin garment would have been such a glitzy outfit as to be a stage costume, but Moxie wore much fancier things onstage, outfits with rhinestones and feathers that revealed much more skin. But she also had to wear safety halters and soft shoes with powder on the bottom to grip the high wire, and when she was dancing, she was not in his arms.

      “This is our itinerary,” she continued. She handed him a list of places and start times.

      “You forgot to put the end times for each activity,” he noted at once.

      “It wasn’t an omission.” She grinned at him. “I don’t want you hurrying me out if I am still in the middle of eating my dessert. You will know the time to go from location to location when I tell you. How is that, robot?”

      “That is acceptable. I am not familiar with the last location on this list.” He frowned. “I don’t know if this is an area that is safe for us to travel to.”

      “The last location on that list,” she whispered huskily, leaning in, and letting him look down her cleavage, “is my new apartment. I want to show it to you. After a big dinner. And dancing. And fireworks.”

      “Fireworks?”

      “Yes. As it happens today is the May Masquerade. Don’t worry if you haven’t heard of it. It’s a silly tourist holiday the casino and the town cooked up to attract visitors for end of the school year parties on Labor Day Weekend. You’ll see a lot of students… And funny looking square hats. All the graduates. From 10 o’clock to 11 pm, there will be fireworks and then more dancing in the park. I’m going to be performing from 11:15 to 11:30. It’s just a thing I volunteered for, a favor the Enchanted Circus does for the town. Well, that’s what we tell the town. Actually, it’s great advertising for us, and we can drum up business with all the family types who might not normally come to the casino to get tickets for our performances. I figured you wouldn’t mind watching me do a little acrobatics in the middle of our date.”

      “Is this a date?” He sounded stunned.

      “Yes, this is what you would call a human mating ritual. You can narrate it like we’re on a show on the nature channel if you want. I have determined that nothing is going to suck the romance out of this no matter how hard you try.”

      “I am not trying to suck the romance out of anything,” Maverick said. “I would not even know how to do that, because romance is not a physical liquid that obeys the laws of hydraulics.”

      Moxie doubled over laughing. “See? I’ve decided that’s adorable because I realized you’re not doing it to be annoying. It’s just who you are.”

      “If you have chosen me under the impression that I am a high-status male due to my work for the Magician, I should warn you that I have recently lost that position. Your meeting efforts might be better directed toward a more high-status male at this point.”

      “Don’t try to tell a lioness who her prey should be, Maverick,” Moxie said.
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        May 27, Friday Evening,

        Waning Gibbous Moon

        Arcana Glen, Main Street

      

      

      The evening went even better than Moxie planned. She enjoyed Maverick’s ridiculous commentary on the strange human behavior patterns around them. But she also enjoyed introducing him to the dozens of friends she had made since she started work at the Enchanted Circus and started meeting people in town.

      They went to the barbecue joint on Main Street, near where the fireworks would be later. Moxie ordered a whole rack of beef ribs, the largest prime rib they had, and a stuffed baked potato with all the works. Maverick ordered rice pilaf and skinless chicken. She ended up eating his chicken.

      “I don’t understand how you can eat so little and stay alive,” she said.

      He launched into a detailed explanation of exactly what percentage of his body required normal nutrition. She just smiled and nodded. Then she told the waitress that he wanted another piece of chicken, and, after it arrived and he ignored it, she ate that too.

      After dinner, they walked along Main Street to the amphitheater where are the fireworks would be held. There was a live band, and, as she predicted, tons of high school and college age kids still in their graduation uniforms or with, “Congratulations, Graduate!” banners wrapped around their shoulders.

      They danced. Rather, Moxie danced, and Maverick rocked back-and-forth on his feet looking like a refrigerator haunted by a poltergeist. They sat down for the fireworks. Eventually, the crowd thinned. The families went home, but the serious partygoers stayed out all night. The circus acrobats from the Enchanted Circus took over the center of the park. They had set up some Cyr wheels and trampolines. Moxie stripped off her skirt and revealed matching sequin panties to her halter top. She bounced around for her 15 minutes of fame. She did some leaps on the trampoline, and then some tricks in the wheel. The whole time Maverick watched her with shining eyes as if she were the best thing in the whole universe.

      He had been looking at her like that all night.

      She thought that they would do more dancing after her acrobatics, but she decided she didn’t wanna wait any longer. She wasn’t tired. On the contrary, energy bust through her body. And she knew by now that Maverick never slept. But she couldn’t wait to get him home into her bed.

      They walked to her townhouse, where Moxie dragged him into the bedroom.

      “Now, robot,” she said, “I have to do a few experiments of my own.”

      She unbuttoned the silk dress shirt and fancy slacks she had made him wear for the evening. She smoothed her palms over his incredibly sexy muscular chest.

      “I don’t understand how you can have such silky skin that feels like a real man.” She kneaded his muscles. “And I also want to know exactly how much detail you have. When I was fifteen, I was finally able to buy my first Barbie and Ken doll like other little girls. But Ken doll was a real disappointment to me. I sure hope you are anatomically correct, robot.”

      “I am anatomically indistinguishable from a human male,” Maverick said. He added, “Except that my length and girth measure above average...”

      Moxie leaned into him, giggling. But she didn’t let him off the hook so easily. She teased, “Average for a human male, but how do you compare to a Shifter male...?”

      Maverick frowned. “I don’t know...”

      She slipped out of her dress and his jaw dropped.

      “You’ve seen me naked before,” she reminded him.

      He reddened. “I meant to apologize for that.”

      “You did apologize.”

      “But I didn’t understand the significance of what I was apologizing for,” he said. “I do now.”

      To Moxie’s mortification, he traced the pattern of tiny scars that looked like evenly spaced freckles on her otherwise smooth cinnamon skin. She had hoped that he wouldn’t notice those scars. Lionel hadn’t.

      “I know what these are,” said Maverick.

      Moxie blushed, dropping her gaze, away in shame. “I wish you didn’t.”

      “They hurt you,” he said softly. “I don’t want to hurt you, Moxie.”

      “I’m stronger than I look, Maverick,” Moxie said. “I’m not going to break. I want you.”

      They turned out the lights. That didn’t matter because both of them could see in the dark. And he proved to her that everything was anatomically correct and fully functional.
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        May 28, Saturday,

        Waning Crescent Moon

        Moxie’s apartment

      

      

      Moxie had already guessed what would happen the next morning. She warned herself not to be disappointed when she woke up, around noon, and found him gone. Maverick had left one of his little neatly handwritten notes explaining that his job was over, and he had returned to “the original location” where she had met him.

      Nothing else. No telephone number. No email even—and she knew he had a million computers. No comment on their night together. No expectation of seeing each other again. Not even goodbye. The only personal note he made was the comment: I have another project to work on.

      From any other guy, she would have taken that as a secret code for a new woman. But Maverick probably meant he had to go home and calibrate his machines.

      The first week of vacation in her new job came at the worst possible time as far as Moxie was concerned. Even though their summer schedule would be busy, busier than any other time of year, the Enchanted Circus actors were given a week off between the end of May and the renewal of summer practices on June 8. Grueling practice would consume eight hours a day all through the last three weeks of June, and the Summer Show would open on July 2.

      But having nothing to do and no one to see was not what Moxie needed right now. Depression hit her like a Mack truck going out of control downhill on a crazy mountain road.
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        May 29, Sunday Evening,

        Waning Crescent Moon

        Moxie’s apartment

      

      

      Pastor Mike came by to see her at the recommendation of some of the other cast members. Moxie had to clear her clothes from the sofa, last night’s take out from the Bao & Bun off the coffee table, and her shoes and more clothes from the floor, so the Pastor had a place to sit. She offered him tea, only to discover she had forgotten to go to the store. Also, her sink was full; every dish she owned was dirty.

      Pastor Mike settled on the sofa, too polite to comment on her housekeeping, or lack thereof. Instead, he asked her how she was doing.

      “Your friends are concerned about you,” he said. “They think you are depressed. How are you feeling, Moxie?”

      “Sure, a little depressed. Whatever.” Moxie tried to wave him away by telling him with a shrug and a smile. “It’s not a big deal, Pastor Mike, I’m just sad about a break-up with a boyfriend. Normal stuff.”

      “Are you talking about Maverick?” asked Pastor Mike.

      “Yes,” she said immediately defensive. By now the rumors had gone around that Maverick had tried to break into the Magician’s secret vault, a huge offense not just against normal property rights, but in the theater world, a violation of a performer’s secrets. And in the arcane world, it was rumored that Maverick’s real crime had been even worse. He had tried to access the sacred Temple of the Guardians without permission. If Maverick had robbed widows and orphans, it would have been less toxic in the eyes of her community.

      Even though hundreds of people, including dozens of her friends, had seen them together at the end of May, they all assumed she was just giving him a pity date and charity shag. Maybe, to protect her pride, she might’ve spread that rumor herself, knowing that Maverick was unlikely to hear theater gossip.

      “I don’t think he is even capable of romantic feelings,” Moxie told Pastor Mike. A blush warmed her cheek as she recalled that he was definitely capable of the physical side. Maverick gave the phrase, He’s a machine in bed, a whole new meaning. She smiled, then blushed. Pastor Mark was an arcane and probably an empath. Moxie hoped she wasn’t broadcasting every embarrassing thought.

      Pastor Mike looked at her with an extremely keen expression that made her squirm.

      “Do you know that for you, as a Shifter, physical intimacy triggers the first chemical reactions that lead to a lifelong mating bond?” he said gently. “If Maverick were any kind of Shifter, he would experience this as well. Even a human male would experience some level of bonding. Did you have any expectation that the robot would do the same?”

      “No,” she shot back. “Of course not. Besides I’m not really a bonding kind of girl myself. I have a lot of issues.”

      “I believe that the robot does have a soul,” said Pastor Mike. “But I don’t know if he has a soul-mate. If he was created only to be a tool for someone else, they might have deliberately deprived him of the ability to establish any other bond that could interfere with his loyalty as a servant. Even though he has shown the ability to live independently, it doesn’t automatically give him the ability to form bonds if he was not created with them.”

      “I know that.”

      “You know it here.” Pastor Mike tapped his head. “But do you know it here?” He touched his heart. “You are not a robot, Moxie. The Light made men and women as two halves of a single unit, two soulmates entwined forever. We complete each other. Your body and your heart are seeking this. Intellectually, you must have known that you would never find that connection with the robot, but you allowed your body to believe otherwise. You’re going to keep pining for him unless you transfer your affection to someone who can love you back.”

      “I never found anyone like that before, what makes you think I’ll find one in the future?” Moxie demanded.

      “Because I believe the Light would not make you with a longing that could not be fulfilled. You are a very loving person, and you deserve to be loved and cherished. I think the man out there who can cherish you does exist. Just don’t shut down before you have found him. I’m not saying it’s going to happen overnight. But it will happen if you allow it.”

      “That would be great advice for anyone else,” muttered Moxie, “But not for me.”

      “Why do you think that you alone are unworthy of love?”

      She rolled her eyes. “First of all, I’m not sure there’s any soulmates at all, Pastor. I’m not gonna argue with you about that. But there is something about me that you don’t know. I am almost as artificial as that robot. Sure, I was born a normal Shifter, but you may have noticed there’s nothing normal about me right now.” She wiggled her Neko Girl cat ears.

      Pastor Mike looked startled. Moxie almost laughed to see that even the Guardian had mistaken her cat ears for a decorative headband.

      “That’s right,” she said, “They’re real, because my shifting is completely messed up. That’s why I turn into a kitty cat instead of what I was born to be. And it wasn’t just my shifting that got broken.”

      Somehow, without meaning to, she spilled out everything. She had never told anyone the whole ghastly story of her life, but somehow, she knew she could trust Michael. She told him about how her parents were killed when she was a toddler, apparently right in front of her, although she had no conscious memory of it, how she and her brother were taken to the laboratory, given numbers instead of names, implanted with torture devices, trained by pain, forced to perform endless tests. She told him how they were both experimented on and genetically altered in different ways.

      “I never…” Moxie exhaled. “Do you know how they say that a girl’s relationship with her husband is just like her relationship with her father? If it was loving, she’ll find a man who loves her. If her dad beat her, she’ll marry a wifebeater who will knock her up and leave her for a floozie.”

      “That’s a pattern to be aware of,” admitted Pastor Mike, “But we don’t have to give in to our programming. If you’re aware of it, that’s the first step to changing it.”

      “Yeah, I get that, but my only ‘father figures’ were sadistic scientists who experimented on me.“

      “Like Maverick did to you when you met him.”

      Moxie slapped her hands over her mouth. She had somehow never made that connection. But now that Pastor Mike pointed it out, it should have been obvious.

      “Sometimes we go through an unhealthy relationship before we can find a healthy one,” Pastor Mike said gently. “I think that you know now that what you felt for the robot was not what you want for the rest of your life.”

      “What if you’re wrong?” she asked full of anguish. “You told me I could change. What if he can change too?”

      “I never underestimate the power of love,” said Pastor Mike. “If he shows that he genuinely values you for yourself, not just as a cog in a machine, a player in a protocol that he thinks his programming requires him to fulfill, but as a genuine person, and you can do the same for him, then that is real love, and I encourage you to grab it and hold onto it and never let go. But, Moxie, be honest with yourself. Don’t see him as you want him to be—see him as he is. Don’t settle for a facsimile of love.”

      Moxie grimaced. She didn’t know what to say.

      “Thank you for talking to me,” said Pastor Mike, standing up. “I will now...”

      Suddenly, he paused. His face turned white, and he stared at Moxie in shock.

      “Something’s wrong! We have both been summoned to an assembly of the Council of Guardians...”

      Before he even finished his sentence, Moxie felt a gut-wrenching twist of her body, as harsh magic yanked her out of her townhouse and shuffled her somewhere else.
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        May 29, Sunday Evening, Waning Crescent Moon

        Arcana Hotel Conference Room

      

      

      The transportation spell left Moxie feeling dizzy and nauseous. She struggled to regain her sense of balance. She was standing in the hotel conference room where she had met with the Guardians before. Alephander was there, fuming like a volcano. Michael had been transported at the same time as Moxie, and he also looked uncomfortable. Kyrah rushed to his side, concern in her eyes.

      The other Guardians, Victoria, Troy, Chet and Corazita were all there as well.

      Moxie was the only one in the room who wasn’t a Guardian.

      Now that Maverick was gone, Moxie had no idea why her vacation was interrupted to meet once again with all of the Guardians. They settled around the table. All of them looked grim, unhappy, and angry. Moxie wondered if their anger was directed at her. The atmosphere of simmering rage made her want to shift to her cat form and roll on her back to show her belly.

      “We apologize for bringing you back into this situation to be our resident robot expert,” said Troy. Usually, the Magician took the lead, but perhaps the pulsing veins at his temple and his clenched jaw meant that Alephander was literally too angry to even talk. From the way Troy glanced at him, even the Guardian’s whose official title was “Emperor” was worried about what form the Magician’s rage might take.

      “I am afraid that the robot has betrayed us,” Troy declared.

      “What?!” cried Moxie. “Maverick?” As if there were more than one robot. “That’s not possible!”

      “He copied all of the information in the original document that the Magician gave him. Furthermore, in a violation of the nondisclosure agreement he signed with us, which included the stipulation not to work for any organization hostile to the Council of Guardians within a certain period of time, he has already taken a new job. Mr Cade has gone to work for enemies who would have an extreme interest in the information he now possesses. We believe that he intends to deliver it to them.”

      “I’m sorry, but to me that doesn’t sound like him,” said Moxie. “If he gave his word, he would keep it.”

      Alephander finally spoke up. “The way he kept his word not to intrude in the forbidden Temple? He was told not to do it and it was the first thing he tried when he thought our backs were turned.”

      “That was bad,” Moxie granted. “But Maverick never actually promised not to try to go into that room. You told him not to. He never said he would obey. I think if he gave you his word, he would have kept it.”

      “That’s slicing hairs,” said Troy.

      “He’s a robot with an electron microscope in his laboratory,” said Moxie. “He not only slices hairs, he slices DNA.”

      “We didn’t bring you here to defend him,” said Alephander coldly.

      “Then why did you bring me here?” Moxie bristled.

      “We wanted to ask you if you know anything about the organization he’s going to work for,” said Troy. “Pastor Mike said we should ask you. He didn’t give us any other details, because he said it was confidential.”

      A very sick feeling began to form in the pit of her stomach.

      Pastor Mike looked at her apologetically, as if begging her forgiveness for having mentioned what she had told him in confidence. But that was not the source of her dread. She guessed what organization they were asking about even before they pushed the packet of information across the table to her and she flipped through the pages.

      “Maverick just accepted a job from them yesterday,” said Emperor Troy. “He’s already in their facility. It’s nearby, in the mountains near Arcana Glen. We’ve had trouble with this facility before, which is why we monitor what they do. And who they hire.”

      No, no, no, never! Moxie screamed inside. But she could not deny the evidence. In addition to the generic company information, there was already a picture and biography in the information gathered for a background check on a new consultant. The horrible logo and name or stamped on the top of each page, and next to Maverick’s head shot, was CENTER for ARCANE DETERRENTS, BIOLOGICAL RESEARCH & ANALYSIS.

      CADABRA.
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        May 30, Monday, 07:00 am

        Center for Arcane Deterrents, Biological Research and Analysis

      

      

      “Welcome to the CADABRA team.” A human, who displayed wrinkly skin and bleached hair associated with decades of life, extended his hand to Maverick. “My name is Gregorios Rasmu. I am the head scientist here at the laboratory. Your résumé was very impressive Mr Cade.”

      “I’m eager to get to work,” Maverick said.

      Truthfully, Maverick was surprised he had been invited to start work immediately. Although the soldiers at the military base above the CADABRA facility were not on vacation, many of the civilian employees in the laboratory had the three-day weekend off. Other employees had even started their two-week summer vacation. Maverick wasn’t supposed to know those details, but he had thoroughly researched the laboratory before he applied as a consultant. The swift response had surprised but pleased him. He was also happy to start his first day when only a skeleton crew would be in the laboratory. The less new people he had to meet, the better.

      “I was very intrigued by your proposal for optimizing software-hardware integration,” said Dr Rasmu. “I would like to see a demonstration today, if possible.”

      “Today?” Maverick said in surprise. “I expected I would need full security clearance first. And perhaps pass a period of probation...”

      Dr Rasmu smiled. “I’m satisfied with your credentials.” He added slyly. “We understand you did some recent consulting work for the Magician as well.”

      “You have researched me.” Maverick tried to sound nervous; in fact, he had created a false history as a technology consultant, as well as an entire fake, “normal” human life for CADABRA to “uncover” in their background check. Only his work for the Magician was real.

      “That’s our specialty, Mr Cade. We like to know everything about everyone. Right down to the programing that makes them tick.”

      Rasmu smiled, which displayed teeth that were yellowed and somewhat pointy, although not so much as to indicate any shifter abilities. Maverick was not able to smell magic on others, the way that Moxie said she could. To make up for this lack, Maverick had devised a ‘magic’ detecting device, based on the same principle as a radiation detector. The device was disguised as a watch and programmed to send a signal only to him. When he was around a being that had magical power, the watch would send a beeping sound directly into his inner ear. The more magic it detected, the faster it would beep. It was silent around Dr Rasmu.

      “I have never known the Magician to be interested in the work of someone of your skill set,” continued Dr Rasmu. “Why did he hire you?”

      “I have many skills,” said Maverick. “And I signed a nondisclosure agreement with him.” He added pointedly, “Just as I did for your facility.”

      “Of course, of course,” said Gregorios Rasmu. He looked annoyed. “It’s my privilege to take you on a tour of our facility.”

      The complex was enormous. Several floors could have belonged to any corporate office, with warrens of desks tucked into cubicles, white boards on the walls, conference rooms and coffee makers. Behind doors that opened and closed briefly, guarded by many security devices, Maverick glimpsed hints that CADABRA resources went beyond the usual paper pushers. There were rows and rows of shining machines, long computer banks from floor to ceiling. Despite the fact that many CADABRA employees were away for Labor Day weekend, the corridors swarmed with personnel. The scientists were outnumbered by men in uniform carrying deadly weapons. Some of the weapons appeared to be ordinary guns, but some of them made the watch on Maverick’s left wrist beep privately to him.

      The most interesting level was the last one that they looked at, almost at the bottom of the multiple story underground facility. Here they inspected the cages where the specimens were kept. At this point, Maverick’s watch beeped continuously. Each cell was 10’ x 10’ with iron bars as well as a magical shield that shimmered like cellophane. Men and women who looked human were sitting in some of the cells, while in other cells, the large predators paced restlessly.

      Maverick felt a tremor of excitement. He had not expected to be shown to the specimen floor on his first day. His research into CADABRA had warned him that new employees were usually forced to undergo months of surveillance and tests on the  job before they were allowed to see the unethical side of CADABRA’s research. Thousands of people worked at the base above, and even at the laboratory itself, with no idea that CADABRA experimented on living, sentient beings. Was it because he was there only as a consultant that Dr Rasmu had decided to introduce Maverick to the Shifter Research Division right away? Or was the chief scientist of CADABRA truly that excited by Maverick’s proposals?

      “Are all of them shapeshifters?” Maverick asked, examining the men, women, and animals in the cells.

      “Usually. We work with AABRA, the top-secret monster hunting unit. They bring in all sorts, but the more dangerous ones are destroyed immediately. They hand shifters over to us.”

      “But everyone who works here is human?” Maverick already knew that Elves worked at CADABRA. Rasmu must know that too. But Dr Rasmu lied smoothly.

      “Of course, Dr Cade. You don’t think we would hire any of these soulless beasts to work with us, do you? We are soldiers on the front line of a secret war between humans and monsters. Between normality and abnormality. We are on the side of what is true and natural. Our enemy is supernatural as well as unnatural. Eventually, they must all be destroyed, but in the meantime, we need to learn about them in order to know how to fight them.”

      “That has always been my motto as well,” said Maverick.

      “Yes, I think we are going to get along well. There is one more thing I have to tell you, in the interest of full disclosure. Once you come to work for CADABRA, most people choose to stay with us for life. Your predecessor, for instance, was not fired. However, he was only with us for two years. I am afraid that he was eaten by one of his subjects.”

      At the end of one hall of cages, Rasmu stopped in front of a cell that was twice the size of the others. The cell was also much deeper, below floor level, with a high ceiling that featured a grill-enclosed catwalk.

      There was a naked man interred inside in the cell. He had tawny skin, long black hair, and a shaggy black beard, together forming a wild fringe around his whole head, like a lion’s mane. His green eyes gleamed with the natural glow of a nocturnal animal. And when he opened his human mouth, he revealed that he had the dentation of a feline. He was extremely muscular, and—Maverick noted clinically—well hung, although flaccid. But the most disturbing thing about the male specimen was the complete lack of cognition in his expression. He was insane and enraged. Maverick had only seen such mindless appetite before on zombies. This specimen was human in name only. There was nothing sentient left about him.

      “This is the one that ate my predecessor?” asked Maverick.

      “I’m afraid so. If you think the beast looks dangerous in this form,” said Dr Rasmu, “you should see him once he has shifted. He is the most dangerous Shifter we have in the facility right now.”

      Maverick only nodded. After a moment, Rasmu added approvingly, “You do not look frightened. This knowledge has not induced you to change your mind? This is your last chance to back out of our offer.”

      Maverick said calmly, “I do not allow emotional responses to interfere with my work. Whether those emotions are positive or negative.”

      “That is exactly my position as well!” exclaimed Rasmu.

      Maverick noted the specimen number that was displayed outside the cage: 219. He recognized it instantly. This shape shifter was Moxie’s biological brother.
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        Center for Arcane Deterrents, Biological Research and Analysis

      

      

      “I have to warn you,” said Moxie just before they entered the tunnels that would lead into the underground base. “If I’m captured, they will know exactly who I am. My face may have changed, but they have my DNA on record.”

      “They will know who I am as well,” said Chet. “I used to work on their side. Believe me, they would be glad to get me back to let me know exactly how they feel about my defection.”

      They went over the plan of action one more time. Ten years after her escape from CADABRA, Moxie would be entering the secret subterranean laboratory through the same ducts she had escaped in. Moxie would climb up into the base, to make contact with Maverick. She would try to lure him to an isolated corridor to talk to her. Chet, who would find his way into the base separately, would be waiting in the agreed location and bag Maverick Cade.

      Chet had military background, not to mention his demonic/angelic powers.  He was confident he could fight even the robot.

      “He’s stronger than a normal human,” Moxie reminded him.

      “So am I.” Chet smiled wickedly and created a ball of gold-blue fire in his hand. He allowed it to flicker out, clenched in his fist. “After we nab the golem, we head back to my vehicle, which will be disguised as a white car, and we drive like hell out of here. Once we are clear of a certain distance from the base, Troy and Victoria will provide air support to ensure the soldiers from the base do not try to take us out with any kind of aerial assault. That will also stop them from chasing us. I doubt they will use their dead man switch to stop one escape.”

      Moxie nodded.

      For a moment, she had a sense of vertigo, followed by a weird rush of deja vu. She felt as if she had run through this conversation with Chet before. She tried to brush it off, but Chet suddenly looked sterner than he had mere seconds ago.

      “Moxie,” said Chet, “There’s something else I have to tell you. You’re not going to like it.”

      “I don’t like any of this so far, but we’re doing what we have to do, right?” She tried to flash a brave smile.

      “I know that our original plan is going to work, as far as it goes. When you approach Maverick and ask him to speak with you in private, he will follow you like a little puppy. He won’t report you to the guards. I will be able to grab him with no problem. I know this.”

      “How could you know this?” Moxie frowned. “Did the Seeress have a vision of the future?”

      “Actually, it was my own experience of the future,” said Chet. “My title as a Guardian is the Charioteer. Our getaway car? It’s actually a Merkavah, a Sacred Chariot from Dayhaven, created by the angels. With it, I can rewind time 24 hours. You and I have already attempted this mission several times. We get as far as capturing your ex-boyfriend, and every single time you blow it because you try to save your brother as well.”

      Moxie’s jaw dropped. She had indeed been secretly planning to try to free her brother.

      “That’s right,” Chet nodded grimly. “I know you are going to try to run back into the facility to try to free your brother because you’ve already done it. And I know it’s not going to work because it hasn’t worked yet. You have to leave him behind, Moxie. Otherwise, you will also be captured. I can only re-play time for a maximum of 24 hours. I can’t unwind what happens to you if you are held captive for longer than that. Up until now, I’ve been able to save you by starting this mission, and this entire day, over again. But I’ve seen you die, shot in the face.  I’ve seen you captured by some very nasty men who intended to do even worse things to you. Please, I’m begging you. And as a former demon, I don’t beg people. But I’m begging you. Leave your brother.”

      Moxie’s hands shook. She clenched them into fists. Her lips were white because she had pressed him so hard against her teeth.

      “It’s the only way,” Chet said softly. “Just do what we know works. Bring me the robot and don’t try to go back inside. Stick with me and let us get the hell out of this place.”

      Moxie took a deep breath. “Okay. I won’t try to save if my brother after I bring you the robot.”

      She turned into a kitty cat and started climbing down the air duct. Maverick would have been proud of her, if he hadn’t gone over to the evil side. She hadn’t directly lied. The Charioteer said that she failed to free her brother after she brought him the robot. So, she had promised not to try that again.

      This time she would free her brother first.
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      “I can’t believe this,” Dr Rasmu said. “You are amazing, Dr Cade. You’ve only been here three hours and you’ve already revolutionized our control system.”

      “All I did was expand the integration nodes into the endocrine system,” said Maverick.

      “You did more than that. This gives us literally hundreds more commands that we can give to the subjects as well as programs that have incredible levels of subtlety and can be programmed ahead of time to unfold over hours… This is the Holy Grail of control that we have been seeking over our subjects. You’ve basically turned the Shifters into operational robots.”

      “The difference between flesh beings and mechanical ones is less important than most people believe,” said Maverick. “There are different operational systems. The underlying principles in any case are the same.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” said Dr Rasmu. “You know… I never thought I would suggest this, but I think we can try this on our most difficult specimen first.”

      That was what Maverick wanted, but he refused to look eager. Perhaps he was still under suspicion, and they were probing him.

      “Is that in keeping with experimental protocols?” asked Maverick. “After all, the improvements might show up better on the more docile subjects. I would not like my changes to the control software to be dismissed out of hand because they fail in the outlier case.”

      “Don’t worry, we will try it on a variety of specimens ultimately,” promised Dr Rasmu. “But the sooner we can get this specimen working, the better. We have a plan for him and there is a time limit.”

      “A plan?” Maverick furrowed his brows. “If I am to help you, I need to know what the goal is.”

      “You don’t have high enough security yet. But… I suppose you’re right, your improvements have shown that you may be the one who can get us to our goal by the deadline. You have heard of the Council of Guardians? You seem to have some familiarity with the arcane world. It’s a kind of monster governing body.”

      “Explain it to me,” said Maverick.

      “The so-called ‘Guardians’ are the twenty-two most powerful supernatural beings, each with different abilities. They control the comings and goings of the other monsters between our dimension and theirs. One of the reasons we want to control over the Shifters is in order to infiltrate their packs and covens. If you could get one of our operatives onto the Council itself, that would be the ideal. We would be able to control the Gates to the monsters’ dimension.”

      “Indeed. I can see the value of that.”

      “The current position they are looking for, the Guardian of Strength, is usually given to a Lion Shifter,” continued Dr Rasmu. “We have a very powerful Lion Shifter, the perfect candidate to infiltrate their Council. But we have noticed that the Guardians have been filling positions at a rate of two a month. The position of Strength has not yet been filled, but we fear they may be very close to finding someone. Of course, we could be mistaken about the deadline, but we would rather not take chances. The sooner we can ready the Lion for infiltration, the better.”

      “In that case, I have some tweaks that I would like to make,” said Maverick. “For one thing, your current system is visible on the skin. I don’t know if the Shifters notice it or not, but wouldn’t it be better to be subdermal? The more significant changes I want to make, however, would be to the software that would control the system. If you tell me exactly what kind of actions this Shifter will need to infiltrate the Council, I can create an appropriate software adjustments.”

      “Fantastic!” Dr Rasmu actually rubbed his hands together with excitement. Maverick was amused. He had only seen such behavior in cartoon villains. Perhaps the cartoonists knew more than he thought about human body language.

      Rasmu said, “But first let’s bring Subject 219 in and see if we can force him to shift. For months now, we have not been able to even make him do as much as that.”
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      Specimen 219 was brought to a laboratory where a technician named Ted Chapman helped Dr Rasmu yank out all of the previous implants. They did nothing to anesthetize their victim. He thrashed around in mindless pain. He seemed to have such strength that this did not to tire him out. Even though two full hours were required to remove the implants and another two hours to replace them with the new design that Maverick had devised, and the humanoid thrashed and screamed and tried his hardest to break the technicians the whole time, he was still showing no sign of exhaustion by the end of the process. He screeched and clawed like a wild beast. The silver had burned multiple lines of raw flesh into his limbs, and it was still not enough to completely contain him. Finally, he was returned to his cage before they tried to operate the implants.

      “In case it does not control him as we hope,” Dr Rasmu, “We need to make sure he is contained. Once, he escaped and killed over a dozen guards before we were able to re-capture him. Of course, his very strength is what we think will make him a perfect candidate for the Guardian of Strength on the Council.”

      The implants could not be tested until the silver manacles were removed. Those were controlled by a remote and they clanged to the floor of the cage at the signal. The naked man threw himself against the bars until the magical shield was raised. The shimmering field of fire forced him to withdraw. He screamed and howled. Then the technician handed the remote to Maverick.

      “Would you like to do the honors?”

      The technician started to show Maverick how to operate the buttons, but Maverick said, “I already understand the process.” He pushed the combination of buttons that would force a shift.

      In the cage, the naked man with the shaggy mane of hair transformed into a huge male lion. It was now clear why his cage was larger than the others. The 10 x 10 cage would not have been large enough to contain this lion in his animal form. He was larger than any mammal on earth, although his beautiful leonine curves were identical to the terrestrial mammal. His mane was rich and dark and his fur was like soft gold. But the most striking aspect of the transformation, to Maverick, was that the mindless animal rage of the human form disappeared. The green eyes still sparkled with anger, but also with intelligence.

      “You are new here,” the Lion said out loud, speaking in clear English. He had a deep, deep voice, masculine and human. “My other form did not understand, but I understand very clearly that you are the one who did this to me. You are the one who enabled them to force me back to a form where they can threaten me and blackmail me. For this, I will never forgive you. I will lie in wait, stalking you, even from my position as a prisoner, until the careless moment you are weak. And then I will destroy you as I did the one who tried to control me before you. Your death has already been sealed.”

      Maverick turned to Dr Rasmu, unperturbed, but tilting his head curiously. “I did not expect the lion to be able to speak English. I didn’t think it had vocal cords in its animal form.”

      “We genetically engineered that,” Dr Rasmu said proudly. “Through a series of operations and retroviruses inserted into the cells. Most shifters struggle to maintain their human consciousness in their animal form and are fully able to pass as humans in their humanoid form. We thought it would be interesting to have a shifter have the reverse situation. So, this specimen is fully cognizant only when he is in his animal form. The humanoid form, as you saw, is a mindless beast. Of course, this was done years ago when the specimen was young and malleable. We had no idea at that time we might need this particular specimen to infiltrate the Guardians. It makes the need for control of both forms even more important.”

      The lion roared and threw himself against the fire shield. His mane caught fire, but instantly fire-retardant sprinklers set off from the ceiling, dousing the flames.

      “It repeatedly tries to kill itself rather than cooperate with us,” Dr Rasmu said, obviously annoyed. “Can you control it?”

      Maverick touched the buttons and the elephant-sized lion sat down in the center of his cage. Then the lion rolled on its back and displayed its tummy.

      “No matter what you force my body to do, I do not submit!” roared the lion.

      “It’s going to take more design changes to find a way to control its speech centers,” said Maverick. “But I can control the body very easily right now.”

      “This is an excellent start,” said Dr Rasmu. “We have other ways to control its speech.”

      Maverick did not understand, but Dr Rasmu spelled it out.

      “Shifters, even when they talk and walk like humans, are basically animals,” said Dr Rasmu. “Once we force them to breed, they will form a bond. We will choose a female Shifter from the population, probably a new specimen so it’s not one he feels is a sister, and use your new software to force them to mate. Then we will threaten the female and the male will do anything to stop us from torturing her. He will infiltrate the Council in order to protect his mate. You have helped us greatly to get to where we can achieve this goal. Thank you, Dr Cade.”
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      “Now it’s my turn to try out our new little tech toy,” said the doctor with a big boyish grin that was incongruous with his yellowed half rotted teeth.

      Maverick handed over the remote control.

      “Let’s try something a little riskier.” Dr Rasmu waved at the technician who had been assisting them. “Go into the cage.”

      “What?” The technician, Ted Chapman, swallowed hard. “With the lion?”

      “I want to test if it works. You can either go or get shot in the head, your choice.”

      Gulping, the employee climbed the ladder that led to a catwalk above the cage. Employees could drop things through specially designed ducts that only worked in one direction. But they could also open a door and climb into the cage from a ladder that could be lowered and raised again. The technician reluctantly lowered himself into the lion’s enclosure. 

      The employee flattened himself against the wall, but the lion did not move from where he still lay on his back in the center of the room. Dr Rasmu altered some things on the control, and the lion stood up and sat on his haunches. He looked at the employee, and his tongue rolled out the side of his mouth. Saliva could be seen gleaming on his razor-sharp, dagger-long teeth.

      “The man in your cage is one of the people who have been torturing you,” taunted Dr Rasmu. “He’s helpless, right there with you. Don’t you want to hurt him, 219?”

      The lion growled but didn’t move.

      The technician in cage still looked unhappy about his position, but not as nervous now that he had not been attacked or eaten yet.

      “Can I come out now?” the technician quavered.

      “We see that we can prevent him from eating you,” said the doctor. “Let’s see if it works if there are more targets.”

      Dr Rasmu smiled at Maverick. “Are you willing to put your money where your mouth is? The ultimate test. You climb in there too. If what you designed works, you have nothing to fear.”

      Maverick wondered what the point of this was. Another test? Pure sadism? He was beginning to wonder if Dr Rasmu was entirely sane. He worked in a field that required logic and dispassion, but he seemed to be motivated by an addiction to hurting and humiliating others. That was the height of illogical behavior.

      Maverick saw that this was not something Dr Rasmu would let go. It was irrational, but it did appear to be another test he had to pass. So, he climbed into the cage. This time, Dr Rasmu accompanied him to the catwalk and Maverick wondered if he was going to also climb down into the cage to further taunt the lion. Instead, after Maverick climbed down into the cage, Dr Rasmu pulled the ladder back up and locked the hatch.

      Dr Rasmu returned to the front of the cage and rubbed his hands in the same cartoonish glee he had displayed earlier.

      “Thank you for your sheep-like cooperation,” cackled Dr Rasum. “There’s something else I need to test. You see, even though I know 219 does not like you, I also know that he doesn’t really want to kill you. He’s broken. I have seen how, even when he tried to escape, he only attacked those who attacked him first. For some reason, despite being raised in our facility, he is still weak at heart. But that’s not going to win him the position as Guardian of Strength, King of the Monsters, is it? He has to be a killer to rule the jungle.

      “Now, 219,” snickered Dr Rasmu, “You are going to kill one of the two humans in the cage with you. Should I have you kill Ted Chapman, the technician who always goes out of his way to demean you? Or should I have you kill Dr Cade, the consultant who designed the new implants? I know you hate both of them. I think I will order you to kill Ted Chapman.”

      Dr Rasmu pushed some buttons on the remote.

      The lion visibly struggled against the force operating on his body from the implants. But the struggle was over quickly. His claws and teeth and the sheer weight of his body made quick work of the technician trapped with him. The man’s body left a swath of red blood and grey guts on the clean white floor. The smell of warm meat permeated the cell.

      “Why waste a good technical team on a demonstration like that?” asked Maverick.

      “It’s more efficient to use the test to also get rid of the people who know who designed the improvements to the implants,” said Dr Rasmu. “I can easily alter the video security footage of these cages to show that you were the one who had the incredibly stupid idea of climbing into the cage with your specimen. You were the one who also insisted the technicians accompany you. After you are dead, I will get to work feverishly trying to improve the implants to prevent such a tragedy from happening again. That way, when I introduce the new software improvements you created, I will get the credit for them.”

      “Is this how you have advanced your scientific career up until now?” asked Maverick. “I was wondering how an irrational sadist such as yourself actually achieved any position of importance in a field that requires rational thinking. But now I understand. You aren’t a real scientist at all. You’ve always cheated, haven’t you?”

      “Whatever gets you ahead in this world is not cheating, it is success,” sneered Dr Rasmu. “I am the most successful scientist I know. If I stepped on the bodies of those whose ideas I’ve claimed, it just shows that I was smarter than they were, because I didn’t waste my own brain time coming up with the ideas, I found ideas that worked and took them!” Dr Rasmu cackled again. “Thanks to naive idiots like you, Dr Cade, once again, I will add accolades to my illustrious career.”

      Specimen 219 looked at Gregorios Rasmu with utter contempt. It was amazing how expressive his feline face was. Perhaps there had been more genetic changes to him than just the vocal cords he had been given, or perhaps it was some aspect of Shifter magic. His expression was more human than that of the Dr Rasmu, who was laughing like a strange wild beast.

      “I suppose you are now going to force me to kill this other man too,” said the lion.

      “I am going to do you a great favor, 219. I am going to let you have this death all to yourself. I don’t need to force you to kill this one, because you know as well as I do that he is responsible for the technology that makes you an even more helpless slave. And not only you, but all of the other shifters in this facility with you, including the ones you care so much about, even though you try hard to pretend not to.

      “And as for you, Dr Cade.... You have only one chance. If you can kill the lion before it kills you, you will not only save your life, but put me in a very big pickle. If I lose my specimen I will be punished instead of rewarded, even if I claim your invention as my own. I don’t think you can defeat the lion in hand-to-hand combat, since he is a monster, and you are merely a mortal man. But there is still the possibility that you could kill him first. Do you hear that 219? The human will probably try to promise you some kind of alliance against me in order to convince you not to kill him. But I assure you it will not work. He must kill you in order to defeat me. Because if you don’t kill him willingly, I will still come back here in three hours and use the remote control to force you to do so.

      “Also,” he called back to them, “I can’t be here during the ‘terrible accident’ but I will be watching everything on video. That way I can replay it over and over for my pleasure in future years.”

      Laughing to himself at his sadistic little set up, Dr Gregorios Rasmu walked away and left Maverick alone with Specimen 219.
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      The lion turned its gold-green predator eyes onto Maverick.

      “It would be best if you killed me now,” Maverick said calmly to the lion. Privately, he knew it would only result in his reappearance back in the woods near his bunker.

      “You’re being predictable,” said the lion in his deep, growly voice. He padded back-and-forth across the cell, coming closer and closer to Maverick with each pass. The lion carefully avoided the corpse of the technician, Ted Chapman. “He knew you would try to weasel your way out. I cannot trust anything you say.”

      Maverick glanced up at the blinking light of the camera in the ceiling. Unfortunately, it was out of reach. He could not disable or hack it. If he revealed his plan, the camera would record everything and perhaps those watching would stop him. On the other hand, if he did not reveal his plan before the lion killed him, the lion would not be prepared at the right moment to escape.

      “Do you have a name?” Maverick asked.

      “Not one that I would share with you, human.”

      “Really. You should kill me.”

      The lion smiled. That baring of sharp teeth did reassure. “I’m not going to. Not because I think you deserve to live. Only because I refuse to become the killer they want me to be. They can abuse my body, but my mind is still free. They can make me murder people by turning my body into nothing more than a puppet on the string, but I will never choose to be a monster they want me to become.”

      “That’s very noble of you, but frankly not helpful to me. It would actually be far more useful to me if you would destroy my body, as you did to the technician Chapman.”

      “Are you afraid they will torture you, scientist?” asked the lion in amusement. “That is a good fear. I have not yet become such a good person that I don’t take pleasure in that thought. Watching you scum betray each other and stab each other in the back is one of my sole forms of entertainment. But I won’t participate.”

      “Aarush!” cried a female from the hallway above the cell.

      A woman stood at the end of the hall, peering down into the cage of Specimen 219.

      “Moxie?” the Lion’s face transformed into a mask of surprise and then dismay. “What are you doing here?”
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      “I have a way for you to escape but you must come with me now,” Moxie called down. Only then did she notice Maverick standing in the cell next to the Lion.

      “What … Why is he in the cell with you?” Moxie cried. “I thought he was working for them!”

      Why was Moxie here? Maverick was not able to think logically while staring at her, flooded with fear for what might happen to her. Also, the hatred in her eyes as she glared at him was doing something to his weak human flesh that made it roil with nausea.

      “I’m not working for them,” he said quickly.

      Her brother looked disgusted. “He lies. He was working with them right up until the time Rasmus decided to steal his idea. He’s in here not because he tried to help me, but because he was betrayed by a bigger evil. First, he gave them a technology that will significantly make our lives worse. The only reason I haven’t killed him is that it’s what they want me to do.”

      “It’s good that you don’t kill him,” said Moxie. “He would just create himself another body.”

      “Do you mean he has magic?”

      “Something like that. He’s a robot created by some scientist named Dr Errant. If you destroy one of his bodies, he just reloads his software into another one. So, we have to keep him alive and keep him prisoner.”

      “Any magic sufficiently advanced is indistinguishable from technology,” Maverick quoted. “Wait, I think I said that backwards…” His brain was not working because of emotional interference. It was like trying to tune in a radio channel when an electric storm was happening.

      “Moxie, you have to understand I came here to help, not to join them. Please!”

      “We have to bring him with us,” Moxie repeated to her brother. “Pick him up in your teeth if you have to. He’s strong, but not as strong as you. Now stand back. I’m gonna blow the door.”

      She put some explosives at the base of the iron bars and made short work of them. After the explosion, the giant lion grabbed Maverick by the nape of his neck, like a naughty kitten, and leaped up into the hallway.

      However, the noisy escape and their conversation in the room with active video cameras had not gone unnoticed. Literally hundreds of human soldiers poured into the hallways, while iron bars closed down and iron doors clamped shut.

      “This was your plan?” demanded Maverick. “Just barge into the top security facility and try to use explosives to free your brother by brute force? You should have trusted me, Moxie. I would have freed him! Now you’ve ruined it!”

      “He’s lying,” said her brother.

      “I know that!” she snapped.

      Soldiers unleashed a volley of projectiles at them. All three of them were hit with a series of fletched barbs.

      “Tranquilizer darts,” said big lion. “Too many for…” He keeled over, unconscious.

      Moxie had only been hit with one dart, but she fell beside him.

      “You should have trusted me,” said Maverick sadly, as she passed out in front of him. He could feel the dart working through the human components of his system, but it didn’t affect his brain. However, he was surrounded by soldiers who physically forced his hands behind his back. They bound him with manacles coated in silver and magic. The silver and the magic in the silver had no effect on him, but the manacles were strong. He wasn’t certain he could rip him apart. Possibly. But there was no point doing so in front of dozens of soldiers who would only lock him up more tightly again.

      “So…” Rasmu flashed a malicious smile. “I was remiss in not recognizing you earlier, old friend. Now thanks to the hints given by the Cat Girl, I cannot believe I did not recognize the handiwork of my old partner, Erasmus. Congratulations. You’ve just become a specimen in your own right.”

      Rasmu ordered the soldiers to transport the prisoners to a different section of the facility. The sign above the door of the wing they now entered read: LIFE EXTENSION RESEARCH.

      The laboratories here were lined with huge tubes filled with corpses that floated in glowing green liquid. As in the Shifter section, there were also cells filled with living—or rather, undead—prisoners. Greyish-green skinned zombies, of a type all too familiar to Maverick, paced the cells, groaning about their hunger for brains. There weren’t as many cages in this room as in the Shifter wing, and all the cells were currently full of one to five zombies.

      Rasmu gestured to a cell full of the undead. “Time to clear out some space again. Release them in the wilderness somewhere. You know the drill. I don’t care where, as long as it’s not too close to the mountain.”

      Maverick kept his thoughts to himself, but his mind raced. Kyrah, the Seeress Guardian, had admitted to accidently creating numerous zombies in February, but she didn’t realize that she wasn’t the only necromancer operating in the vicinity. Rasmu had been creating and releasing undead monstrosities all along. He never released a whole hoard of them at once, so it had gone unnoticed, except by Maverick.

      After the soldiers cleared out several cells and escorted away the zombies with silver electric prods and silver manacles and muzzles, other soldiers forced the prisoners into the cells that had been cleared.

      Meanwhile, civilian technicians arrived with the mangled corpse of Ted Chapman, taken from Specimen 219’s cell. Rasmu instructed the technicians to place the corpse in one of the eight-foot tubes of uncanny neon-green glowing ooze.

      “Waste not, want not,” said Rasmu happily. “Chapman has nothing to complain about. He will be immortal!”

      Maverick made a skeptical sound, which Rasmu misinterpreted as admiration.

      “Yes,” Rasmu said proudly, admiring the tubes of animated corpses. “My real calling is as a necromancer. I have no magic of my own, but I’ve claimed the tools from arcanes, just as I claimed the software from you. And so my power grows and grows, without end, except that imposed on me by the fragility of all flesh. But soon, soon, I will overcome that too.”

      “CADABRA really doesn’t care that you kill off technicians to use in your zombie research?” asked Maverick.

      “What they don’t know doesn’t hurt them.” Rasmu smiled slyly. “Besides, my immortality research has a very powerful patron, one that even CADABRA would never dare cross.”

      “Who...” Maverick began.

      “Why aren’t you unconscious?” demanded Rasmu. The two Shifters were, but not Maverick. “You were tranquilized.”

      Maverick shrugged. “I don’t sleep.”

      Rasmu went to a cabinet and pulled out a gun of strange design. Rasmu loaded the gun with fletches.

      “Let’s see if the Null gun knocks you out,” said Rasmu.

      He shot Maverick. The prick itself only caused a flash of pain, but whatever was in the fletch sent Maverick careening into darkness.
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      Maverick woke up in a cage in the zombie laboratory. Next to him, Moxie was in another cage and beyond that was a prisoner that he recognized as the Charioteer, one of the Guardians. It was Chet, who had invited him to watch sports with his friend Troy, and who had taken an interest in his gun. That was the closest that Maverick had come to having normal friends.

      Gregorios Rasmu stood with several high-ranking military personnel, including an Elf with snow-white hair and a creature that looked like an angel except he had wings of electric darkness. Specimen 219 stood with them in his human form. His wild mane been combed and his naked body had been dressed, but he still had the wild look of a confused and wounded beast.

      “Are you sure we’re going to be able to pass him off as normal?” asked the dark-winged angel.

      “He doesn’t have to be normal. None of those monsters are normal,” said Rasmu.

      The angel gave him the side eye. “We discussed the dangers of contempt, Dr Rasmu. The Guardians may not be your favorite people, but you would be wise not to underestimate them.”

      “It is your job to make sure that your fellow supernatural creatures accept the candidate as the new Guardian of Strength,” sniffed Rasmu. The high-ranking military man, the platinum-haired Elf, said, “Don’t worry, I’m sure our fallen angel can make everything work.”

      The man with dark wings did not look happy about this. Perhaps he was the fallen angel they spoke of.

      “You picked the wrong side, Raziel!” Chet shouted from his cage.

      “Funny,” said the angel, “I was about to say the same to you, Daemon. But I suppose when they offered you all the power of a Guardian, you could hardly be expected to resist. It’s not in your nature.”

      “But what you’re doing… Is that in your nature?” scoffed Chet. 

      “As a human, the meat puppet is fully controllable,” Rasmu said, ignoring the exchange. “It’s when he’s in his lion form that you have to worry about him. The lion is the smart one and also the rebellious one. But now that we have his sister as a hostage again, there is nothing he will not do to ensure her safety.”

      Rasmu, the Elf, the Fallen Angel and the other military officers left with Specimen 219. The heavy security door snicked shut behind them.

      “What is going on?” Maverick asked the other prisoners. He looked at Chet, wondering why the Daemon was here.

      “The correct term is FUBAR,” groaned Chet. “Messed up beyond repair.”

      “Go ahead and say it,” said Moxie bitterly. “It’s all my fault. I should have listened to you, and not tried to free my brother. I should’ve just delivered the traitor.”

      “We’re beyond the point of recrimination now,” said Chet. “Even if 24 hours had not passed, I would not be able to do what I told you about before, not from here. And this cage is strong enough to hold me as well as you, Shifter. Maybe the robot can get out.”

      “Perhaps,” said Maverick. “If I had something to kill myself…” His hands were bound behind his back, fastened to his ankles with silver manacles. “If only someone had not told him that was how I could escape.”

      “No,” said Chet. “You don’t get to guilt trip Moxie, only I get to do that. You’re the only one here who deserves what’s coming to him. Not only were you trying to betray the Guardians, but from what I heard, you made something that enables them to use that lion to trick the Guardians.”

      “Do you think it could work?” asked Moxie.

      “I don’t know. But I do know that if I met that lion for the first time outside of his laboratory and didn’t know anything else about him, I would definitely think, ‘Whoah, that is the new Guardian of Strength!’ I’ve never seen a Shifter was so much power.”
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      Rasmu returned without the arcanes or the lion. But he had a human crew of technicians with him again. They were either ignorant of what it happened to his last technician crew, or they didn’t care. Rasmu indicated Maverick’s cage. “Take him and bring him to the dissection table.”

      A team of burly men stripped Maverick naked and chained him to a steel operating table.

      “I see that you were able to achieve the goal both of us long for, Erasmus,” said Rasmu. “You successfully transferred your consciousness into a new, immortal body. I want you to tell me how to do it.”

      Maverick wondered what exactly Rasmu thought Maverick was. Did Rasmu really think that Maverick was actually Erasmus Errant himself?

      “I have no intention of doing so,” Maverick said, playing along for now, hoping to extract more information from the braggart.

      “No, of course you don’t,” sneered Rasmu. “And I’m sure the process is far too complicated to extract from you, bit by bit, by torture. But I know you, and I know that you kept meticulous notes of every stage of the process. I am sure I will be able to reproduce it to make myself an immortal robot body like yours as long as I have access to your laboratory. The Cat Girl was stupid enough to let us know that your laboratory is here in Arcana Glen. How amazing that you evaded detection for so long right under our noses! And how like you.

      “Now, you were going to tell me exactly where your bunker is. That is a simple GPS coordinate that I’m sure you have memorized. And I am going to keep you alive but in incredible pain until you tell me exactly what it is.”

      Maverick refused.

      And the torture commenced.
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      It was amazing how such a small portion of his body could completely dominate every other aspect of his being simply by experiencing pain. Maverick’s exquisitely designed resin brain, his machine heart, his steel skeleton, nothing could compare or distract his attention from the inch of flesh that he had encased himself in to pass as human. Now, he wished that he had made himself entirely of steel without any nerves or blood. And speaking of weaknesses, next time he would create himself a body that could not experience any emotions. All of this was happening because he had fallen in love with a woman who still regarded him as nothing but a treasonous worm that deserved everything happening to him. The pain of that was as great as the pain to his flesh.

      “This is taking too long,” Rasmu said in frustration.

      The technician shrugged. “What’s the rush? When the Elves get back, you should let them help. They have psychic techniques that would make this torture unnecessary, and still cause plenty of pain, directly in his imagination.”

      “That is not acceptable”, said Rasmu.

      Maverick tried to laugh, but shaking his body hurt too much. “Be careful,” he warned the technician. “He wants the secret before his allies return so he can keep it to himself. He will kill you as well as me once he knows the location of the base. Just like he did his last team.”

      The technician’s eyes widened, and he glanced warily at Rasmu.

      “Don’t be a moron! He’s lying, obviously,” Rasmu snapped. “He’s the one who killed the technicians. However, I think it’s time to try a different strategy. Let’s see if he is a sentimental fool like the lion. Grab the girl and let’s torture her instead until he tells us what we need to know.”

      The technicians exchanged a long look and shook their heads. “We are under strict orders from the Azir Prince and the Fallen Angel not to touch the girl.”

      In the quiet part of his mind, Maverick thanked the order of the universe that delivered things for the good more often than for evil. At least they would not harm Moxie. It didn’t matter that she hated him, or that he had vowed to reincarnate himself next time with a body incapable of the weakness of love. For now, love was strong in him, like a light inside that no one could extinguish.

      I will not make a new body even if I survive this, Maverick decided. I will live with this weakness, because the Light is worth more to me than anything they can do. Love is a gift, like knowledge itself, that belongs to me and me alone, and gift of my own spirit. No one can take it from me no matter what they do to my body or even to my soul.

      With that decision, he experienced a profound peace, and the next piece of flesh they tore off and burned hardly touched the inner core of light where he now resided. It was as if he had become separated from this world even as he had embraced loving it. He was not unaware of the pain, but he had somehow transcended it.

      He smiled at Rasmu. “You… Can’t… Hurt me.…”

      “Bring out the other prisoner, the male.”

      “But aren’t they enemies…?” asked the technician.

      “I don’t think so.” Rasmu considered his victim. “I think that is just an act. I think all of them are in on this together.”

      The technicians took Chet out of the cage and strapped him down to another table.

      “Now,” said Rasmu. “To cause pain to a creature like this we need more than just blades and acid. We need something from his own dimension.”

      He went to the cabinet and returned. With a blow torch. When he turned it on, there was something bizarre about the flame. It was purple with flickers of green. The color was so intense it was difficult to look at.

      “Recognize the hellfire from your homeland, demon?” mocked Rasmu. He brought the blow torch down to his chest and begin to draw a picture of scorched and melted flesh. The demon loosed an inhumane scream that shook the furniture in the laboratory like an earthquake.

      “You’re making a mistake, “the demon gasped when Rasmu lifted the blow torch off his chest. “The golem doesn’t give a shit about me.”

      “But neither does anyone else,” laughed Rasmu. “So I lose nothing by torturing you. It’s fun for me. They never give me demons to play with. They are so stingy.” He brought the blue torch back down to Chet’s body and once again the demon began to scream.

      “Stop, stop…” Maverick’s voice was so weak he was afraid no one could hear him above the soul-sundering screech of the demon. But Rasmu was attuned to the word he wanted to hear. He stopped and turned expectantly to Maverick.

      Maverick didn’t bother playing games. There was no longer any point. He rattled off the numbers of the GPS coordinates.

      Just as he expected, Rasmu grinned. “Perfect. I will soon have an immortal body of my own. I’m afraid I can’t let you die until the end. But I no longer need any of these superfluous idiots…”

      He whirled around, turning the blow torch up to its full force, and set all of the technicians on fire. Only one managed to make it to the door without igniting, but Rasmu threw away the blow torch, grabbed a gun, and shot the last technician in the head.

      “It’ll be a little bit of a mystery how you two did that to my team when you’re both still tied to the table, but that’s not going to be my problem anymore. Once I’m immortal, I won’t need to work for them. They will soon know what it means to work for me!”

      Cackling manically, Rasmu ran from the room, presumably to rush to Maverick’s base.

      Chet twisted his head to look at Maverick. “Why did you do that?”

      “How injured are you?” asked Maverick. “Will you survive another 17 minutes?”

      “What happens in 17 minutes?”

      “In 17 minutes,” said Maverick. “You will apologize to me.”

      “For what?”

      “Consider it a puzzle. You have 17 minutes to guess.”

      Chet coughed weekly. “I’m in too much damn pain for puzzles, you crazy golem.”

      “By the Light,” exclaimed Moxie, from where she had been crouching in her cage. “Maverick, I don’t need to wait 17 minutes to know I also owe you an apology.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “I’m sorry I doubted you. You were right, I should’ve trusted you.”

      “I don’t understand,” Chet said. “What makes you think you can trust him now? This could all be an elaborate trap to gain our trust.”

      “I don’t believe that,” said Moxie. “Maverick, you never planned to work for them at all, did you? You were trying to free my brother all along!”

      “Yes.”

      “But how did you know he was here, that he was alive, and even if you found out why would you…”

      “It was simple logic,” said Maverick. He was conscious of many things: the pulsating sensation that the human portion of his ripped up flesh insisted was pain, the cold steel of the table under his back, the chemical sting of the air; and of his chronometer ticking down to the deadline. “I knew you hated and feared the place where you had been in prison as a child. You avoided it for most of your life. Yet you came back here. There could only be one reason: you were seeking to free your brother. At first, I was only able to hack their site, but I could not figure out how to disable the security systems. Fortunately, the new math I developed for the Magician’s job enabled me to understand they were using separate laws of physics, one encased in another, like shells, and in order to disable each set of security systems I had to use the corresponding law of physics. Once I knew that, it was simple to create a virus that would eventually cascade through the system. I tried to explain this was very similar to...”

      “But why would you save my brother even once you knew how?” asked Moxie. “I never even asked for your help. I wanted to, I thought about it so many times, but I was afraid.”

      “You didn’t have to ask. I already knew it was what you would want. You are a biological being, and both halves of your nature value family. I knew you couldn’t be happy as long as you knew a member of your family, your only living sibling, was in pain. And I knew I couldn’t be happy until you were happy. Logically, therefore, in order to make myself happy, to make you happy, and to make your brother happy, I had to free him.”

      There was a long pause while the others absorbed this, and Maverick quietly counted down the time to the deadline in his mind.

      “You might have told the Guardians what you were planning,” said Chet. “Then we wouldn’t have planned our own incursion and interfered with yours, thereby nearly screwing up both our plans and almost getting all of us tortured to death. Communication is an essential part of teamwork.”

      “I am not used to working on a team.”

      “No shit,” muttered the demon.

      “Look,” said Moxie. “I don’t know what is going to happen in 17 minutes…”

      “Six minutes now,” said Maverick.

      “But in case it doesn’t work out like you think, in case they come back, and we all die after all, I want you to know that I love you. I will never doubt you again. I trust you. I love you, Maverick Cade.”

      The clock ticked toward the deadline.

      And then, exactly on schedule, down to the nanosecond as he had planned, a huge explosion rocked the entire compound, and all of the lights went out.
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        May 31, Tuesday

        Center for Arcane Deterrents, Biological Research and Analysis

      

      

      “That was an EMP, and whatever the equivalent was for nine different kinds of magic,” said Maverick Cade with satisfaction. He yanked hard on the manacles that held him to the bed and ripped them off. Then he unchained Chet and Moxie. As soon as they were free of the silver manacles, they were able to use their own magic again. Chet healed his tortured and burned body, and Moxie experimentally shifted into her kitty form and back to human again.

      “You’re right, robot,” said Chet. “I apologize for doubting you.”

      “With all of the human technology, and the magical technology, out of commission, I suggest you both get out of here as fast as possible,” said Maverick. 

      “What do you mean,” exclaimed Moxie. “You’re coming with us.”

      Maverick staggered to his knees shaking his head. “The EMP stopped my heart. This body cannot…”

      He toppled over before he could finish the sentence.
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        May 31, Tuesday

        Rocky Mountains near the Weather Station

      

      

      Maverick woke up naked in the woods.

      His new body felt much better than the one that had been cut and burned. But he could not enjoy the sensation of lying on the ground with no pain for very long. For he had divulged the location of his bunker, and Rasmu had assembled an army of his own military drones to converge on his bunker.

      They swarmed over the horizon at the same time that Maverick opened his eyes. There were thousands of them, buzzing like evil bees. Each one of them was operated by the head of a corpse—not a whole zombie, just a head—that was animated by glowing green goo.

      Maverick scramble to his feet just as the swarm landed and encircled him. The zombie-head drones were armed with guns that shot some kind of magical fire. Facing enemies in all directions, his body did not last long. They shot it up and he felt himself in the painful grips of death once again.

      A few moments later, he woke up in a new body. But the ground already swarmed with enemy robots. This time they saw the tunnel from which he emerged, and he realized they now knew the way into the bunker. Once they had that, they would have everything. He fought them as well as he could, but once again, he knew they would be too strong for him. 

      And then suddenly he heard a roar.

      The lioness that leapt toward him was no ordinary beast. She was the size of a rhinoceros, but even more importantly she was glowing with power. She ripped out the neck of one opponent, and tossed away another. And then she jumped and leapt and clawed and bit like a single-woman army, the ferocity of a warship in a feline body, the lioness rampaged through the army of robots and batted them out of the way as easily as a cat that it a toy mouse.

      Within moments, the hundreds of robots were nothing more than dead cockroaches wiggling their legs hopelessly in the air. The rest were simply defunct, ripped to bits, smashed like tin cans under the wheel of a jeep. The triumphant lioness stood on the wrecks of her enemies and roared. Then she switched to human form, as naked as Maverick, and flung her arms around him.

      “Are you okay?” She kissed him all over, even licked him with wet cat kisses, before he could even try to answer.

      “I’m fine,” he said easily. “I barely even had a chance to fight before you bit all their heads off. What happened?”

      “First, Chet and I escaped while the whole base was in chaos from the EMP. Troy, riding Victoria in her Dragon form, picked us up and I asked them to drop us off here. When I saw you under attack, I found my inner lioness. No one comes between a lioness and the one she loves!”
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      The other Guardians arrived to help clean up the mess. They also insisted that both Moxie and Maverick return to the castle so that everyone could understand what had happened. The dragons had been waiting for Chet and Moxie to emerge from the base and were disturbed that they never appeared. They wanted an explanation. Needless to say, the Magician also wanted an explanation. Perhaps he wanted to be assured that Maverick had not sold Guardian secrets after all.

      Moxie was 100% certain that Maverick not betrayed the Magician or anyone else. She would stand by him, and even turned back into a lioness to defend him against the Guardians themselves if she had to. But Chet assured her that he would also be a character witness for Maverick and make sure the Magician knew that the robot had not gone to the enemy for the reasons they originally suspected.

      They met in the tower room with the bank vault in it. This room was lined with knickknacks and not really suited for a meeting. There was no furniture—no table, no chairs. Moxie was not certain why they were meeting here instead of in the ordinary hotel meeting room.

      “I don’t understand,” she said to Victoria. “You saw my brother, but he didn’t try to speak to you?”

      “We saw a giant lion just like you described. But he was with someone, a little old man with nasty teeth. This guy was riding on the lion’s back and they were running in the opposite direction of the town and the base.”

      “I don’t know if this is good news or bad news,” said Moxie. “My brother is free, but he still with Rasmu. I doubt that Rasmu will be able to return to the base, so he must’ve decided to meet back up with my brother and see if he could still manipulate him. Unfortunately, he probably can. My brother has no way of knowing he doesn’t work for them anymore now that he’s just a evil nasty old man on his own.”

      “We will find your brother,” Victoria promised. “We will hire the best hunter in the seven spheres to track him down if we need to.”

      “But first,” said the magicians wife with a sunny smile. “We have a happy task to do. It’s a kind of test, but we no longer have any doubt that you can pass.”

      “Another test?” Moxie asked in dismay.

      “It’s more of a calling,” said Victoria. “The enemy was right when they said that we are looking for the Guardian of Strength. But we don’t think it’s your brother. Moxie, we think it is you.”

      “Kyrah said she actually had a vision of you weeks ago. But when Victoria tested you, she said you were not able to turn into a lioness like the woman in her vision. So we thought we must be wrong.”

      “She was wrong.” Her cat girl ears wiggled on top of her head and she tried to smooth them down self-consciously. “Me? I’m not even a normal shifter. I can’t possibly be called to such an important role.”

      The pretty blonde wife of the magician laughed. “Literally none of us thought we were worthy of becoming a guardian. When we were called.”

      “Except Alephander. He thought he was worthy.”

      “And I was correct,” he said flatly. 

      “If it’s true,” said Moxie, “It’s amazing. I would be honored, I really would. But how do I know if I am the one? Is that the test you or talking about?”

      “Yes.” The Guardians exchanged a funny look.

      Moxie began to have some suspicions. “There’s a catch, isn’t there?”

      “Well,” said Bethany. “Yes. Just an eensy, weensy little catch, that was only imposed after the massacre of the last set of Guardians.”

      “Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” moxie said practically squirming with impatience.

      “The catch is that you and I cannot be together,” Maverick said quietly.

      She looked at him and surprised. The Guardians were surprised as well.

      “What do you know about it?” asked the Magician.

      “I learned of that spell when I was studying the data you gave me of the last moments of the Massacre of the Guardians. The love spell that was cast at the last moment was also there in the data. By the way, I have been thinking about how to explain to you what I found. I am sorry that I was not able to put it into ordinary words before. The math was so clear to me that I couldn’t understand why you couldn’t see it to yourselves. You kept repeating that there were 20 different spells used during the massacre. In other words, everyone except the Fool and you, Magician, became frightened after the death of the Fool and try to attack their counterparts.”

      “But, in fact, there were 22 spells cast in total in the room that day. Twenty of those spells were harmless or even beneficial, not murderous. Not one of those spells would’ve killed anyone on it soon. The last spell you already know about: it was the love spell.

      “But the one that is important to understanding the murders is the first spell. 

      “The first spell was the master spell; it was lying in wait like a booby trap, and then it traveled throughout the room. As it bounced from one mirror to another and hit each Guardian in turn, it was cloaked at each stage. Like a computer virus, it infiltrated as a Trojan Horse that constantly changed form, so that to any later investigators of magic, it would appear those spells were much stronger and deadlier than they really were. In short, the master spell was planned in advance by one genius mind who knew the Guardians and every single form of magical that each Guardian used. Whoever designed that Master Spell anticipated that Guardians would respond to the Fool’s death with a small display of magic, magic that could be used to transmit the Master Spell around the room. In addition to the physical substrate of the mirrors allowing for the Master Spell to be reflected and refracted, this spell also used the physical design of its own energy to draw the geometrical shapes needed to enhance its own power.

      “Whoever designed the Master Spell was not in the room at the time it went off. But whoever designed that spell was extremely intelligent and adept at magic of every kind. As adept at any of the Guardians, including you, Magician. There is one murderer. I do not believe that the Master Spell was designed by a team, or a committee. It would not have displayed such unity of purpose and architecture. One person murdered all of the Guardians and when you find out who had the ability, the opportunity, and the motive you will know who killed your last Council.”

      “I have to ask this,” said Alephander. “Could your progenitor have done it? Erasmus Errant?”

      “Yes,” said Maverick. “If he discovered what I did about the mathematics of magic. But I do not think he did it.”

      “Why not?”

      Maverick hesitated. He glanced at Moxie. “Because he was obsessed with a different project. He had no interest in taking over the Council of Guardians. He wanted to prolong his own life. He created… Me. The MAV-CADE program. And then he uploaded his consciousness into the system. He left behind his human flesh forever.”

      “Do you mean you are Erasmus Errant?”

      “Yes and no,” said Maverick. “His plan worked, but not exactly in the way he envisioned it. His spirit lives on in me, but not his memories. Only his generic knowledge, which he was able to compile into a compact data set, is available to me. Based on what Erasmus wrote in his journal, I know that is not what he wanted. He wanted his own personality and memories to live on. In essence, then I am more like his son than I am Erasmus made immortal. But nonetheless, you, Seeress, would not be able to find his spirit to question him about what happened, because I am all that is left of him, and I don’t remember.”

      “So you can’t guarantee that you, in your previous life as Erasmus, were not guilty of the Massacre of the Guardians,” said Alephander

      “Wait a minute since when did this become a trial of Maverick?” demanded Moxie.

      “I cannot guarantee that,” said Maverick.

      “Even the Sword of Truth might not be able to resolve this,” said Troy.

      “But the Temple of the Guardians would not call a new Guardian who was guilty of the Massacre of all the old Guardians,” said Pastor Mike.

      “It would sure be convenient if you were Called to be the new Guardian of Strength!” exclaimed Bethany. “But the Guardian of Strength is usually somebody who can turn into a lion. You’re nothing like that. You’re a super intelligent super, good-hearted loner who quietly saves people from a distance. I don’t think any of the Guardians are like that. Except the Hermit. Which we’re gonna look for next. Actually, Moxie can’t go claim her position as Guardian of Strength without the Hermit, so it should be somebody like you that she is in love with. Too bad you guys aren’t in love!”

      Troy slammed the table with his hand. “Maverick! Don’t you see? It’s like Bethany said—she’s right, as usual. You are the Hermit Guardian.”

      “I can’t be a Guardian,” said Maverick. “That would be absurd. I’m a robot!”

      Bethany looked at her mate. “There you go. Even a mad scientist downloaded into a robot is officially humbler than you. And he doesn’t strike me as the humble type. Shy, sure, but you are still the only one, Alephander, who got told he was a Guardian and said, ‘well, of course what took you so long to figure it out.’”

      “I’m simply stating facts,” said Maverick. “The statistical chances that I am a Guardian seem highly unlikely.”

      “Bethany is usually right about these things,” said Kyrah. “And there is a simple way for us to find out. Moxie, Maverick, you should hold hands and enter the portal together. Only two individuals who are both called to be Guardians and who have accepted love can enter.”

      “What happens to Moxie if your theory about me is proved erroneous?” asked Maverick.

      “No harm will come to either of you if you can’t enter,” said Michael.

      Moxie took Maverick’s hand. “This is going to be really embarrassing if we screw it up,” she whispered to him.

      He shrugged. “It’s always valuable to run the experiment, even if it doesn’t prove the hypothesis you want.”

      Hand in hand they entered the portal.

      When the two stepped out of the tunnel, they emerged into the real Temple of the Guardians.

      “The hypothesis that we are both Guardians was proven correct,” Maverick said, quite surprised.  “You are the new Strength...

      “And you are the new Hermit,” she finished. “But that’s not all, Maverick. Don’t you know what this means? My hypothesis was proven correct too.”

      “What hypothesis was that?”

      She threw her arms around his neck and drew him down. He kissed her thoroughly, although he was confused as to how this delightful activity related to proving a hypothesis.

      “That you are capable of love,” she said. “And, more to the point, that you love me.”

      “I could have confirmed that four hundred and nine hours ago,” he said. “After I ran a self-diagnostic, I discovered the state of attachment that you call...”

      Moxie drew him down for another kiss.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If you enjoyed this book…

          

        

      

    

    
      Please write a review on the site where you bought it. Even a line or two helps indie authors like me continue to bring you more novels to enjoy.

      

      You can also write to me if you would like to tell me which character in this novella you would like to know more about! Several characters who appeared here are certain they will never fall in love, but the Light may have other plans.... Whose story would you love to read?!

      

      If you liked this book, you will also enjoy the other novels and novellas set in Arcana Glen. These are all stand-alone Happily-Ever-After romances set in the Arcana universe, with recurring characters and an ongoing alternate history. Each series has an interconnected overarching story, but still has its own Heroine and Hero and happy, complete ending. Each book, even within a series, can be read and enjoyed independently.

      

      Next up in the Major Arcana series is The Love Witch & the Warrior. As with all the Arcana Glen romances, The Love Witch & the Warrior is a complete love story, but related to the ongoing quest to find all the new Guardians and the murderer who framed the Magician for the Massacre of the old Guardians.

      

      Also check out The Lost Leprechaun Princess and the St Patrick’s Day Heist a holiday novella in the same universe. These shorter holiday-themed novellas in the Arcana Glen Cycle of the Year series can be read any time of year, just like any Arcana Glen novels.

      

      Be sure and grab The Genie & the Gymnast, a stand-alone Prequel sweet paranormal romance to The Major Arcana series.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Tarot Reader’s New Year Promise

          

          AN ARCANA GLEN HOLIDAY NOVELLA
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      THE TAROT READER

      Tia Chamas moved to Arcana Glen to help her grandmother run her shop, Tea & Tarot. When a handsome stranger turns on New Year Day for a Tarot reading, Tia doesn’t expect her weak magic to be good enough to receive a real prophecy. To her shock, she has a terrible vision that warns her that her mystery guest is an Elf Prince, and his life is in danger. She vows to do whatever she must to save him.

      She didn’t intend to magically bind him to her side!

      

      THE ELF PRINCE

      Delson Norion has been in exile and hiding among mundanes for ten years. He’s come to the small mountain town of Arcana Glen for one reason: To assassinate the murderous Magician who killed Delson’s aunt and helped kill his parents. When Tia, a beautiful witch, traps him with her spell, at first all he wants is to break the binding. Even if he survives his dangerous mission, he is obligated to marry an Elf Princess, not a human Tarot reader.

      But when he realizes that enemies are trying to kill Tia, Delson’s priorities change. Now he has more reason than ever to slay the evil wizard...to protect the woman he can never have.

      

      This tale is a stand-alone HEA love story set in the same town and time as The Magician & the Fool, with some overlapping characters.

      

      Read The Tarot Reader’s New Year Promise.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Unfinished Song

          

          AN EPIC FANTASY ROMANCE SERIES
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      LONG AGO, to win a war, humans Cursed the Aelfae, fairest and wisest of the faeries…. But all magic has a price. The same Curse that destroyed the Aelfae now threatens all of Faearth. One young woman and the warrior she loves must fight the Curse to prove which is stronger…love or death.

      

      Download the first book for FREE.

      

      A BUMBLING GIRL...

      

      Dindi can't do anything right, maybe because she spends more time dancing with pixies than doing her chores. Her clan hopes to marry her off and settle her down, but she dreams of becoming a Tavaedi, one of the powerful warrior-dancers whose secret magics are revealed only to those who pass a mysterious Test during the Initiation ceremony. The problem? No-one in Dindi's clan has ever passed the Test. Her grandmother died trying.

      

      AN EXILED WARRIOR...

      

      Kavio is the most powerful warrior-dancer in Faearth, but when he is exiled from the tribehold for a crime he didn't commit, he decides to shed his old life. If roving cannibals and hexers don't kill him first, this is his chance to escape the shadow of his father's wars and his mother's curse. But when he rescues a young Initiate girl, he finds himself drawn into as deadly a plot as any he left behind. He must decide whether to walk away or fight for her... assuming she would even accept the help of an exile.
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        "I was enchanted by Initiate, drawn into a world that felt as comfortably recognizable and uniquely untried as Narnia, Hogwarts or Middle Earth."

        CASEE MARIE, THE GIRL WHO STOLE THE EIFFEL TOWER

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "Wow. Holy smoking wow. This is one of the few books I've read that I can honestly say was totally, 100% original.... However, as unique as it is, it was insanely easy to slip into the story..."

        EMI LONDON, OCTOPUS INK

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "I recommend this [series] ...to fantasy and epic saga lovers and readers who liked reading Lord of the Rings, but found the length of the book overwhelming....This book series has a unique concept - breaking down the traditionally long Epic Fantasy tale into shorter more manageable books."

        GINA, MY PRECIOUS: RAMBLINGS OF A KINDLE ADDICT

      

        

      

      Start reading Initiate right now!

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cast for Moxie & the Maverick

          

        

      

    

    
      HERO & HEROINE:

      
        	Moxie Bridgestone – a Cat/Lioness Shifter and an acrobat.

        	Maverick Cade – a hermit who lives alone at a weather station in the mountains.

      

      GUARDIANS WHO APPEAR IN THIS TALE:

      
        	Alephander Guiscard - The Magician; a human who is both a performer in the Enchanted Circus and the most powerful arcane wizard in the Seven Spheres.

        	Bethany Dilly Guiscard - The Fool; a Null, with the ability to nullify any arcane magic.

        	Chetheviel “Chet” Skollbrayk – The Charioteer; a reformed demon warlord who operates a magical chariot.

        	Corazita Valentino – The Lover; an Elf Witch with the ability to freeze time as well as create powerful love spells.

        	Kyrah Nestor – The Seeress; the human avatar of a powerful being of light who has the ability to speak to the dead and see into the future.

        	Michael “Pastor Mike” Lamb – The Hierophant; a Seraph and the pastor at the local church.

        	Troy Stern – The Emperor; a human Dragon Slayer, a powerful Barbarian Warrior, and general, all-round Hero.

        	Victoria Long – The Empress; a Dragon Princess, leader of the Colorado Roost, and CEO of a large corporation.

      

      OTHERS:

      
        	Eleni Bendox – a lawyer, and a Gorgan, who often does legal work for the Magician but is also the local prosecutor.

        	Erasmus Errant – a rogue scientist who lived in an underground bunker below the Weather Station.

        	Gregorious Rasmu – a scientist who works at CADABRA.

        	Nuramuki Opalfeet – a performer in the Enchanted Circus.

        	Owen McGee  - a Leprechaun and a notorious gambler with a loose relationship with the law, who works for the Magician.

        	Lionel – a Lion Shifter

        	Ted Chapman – a technician who works at CADABRA.

        	Specimen 219 - a Lion Shifter who is a prisoner and experimental subject in CADABRA.

      

      ACRONYMS:

      
        	AABRA – the Anti-Arcane Brigade Response Action team, a top-secret monster hunting unit.

        	CADABRA – the CENTER for ARCANE DETERRENT BIOLOGICAL RESEARCH & ANALYSIS

        	DAS – Department of Arcane Security.

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Quick Guide to the Major Arcana

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you notice that the Arcana Glen universe was inspired by the archetypes of the Tarot?

      

      
        
        
        The Fool - Guardian of Dreams

        The Magician - Guardian of Reality

        The Seeress - Guardian of Mystery

        The Empress - Guardian of Abundance

        The Emperor - Guardian of Secular Authority

        The Hierophant - Guardian of Spiritual Authority

        The Lover - Guardian of Love

        The Charioteer - Guardian of Achievement

        Strength - Guardian of Fortitude

        The Hermit - Guardian of Introspection

        Wheel of Fortune - Guardian of Luck

        Justice - Guardian of Law

        The Hanged - Guardian of Discovery

        The Reaper - Guardian of Death

        Temperance - Guardian of Balance

        The Devil - Guardian of Addiction

        The Tower - Guardian of Catastrophe

        The Star - Guardian of Hope

        The Moon - Guardian of Illusion

        The Sun - Guardian of Enlightenment

        Judgement - Guardian of Rebirth

        The World - Guardian of Integration

      

        

      

      

      If so, you might be interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck!

      It’s not available YET, except in arcane Spheres, but with your help, we can make it manifest in our Mundane Sphere.

      Sign up to find out more about the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck by emailing me, care of: editor@misquepress.com. Put “Arcana Glen Tarot Deck” in the subject line.
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      Every book in the Major Arcana series will bring two new cards. Eventually, I would love to create the whole deck.

      Again, if you’re interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck, please email me care of: editor@misquepress.com.

    

  





    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Tara Maya publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
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            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-TD-OMPWB
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            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.
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var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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