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Disclaimer
 
    
 
   It was never my intention to be a storyteller.  
 
   Originally, I needed a way to come to grips with my thoughts during a period of, shall we say, intense disorganization.  While this diary has served its purpose very well, it is somewhat difficult to make sense of my life—or unlife—by simply observing it.  I should know.
 
   As a result, for the convenience of the hypothetical reader, I have included a few entries that deal not with my perceptions and thoughts at the time, but with things I learned afterward, deduced, or inferred.  Hindsight is remarkably useful for telling one where things went wrong.  Rather than add them at the end, I have interspersed them among the original, unedited entries to give them the benefit of context.
 
   Please bear in mind that I did not, at that time, have the advantage of such insights.  Obviously, had I known then what I know now, the thread of my destiny would have been woven differently.
 
   Or would it?  Is there a destiny, unavoidable and true, that each of us moves inexorably toward, struggle how we may?  Are we fish on a line, drawn by an unseen hand toward our ends?  If so, can we break that line, pull away from the hook, and dart away to swim free?
 
   I wonder.
 
   Still, despite the failings, shortcomings, and misgivings of this particular work, I can take solace in the fact that it is still purely a work of imagination, as easily dismissed as Alice dismisses a pack of cards.  None of it really happened.  Each and every one of us, including myself, is merely a fictional character.  Who would weep for injustice done to people who do not truly exist?
 
   Then again, in all the alternate universes, all the possible realities… do they exist?  Is there another me, somewhere, who does not bluff and obfuscate, but actually does know what he is doing?  If I wish hard enough—if I clap hard enough, and get enough people to clap with me, and believe—does that universe become more real?  Do all our tears water the seeds of realities that exist only in our hearts and imaginations?
 
   I hope so.  After all, I am nothing but a work of fiction.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



First Movement
 
    
 
   Something about this is new.
 
   I have walked these halls for longer than I can remember, because I have no idea how I got here.  Why am I here?  Why this place?  A living mountain, peopled by the ghosts of an ancient city.  It was hollowed out—no, it hollowed itself out—as a home for the silent thousands that babble ceaselessly, echolessly, within the throats of stone that are my halls.  I speak to them and they kneel before me and I am both exalted and humbled, though I know not why.
 
   I look at the spirits in my wake for faces I know.  I see the teeming thousands and tens of thousands, but I only want a few faces.  There is no Sasha, she of the laughing eyes and iron will.  There is no Tamara, she of the fiery hair and warm heart.  There is no Shada, she of the gentle hands and bright mind.  There are only the multitudes, and I am alone.
 
   They move about this world of stone without touching the floor, lapping and overlapping each other, and I look through them even as I pass through them, shadows passing through shadows, and they ripple in my wake like reflections on water.
 
   Where is Shada?  Gone, gone, gone, never to return, for her ghost roams other halls of dust and darkness.  And Sasha?  No, her spirit is lost, long ago, like a home I will never again see.  Also no Tamara, but perhaps her spirit still resides within the flesh.
 
   Lonely amid the teeming thousands, I search for someone, anyone, that I may know.  There are only faint images, transparent, fading.  Yet, the dragons-head throne looks back at me and its eyes glitter with the colors of lightning and fire.  I do not know it, but the weight of its gaze is familiar.
 
   I see these spirits clearly, yet I cannot see myself, not when I look down at where my body should be, nor in the polished walls of the throne room.  It comes to me:  My spirit wanders while my body is hidden away:  In darkness, there is no reflection.
 
   Wait.  How do I know that my body is hidden?  What is it that tells me this?  I know something, but do not know how I know it.  Is it the whisper in the darkness that calls my name?  Is it something I remember?  There has been a long wait and great pain.  I remember.  I remember…
 
   I can feel something within me moving toward greater awareness.
 
    
 
   Rooms of ruin.  The halls of the dead.  A house of dust and darkness through which my spirit wanders, thoughtful and alone, yet surrounded by the faded multitudes.
 
   Welcome to the underworld.  The place is a mess, but I call it home.
 
   I touch the stone with invisible hands, trailing my fingers over it as though across the fingers of a lover.  It touches me in return, and we are one, though apart; touching and touched, mingling, like colored sands in a shaken bottle, mixed together, yet never joined.  My spirit moves within the stone like a lone thought in a sleeping mind, lightning-quick in the emptiness, trailing afterimages of consciousness like a comet’s tail.
 
   It is cold, here, although I can feel a heart like a furnace.  Is that inside me, or inside the stone?  Is there a difference?  There must be, for I am cold and no fire warms me.  How long have I known I am cold?  It comes and goes, like the seasons, but when the cold is gone, there is nothing at all.
 
   During the times the chill comes over me, I feel I could be dreaming.  I feel smaller, somehow, as though something goes missing, and takes away the sensation of being just myself.  No, that is not quite right.  I am not gone; I feel hidden within myself like deeper shadows hidden in a cave.
 
   Then the thought occurs to me: What happens to me when the cold goes away?  Do I become more than just myself, or do I lose a part of me?  Which one is real?  Is one of them real, or is everything part of a dream?
 
   This thought disturbs me, somewhere deep inside, and I stir even more, restless.  My perspective shifts, the halls slide by in a blur, and blackness flows over my gaze leaving only the darkness.
 
   Something is moving again, something nearby.  Something physical.  I can feel a change in the mountain as it notices, again; this has happened before.  I can hear voices in my flesh, feel footsteps upon my skin.
 
   Someone is here, and that fills me with both elation and alarm.  I move toward greater wakefulness, realizing that I have slept long, dreamed much, and still must do more.  What do I have to do?  What calls to me that I must rise and take action?  Is it the call of things outside, summoning me?  Or is it something inside me, urging me on?  What is this that drives me, suddenly, to movement, to action, to do?
 
   In the end, does it matter?
 
   I realize I am hungry.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Day One
 
    
 
   I jerked upright in total darkness.  Or almost upright; I banged my head on something low and flopped back down again, groaning.  There was an awkward moment while I came to grips with where I was and what I was wearing.  A helmet, yes; very good.  Armor, yes; probably good.  Thing stuck in my mouth?  What the hell is this?
 
   I tried to look at the thing in my mouth couldn’t.  Being blind in the dark is embarrassing for a part-time undead monster.  I settled for pulling the thing out, mouthpiece and all.  In my hands, it felt like some sort of funnel.
 
   I paused to take a breath, calm down, and take stock.  A little more Braille exploration and some gentle shifting about told me a lot about my situation.
 
   I’ve awakened in a stone box about the size of a large coffin.  I’m in full armor and there’s a sword belted to my hip, but the hilt doesn’t feel like Firebrand.  I just took a metal funnel out of my mouth.  Directly above my face, there’s some sort of hole, presumably for pouring something into the funnel.  I’m guessing someone pours blood in it every so often.  There is a very slight movement of air, so I’m not going to suffocate.  I’m filthy, everything aches, and, by the various so-called gods, I smell awful.
 
   I’ve woken up in worse places.
 
   Hmm.  What does that say about my life choices?
 
   On the theory my container could be some sort of sarcophagus, I pressed against what I hoped was the lid.  When that didn’t work, I tried the sides.  What got me moving was pushing with my feet; the slab under me shifted, possibly on rollers.  I pushed some more, used my hands against the sides to drag myself and my slab laboriously forward.  It and I slid out into a much larger and equally dark chamber.  The extra space was very welcome, as was the fresh air.
 
   The darkness was still a problem.  It seems silly for a nightlord to be blind in the dark, but that’s the way it is during the day.  Without moving from my slab, I raised a gauntleted hand, extended two fingers, muttered a couple of words, and an arc of light formed between my fingertips like a piece of the Sun.  Instantly, I closed my eyes and turned my head away.  The blaze of light was like a searchlight in the face.  I dismissed the line of light by making a fist and blinked tears of pain from my eyes.
 
   Obviously, I overdid it.
 
   With the utmost nicety, I carefully drew the lines of a light spell between two fingertips, barely whispering the words.  Then, with exacting care, I trickled only the barest bit of power into the spell structure.
 
   The line blazed like a naked filament.  Better, but still bright enough to blind.
 
   I held the light over my head and shielded my eyes with my other hand.  Blinking rapidly, my eyes streamed tears and slowly adjusted to the glare.  With a wristflip, I joined the ends and sent the now-ring-shaped bit of brightness to take up station “above” my helmet, out of direct view.
 
   I looked up at me.  I was sitting on a big, squarish throne, looking over me at the chamber.  This was disconcerting.
 
   Perspective shifted.  I lay at the feet of a statue.  A statue of me.
 
   Admittedly, the statue was very well done, if somewhat over-sized.  It was carved right out of the rock wall and it looked eerily like me, enough to be disturbing.  Someone had even painted it.  It was, if you’ll pardon the expression, incredibly lifelike.  My slab was part of some sort of hidden drawer built into the base of the statue, made to slide under the altar-like portion in front of the feet.
 
   Sitting up hurt too much—come to that, moving at all hurt—so I rolled over on my side.  I promptly fell off the slab and hit the floor with a muffled thud/clank sound.  I didn’t bother to move, although a groan did manage to creep out of me.  I lay there for several seconds while my body got used to the idea of universal circulation.
 
   How long have I been on that slab?  I wondered.  Do undead get bed sores?  Or do those just regenerate after sunset?
 
   I tried stretching, and it hurt.  Internal bits creaked and popped.  Still, I hurt less after stretching, so I continued, slowly working everything.
 
   Why is it that waking up hurts so often?  Should I just not go to sleep?  Is that the secret?
 
   I tried some range-of-motion movements, continued to stretch, and slowly persuaded my body that, yes, movement was going to be required.  It argued.  I overruled it and it sulked.  At least it didn’t scream and throw a tantrum.
 
   I’m in a cave, I’m greasy and filthy, and I stink like an unlimed outhouse.
 
   I want to go home.  I want a hot shower, some anti-inflammatories, a stack of pancakes with extra bacon, and the day off to watch some TV with my feet up.  Is that too much to ask?
 
   First, though, where am I?  Going home is hard when you don’t know where you are.
 
   I rolled over, pushed up from the floor, and used my slab as a support.  Eventually, I made it upright.  I felt I could walk if I was careful; I definitely didn’t want to have to defend myself immediately, nor do anything else remotely strenuous—such as, say, negotiating stairs.
 
   The clank against my left hip reminded me I was armed.  I carefully drew and examined the weapon.  It reminded me of a cavalry saber with a full bell guard.  The blade’s curve was mild; I could thrust with it.  It was sharp all along the outer edge and about a third of the way from the tip along the inner edge.  I could see an enchantment in the metal to strengthen it and keep it sharp.  The thing was heavy enough to chop, if only just, and certainly sharp enough to shave.  My first guess was that someone borrowed Firebrand, hopefully with Firebrand’s permission, and left this one as a temporary replacement.
 
   At least, I reflected, it had better be temporary.
 
   Compared to the four-foot monster of Firebrand, three feet of saber felt awfully light and fragile.  Still, it was a good weapon for some fighting styles.  It was more of a fencer’s weapon, not a girder designed to cleave armor.  What I didn’t like was the one-handed grip.  It forced me to fence with it, rather than hack.  I suppose that’s a good thing, in a way; if I could two-hand the thing, I might break it.  But I disliked being unable to step up to the plate and take a power swing at my target.  Some of the things I’ve hit needed to be hit hard.
 
   I adjusted the belt and baldric; I had to tighten the belt several notches.  Well, I hadn’t eaten in a while.  My armor felt loose on my frame, too.  I took off a gauntlet—very nice; leather with metal scales.  Everything about my outfit was quality, which meant money—and saw my hands were downright skeletal.
 
   My fingernails looked manicured: sharp-edged and slightly pointed.  My fingers were covered in grey dust.  Frowning, I shook out a gauntlet.  Quite a lot of dust poured out.  I looked into the gauntlet and noted someone had gone to the trouble of putting a spell inside it to keep my nails trimmed.  Thoughtful of them; I might have cut through the leather without it.  I shook out both gauntlets to empty them, then thought to check my helmet.  Yes, someone had included a shave-and-a-haircut spell.  I ran a hand through my oily, sticky hair, and decided there was a bright side to being filthy; the avalanche of hair clippings didn’t add too terribly to my disgusting state.
 
   Someone expected me to be in this armor for long enough that nails and hair might become an issue.  Or, at least, they prepared for that contingency.  Someone went to a fair amount of trouble.  Who?  Raeth?  Tamara?  T’yl?
 
   Despite my odor, my midsection reminded me of more pressing questions; I was more than a little hungry.  My stomach rumbled slightly, then tied itself into a knot and sat there like a six-year-old denied another slice of cake.  I looked around the rest of the room.  Nothing leaped out as immediately edible.  Stone isn’t generally known for gourmet appeal.
 
   All right, things on my to-do list.  Food, certainly.  Answers, when convenient.  And something definitely needs to be done about the smell…
 
   Well, the smell I could do something about immediately.  I scratched a circle on the floor and stood inside it.  After a few words and the proper gestures, the fine mesh of a spell formed around me.  I pushed a trifle of power into it and allowed it to wrap around me like a blanket.  This settled down through armor and padding, all the way down to my skin, covering me completely.  Then it slowly oozed its way down, parting at the crown of my head and slithering lower and lower.  It took with it everything that wasn’t skin, cloth, metal, or simply attached.  It felt something like layer after layer of sticky tape being peeled away from me, taking filth with it, trying to take skin.  In moments, there was a nasty pile of grime, dust, and hair between my boots, but I was clean.  I felt raw all over, almost peeled.
 
   I still wanted a bath.  I might be clean enough to eat off of, but I didn’t feel clean.
 
   I stepped out of the circle and completed the spell, incinerating the pile of grime.  Then I went looking for a bathroom.
 
   The door was a little hard to find.  It was a stone slab that resembled the rest of the wall, balanced to pivot in the middle.  It barely made a grinding sound as I pushed it open.  My hovering ring of light drifted along with me, keeping its place above me as we went into the corridor.
 
   Dust and stone.  At least the air was fresh; I could even feel a warm breeze.  No signs of life, though.
 
   Am I alone in a gigantic tomb?  Am I dead and buried?  Well, not dead, obviously… well, not dead at the moment, obviously.
 
   Where is everyone?  There’s no sign of life, not even the smell of something dead.
 
   How long have I been in here?
 
   I should have felt completely alone, but I didn’t. Somewhere, somehow, I was with a friend.  The mountain itself?  Possibly.  Probably.  It knows me; it likes me.  It’s the only pet rock I’ve ever had.
 
   All right.  I paused for a moment, thinking about how to get out.  I didn’t want to spend the next hour getting in touch with the geologically-slow thought processes of a mountain, but maybe I could communicate just a simple concept?  I concentrated on… what should I concentrate on?  Concentrate on springing lightly out, ding!¸ and being somewhere else.  Good image.
 
   Strangely enough, that gave me the impulse to work my way down into the mountain.  Still, that’s not unreasonable.  If the door is lower down the mountain than I am—and I have no way to tell—then down I go.  I went.
 
   There were a number of false turns, but every time I took a wrong one, I gradually lost confidence in that route and backtracked.  It was like having a compass in my head, pointing me toward my destination, or a turn-by-turn satellite navigation system that updated really, really slowly.  I was further slowed by pivot-doors.  These blocked the corridors at fairly regular intervals.  They weren’t locked in any way—I didn’t see a way to lock them, short of driving wedges under them—and they opened easily, if slowly, and stayed open.
 
   Why are these here?  I wondered.  As fire safety?  Traffic control?  Ventilation guides?  Pick any or all of these, then come up with a few more.
 
   The cavern—the room—I finally found was not an obvious exit.  I shoved another pivot-door open and stepped inside.  The room was almost a hemisphere.  A conventional, albeit oversized, arched doorway set in one wall distorted the hemisphere shape a bit.  It didn’t go anywhere; it was just set in the wall like a decoration.  There was also a large, circular pool of water in the center of the room.  None of it glowed in my wizard-sight, so there were no spells involved.  How did this get me… out…
 
   Hmm.
 
   The archway reminded me of the Great Arch in Zirafel.  The circular pool reminded me of the reflecting pool I built in my backyard.  Why they reminded me of these things, I can’t say.  But at one time, I’d walked through both of those to travel instantly from one place to another.  Well, not the ones in front of me, obviously.  Still, if I was going to go somewhere far away and suddenly, these would make excellent starting points.
 
   I wondered.  Can I generate enough power to open a portal and go home?  No, definitely not; travel to other universes is not a small undertaking.  How about enough to just get outside?  Maybe, yes, if I were better fed.  Even if I was in shape for that, I had no idea how far to go, or where to aim for.  At that moment, the Shoe Leather Express was my only real mode of transportation.  I really needed to find a way out that didn’t tax my emaciated and hungry condition any further.
 
   Since it seemed difficult to give my pet rock a clear idea of what I wanted, I decided to try some exploring on my own.  The place did seem remarkably familiar; there was an almost-constant feeling of déjà vu as I walked the halls.  I dreamed of this place; I was sure of it.  With that familiarity, I thought I might be able to find my way.  There was airflow, after all.
 
   So, follow the breeze to its source, or to its destination?  Upstream or down?  Since I didn’t smell anything terribly edible on the breeze, I followed the air current upward again.
 
   Logic.  How helpful.  Not that it did me any good.  The air currents consistently led me to holes, about four inches across, angled up.  Part of the ventilation system, no doubt, and not getting me any closer to breakfast.
 
   I leaned against the wall and contemplated my situation.  If I couldn’t smell dinner, maybe I could hear it.  I took slow breaths as I removed my helmet and listened.  My ears adjusted to the silence, then to the sound of my breathing, the thud of my heartbeat, the hissing of my blood sliding through arteries…
 
   Buried under all that noise, yes, there was something.  Voices, maybe?  That way…
 
   Several stops for navigation later, I was finding out just how tiresomely complicated this place was.  Corridors circled around, angling gradually up or down, with occasional vertical shafts that had obvious hand- and foot-holds like ladders.  There were some stairways, but very few.  And all throughout, a deathly silence and utter darkness.
 
   Eventually, I found what was obviously the great hall.  Four firepits, currently empty, were placed in the center of each quadrant of the hall. A raised dais occupied one end, under a dragon’s-head throne carved right out of the living rock.  The eyes flickered red.  I stared at it for a moment.  Not only was it impressive, it was pretentious.  I also had the impression it was looking at me.
 
   I wondered where Firebrand was.  The spirit that moves it is bound to the metal, but could it be in the dragon’s head?  No, because I checked.  It wasn’t alive in any greater sense than the mountain itself.
 
   I also took a moment and concentrated, thinking hard, projecting as loudly as possible.
 
   FIREBRAND!
 
   There was no reply, not even a faint whisper of a response.  Wherever it was, Firebrand was far away from here.  I don’t know what sort of range we have for communicating, but I was willing to bet that my sword was more than a mile away.
 
   A balcony walkway, about twelve feet up, projected from the wall on both sides and over the main door, but not over the throne.  And, of course, a massive stone door led out onto the upper courtyard.  My glowing ring of light faintly illuminated the whole, vast room; the domed ceiling was polished with something vaguely yellowish and mirror-bright, throwing reflected light everywhere.
 
   “I know this place,” I muttered, and it sounded loud in the emptiness.
 
   Still, the voices were louder here.  It seemed to me they might be just outside the ten-ton slab of stone disguised as a door.
 
   I have exceptional hearing.  Predators usually do.  At night, it gets even more impressive.
 
   I pushed on one edge of the slab.  It refused to budge.  I tried again along the opposite edge and it shifted, grinding slightly as it slowly revolved around the center axis.
 
   The voices stopped instantly, possibly even in mid-word.  I was amused for all of two seconds as the slab continued to slowly rotate.  Then I discovered that my hovering ring of light was nowhere near as bright as I had thought.  Daylight poured in like a river of molten gold and tried to set fire to my eyes.  It was merely ambient light; the rays of the sun didn’t actually come in the door.  With my dark-adapted vision, this was more than enough to blind me.  I threw up one gauntleted hand and turned away, staggered as though by a physical blow.
 
   At least it distracted me from my stomach.
 
   The door continued to grind slowly open while I blinked madly and pulled a gauntlet off again.  I wiped at my suddenly-streaming eyes.  It was a bright day outside, and the shadow of the mountain didn’t seem to do much to cut down on it.  Finally, I stepped back a few paces and dismissed my light spell while my eyes recovered from the photons torpedoing them.
 
   Fresh air poured in, laden with the smells of plants and earth and animals.  I coughed and sneezed, assailed by a massive overload to my senses.  I must have spent too long in the stone; everything was too bright, too loud, too strong for me.
 
   Eventually, the door ground to a halt perpendicular to its original position.  Outside, there was a flat expanse of courtyard, a crenellated outer wall maybe six and eight feet high, and a strip of blue above so intense that my eyes watered again.  I tried to stay calm and focused, to force myself to endure the amped-up sensory input and adjust to it.  It hurt, eyes and nose, and I wondered if my ears were about to suffer the same.  I could hear rapid breathing outside.
 
   There was no sign of anyone.  I wondered if I was hearing things much farther away than I thought.
 
   While my eyes adjusted, I stepped closer to the door.  There was no hurry that I could see; my eyes hurt from the light and I was quite willing to let them adapt in stages.  I did want to find out what time it was—morning, noon, or evening—so I would have some idea how long it would be before I went into a full-scale undead hunger frenzy.  I recognize from sad experience when I’m malnourished, and it was important to me that I not be near a population center when the sun went down.  If I lose control, a small town stops being a place of habitation and turns into a buffet table whether I want it to or not.
 
   When open, the pivot-door formed a center divider between two corridors through the thickness of the mountainside.  I moved cautiously down the left-hand one.
 
   Just as I reached the mouth of the tunnel, or about one step from it, someone stuck his head around the edge and looked in at me.  From the glimpse I got, I would guess him to be between a mature fourteen and a smallish sixteen, nondescript brown hair, no real need to shave, gigantic eyes, and a voice that squeaked like a girl, because it did, just as he yanked himself back out of view.
 
   “There’s somebody in there!” he declared.  His voice probably wasn’t all that high-pitched, usually, but I guessed it was at least an octave higher than normal.  Well, he was startled.  His voice grated on my ears—yep, my hearing was oversensitive, too.
 
   “Who is it?” asked someone else, much more calmly.  I thought that a silly question.
 
   “How should I know?” first voice replied, reasonably.  Scared, but reasonably.  He probably thought it was as much a silly question as I did.
 
   “Look again!” said a third voice.
 
   “He’s just inside!” first voice insisted.
 
   “What, like, ten feet away?”
 
   I approached during the conversation and now stuck my head around the corner.  There were three young men with a small, two-wheeled cart of supplies.  They all wore boots, breeches, short tunics, vest-like jackets—jerkins, that’s the word I want—and long, heavy swords.  There was a goat behind the cart, its lead-rope tied to the back of it.
 
   “Less than that,” I answered.  There were yells and a general scrambling backward by everyone but the goat.  I winced at the noise, but ears adapt fairly quickly to loud noises.
 
   “That’s more like twenty feet,” I observed, when they came to rest.  They looked more than a little frightened, but they didn’t run.  One of them, the smallest of the three, a blond-haired young man, drew his sword.  He looked as though he knew how to use it, too.  It’s hard to explain, but I just looked at him, how he stood, how he held the weapon, and knew that he was trained to use it.
 
   “Who are you?” he demanded.
 
   “Who are you?” I replied, smiling my most nonthreatening smile—the one with my fangs retracted.  It didn’t seem to help.  My eyes were pretty much adjusted to the light, now.  I blinked a bit more than usual, perhaps, but otherwise seemed fine.  I stepped out and leaned on the rock wall, arms folded.
 
   “I asked you first!”
 
   “And I was here first.  I am also your elder,” I answered.
 
   “There are three of us,” the tall one—the first one I saw, with the brown hair—whispered to his friends.  “We could take him.”
 
   I smiled and spread my hands to be even less threatening.
 
   “I am not the one holding a weapon; you drew on me, not the other way around.  Wouldn’t it be courteous to at least introduce yourselves to the man you’re prepared to kill for no reason at all?”
 
   They backed away another couple of steps.  Apparently, either my hearing or my smile did not reassure them.  With my mouth closed, I flexed my fangs, making sure they were retracted.  Yes, they were; the points were a bit pronounced, but when pulled in were only a trifle longer than my other teeth.  My teeth did feel a little strange, but I had other things to think about.
 
   They glanced at each other from this greater distance.  The shortest one spoke first.
 
   “He has a point.” He lowered his weapon.  He didn’t put it away.
 
   “Shut up,” the other two explained, in unison.  It sounded practiced.  Perhaps they did that a lot.
 
   “I’m Kammen,” the middle-height one—dark hair, bordering on black—said.  “This is Torvil,” he nodded toward the tall one, “and this is Seldar,” the short one.  “Now, who are you?”
 
   “I’ve been called at lot of things,” I admitted, but did not add, Some of them are words you’re probably not old enough to use. “Most recently, I’ve gone by the name ‘Halar’.”
 
   They all stared at me as though I’d just claimed to be from Venus, or sprouted another head.  They muttered together for a moment.  They were farther away, so I didn’t follow all their conversation, but I know I heard, “…can’t be.  He’s not tall enough…”  Eventually, they turned their full attention back to me.
 
   “We will require that you prove your claim,” said the short one—Seldar.
 
   “How?” I asked.  I didn’t even have a driver’s license on me.  Not that they have cars in these parts, of course.  On the other hand, Bronze weighs more than most cars, and is about as fast, but she drives herself, really…
 
   The question did seem to stymie them for a moment.
 
   “You made stones sing, right?” asked Torvil.
 
   “Once, yes,” I admitted.  “I had a conversation with some, too.”
 
   “Do it again.”
 
   I glanced around the courtyard.  Aside from ripping a chunk of rock out of the mountainside, that didn’t seem feasible.  On the other hand, I had a sword.
 
   “One moment.”  I drew my sword, slowly, as gently as possible.  I didn’t want to startle these dangerous-looking people, after all.  I held it with one finger hooked through the bell guard.  I flicked the curved blade with a fingernail; it chimed nicely.  Good.  A moment later, after working the vibration spell into the metal and pushing a little power into it, the sword hummed.  I tuned the spell a bit, tweaked some of the vibrations for sound quality, and let the sword play back my memory of a piece of music.
 
   They didn’t recognize my memory of “Princes of the Universe” by Queen—it was in English, after all—but they were still impressed.  When the song ended, I put the sword away.
 
   “Satisfied?”
 
   They looked at each other.  It struck me that they were lifelong friends.  That look they shared communicated more in a glance than an hour of conversation could.  You don’t see that anywhere else.
 
   “For now,” Kammen said.
 
   “What are you three doing here, anyway?” I asked.
 
   “We’re to spend the night in the mountain, stand vigil over swords, and make sacrifice.”
 
   “More power to you.  I don’t suppose you have anything to eat on that cart of yours, do you?  I admit I’m more than a little hungry.”
 
   The three of them visibly blanched and stepped back, eyes going all round and frightened again.  Considering the way my stomach was complaining, I didn’t blame them.
 
   “Not that hungry,” I assured them, mostly to reassure them.  I wasn’t at all certain whether I was telling them the truth or a comforting lie.  “Any suggestions on where I can find breakfast?”
 
   “There are many dazhu down in the plains,” Seldar offered.  “The canals fence them in for the ranchers.”
 
   “Canals?” I frowned.  “I don’t recall any canals.”  Seldar just pointed toward the courtyard wall.  I continued to frown and headed that way until I could look between the crenellations.  There were steps all around the base of the wall, presumably so defenders could do what I did, namely, to step up and easily see over the wall.
 
   Everything was different.
 
   The mountain was my mountain; I woke up feeling it all around me.  So, with that as a given, I wondered why it didn’t look like my mountain.  The whole thing was covered in what looked like sculpture of buildings—not a single brick or mortared wall, but buildings that looked carved out of the mountain like a scrimshaw town carved out of whalebone.
 
   The mountain was also much, much broader than I recalled.  The center dropped sharply, then curved outward, flattening drastically as it did so into a very slight slope for a little over two miles before hitting an outer wall.  It reminded me of some of the more extreme diagrams drawn of spacetime distortion, or maybe a distorted Cissoid of Diocles.  Beyond the wall was a wide stretch of water—a hundred yards, perhaps?—that would easily be a lake if it didn’t have a bloody huge mountain taking up most of it.
 
   Make that “bloody huge city.”
 
   While these changes were unexpected, possibly startling, definitely disconcerting, I still felt at home.  Someone rearranged the furniture in my house, replaced the carpet, and put in new curtains, but it’s still my home.  The worst change was the location of the mountain; not only did they remodel, they moved it!  It wasn’t in the Eastrange, although there was a suspiciously mountain-shaped bite taken out of the near edge of the Eastrange and a flattened area from there to here.  A canal ran westward, down the middle of it, bordered on both sides by a paved road.
 
   I didn’t move it.  I know I didn’t.  I can do some amazing things, but mountain-moving takes effort, and I’m usually lazy.  I’d remember.  But I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was… familiar.  Not exactly a sense of déjà vu, just a sense of something I ought to remember.
 
   The main door faced north, so I was on the northern part of the wall.  I made a circuit of the whole upper courtyard, all the way around the mountain, just to look out over everything.  Something seemed familiar about it all…
 
   Four stone-lined channels ran away from the lake, or moat, or whatever—I think I’m going to call it a moat—each with broad, flat roads running along both sides.  One set of canals and roads headed into the Eastrange, right into the gap left behind by my apparently-mobile mountain.  Another ran north, roughly parallel to the mountains.  Another headed east, into the plains, cutting through the rolling hills.  The last headed almost due south, toward the ocean; that one might angle slightly westward.  Arched stone bridges crossed each of them, one over each canal, about a quarter-mile from the shore of the moat.
 
   “Oh, those canals,” I noted.  The water level looked about a foot lower than the lip of the canal, at least locally; I had no idea how deep it was.  They were about thirty feet wide or so, a very effective barrier to something that looked much like a long-legged buffalo with curling horns like oversized rams.  The nearest group of the shaggy things was, possibly, fifteen miles away to the southwest.  Dazhu, hmm?  Well, now I know what to call them.  The smell of them reached me even miles away and a couple thousand feet up.  Was that from the intensity of their smell, or just my hyper-acute senses?
 
   A long, straight stone bridge crossed the lake-moat in a line to the southwest.  It ran level over a series of wide arches—suitable for barges to row under, perhaps—until it reached the shore.  There it made a long, shallow descent to the dirt. This looked like the only connection between the city and the mainland.  It was quite wide, something over fifty feet, with a low divider to form two lanes for traffic.  It looked like both ends of a one-way street; traffic entered the bridge in one lane and probably followed the road around to the only obvious city gate, a giant pivot-door on the northeast of the city wall, between the one o’clock and two o’clock position.
 
   Looking at it, I wondered if it saw much traffic.  It certainly seemed needlessly awkward for a pedestrian; the trip in or out must have been six miles or more.
 
   My guests did not follow me to the wall.  They stuck by the door and their cart.  I walked back, removing my helmet as I did so.  It was warmer than I liked, and I was wearing more armor than I usually do—a bunch of blackened scales over chainmail wherever I might bend, with rigid pieces over the long bones, and the upper half of a breastplate.  It was a nice suit, very mobile, and obviously enchanted.  Further evidence that someone with money arranged it all.
 
   “Okay, I see breakfast.”  At their suddenly-increased tension, I added, “Over the wall.  Down on the plains.” They relaxed visibly.  I wondered what they might have heard about me, or if they were just naturally suspicious of strangers.  Then again, I’d be suspicious of me, too; I’m a suspicious character.  “Any idea where my horse is?”
 
   “Um,” Seldar said, “the Lady Tort probably has it, if it belongs to anyone.”
 
   “Tort?” I asked, surprised.  Last time I checked, Tort was just a little girl.  But, then, I had been out of it for a long time… possibly a very long time.  Good to know someone was still around that I might recognize.  “Where is she?”
 
   “In Mochara, probably.”
 
   I sighed.
 
   “Okay, look,” I began.  “I’ve been having a bit of a nap for the past while.  My geography isn’t up to speed.”  I glanced toward the Eastrange and the gap of the missing mountain.  “In the sense that I’m not familiar with how a map ought to look,” I added.  “What is Mochara and where is it?”
 
   They looked at each other again, questioning.  Seldar spoke up again.
 
   “Mochara is the city on the coast.  Follow the south canal and it will take you straight there.”
 
   “Is that where you three are from?”
 
   They nodded.
 
   “Okay.  About how far is it?”
 
   “It can take three days, on foot.  One day, if you take a boat and take turns poling,” Seldar said.
 
   “If there are any boats to take,” Torvil observed.
 
   “It is an additional reference,” Seldar replied, “not a suggestion.  He may have resources we know not of.”
 
   “Think so?” Kammen asked.
 
   While they chattered, I closed my eyes, folded a bit of power into the equivalent of a paper airplane, and embedded the thought of Bronze.  I tossed it away to let it seek her out and tell her I was awake.  It hit some sort of magical barrier around me.  The barrier flashed as my magical message spell disintegrated.
 
   What the…?
 
   I felt around me.  Yes, there was a spell on me.  It’s hard to tell when you’re already inside a spell.  You have to look for it.
 
   It was surprisingly powerful, in fact; both subtle and old.  It took me a minute to figure out what it did.  It seemed to absorb whatever magical energy it encountered, whether it was a spell or just ambient magic, and keep it contained and concentrated inside.  This kept me in a bubble of constantly increasing intensity of magical energy.  I could still cast spells—probably some extraordinarily powerful ones!—but I couldn’t affect anything outside the bubble without the bubble shattering the spell and absorbing the power again.  My effective range was about four feet, for all the good that did me.
 
   I didn’t like that spell.  It seemed to violate the Laws of Thermodynamics—for me, that’s a problem magic has, just in general.  Or so it seems.  Maybe magic, by definition, can’t be reconciled with normal physics.  Or maybe it requires quantum physics and the willingness to go insane to understand the insanity.  Or maybe I just don’t understand the nature of magic well enough to have an opinion.  Whatever the case, the spell was there and working.
 
   I wondered why I was wearing it, who put it there, and what it was for.  Among other things.
 
   It resembled a spell used in the Rite of Ascension, sort of a final exam for a magician’s doctorate.  Normally, it was a twenty-four-hour ordeal where the would-be magician proved his ability to channel power through himself by enduring the rising energy levels without setting his soul on fire.
 
   Don’t ask me how I know that.  I didn’t know I knew it until I remembered it.  I suspected that swallowing a city of ghosts might have something to do with it.  I do retain a miniscule bit of everyone I consume, after all.  Multiply that by hundreds of thousands…
 
   The trio was still staring at me.  They probably didn’t know what to make of me.  That was fair; I didn’t know what to make of me, or of my situation, and I was living it.
 
   “I don’t suppose any of you three are wizards?” I asked.  They all nodded, then Kammen and Torvil looked at Seldar.  “Good!  Can you see the spell I’m wearing?”
 
   “Yes,” Seldar admitted.  The other two also nodded.
 
   “Do you have any idea how to take it down?”
 
   “Um.”  They looked at me intently, with that semi-unfocused look that wizards get when we’re examining the stuff of our trade.  “It’s old,” Seldar said.
 
   “Yeah,” Torvil agreed.  “It was well-made, too.”
 
   “I believe it to be an Ascension Sphere,” Seldar offered.
 
   See?  Close enough.
 
   “I’ve never seen one, but it could be,” Torvil agreed.
 
   “But it’s old.  They don’t last more’n a day,” Kammen replied
 
   Seldar’s eyes focused on me.  “How is it that you are still alive?”
 
   “Technically…” I started to say, then changed my mind.  “Why wouldn’t I be?” I asked, instead.
 
   “This power has been building for a long time.  It should have set your soul on fire and turned your flesh to ashes before the first week.”
 
   Again with that “soul on fire” metaphor.  Maybe it wasn’t a metaphor.  I’d have to think about that when I wasn’t in the middle of it.  I don’t really want to know how horrible my situation is if I can get out of it without finding out.  It would only promote panic and worry, and they’re on my list of things to give up for Lent.
 
   “I’ll take your word for it,” I replied. “How do we turn it off?”
 
   They glanced at each other again.
 
   “Well…” Kammen started.  “I think… I dunno for sure; I’m no magician.  But I think… don’t the initiate sorta soak up all the power?”
 
   “Hmm,” Torvil and Seldar replied.
 
   “I think so,” Torvil added.  “I don’t remember.”
 
   “Nor I,” Seldar said.  “My talents lie in the healing magics, not the higher.  I’m not slated to become a magician.”
 
   “Let me get this straight,” I said.  “If this is the thing we think it is, if I just gather up all the power inside it and tuck it away in some other spell, the main spell should just quit?”
 
   “If it is the spell we think it is,” Seldar agreed.  I took another look at the spell structure.  Maybe.  It certainly looked like an amplifying feedback loop was involved.  If the interior power level dropped below a critical threshold, it would probably stop working.
 
   The trouble was, there was a lot of power tied up in the thing.  I didn’t want to mess with it right then.  Given a choice, not ever.  Then again, if the choice is between being immensely powerful within arm’s length or back to normal at any distance, I’ll go with the second.
 
   “Look, I’m just trying to get a message to my horse.  My plan is to call my horse, ride down to breakfast, and then decide where to go from there.  I’d really like to get all that done before the sun sets and I start to get really hungry.  Can I get you three to help with that?”
 
   Torvil nodded at the cart.
 
   “How about you just eat the goat?”
 
   I looked at the goat.  It looked back.  It had no idea what we were discussing.  At least, it didn’t chomp through the rope and run like hell.
 
   “I thought that was for your sacrifice?”
 
   “Does it matter how we give it to you?” Torvil asked.
 
   “Oh.” I refrained from asking why they were sacrificing a goat to me, more than half afraid of the answer.  “Well, I’m feeling really hungry.  One goat isn’t going to do it once the sun goes down.”
 
   “Oh,” he replied, in a very small voice.  The three shared a communal glance.  “We should probably help you summon your horse.”
 
    
 
   I nicked a finger and smeared some blood on the wick of an unlit candle.  I backed away as they each lit their own candles, stood around the unlit one, and concentrated.  Together, they extended their candles and lit the one in the center, causing it to give off a small cloud of grey smoke.  This formed into the shape of a horse and seemed to gallop off to the south, dissipating as it went.
 
   “Good job,” I observed.  “That was very well done.”  And it was.  I couldn’t help them from inside my magical barrier, so they had to do all the heavy lifting.  They also had to supply the mental focus on Bronze; I only supplied a drop of blood to provide some helpful correspondence for the magical resonance, and to help Bronze recognize a legitimate message.
 
   They seemed unreasonably pleased at the praise.  I wondered if anyone ever complimented them on their work before. They also seemed quite tired.  Well, it was a long climb up the circling road to the upper courtyard and an unfamiliar spell; each is exhausting in its own way.
 
   “Come on in,” I told them.  “We’ll find someplace to sit down, out of the sun, and maybe find a way to cook that goat of yours.”
 
   They followed me in, Torvil and Kammen pushing the cart like a wheelbarrow while Seldar talked.
 
   “The goat is actually for you,” he told me.  My stomach-knot tightened again at the idea of roasted goat.  It’s really amazingly good.  Then again, almost anything is when I’m hungry.
 
   “How did you know I’d be hungry?  No, scratch that.  How did you know I’d be awake?”
 
   “We did not.  But our families always send boys to Karvalen for their coming of age.”
 
   One sentence, lots of mental associations.  My brain kicked around a bunch of information.
 
   Karvalen, in the Rethvan language, translates pretty much to “kingdom of the living stone.”  Khar was the original word for stone or rock in the language of Zirafel, along with vael, or life.  Eyn, used as a suffix, denoted an Imperial property—in this case, royal property.  So, with a bit of grammatical and pronunciation evolution, vael-khar’Eyn in the old tongue became Karvalen in Rethven.
 
   I thought that rather appropriate, given that the mountain is self-aware.  Very slow, but self-aware.
 
   I also found it interesting to realize that Rethven was derived from Rhiatha, a province of the Imperium.  Over time Rhiatha’Eyn evolved into Rethven.  Don’t I sound linguistic and knowledgeable?
 
   At the same time, half a dozen rites of passage from different cultures danced through my head.  Four out of six—five out of seven, counting this one—involved some sort of religious ceremony, as well as a test of either courage or endurance or both.  These kids were here for something like that and I wondered just how difficult it was supposed to be.  Was this a real test of manhood, or just an unsupervised field trip?
 
   “And what happens during this coming of age ceremony?” I asked, rubbing one temple.  I suddenly had a minor headache.  Is that a sign of vampiric indigestion?
 
   “We make the journey,” Seldar replied, “make sacrifice, stand vigil, and endure any visions or hauntings that might present themselves.  If we are brave and true, like our fathers before us, we might emerge from the mountain as men, with stories to tell and enchantments on our blades.”
 
   I wondered about the visions and hauntings, but I suspected there might be undigested ghosts involved.  If so, I didn’t want to know.  I’d deal with that when and if they presented themselves, probably by chewing more thoroughly.
 
   “What sort of enchantments?” I asked, instead.
 
   “My father’s sword needs never be sharpened.”
 
   “The edge on my father’s sword never chips,” Torvil offered.  “He’s parried axes that should have broken it, but it’s still whole.  And my elder brother’s is very good at thrusting through armor.”
 
   “My father killed a were-beast with his, and it died like the blade were silver,” Kammen said.
 
   “Sounds like good stuff,” I observed, while thinking that I wasn’t going to ask what sort of were-beast was involved.  “Well, if I manage to get fed sometime in the near future, we’ll see if I can come up with something appropriate for you three.”
 
   They traded that look with each other again.  Kammen was the one who spoke.
 
   “Are we going to, you know, have to, well, deal with any of the, the ghosts?”
 
   “I haven’t seen one since I woke up, but I’m certain you’ll manage just fine.  Meanwhile, let’s see if we can get a firepit going.  Anyone know how to slaughter and roast a goat?”
 
    
 
   The boys/men knew how.  They gathered firewood from the overgrown area at the peak; the courtyard’s inner wall went straight up for thirty feet or so, then turned into a wilderness on top.  They went up the steps of the inner courtyard wall and came back with a lot of deadwood.  Some basic woodcraft later, they had a spit and braces, with pieces of goat-meat searing over a fire.  Seldar even went so far as to catch the goat’s blood in a bowl when they slaughtered it.  Torvil gathered more wood and Kammen cooked.
 
   I resisted the urge to drink the blood.  Blood cravings during the day were new.  Normally, I just want something mundane to eat.  Fortunately, Kammen had a few slices of meat ready fairly quickly.  I inhaled them and waited patiently for more.  The four of us started spitting meat and roasting it as quickly as the fire allowed.
 
   To give credit where credit is due, they didn’t react too badly the first time I snapped a piece of meat right off a stick with my teeth.  They were merely startled.  Nobody screamed, but I think it was a close thing.  They seemed determined to be unruffled if I did anything odd.  I was surprised, but I tried to keep myself in better check after that.
 
   I ate everything edible, right down to the marrow in the bones.  I felt a little better, and the appeal of a bowl of fresh goat blood was considerably lessened.  Maybe it was just exceptional hunger.
 
   About then I heard the ringing, like the bells on an old-style, wind-up alarm clock, but much deeper.
 
   “Thank you very much for breakfast, gentlemen,” I said, rising.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think my horse is here.”
 
   “Lord?” Kammen asked.  They all treated me with a good deal more respect and deference.  Whether that was because they regarded me as a monster or a king, I’m not sure.
 
   “What’s on your mind, Kammen?”
 
   “Will you be back… later?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I will.  My plans are to, first, go find a dazhu and eat it.  Then, after sundown, I’ll go back to the herd and eat the rest of them.  Probably.”  I frowned.  On the other hand, if I was as hungry as I expected to be, I might not have that much presence of mind.  Well, we could put a bowl of blood outside and they could hide in the room with my statue.  And maybe Bronze could sort of encourage me to go chase dazhu.
 
   Outside, the alarm-bell clangor had grown considerably louder.  Bronze, looking very much like a massive draft horse, galloped across the bridge, around the mountain, and started the spiral up.  The main thoroughfares ascended at a shallow angle, leading up and around.  Other streets ran in counter-spirals, making a sort of grid, but Bronze didn’t bother to slow down for the switchback turns that would require.  For my part, I hurried out the northern door, around to the far side of the courtyard and was at the south-facing outer gate by the time she skidded through it, hooves trailing comet tails of blue-green lightning.  The metal-on-stone screech must have been audible for miles.
 
   Bronze.  My horse.  At slightly over seven feet at the shoulder, she’s markedly larger than any horse I’ve ever seen.  She was definitely more heavily built than I recalled, with thicker legs and a deeper chest.  She seemed more of a golden color than I recalled, but there’s no telling what she’s been eating.
 
   She kept her head up for a moment, blowing fire and smoke for several seconds, then lowered her head to apply her forehead to my chest, almost knocking me from my feet.  Then she put her head over my shoulder and I threw my arms around her neck despite the scorching.  For a long moment, we just stood there.  She had missed me the way I might miss one of my arms.  And I realized that I missed her, somehow, even though it seemed only a short while since last I saw her.  She wasn’t just Bronze.  She was, on some deep level that I may never understand, a part of me.
 
   When I let go and stepped back, I took note of the horsecollar with broken bits of chain hanging from it.
 
   “Were you busy?”
 
   She tossed her head dismissively, as if to say, Not with anything important.
 
   “I trust you didn’t run over anybody?”
 
   She merely twitched an ear, Not anyone important.
 
   I looked at her sternly, or tried to.  She whickered and shook her mane, making the wires tinkle and chime like laughter.  She snorted hot smoke all over me and I knew she was joking.
 
   My horse has a sense of humor.  It’s a lot like my sense of humor, and that’s a shame.
 
   “It’s good to see you, too,” I told her.  “I feel hungry.  How about we go down there, kill a large piece of meat, you torch it, I eat it, and then we come back here for the sunset?”
 
   She pawed at the ground, making blue-green sparks and a metal-on-stone screeching noise that could wake the dead.  I mounted up and we thundered down into the plains like an avalanche of bronze and steel.
 
    
 
   Kammen is a better cook than Bronze.  But raw, rare, medium, and well-done are all acceptable when it’s just a matter of stuffing down fuel.  And we did.  I didn’t have time to eat an entire dazhu, but we gave it a really good try.  I hacked off a chunk, Bronze breathed fire over it, and I ate the outer layer while holding up another chunk for her to toast.
 
   Where I put all that meat was a mystery.  Doubtless, a magical metabolism had something to do with it.  I didn’t think that applied during the day, though.  My nighttime metabolism is magical—I’m dead, after all—but during the day… shouldn’t I have to stop eating at some point?  If I hadn’t been so focused on eating enough to save three young men’s lives, I would have let it worry me.
 
   We went back up the mountain a little before sunset and halted in the throne room.  The young gentlemen went down to the statue room and I put the bowl of blood outside the main door.  I shut the door to the outside and waited for the sunset to start.  Bronze had instructions about keeping me from going any farther into the mountain, and I concentrated on the smell of the blood just outside the door.  I couldn’t actually smell it, yet, but I would.  I would.
 
   Sunset crawled all over me like a layer of ants.  Like a blanket of steel wool set on fire, it burned and itched and prickled, drawing out of me a foul mixture of sweat and filth that might have had its origins in one of the lower infernal pits.
 
   But I didn’t care.  Amidst the shivering, stinging, crawling, itching, trembling, and prickling, now I could smell the blood.
 
   My heart stopped; I barely noticed.  There was blood close at hand, and that was all that mattered.  I was denied that blood, because the sunset was not yet finished, but it was there, waiting for me, waiting for the moment when the last arc of the burning daystar slipped below the rim of the world.
 
   I hoped I could wait that long.  That’s the last thing I remember.
 
    
 
   I have no clear memory of what happened after the sunset passed a certain point.  It was as though a curtain of night fell across my waking mind, leaving everything in dreams.  Dreams of hunger, blood, and death.
 
   The laughter brought me back to myself.  Who was out here in the night, laughing like that?  I realized it was me.  I was the center of a web of forces, black and writhing lines of power, stretching in every direction to feed on the life around me.  Tendrils of my spirit, flickering darkly in the night, surrounded my physical form with a vacuum of consuming emptiness.  Swirling within this mass of darkness was a cloud of blood, streamers of it, spinning like a grey tornado in a world devoid of color, droplets swirling in the vortex, whirling close to me to splash my armor with black spatters in the moonlight, slithering unnaturally along the metal to vanish under the edges and soak into my skin.  All this, surrounding me, part of me, and now drawing back into me.
 
   And then…
 
   And then…
 
   I stood silent and alone in a field full of death.
 
   Dazhu lay in heaps around me, shrunken and withered, the stuff of life sucked out of them by the touch of coiling tendrils, throats opened by fangs and talons, the blood pulled from them by mystic forces and consumed within an all-devouring hunger.  Nothing lived within a hundred yards of me, not animals, not insects, not even the grass; all that living power now moved within me, was bound to me and fed my spirit.  Not a drop of blood remained, not in a corpse, not soaked into the ground.  It had all been sucked out of opened throats, drunk down in great gulps or whirled about and drawn within the hungry darkness.
 
   Gallons of blood.  Acres of living things.  And now, all around me was the grey on grey of the dark and moonlight, seen through eyes of night.  The darkness visible illuminated the world to my nighteyes, stealing away all color, but giving back a world as sharp as a razor’s edge.
 
   All that I could sense was in perfect clarity and focus.  I felt as though I could know everything just by looking, do anything by a mere act of will.  I could count the leaves on the trees of the Eastrange, miles away, and trace the delicate veins in each one.  I could hear the wind whisper secrets to me.  I could taste dust and fur, feel it between my teeth, feel it lining my throat.
 
   “Ghaaaak!”
 
   There I was, drunk on my own power, choking on furballs.  It really killed my moment of supernatural exaltation.
 
   I coughed and spat, hacking.  Dazhu have a shaggy pelt, full of fuzz and dust, and I bit through enough of them to seriously annoy vegetarians and possibly Greenpeace.  If you’ve never had fur stuck in your teeth, you have no idea how awful it can be.  I could feel every dusty fiber, every dirty strand.
 
   I went to my knees, hacking up fuzz and spitting fur.  It took me a minute to get a grip on myself and run a cleaning spell through my mouth.  It’s hard to cast spells when you feel like you’re ready to cough up a lung.  Sure, I don’t need to breathe at night, but the reflexes are still there.
 
   While I did that, my flesh and bones finished moving around inside me, altering, shifting, changing.  Now my armor fit perfectly, instead of hanging slack on my frame.  My hands were fully fleshed instead of skeletal, and my fingernails were definitely a bit longer and sharper than before.  I wondered where my gauntlets had got to.  And my skin was no longer that terrible, almost luminescent white; now it was a grey so dark as to be almost black, unreflecting, drinking the light.
 
   Is that normal for a vampire?  Do we start out pale as milk and get darker with age?  Or is it something else?  Side effect of an Ascension Sphere?  Or prolonged starvation?  Or is it peculiar to the many, many things I’ve eaten that aren’t human?  I did drink a lot of dragon ichor…
 
   On the other hand, this is the color of something that hunts in the dark.
 
   I finished spitting dazhu fur and dust, wiped my mouth.  I wished I had something handy to rinse with.  I felt a different sort of itching as my tongue healed.  A little more fishing around with my tongue and I realized what the problem was.  My teeth were sharp.  The outer face of my teeth had altered, growing slightly longer and a bit pointed.  It wasn’t a mouthful of fangs, but a dentist might accuse my grandmother of unnatural acts with a shark.  Well, maybe a great-grandmother.  I wondered how my smile looked.
 
   I resolved to be very careful about biting my tongue.  Given the new sharpness of my teeth, if I wasn’t careful, I would very quickly learn to be—a lesson I hoped not to have.
 
   Monster problems.  Nobody told me about this one!  I wondered if Sasha ever knew this could happen.  Then again, her teeth were human-normal.  So… age related?  Or magical-universe-related?  Dammit, I need a thousand vampires and a century of experimentation to get an adequate statistical universe!
 
   My altered teeth made me examine the dazhu more closely.  Yes, rather than punctures, the throats had large chunks bitten completely out.  The bites were enormous.  I wondered if I unhinged my jaw to do it.  I tried it and discovered that I could, in fact, open my mouth a lot wider than I should.  If I was careful, I could put my naked fist in my mouth without quite cutting skin on my teeth.
 
   Good god, I thought.  I really am a monster!
 
   Other dazhu had no bite marks, just claw marks—long gashes where flesh was ripped open. Probably by something with sharp bits on the ends of its fingers and an inhuman strength.  Obviously, I hadn’t drawn my sword in my hungry state, but, equally obviously, I hadn’t needed to.
 
   I wondered what the Hunter would say about that.  I decided not to bother it.  If it had anything to say about it, I’d be happy to listen.
 
   On the plus side, I felt excellent.  Everything that was wrong was now righted.  I was healthy—if that’s the word for it—and strong again.  I felt I could leap to the mountaintop.
 
   Instead, I managed to exercise a little restraint.  The first thing I did was find my sword; as I filled up on blood and filled out my flesh, my swordbelt tore apart.  I guess I was too busy with dinner to pay attention to minor details like belt buckles and such.  The baldric still hung over my shoulder, but the belt parted and the scabbard slid off.  Once I found it, I had to spend a minute or two telling the leather to knit itself back together before I could wear it properly again.  Then, of course, I had to hunt around in the tall grass to find my missing gauntlets…
 
   Bronze was right there with me through it all.  At first, she kept an eye on me in case I needed to be herded back toward something more acceptably edible.  She also kept track of where things had fallen, making it much easier to put my stuff back together.  I can barely imagine being without her and really don’t want to.
 
   I mounted and we cantered up the road on the west side of the canal.  The rhythm of her hooves reminded me of a song from ancient Zirafel, and I sang as we spiraled up and in.  It didn’t occur to me until the second verse that I never heard the song before, that I couldn’t have heard it.  Yet, I remembered it, until I remembered that I couldn’t.  At that point, I forgot what came next.
 
   Centipede’s dilemma?  Similar, certainly.  I didn’t like it.
 
   To distract myself from the problem, I looked at the mountain, really seeing it from the outside.  It was lower than I remembered, or, no… it was an illusion brought about by being broader.  The thing is still a mile high or so; the base is now about four miles across.  It looks almost flat, at least until it gets closer to the center.  Then it gets steeper, until one road winds its lone way up and around a near-vertical face to reach the pivot-door in the upper courtyard’s outer wall.
 
   I can’t help thinking it was taller when it was narrow enough to fit in the Eastrange.
 
   Bronze took me over the bridge and around to the main gate, on the northeast.  Then, inside the city, we went up and around in a great spiral to the upper courtyard, on around the central peak to the north side, and in through the main door.
 
   I reflected again that this was great against invaders, but possibly a bit too involved for routine use in a city.  Well, if I had anything to do with the layout—and, like remembering a dream, I believe I did—then I probably wasn’t thinking in terms of city planning so much as I was in terms of fortress planning.  Maybe I could ask the mountain for some changes.
 
   We halted in the throne room/great hall/whatever it was.  One could probably ride a normal horse down a hallway from there, if one took care to stay low in the saddle.  While Bronze might fit through most of the passages within the mountain, she would have to keep her head down; I might even be able to stay on, if I laid flat and didn’t inhale.  On the other hand, the corridors were wide enough for five people abreast, so turning wouldn’t be a problem.  Still, she didn’t like the idea of walking through a tunnel with a low ceiling.  She preferred to wait.  I went on to greet my three new friends.
 
   They opened the door when I called their names.  When I saw them, I realized even more how much I had changed.  I saw their flesh as a translucent medium—organs, bones, the works.  The important parts, though, were the three things that made them alive.  First was the plumbing; all the vessels for the movement of blood around and through their bodies.  Second, the lines of living light that marked the wires of their flesh; all the filaments of their nervous systems glowed and sparkled like the lines of a city of light gleaming into the darkness of space.  And, third, the diffuse glow of something immaterial.  It permeated their flesh, flowed with the blood, sparkled and glittered with every firing of every nerve.  I can only call it their souls, multicolored and quicksilver quick, roiling through them like ink in water.
 
   Immediately, they each dropped to one knee, bowed their heads, and laid their swords at my feet.
 
   “We beseech thee, our King,” they recited, in unison, “to our petition, that you deign to bless with the might of thy hand this sword with which thy servant desires to be girded, that it may be a defense for those who cannot defend themselves, that it may be the terror and dread of all who would act against the realm, and that it may be just and right in both attack and defense.”
 
   Ah, yes.  Their swords.  This was their night of vigil and ritual.  Tonight, they were to be marked, to leave behind their boyhood to become men.
 
   And here they were, and here I was, and wasn’t I supposed to be a king?  I’m not good at being an authority figure, to say nothing of a role model.  Teaching college freshmen doesn’t really prepare one for that.  All I had to do as an almost-professor was work on their academic qualifications, not their moral or ethical codes.  And being a bloodthirsty monster really isn’t recommended for role modeling.
 
   But I have a nasty streak of responsibility.  They obviously regarded me as a king—their King.  Technically speaking, I guess I am.  If it would make them happy… well, I guess I could try to act like one.
 
   While I might not know the proper ritual, I could remember a round dozen and probably fake my way through it.  Besides, anyone who could come to a haunted mountain for an overnight vigil, meet a vampire, and still not have to change their underwear deserved a little in the way of theatrics.  Besides, if I made it look good, they would probably be happy with it.
 
   How much of my life is about keeping up appearances?
 
   I took their swords and—since I was living in a bubble of power that would presumably kill mortal magicians—gave some attention to what to do with them.  I held the first one in a net of dark, invisible tendrils, feeling it with my mind and spirit, staring into the metal.  Then I peered deeper, with the eye of the mind and magic.  I swam in a sea of atoms, tiny glints in balls of fog, floating, diving, swirling.  Too many held in rigid alignment; free those.  Crack the bonds that held them fixed.  Mix the scattered atoms more evenly so the crystalline alignment smoothed into an amorphous, glassine structure.  Augment the lines of force between them, make them more potent and more flexible by far.
 
   Swim to the cutting edge and work along it, teasing the flow of atoms into a different sort of rigidity—locked in place, a perfect lattice, a million millions of atoms thick, tapering to a single line of carbon backed by iron, layered in and out in a rigid structure.  Let the magic flow through the gaps in the lattice, filling it like water fills a cup full of pebbles, freezing the structure, remembering the shape of it, bringing it to life and giving it the power to heal itself as quickly as it shatters…
 
   Step back, swim out, surface from the depths of steel into the open air.  Take up the next, and dive into it, working more quickly, now that I know what I want to do.  And the third.
 
   Look at the blades.  The same swords, just darker, lacking their original metallic luster.  Weapons of quality, certainly, but still just swords, lifeless pieces of metal, crammed full of power, but dead things nonetheless.
 
   “Hold out your hands,” I told them.  They did so, without otherwise moving.  One by one, I cut their palms with exquisite care, drawing a line of blood down the edge of each blade.  None of them cried out, although Torvil shivered.
 
   As I did so, I drew a tendril of darkness down each weapon, from pommel to point, buried inside the steel, and drew a small piece of each boy’s essence into the fabric of the blade.  I laid my will on each sword, on each tendril, on the blood and soul within, and bound them together in thick, heavy lines of magic, taking the time to do it right.  Not mere spells, these, but enchantments, as complex as all enchantments are, but identical to each other, and each filled with a lavish expenditure of power until the circuit-lines of each one blazed bright as lonely stars in an empty sky.
 
   Once I finished packing in the enchantments, I eyed the Ascension Sphere suspiciously.  If I passed an enchanted item through it, would that rip the fabric of the spell structure and put the power right back into the sphere?  The more I looked at it, the more likely it seemed.
 
   Wait.  It had no effect on Bronze.  To be fair, her enchantment was older and much more powerful than this thing.  Or maybe she counted as a living thing, instead of an enchanted object.  Or maybe she was enough a part of me that the sphere reacted to her differently.  The point could be debated, I suppose, but I didn’t see a way to actually conduct formal testing without risking her survival.  It was enough for me that she could pass through the sphere without being harmed.
 
   So, how to hand back a trio of freshly-enchanted swords without getting them turned into freshly disenchanted swords?  Obvious answer: take down the Ascension Sphere.  But to do that, the whole thing had to be drained to the point of failure, and, despite my lavish, almost wasteful expenditure, the thing wasn’t even close to drained.  What else could I do with the remaining power?  The swords were pretty much as solid as I could make them.
 
   Ah.  My own sword, and maybe my armor.
 
   I checked my current sword.  The sharpening enchantment looked good, but it didn’t work based on a knowledge of atomic structure.  Ditto the spell to reinforce and strengthen the metal.  My armor also had an enchantment to bind it together so that it resisted blows more readily, and even a repair function so that it would slowly heal itself—very thoughtful of whoever built it.  It looked like very good work.  But I might as well use a little power to improve the atomic arrangement of the metal, moving from crystalline to amorphous to give it more flex and less breakage… then revise that sharpening enchantment—much easier than starting from scratch… now let’s see how much power I can stuff into the existing enchantments…
 
   Damn.  It wasn’t enough.  Four swords and a suit of armor, stuffed nearly to bursting with power, and the Sphere was still there.  What else could I dump power into?  I had nothing leap to mind.  I could tear down and rebuild an enchantment or two, but I already built and rebuilt them about as heavily as I could.
 
   Power.  I’m in a bottle of power that won’t let power out.
 
   It won’t let magical power out.
 
   I could expend the power by having it produce other forms of energy—light, heat, sound.  A light spell is nothing but a way to convert magical power into energy in the visible spectrum.  I could use it up that way and melt rocks, irradiate a chunk of sky, or otherwise generate some unreasonable amount of electromagnetic radiation.  That would get rid of it, waste it into the environment.
 
   On the other hand, I don’t have to convert it to electromagnetic radiation.  I can, with difficulty, transmute magical energy into a form of life energy—simple vitality, not the stuff of souls.  From a nightlord’s perspective, it’s like wringing water out of something that you wouldn’t ordinarily drink from.  I could consume that power and add it to the storehouse of vitality I had already gained that night.  But I didn’t need it; I was well-fed, at least for now.
 
   Bronze could absorb some of that, certainly, as could the mountain.  Something told me, though, that my pet rock was not at all hungry.  The last time it was fed was when Tamara poured power into it, and it had been busy since then.  Judging by the sculpted city, very busy.  Yet… it wasn’t at all interested.  That seemed odd, but not something to worry about right that second.  For now, Bronze would get the lion’s—or the horse’s—share of it.
 
   I told the three of them to sit tight; they sat down and waited, looking as though they were prepared to wait all night, if necessary.  I went back up to the great hall and sat down in front of Bronze; she laid her head over my shoulder from behind, as though to watch what I was doing.
 
   First, I laid the swords around me, close enough to avoid having all my work undone.  Then I started work on the conversion spell, taking care to overbuild it; I expected it to have to carry quite a load.  The conversion isn’t something most wizards can do.  Even those that can still don’t do it well.  It isn’t very efficient even when I do it, except in extremely low-power applications—trickles, rather than rivers of power.  Even I can’t build an efficient, large-scale conversion spell and I have some natural—well, unnatural—advantages.
 
   Once assembled, I opened up the flow, and let the contents of the Ascension Sphere ground out through it, dumping pure vitality into the living metal of my horse.  She seemed to glow to my nighteyes, and I realized something.  She isn’t really made of bronze anymore.  She started out as bronze, but she’s eaten so many other metals, been transmuted and transformed by magic… I’m not sure what she’s made of, now.  She’s more golden-colored than normal bronze, but not brassy.  I don’t know what to call that metal.
 
   It took a while, and the spell matrix started to visibly glow to the untrained eye, an unintended byproduct of the amount of energy in conversion.  That’s not supposed to happen in an ideal circuit, but some of the inefficiencies were in the visible range.  I kept a close eye on it, trying to judge whether I should dial it down a little to lower the strain, or if it would finish before it failed.  It held together long enough to finish and collapsed in on itself, as spells tend to do when their power is exhausted.  The Ascension Sphere evaporated with it, leaving me in a normal-magic environment for the first time in ages.
 
   A mild vertigo hit me.  It was rather like a sudden change in air pressure, or in temperature.  Like going from deep, hot water to a cold room.  Or, no, more like coming out of a dream, or the wearing-off of a drug.  I was myself again.  The world came back into focus around me, real again, instead of a backdrop to something else.  The world was real, instead of shadows dancing on a stage.  But where was the stage?  What did I miss, distracted by the shadows?  What was I missing now, on the stage instead of in the audience?
 
   How long did all this take?  Two hours?  Three?  It wasn’t dawn, yet; I knew that much.
 
   I raised an arm to hold on to Bronze until the vertigo passed.  When it did, she lifted her head and me with it.  I stood, stroked her nose.
 
   “Feel better?”
 
   She snorted fire, a purely voluntary act, which told me I’m better than I was, and I started out awesome.
 
   I laughed and agreed with her before gathering up swords and heading back down to the shrine.
 
   The three were still there.  The went from sitting to down on the left knee, right fist planted on the floor.
 
   I nodded at Torvil.  He held out both hands—the one I’d cut was no longer bleeding.  I glanced at the floor; there was no blood to be seen.  I was pretty sure it had dripped from their hands, spattered on the stone, and crawled over to me.  Some time ago, it had slithered up through my armor and clothes to sink into my skin.
 
   Creepy, but I can live with it.  So to speak.
 
   “Torvil, will you accept this sword from my hand?” I asked.
 
   “I will.”
 
   “What will you swear?”
 
   “To my King I swear loyalty and bravery.  To the Crown I swear to be just and fair as far as my mortal wisdom will allow.  At my King’s command, I swear to grant mercy, or to withhold mercy; to take life, or to grant it; to harm those from whom my King shall lift his grace; to heal and help those upon whom my King’s grace shall descend.”
 
   As he spoke, shimmering lines of magic formed over him.  They wove in and out all through him, almost glittering as they twisted and writhed into complex patterns.  The patterns of the magic merged with the patterns of his spirit, matching them, binding with them, and sinking into them.
 
   That is one damn good oath, I thought.  I would bet money I don’t have that Raeth and Bouger had something to do with it.
 
   We talked about knightly virtues—I talked—on the trail to Crag Keep.  They seemed to think most knightly virtues consisted of knowing who to hit and being good at it.  I expanded on that a little with legends of Camelot and similar guff.
 
   Now Torvil had a magical oath that reminded me of the oath Keria gave me.  Correction:  Torvil just swore an oath binding himself to my service and to the service of the kingdom.  Like it or not, he wasn’t just any knight; he was now my knight.
 
   I laid the weapon in his open hands.
 
   “Stand, Sir Torvil.”
 
   His eyes lit up and he bounced to his feet as though gravity was a myth.  He practically vibrated, standing to attention.
 
   I repeated the process with Kammen and Seldar—excuse me, Sir Kammen and Sir Seldar—and the three of them stood there in wonder, looking at each other and at their new swords.
 
   “Careful with those,” I cautioned.  “They’ll cut almost before the edge touches.  And tend to your cuts.  While you’re doing that, I’ll get some of the extra meat.  Meet me in the throne room and you can have some dazhu steaks.”
 
   Whistling, I strolled back out.  A moment later, echoing up the tunnel, I heard them cheering.
 
    
 
   We sat around the firepit while they ate and chattered.  The light from the fire reflected from the arched ceiling and I wondered if it was plated with brass or gold.  It was certainly too bright to be bronze.  I was also curious who put it there, assuming it wasn’t something the mountain did on its own.  The shifting of light and darkness did interesting things in my vision; color swam back and forth with the flickering of the fire.
 
   I enjoyed the smell of the meat, but food isn’t really my thing after dark.  Bronze crunched on some wood, just to be companionable; she likes combustibles.  I finally got around to removing the horsecollar; she was very patient about that, and I felt bad about not realizing I should have done it sooner.  I also fed her a few of the links and scratched her between the eyes.  A normal person would need a railroad spike to do that effectively, but my fingernails can be quite dangerous.  She enjoyed the scratching.
 
   “I am still amazed,” Seldar was saying, “that we are knights.  I feel no different.”
 
   “I feel kinda scared,” Kammen said.  The other two looked at him.  “Well, yeah.  I do.  I mean, I’m still training t’be a knight, or was.  I ain’t sure I’m really ready for going off and conquering Rethven.”
 
   “Are you doubting the King?” Torvil demanded.
 
   “Never.  I saw something coming today, but I didn’t think it’d be like this.  I just expected to be, I dunno, bigger.  Inside.  Or something,” Kammen finished, lamely.  Seldar nodded.
 
   “I know just what you mean.  I am very glad to be knighted, but I do not yet feel like one.  Does that make sense?”
 
   “I think so,” Torvil said.  “When do we start to be really knights?  After our first battle?”
 
   “You already started,” I told them.  “Now, what do you think you still need to be a good knight?  Kammen?”
 
   “I’m good with a sword and shield, I think, but pretty shaky with a lance.  I can use a bow.  I hate maces and flails, ’cept from horseback, so I ain’t so good with ’em, either.  I just don’t see how I can be a knight.  I mean, yes, because you say, but maybe you see something I don’t, and I’d like to see it, too, if I can.”
 
   I nodded, thoughtfully, and almost said what I was thinking.  Nobody is ever going to live up to the example of Galahad, probably not even Lancelot.  Which was fair, I suppose; I was certainly no Arthur.
 
   “There is a difference,” I said, slowly, still thinking of what it meant—or what it should mean—to be a knight, “between being a knight and being worthy of it.  I believe you are worthy of it.  It is up to you to justify my faith in you.”
 
   “How long’ll that take?” he asked.
 
   “The rest of your life.  Someday, when you’re dying, you’ll have an instant to look at your life and see if you did the best you could.  Only then will you know if you were worthy.”
 
   The three looked at each other.  I could almost see thoughts flicker between them.
 
   “Lord?” Torvil asked.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “When do we start?”
 
   “I guess that depends.  You guys came here for a purpose, right?”  They nodded.  “Are you done?”
 
   “We’re done when we get back,” Torvil said.  “We have to make the journey, make sacrifice, stand vigil over our swords all night, endure any tests or trials or visions, and make it back, all without going mad.”
 
   “Or getting killed,” Seldar added.
 
   “I imagine that would be an unsatisfactory ending to your quest,” I noted.  “Vigil ends at dawn, I’m guessing?”
 
   “Yes.” Three-way stereo.  It’s eerie how they do that.  It looks as though I’ll have to get used to it.
 
   “Then you pack up and head back to Mochara?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I fiddled with the four lengths of chain still attached to the horsecollar.  I bent some links open, carefully, and hooked others together to make two equal chains.
 
   “First, you finish what you started.  As a general rule, that’s a good one.  Sometimes you have to learn to walk away from things—there’s a thin line between determined and stubborn—but in just in general.  What happens after you finish your quest?”
 
   “We are knighted,” Seldar said, “in the normal course of events.  Since that has already occurred, we will be presented before the orders of knighthood that our fathers deem fitting.”  Torvil and Kammen glanced at each other.
 
   “Um,” Kammen said.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What do we name our swords?” he asked.
 
   “Whatever you like,” I told him. “They’re yours.”
 
   “But you gave ’em to us.  Well, sorta.”
 
   “And I’m also giving you the right to name them,” I said, smoothly.  “Use them.  Get a feel for them.  Then decide on names for them.  Fair?”
 
   “Very much so, Your Majesty,” Kammen agreed.  Torvil cleared his throat and I nodded to him.
 
   “Which Order do we belong in?” Torvil asked.
 
   “Which Order do you think you belong in?” I replied.
 
   “Shadow,” the three of them said, in unison.
 
   “So be it.  But I may change my mind.  I need to know what’s been going on in my kingdom since the incident at the Edge of the World.”
 
   “That will take some time, Your Majesty,” Torvil pointed out.  “Rethven’s a big place, and we usually just get traders from along the coast.”
 
   “Rethven isn’t my kingdom,” I pointed out.”
 
   “Well, yeah, I guess,” Torvil said, dubiously.  “You haven’t conquered it, yet.  But even just on this side of the mountains, it’s three days just to get to Mochara.”
 
   “On foot,” I agreed.
 
    
 
   Bronze was really good about it.  I was gone for years and already I have an errand for her.  She might have given me a slightly reproachful look, but I did tell her she could come back as soon as the three were in sight of Mochara.  The cart was barely big enough for the three of them, but with Bronze towing it, they made very good time.  I just hoped she wouldn’t set fire to the wooden axle at those speeds.
 
   I sat on the bridge over the moat, watched them go screaming southward on one of the canal roads—the one on the west side, as it happens—and thought about the future.
 
   What have I learned?  I’ve obviously been asleep for a while.  Long enough for a city to be built on the coast.  Long enough for the mountain to move from the Eastrange out to the plains.  And, judging by the canals, I’d say it’s been long enough for the mountain to grow canals.  This stonework isn’t individual blocks; it’s smooth, unbroken stone, like the towers and buildings of the mountain itself.
 
   So, a long time.  Possibly a very long time.
 
   I could have asked a lot of questions of my three new knights, but that’s hard to do when worshipful faces are looking at you.  It feels like letting them down, somehow, to admit ignorance.  I’m going to have to work on slowly breaking it to them that I’m neither omniscient nor omnipotent.  Maybe, while they were assembling an historical account of Karvalen, they would ask themselves why I needed it.
 
   As my first guess, I’ll say I’ve been asleep for a hundred years or more.  That’s lots of time for a city to grow.  A hundred years is probably too long for anyone I knew to still be alive.  On the other hand, Tort is supposed to be alive… possibly very old, as she is “the Lady Tort,” so we’ll see.  If I’m wrong and it’s much less than a century, I can revise my thinking.  I wouldn’t mind being wrong.
 
   I glanced up at the mountain, now covered in a city of sculpted buildings.
 
   But I don’t think I am.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Interlude
 
    
 
   “Got him!” Tyrecan said, sitting bolt upright, white eyes snapping wide open.
 
   “Where?” Hagus asked.
 
   “I’m checking now,” he replied, eyes focused on things beyond the confines of the room.  His hands moved slowly, as though guiding tendrils of invisible smoke.  “East of Vathula… more south… about…” Tyrecan frowned and his eyes focused on the room again.  “Damn.  He’s in that haunted mountain.”
 
   “Well, of course he would be,” Hagus said, disgusted.  “Figures.  Get a look, will you?”
 
   “I’m working on it,” Tyrecan replied, moving to stand before his largest mirror.  “You go get Rakal and let him know, then tell the Prince.”
 
   “He prefers to be called ‘king,’ you know.”
 
   “He can prefer to be called God-Emperor of the Underworld.  He’s still just a prince.”
 
   “I won’t argue.  But don’t let him hear you talk like that, Tyrecan,” Hagus cautioned.  “Call him ‘my lord’ if ‘king’ offends your sensibilities.”
 
   “I can live with that,” Tyrecan replied, waving a beringed hand before the rippling surface of the mirror.
 
   “We should also put that sword away,” Hagus added.
 
   “Good luck with that,” Tyrecan muttered, concentrating on the mirror.
 
   “I’m serious.  If it notices, it could ruin everything.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why Parrin wanted it kept out with the fighting, rather than here.”
 
   “But now he’s ordered it recalled,” Hagus pointed out.
 
   “It doesn’t read a mind deeply enough to tell the difference,” Tyrecan assured him.  “Nor does it have any interest.”
 
   “It’s a sword that speaks within minds,” Hagus argued.  “It’s bound to know something is wrong with her.”
 
   “So?  It’s not going to figure out what; it’s not a demon.  It’s a dragon,” Tyrecan told him.  “That’s not what bothers me.  My worry is that it could set fire to everything if we make it suspicious.  We really need a specialist in elementalism to deal with that thing.  It frightens me.”
 
   “Me, too.  And we’re trying to capture its master.  Does that make us crazy or desperate?”
 
   “I think it’s either desperate or too old to care.”
 
   “You could be right.  But, on the subject of an elementalist, do you think we could sound out someone in Arondael?”
 
   “Not without risking the whole operation.”  Tyrecan sighed.  “I say we get Rakal to call it back and put it away; he’s got servants enough.”
 
   “I doubt that.  I saw what it did to that cavern-village under the Klastok peaks in the north.  It took days before it aired out enough to send in looters.  And that valley, the one with the galgar farms?  Is anything growing there, yet?”
 
   “I see your point.”
 
   “I’m just saying we need something to keep it in before we have Keria send for it,” Hagus insisted.  “Something with spells to block its ability to communicate as well as to hide it.  I, for one, don’t want an undead king showing up unexpectedly.”
 
   “Isn’t that what we’re trying to do?”
 
   “Not right now.  Eventually, ‘his majesty’ wants a face-to-face encounter with the monster, but I’m still not convinced that’s the best course.”
 
   “He says he’s the only one who can capture it,” Tyrecan argued.  “I’m not sure I fully agree, though.”
 
   “Oh?” Hagus asked, arching an eyebrow.
 
   “I don’t see how a sick old man stands a chance against something like him.  Maybe he just wants to die, but I’ve given up trying to figure out what the prince really wants.  I don’t trust him.”
 
   “Neither do I, but I’m also too old to care,” Hagus remarked.
 
   “Point taken.  But the monster might fix that sooner than we expect,” Tyrecan pointed out.
 
   “Just keep track of him.  We don’t need surprises.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Day Two
 
    
 
   I waited out my sunrise transformation in the throne room.  It’s never pleasant to go from alive to undead, or vice-versa.  I sweat a reeking foulness that reminds me of sickbeds, gym socks, and clogged toilets.  Of the two, undead-to-alive is worse; midway through the process, I have to breathe.  I hate it.
 
   It’s even worse when I’ve had to heal a lot of injuries overnight; my vampire regeneration apparently produces extra-awful byproducts.  At a guess, filling out the mass of a quasi-skeletal me required a lot of tissue growth.  I reeked.  I felt not just filthy, but slimy.
 
   Is this why the undead are considered “unclean”?  Is it because we’re just unnaturally filthy?  Or is it merely justification for a case of religious prejudice?
 
   Another cleaning spell took care of the worst of it.  I decided, right then, to find a bath.  Somewhere in this whole mountain, there must be a spring or something.  If nothing else, I could rinse in the lake or a canal, but a place this huge and complicated damned well ought to have a bathroom!  Someone, please tell me I dreamed a bathroom into the mountain.
 
   On the other hand, this place was huge and complicated.  Finding it could be a problem.
 
   Well, I could try asking the mountain.  It would take a while—talking to my gigantic pet rock is always a slow process—but the sooner I got started, the sooner I’d be done with it.  I didn’t like the idea; I felt as though there was something I should be doing.  What that might be was a mystery, but I blame it on a really long nap.  I’ve been asleep for ages; now I’m awake and ready to go out and do things and have no idea what to do.
 
   At least, I think that’s what it is.
 
   I sat on the throne:  a solid, massive sculpture, done in a dragon’s-head theme.  The throne was really the dragon’s neck, coming out high on the wall and snaking down, with the space between the back-swept horns acting as a footrest.  The head was large enough that I could use the snout as a seat, but the contours would be impossibly uncomfortable.  On the neck, I almost reclined rather than sat.  I guess it’s more like a tilted couch than a chair.  My only real objection was the lack of armrests.  Still, it was easy to sit on while wearing a long piece of metal on one hip.  That counts for a lot around here.
 
   It was, however, stone.  It wasn’t really all that comfortable, but it was impressive.
 
   The carven, vertical-slit pupils each held a ruby of some size, cut in an elongated way to match the eyes.  It made me wonder again about the mirrored, gold-plated ceiling.  At least the ceiling was functional; with the firepits lit, the ceiling scattered light all through the room.  These rubies were just decoration.
 
   Or, can the mountain actually see through them?  I don’t really know.  What would it see?  It lives so much more slowly than organic life... a lot of blurry things, flittering by?  Or would it see perfectly and just react very slowly?
 
   I settled in as well as I could and started shifting my time sense into a lower gear.  The spell worked its way into the stone while I kept decreasing my personal time.  The living mountain was at least a hundred thousand times faster than a typical piece of geology, but that’s still nowhere near the speed of us more animated types.  So I relaxed, reached into the stone, and tried to take my time.  Eventually, there was a sense of awareness, a contact, and we slowly started to move toward a synchronization.
 
   Gradually, I began to feel the mountain as though I were part of it—a rather familiar sensation, actually.  It seemed a strangely easy, if slow, process.  The mountain and I merged, becoming part of each other again, and I remembered my way around inside it.  I remembered what those four towers on the upper peak were for.  I remembered the arrangement of the ventilation system, and the water system, and the layout of the streets.  I recalled the hidden depths of the mountain passages and the secret of the canals.
 
   A million little details flooded back to me, too many to retain, too much to recall in detail.  For those moments that lasted hours, I held the whole of the city and everything beneath it within my mind, as perfect and clear as a single drop of water before it falls from a leaf.
 
   Yes, this was my mountain.  We had dreamed a city together.  I dreamed the forms and it grew into them.  We wandered together in my dreams while I taught it to be a city—how to grow, how to flow, how to breathe, how to live.  What should grow back as thousands of feet and wheels and hands and shoulders rubbed against it.  What to change and how to change to accommodate the fast-moving flesh.
 
   It was happy that I was pleased with it.  I was pleased it was happy.  I concentrated on finding a bathroom, and we knew where all of them were, both public and private, above and below.
 
   I let go of the spell and returned to a human time scale.  It was already past noon, but I had learned—or remembered—much.  Impressions remained of a thousand details, none of which I actually knew, but which would seem familiar to me when I saw them again.
 
   And, strangely, the throne seemed a good deal more comfortable.
 
   Who adapted, the stone or I?  Interesting question.  It certainly moved a bit, changing the angle, moving the horns closer together and tilting them up into an attack posture.  They still didn’t make good armrests, but now I have something I can put my hands on while trying to look regal.
 
   Cats and horses have their ears.  Dragons have those two large horns coming out of the back of their heads.  I have a headache, because I’m remembering things I have no business knowing.
 
   Without hesitation, I headed to the royal chambers.  The quick way: out through the rearmost door in the throne room—excuse me, “great hall”—and into a small sitting room.  Then up a narrow spiral stair of stone, and through a private door into my study.  Barren and empty for now, like the rest of my chambers, but I could envision how to furnish everything.  The study, the bedroom, the receiving room… step outside onto the high terrace—small for a terrace; perhaps really a patio?—along the north face of the mountain’s peak, under a heavy brow of overhanging stone.  Walk along the balustrade, look over the city and the surrounding plains… step back into the receiving room and pivot the door closed, run a finger along the seam between door and wall, watch the stone weld together; that’s how you lock a door, if the mountain likes you.  Now, through the bedroom and into the bathroom.
 
   A waterfall dominated the room.  It was only about eight feet; it plunged into a pool the size of a hot tub in the stone floor.  The overflow vanished through a hole in the side of the tub and ran below what was obviously the toilet.  A small stream of water emerged from the wall inside the toilet and swirled around before joining the tub runoff and flowing away.
 
   The water steamed slightly; somehow, the mountain heated it.  Geothermal processes?  No, magical processes.  I think.  I couldn’t quite recall.  While asleep and dreaming a city, the mountain and I came up with something.  All I knew for sure was that we’d taken care of it.
 
   I stripped out of my outfit, ran a cleaning spell over all my stuff, and stepped down into the tub.
 
   I still sink like a rock; the density of my flesh is much greater than that of a human being.  I’m glad we included an underwater ledge for a seat in the tub.  I missed having soap, but a good soak did me a world of good.  Lounging in the churning water was surprisingly sybaritic.  No towels, but drying off with magic is, while less satisfying, equally effective.  Good enough.  I headed outside.
 
   The day was into the early afternoon as I took another walk on the top step, all the way around the courtyard wall.  The scenery was pretty, but relatively boring.  Rolling plains everywhere, sharp mountains to the west, canals running off toward the cardinal points, and a lot of dead dazhu going bad in the sunshine.  I felt oddly sad about that last one, probably from a sense of the waste involved.  That was meat enough to feed a thousand people, hides enough for blankets, cloaks, even tents…
 
   I walked up one of the staircases along the inner wall of the courtyard and looked through the wilderness area above.  The upper slopes of the mountain had been allowed to grow wild with trees, bushes, and vines.  Several of the bushes looked as though they might have berries in their season, and many of the trees fruit or nuts.  Nothing seemed ready this early in the year, though, so I just gathered up some more fallen wood to take back to the firepit.  Something like a snake with batwings looked at me from one tree; I ignored it as long as it stayed where it was.  It didn’t seem hostile, just wary.
 
   Back in the great hall, I stacked wood by the firepit and I realized I probably needed to enchant some permanent or semi-permanent lighting spells for the place.
 
   While I thought about different types of lighting spells, I went back out and stood on the steps of the outer courtyard wall, looking south, resting/leaning on the wall between two merlons.  I couldn’t see Mochara as anything more than a dark blot to the south and there was no sign of Bronze, yet.  I wondered if I might be able to see it more clearly at night.  The world is supposed to be flat, after all, and my vampire eyes see as though darkness were a form of light.  Then again, smoke, dust, fog, even mist from the ocean would obscure vision eventually…
 
   As I stood there thinking, a power came over me.  I felt the spell drive home like a bolt of lightning and just had time to realize what was happening.  The world darkened and disappeared.
 
   Fade to black.
 
    
 
   Falling.  Hot.  Cold.  Hotcoldhotcoldhotcold, merging rapidly into a generic warmth, like pulses of light so rapid they become a single, steady glow.
 
   And not falling.
 
   I was sitting in a comfortable chair.  Before me was a circular Colosseum in miniature, no more than ten feet across.  I looked down into it, saw smooth, black sand for the floor.
 
   “Ah, there we are.”
 
   I looked up.  Across from me was another chair.  A man occupied it.  He looked amused.  His face was round, with a trace of jowls.  Thin, blonde hair, possibly going silver, crowned his head.  He smiled a lot.  To the left and right, other chairs, other occupants, all shadowy and not-quite-there, ringed the miniature arena.
 
   I tried to stand.  I couldn’t get out of the chair.  It was as though I was a part of the chair, or vice versa.  Disconcerting and annoying.
 
   “Last I recall, I was standing in a courtyard,” I observed.
 
   “Indeed.  We saw that.  But now your body is lying in a courtyard, and your consciousness is here, with us.”
 
   “I presume you have a reason?”
 
   “Of course.  This is a dream-spell.  Together, we have reached across the miles to bring you here, to this arena.  Since you are difficult to challenge physically, you will face us here.”
 
   Dream-spell.  I knew this spell, sort of.  I couldn’t have cast one—at least, I don’t think so—but I understood immediately what it was.  It created a pocket of dreaming for combatants to use as a personal battleground.  This was a lot like a contest of wills, a duel between wizards, but the magicians’ version of it.  Normally, magicians of Zirafel would both cast the spell, with a third coming along as arbiter, but it could be cast on an unwilling subject if you could manage to get close enough to him, and had enough power reserves to force it.
 
     Of course, that made it less of a duel and more of an assassination.  Zirafel outlawed them outside of formal dueling occasions.  The person casting the dream-spell could end it before being seriously harmed, but the target of the spell had no choice—and, therefore, could eventually be killed.  Hence, an assassination tool, rather than a dueling spell.
 
   If the Church is no longer after me, will I still be a target when I go home?  Something to think about, since someone obviously is after me.  I don’t like it.
 
   That was on the surface of my thoughts.  Deeper down, there was an enraged thing that was entirely displeased with having someone interfere with my mind.  I did my best to chain it, to harness it, but I’m not sure I was entirely successful.  I have a lot of repressed anger.
 
   “Aren’t these things illegal?” I asked, and I could hear my tone, cold as a killer frost.  I saw him wince.
 
   “Slightly.  We have a special dispensation from the King of Rethven.”
 
   “I see,” I said, trying hard to suppress the rage at what had been done and deal with the situation in hand.  “All right.  Is this one pure imagination?”
 
   “No.  Only the things you have seen or experienced.  Real things, not some phantasm conjured from the depths of your twisted fancy.”
 
   I looked around the arena.
 
   “And the things your assistants have?”
 
   “Yes.  You are immortal, after all, and we have no way of knowing how long you have lived.”
 
   “Not exactly fair,” I noted, still struggling with my tone.  He licked his lips and shrugged.
 
   “No, but this isn’t meant to be.  Are you ready?”
 
   “No, but that won’t stop you.  By the way, is there some way you would prefer to be addressed?  I don’t want to just say, ‘Hey, you.’  It seems impolite.”
 
   “You may call me ‘Magician Hagus’.”
 
   “And these?” I asked, nodding toward the shadowy, wavering figures.  Hagus smirked.
 
   “Assistants in bringing the spell to you,” he said.  “No one of importance.”
 
   “I see.  Thank you.  You may call me ‘Halar’.”
 
   “Very good.  I shall go first.”
 
   In the arena, a dragon appeared.  In scale, it was probably about forty feet long.  It was quite pretty, all green and black, with some reddish glints on its scales.  I remembered, without remembering where I learned it, that the things summoned from the memory would have a certain independence and quasi-reality.  The spell would manufacture what the participants remembered, with all the qualities and powers they recalled.
 
   “Impressive,” I observed, and thought for a moment.  I never saw a dragon that big, but I have seen some things to compare.
 
   A helicopter gunship appeared.  As the dragon roared and flapped toward it, the gunship unloaded its missiles in a massive barrage.  The dragon disappeared in the explosions, leaving only the steady whup-whup-whup of the hovering vehicle.
 
   “What is that?” Hagus asked, wincing as his mental creation was destroyed.
 
   “It’s a dragon from my homeland,” I replied.  Round one to me.  The gunship faded from existence.
 
   “Very well,” Hagus said.  “You win that one.  Winner goes first.”
 
   “All right.”  The advantage was generally to the loser.  The winner picked something, while the loser merely had to come up with an adequate response.
 
   Well, I have memories I don’t know about, obviously.  I blame my overeating in Zirafel.  So I thought to myself, What’s the most powerful and dangerous thing anyone in Zirafel could have ever known, seen, or experienced?
 
   The Iron Bull of Colchis.  Nice place, Colchis.  Lovely climate, nice ocean views, had a thriving trade with Salacia.  Known for its iron mines.  It also had a massive bull, all of iron, thirty feet at the shoulder, that acted as the city’s primary defense against invaders.  Every year, the magicians of the city would gather around it and enhance it in some way.  Colchis fell to sea invaders, who stayed in water too deep for the Bull to reach them while they simply bombarded the place with fire and spells.  With no city to guard, the Bull simply lay down on the beach and never moved again.  It may still be there, buried under sand and tides.
 
   Hagus’ eyebrows went up.  I think I surprised him.
 
   “I didn’t think anyone had ever actually seen the Iron Bull.  I almost thought it was a myth!” he said.  I shrugged.  I wondered what he would come up with.
 
   He didn’t disappoint.  The sizzling, smoking thing that appeared was only a little larger than man-sized, but it was amorphous.  The Bull stepped on it, and it squished—and didn’t care.  Indeed, it started crawling up the Bull’s leg, sizzling and eating away at the iron as it did.  The Bull bucked and scraped, trying to get it off with another hoof, dragging it through the sand, twisting in ways no normal bull could manage.  Whatever the thing was, it sizzled everywhere it touched the Bull.  It didn’t like the scraping against the sand; that seemed to smear it in large patches.
 
   While they fought, I examined the spell I was in.  It’s hard to do that from inside a spell, especially when it’s a spell that drags you into your own head, or out of it.  There didn’t seem to be an easy way to escape it.  Well, there was:  stand up.  Since it wasn’t my spell, though, that wasn’t really an option; this one included a binding spell to keep me in it, which meant I was, effectively, tied to the chair.
 
   At the end, the Bull won, but only on points.  All four legs, both horns, and much of the face was gone, eaten away.  The sheer mass and size of the thing was too much for the acid monster to eat away quickly.  With the goo all over the body, the remaining part of the Bull writhed and twisted in the sand, crushing, squishing, and scraping the goo into a dull smear on the arena floor.
 
   Hagus grimaced and rubbed at one temple.  Round two.
 
   “I think I am taking a dislike to you,” he said.
 
   “I already know I don’t like you.  Here, try again.”  I attempted to recreate the Iron Bull, but nothing happened.
 
   “You can only use anything once,” he pointed out.
 
   “That’s new.  I don’t recall that from the original version of this spell,” I said.  He looked startled.
 
   “The original version?”
 
   “Yes.  The one used in Zirafel, for magicians’ duels.  Back then, you could summon the same thing over and over again until your opponent found a good counter for it, or conceded.”
 
   “Wait.  You know this spell from Zirafel?”
 
   “Of course.  I haven’t studied in Arondael, at this new Academy of yours,” I told him.  Hagus’ expression was almost unreadable, but I detected a trace of concern.
 
   “Just how old are you?” he asked, almost casually.
 
   “Older than I ever expected to be, that’s for certain.”  I thought about it for a moment.  If I consumed half a million souls in Zirafel, and I kept, say, just one percent of their accumulated knowledge and experience, that would be five thousand lives.  If the average age was—let’s low-ball it—about twenty years old, then that would be a hundred thousand years of experience.  Let’s say that ninety percent of that is stuff common to everyone, leaving only ten percent that actually counts as unique experience.  So, only about ten thousand years.
 
   I really don’t feel that competent.  I suspect I don’t even keep one percent; it’s probably much lower.  See how easy it is to make the numbers sound intimidating?
 
   “At a guess,” I told him, “it’s definitely no more than ten thousand years, probably somewhat less.  How long ago was Zirafel cursed?”
 
   Hagus said nothing, but looked less than happy.  That was fine with me.  I wasn’t here to make him happy.
 
   “Your move,” he said, finally.
 
    
 
   As our game wore on, I learned a lot about the strategy involved, usually at the price of having a sharp lance of pain go through my head and stay there.  I learned why Hagus had that unpleasant expression on his face; he wasn’t planning to have a major headache so early on.  I’m glad he did; I didn’t need him to be at his sharpest.
 
   When going first, it was important to have something with strong general defenses; the countermove generally came out swinging.  That limited the options for the winner, as well as giving the loser a chance to fine-tune his counterstrike.  Worse, each conjuration could only manifest once for each participant; it was a good idea to keep a few really impressive things in reserve, because, once used, it couldn’t be called again.
 
   The problem faced by both Hagus and myself was the unfamiliarity of some of the moves.  He had never seen a main battle tank; I had never even heard of some of his monsters.  One of them looked like a mouth full of teeth with a hundred long, whippy tentacles—nothing else.  Another reminded me vaguely of a scorpion, but with spear-like appendages instead of pincers, and a tail that had three barbed lashes instead of a stinger.  I wondered if they were from other worlds, seen through scrying portals, or creatures created in magicians’ laboratories.  Of course, Rethven is one small kingdom in a very large world…
 
   Also, when going first, one could alter the terrain.  After a loss, I found Hagus gave his monster—something like an eight-legged panther with a sharp, scything tail—a jungle to play in.  I countered with a Harrier and a load of napalm.  I could have used a dragon, I suppose, but keeping the opposition worried and off-balance is important, too.
 
   While we played, I discovered that I could direct my summoned creations myself, or leave them to their own devices.  Either course was possible, depending on the situation; the Harrier didn’t need much help to lay napalm on a jungle, for example.  Hagus directed his creations himself, at first, but started letting them fend for themselves as we continued.  The smarter the thing conjured, the less it required tactical help from the player.
 
   Moreover, as time went on, we both developed rather severe headaches.  Every loss was another lancet of pain.  I don’t know how Hagus felt, but I was wondering when my brain would start bleeding.  The most I could hope for was to hurt him enough that he finally gave in and stood up to end the spell.  For me, that would be victory: surviving.
 
   I lost count, but I think we were at eighteen to sixteen, my favor, when the sunset started. Even in this quasi-real dream realm, I felt it.
 
   “Oh, you sneaky, underhanded, backstabbing bastard,” I said.  He smiled knowingly.
 
   “Is there a problem?” he asked, almost sweetly.
 
   “You know what the problem is!”
 
   “I should hope so.  Why do you think I’ve been taking my time between moves?  Or pondering so long on each one?  Or allowing you to take your time?”
 
   “To make sure that if the game went on long enough, the sunset would catch me in the courtyard.”
 
   “Indeed.  It’s hardly an ideal outcome, but I’ll be content to have you burn.”
 
   “What would be ideal?”
 
   “I’m not going to explain.  Suffice it to say that I, personally, will settle for your complete destruction, even though it costs me dearly.  I hate your kind, all of you, and wish you had never existed!”
 
   I gripped the arms of the chair and flexed.  They bent a little, but nothing broke.  I rammed them back and forth; the chair creaked and groaned, but nothing gave.  I planted my feet and pushed, trying to topple the chair backward; it crackled and popped, but it remained fixed.  The spell was too strong for me to simply break out of.
 
   Hagus was white-knuckled in his own chair, metaphysical sweat beading his brow.  His look of concentration was absolute.  I could tell he was focused on maintaining his spell, and that I was straining it.  If I could break free—and, during the night, with that kind of power at my disposal, I might—then I could escape the spell entirely.  Or… could I… since we were both actually here, in a very real, if non-corporeal way…
 
   After a few minutes, while my transformation was ongoing, I realized I wasn’t on fire.  It didn’t hurt.  At least, it didn’t hurt any more than it normally does.  After a few minutes more, I relaxed.
 
   I smiled at him, showing fangs.  He turned white and his eyes tried to jump out of their sockets.
 
   “Want to give up now?” I asked.
 
   “How have you managed to avoid destruction?”
 
   “I have no idea.  You’re out to kill me; I’m guessing someone doesn’t want you to,” I said.  His eyes flicked left and right, at the figures seated at either hand, then focused on me again.  I continued with, “I guess it’s possible I was in enough shadow during the sunset that I’m just badly hurt, rather than destroyed, but I don’t think that’s it.”  I thought about it for a moment.  “No, I get the feeling that someone helped.  It’s just a feeling, though. I don’t suppose you’d care to quit now and let me go check?”
 
   Hagus’ mouth turned into a narrow line as his lips pressed together.
 
   “Then we’ll just have to kill you more than once,” he observed, and focused on the arena again.
 
   “I thought you might say that.”
 
   While we spoke, I reached out with the dark lines of my spirit, slithering them along the chair, down to the floor, and around the arena.  The shadow-figures were real, I discovered, but not truly connected to the spell.  They seemed to connect through Hagus, which made magical sense.  He was the one casting the spell and participating in the contest.  They were just along for the ride, loaning him the power necessary to push the spell far enough and strongly enough to drag me into it and keep me inside it.  Hagus was the key to the spell; they were just extra batteries.
 
   If I could sever their connection, the spell wouldn’t have the power to continue.  Unfortunately, they were grouped together somewhere far distant, and connected only through Hagus.  I would have to reach through him to get to them, or even to get to the connections between Hagus and them.
 
   On the other hand, Hagus was here.  My tendrils could reach him.
 
   The arena filled with a heaving mass of formlessness.  It ate at the eyes with colors indescribable; it fluxed and shifted in ways that defied geometry.  I was instantly repulsed by it, feeling an instinctive, fundamental revulsion.  It was a something that had no business existing.
 
   Hagus grinned at me.
 
   “There you go.  Defeat that.”
 
   I wanted nothing to do with it.  It reminded me far too much of Things Man Was Not Meant To Know.  For all I knew, it was exactly that.  I wondered where Hagus had conjured it from and then realized I wanted desperately to never find out.
 
   I’ve never seen an actual nuclear weapon detonation.  I’ve seen lots of film, though.  It was worth a shot.  I shielded my eyes and handed it what I recalled from the Castle Bravo nuclear device.
 
   The arena blazed white.  I could see the bones of my hand through the skin.  Hagus screamed.
 
   The light faded.  The arena, undamaged, was empty.  Hagus was white and shaking, pressed back in his chair with his hands over his eyes.
 
   Hmm.  Apparently, things in the arena can affect us, I thought.  It might be important.  On the other hand, if the bomb had been to scale, we were close enough that we should have been vaporized, or at least deep-fried.  The arena must incorporate some sort of safeties.  They probably didn’t anticipate something that gave off that much light, though… So, at a guess, it couldn’t really affect us, other than as something we could see.
 
   Okay.  I could use that.
 
   I continued to feel my way along with tendrils, delicately tracing the legs of Hagus’ chair and working my way up along the sides and back.  Hagus took a minute to recover, and I let him take his time.
 
   When he finally regained his poise, he pressed fingers to either side of his head, resting his elbows on the chair arms, and focused grimly on the arena.
 
   “All right.  Your turn.  Now!”
 
   And I realized that I could use things I hadn’t personally seen.  Something from movies, or television, as long as I was familiar enough with it, would serve just as readily.  But I felt I should test that.
 
   I put a giant robot in the arena.  It drew a sword and looked around expectantly.  So, anime and manga were on the table.  It was a terrible realization.
 
   “Hagus, you’ve got no chance at winning this,” I told him.
 
   “Silence!  I am about to destroy your golem.”
 
   “No, really,” I insisted.  “You haven’t got a snowball’s chance in a solar flare.  I mean it.  You’re dealing with someone who has access to the combined creations of some of the most powerful explorers of the realms of what-might-have-been, what-could-be, and what-might-happen.  I’m not all that impressive, but I just realized I can call upon powers far, far greater than myself.  Asimov, Bradbury, Heinlein… Roddenberry, E.E. Smith… Lucas and Spielberg… you really don’t understand!”
 
   “I said, silence!  Here!”
 
   And my giant robot faced some sort of earth-being, an elemental of rock and soil.  They went at it, but I paid no attention.  I might be about to get another needle through the head, but in the meantime, I had a deeper plan.  Tendrils.  Psychic, spiritual, magical… creeping ever-more-thickly up along and around Hagus’ chair.  His metaphorical chair, but the very real psychic/spiritual presence in it.
 
   It was a long fight, and I was very pleased.  Sadly, my robot lost; the elemental kept getting better while the robot retained damage.  But it took a while, and that was what I wanted.
 
   I grimaced again as the sting of losing shot through my head.  I didn’t mind it so much.  I knew I was dead, and that whatever I might suffer now would get better in record time.  Knowing that it hurts, but can’t actually harm you, takes a lot of the sting out of being wounded.
 
   Plus, I had a plan.
 
   “All right,” I acknowledged.  “Another for you.  But, no matter what you do, if you don’t quit this, right now, you’re going to suffer for it.  You’re facing not just a nightlord, but an elder geek.  You have no idea just how awful this is about to become for you.  My god, do you realize that you could have to deal with the Enterprise?  Or the Death Star?  To say nothing of Superman, or the Avengers.  Or Mentor.  Please… I’m giving you a chance, which is more than you wanted to give me.  I swear to you, you really don’t know what you’re dealing with.”
 
   Hagus snorted and nodded to the arena.  It filled with water—it looked like a section of ocean, viewed from a mile or so in the sky.  Tiny little whitecaps showed a fair amount of wind.  I rolled my eyes.
 
   “I don’t even need to get fancy for this,” I said, and an entire naval carrier strike group made white wakes in the sea.  The carrier launched aircraft.  Attack helicopters simply lifted off; lines of steam rocketed down the deck behind jets.
 
   I paid close attention to this one, because there were things this creation had to do, specifically, rather than just fight whatever Hagus conjured.
 
   Tentacles rose out of the water on the port side.  Phalanx guns ripped into them with lines of fire.  Helicopters gained altitude and circled, prepared to carry out antisubmarine warfare on a sea monster.  Turrets rotated on destroyers and battleships; missile hatches opened, depth charges rolled, klaxons sounded.
 
   Meanwhile, two more jets launched and circled to form up with the first two.  As the carrier group attacked tentacles and sent various forms of destruction below the surface, the jets suddenly broke off and went screaming toward Hagus, firing missiles as they went.  The missiles exploded early, rather than striking him; it was as though the arena was under some sort of dome.  The jets veered off and went back to help deal with the squid or kraken or whatever it was, and that suited me perfectly.
 
   Because Hagus flinched.  He stopped leaning forward and flinched backward into his chair.
 
   A thousand strands of darkness looped over and around him—head, throat, arms, legs, body.  Nothing hurt him; nothing even tried to drain him of vitality or essence.  Instead, I tightened them as much as I could on his spiritual avatar.  Physically, their power is minimal.  I couldn’t tie him to a chair in the material world.  Well, I don’t think I could; things have changed a little during my long sleep.  But here, in this dream construct, where the mind and spirit were everything, they had real force.
 
   “Now, tell me more about the King of Rethven, and why he wants me dead,” I said.
 
   I didn’t wait for his answer.  I was already sending a tendril back along the line of power that was the spell, tracing it.  Somewhere to the west, yes; that was obvious.  But where?
 
   “How…?” he asked, wide-eyed and staring.
 
   “I’m a nightlord.  Didn’t he say?”
 
   “This is impossible!  You’re under a binding!”
 
   “Do you really want to know how I can do this?” I asked.  “You’re not just in denial—you really want to know?  I’ll tell you, if you do.”
 
   Hagus opened his mouth, paused, then just nodded.
 
   “No, I have to hear you say it.  A nod won’t do,” I told him, still tracing back along the line of power.  “It’s a politeness thing.  I’m big on politeness, in case you haven’t heard.”
 
   “Indeed; I have heard.  Very well.  Please explain to me how you are able to do this.  There is no way of which I am aware that anyone can counter the power of this spell without defeating the caster in the arena.”
 
   “That’s simple enough,” I said, playing for time while I continued to reach down the connection of the spell.  “See, under normal circumstances, the subject of the spell—me, in this case—is stuck to the chair.  It’s a metaphor for the entrapment your binding spell produces, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The trouble is that you ensnared me as a mortal, and that’s all the spell found when it ensnared me.  As a result, all the powers I might bring to bear—which reminds me, you did allow for my exceptional strength, didn’t you?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Was that because I know I’m strong, and would bring that with me into this realm, or because I possess considerable magical and spiritual force?”
 
   “In this particular spell?  It was your actual strength; you remember being strong.  It is part of your body image, so it is part of your avatar.”
 
   “I thought so.  Thank you.  But to continue.  When you ensnared a mortal, you contained a mortal.  After nightfall, I was no longer mortal, and the bindings you placed on me did not allow for the containment of the powers I gain at night.  Of course, you anticipated that I would be destroyed at sunset, didn’t you?”
 
   And there we are, the other end of the spell.  Now all I need is a map…
 
   “Yes… I see,” he said, nodding.  “Well, what do you plan to do?  I can’t get up, so we are stuck here in this spell.  Is it your plan to wait until the energies of the spell are exhausted, and so escape by default?  Or simply continue the contest?”
 
   “Neither.  If anything, I intend to reinforce the spell,” I told him. “I can’t have it collapsing on me before I’m finished.”  I started doing so, feeding it power from my own storehouse of energies.  He frowned.  Puzzled, but unworried.  Perfect.
 
   “I don’t understand.  Finished?”
 
   “Well, I do want to know why the King of Rethven wants me dead.  Is it because I’m a nightlord?  Or does he have other reasons?  I get the impression that you have personal reasons for wanting me dead.”
 
   Hagus was silent.
 
   “Well?” I demanded.  His response was, shall we say, vulgar and uninformative.  I shrugged.  “Have it your way.”
 
   On the far end of the spell, wherever his physical form might be, I stabbed tendrils into him, spearing through his avatar like needles through cloth, sending them arrowing down the line of my other tendril, to bury themselves in the living being beyond.  His avatar writhed in my grip, withering and shriveling as I drank his life.  Shadowy forms flickered out as the larger structure of the spell failed, but I held the connection to Hagus like a drowning man holds a rope.
 
   I held the spell connection in place, feeding it, maintaining it, while lines of darkness drained his soul down that channel.  His very being weakened, faded, drained away into me as I held the spell in place.  I drew the stuff of life from him until there was nothing left to draw.  The precious, precious life of a man, not just a beast.  The pulse of a soul, rather than just some animal spirit.  Everything that made him what he was, made him who he was, vanished into me, swirled within me, and was gone.  The dream-image-avatar collapsed into whirling motes of light, flickered in the sea of dark and writhing tendrils about his chair, and were consumed.
 
   Fade to black.
 
    
 
   I lay there quietly, awkwardly, hesitant to move until I took in my situation.  I slitted my eyes and looked around.  The floor in the throne room was probably cold, but I was already dead, so that mattered not at all.  The main door was closed, and Bronze stood over me, looking down.  I wondered, just for a moment, if she was looking slimmer, more streamlined.  Her body design adapts over time to what she’s doing…
 
   “I just had the strangest dream,” I said.  Bronze nodded while I rolled over and sat up. “Either someone was trying to kill me in a spell-induced nightmare, or the local dazhu have been eating entirely too many mushrooms.”
 
   While I spoke, I climbed to my feet and shook my head.  Everything seemed intact.  Better than that, in fact.  An empty place seemed satisfied.  A hollow spot filled.  A hunger sated.
 
   Magicians make good dinners.  Dangerous ones, but delicious.  Kind of like fugu, I suppose; totally worth it if it doesn’t kill you.
 
   “Why is it that powerful people always want to see me as the guest of honor at a funeral?”
 
   Bronze flicked her ear:  I have no idea.  I sensed she might be more than a little amused.
 
   “By the way, have I mentioned that you are not only the strongest, fastest, and bravest horse in the world, but you’re also the smartest?”
 
   She tossed her head, mane tinkling:  No.
 
   “You are.  You dragged me inside, yes?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Then you’ve saved my life again.”
 
   She nodded again.  Just another day for her.
 
   “Is that blood on your hooves?” I asked, looking at one closely.  She agreed that it was.  “Have you been stomping people while I was sleeping?”  From the way she shrugged and shook her mane, I took it to mean: Only people who deserved it.
 
   Outside, in the upper courtyard, a half-dozen men in leather armor were in various states of flattened.  Blood and other fluids had congealed in the sun and cooled in the evening; none of it tried to crawl over to me, which suited me just fine.
 
   “Bronze?” I asked.  She cocked her head in my direction.  “I love you.”  She snorted warm air down my neck:  I love you, too.
 
   All right.  The directional fix I had on Hagus was a feeling, not a compass bearing.  It would be wise to get that nailed down before it faded.  We went back into the great hall and I closed my eyes, trying to get a feeling for which way to face.  I bit my thumb with a fang and smeared a little blood on the wall to mark my position.
 
   I tried to, anyway.  Blood didn’t come out.  Frowning, I tried again, but no go.  I tried to suck blood out of the hole and spit it on the wall.  It didn’t spit.  I sucked it out of my thumb, sure, but it soaked into the tissues inside my mouth as readily as it soaked into my skin.  I felt the impulse, but didn’t bother to swear.
 
   I’m not just a blood-drinking monster, I’m a sponge.
 
   I drew a two lines of light on the wall, forming an “X,” instead.  I hurried off in what I thought was the proper direction and stopped when I reached the other wall.  I drew two more lines of light to form another “X”.  The two formed a line directly toward the dream-spell’s source.
 
   Let’s see, I thought.  The main entry door is north… somewhere to the northwest, bearing slightly more to the north.  That’s one line.  Am I going to need another attempted murder to get a second?
 
   I realized I would also need a map.  Well, maybe later.
 
   The great hall was dark as a tomb, aside from my dim lines of light, so everything was in black and white.  Maybe that’s why I noticed a few small areas of distortion hanging in the air.  They were scattered about, wavering like heat shimmer.  I recognized them as the business ends of distant-viewing spells.  I wondered if they were specifically looking for me, or just looking inside the mountain and hoping to see me.
 
   It occurred to me that with the Ascension Sphere taken down, magic would be able to reach me again.  While I slept inside that thing, locating spells would just get sucked in and fail to find anything.  Now there was nothing between me and a hostile—or, to be fair, maybe just curious—world.  Therefore, I suspected I was the focus of their attention and the reason for their presence.
 
   I acknowledge that it’s possible I’m just being paranoid.  People trying to kill me makes that an occupational hazard.  I’ve learned to live with it.  That doesn’t mean I’m wrong, though.
 
   It was tempting just to stab a tendril through a magical connection and see how much I could drain out of an observer, but it was vaguely possible that someone friendly was checking to see if I was awake.  Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar were in Mochara, and people there might be interested.  For all I knew, any of the three might be one of the observers.
 
   Instead, I picked the nearest scrying spell and used a spell of my own.  I opened a distant-viewing spell, tracing back along the connection of the existing one to make a two-way connection.  Moments later, I had a window into a magical workshop and could see a middle-aged fellow in dark blue robes.  He didn’t look at all familiar.
 
   “Hi there!” I said, brightly.  His eyes went wide, his mouth came open, and both his hands came up.  His gesture brought a lot of magical force to bear and disrupted both spells.
 
   Huh, thought I.
 
   I tried it again on the next-nearest scrying portal.  This one had an elderly fellow in a black robe on the other end.  He seemed equally unfamiliar.  So far, I was being spied on by strangers.
 
   “Hi there!” I tried, again.  White eyebrows climbed his forehead.
 
   “Hello,” he replied, startled.  He didn’t immediately end the spell, but I could see he was ready to.
 
   “Do I know you?” I asked.
 
   “I strongly doubt it.”
 
   “I see.  Then, might I ask why you’re spying on me?  Isn’t that a trifle rude?  I mean, I’m no magician—just a wizard—but doesn’t that still qualify me for some courtesy in the fraternity of magic-workers?  That’s a part of my thinking on why it’s rude to watch me without my permission, you see.”
 
   “Hmm.  I suppose it is.”  He looked thoughtful.
 
   “I’d also like to know why you’re doing it.  I can think of several possibilities, but I don’t want to assume.  You understand, I’m sure, that I’m curious.  Would you please tell me?”
 
   “That mountain has been haunted for decades,” he said, “and there has been a sizable amount of magical disturbance in it very recently.  I presume you had something to do with it?”
 
   “Yes.  To both.”
 
   “You’ll understand that wandering mountains make people curious and concerned.”
 
   “You have a very good point,” I admitted.  “Will it help to know that it should be staying where it is and the hauntings have calmed down?”
 
   “I would think so,” he admitted.
 
   “Good to hear.  So, about all these people peeking at me?”
 
   “I have no control over their actions.  I, however, will certainly be more accommodating to your wishes in the future.”
 
   “Thanks.  But could I ask a favor?”
 
   “You may ask.  I may not agree,” he replied, cautiously.
 
   “It’s not too much, I hope, to have you tell other magicians that I do find it rude?  I mean, I’m trying to not be offended, but I’m afraid I still feel more than a little annoyed by it.  If it keeps up, I might overreact.  I am just wizard, after all, and not well-versed in the finer points of magical etiquette.”  I smiled at him, fangs and all.
 
   “And,” I concluded, “I’m also a nightlord, in case anyone didn’t notice.”
 
   “I see your point.  Very well, I will pass your word along.  And I apologize for any unwitting offense I may have inadvertently given.”
 
   “Thank you.  You’ve been most reasonable.  I appreciate that.”
 
   “The feeling is mutual,” he assured me, with considerable sincerity.
 
   “Good night.”
 
   “Good night.”
 
   We cut our spells, much like hanging up a telephone.  I looked around and saw the remaining scrying portals wink out in quick succession.  Doubtless, the casters realized how unmannerly they were.  Either that, or they were listening to my half of the conversation.
 
   Still, it might be worthwhile to remove the temptation.  If people couldn’t find me, it would be harder to spy on me.  It could be a good idea to have some sort of shielding spell, both against location spells and against mental intrusion.
 
   I sat down on the throne and thought.  Bronze came over to keep me company and I scratched her forehead with my talons while I thought.
 
   Locating spells usually work like radar.  A signal goes out from the spellcaster; the signal is tuned to respond only to something that matches the search criteria—a person, a type of person, an object, or a type of object.  The non-magical method of beating them was simply to be too far away, which told me that, whoever was looking for me, he or she was willing to put out a lot of power just to find me, or was fairly close by—say, on this side of the Eastrange.
 
   It was possible they simply opened a scrying portal in the great hall and looked, rather than searching.  That’s a lot like clicking between channels, rather than searching for the show you want.  There’s not much to be done about that, though.
 
   The magical methods of beating a locating spell consisted of a hack, a disguise, or a shield.  A hack surrounded the subject and altered the signal of the location spell, resetting it to find something else—purple canaries, for example.  As a result, any locating spell signal that reached the original target would start looking for purple canaries, instead of whatever it was supposed to find.  The drawback was that a hack would affect the whole spell, and could be noticed by the spellcaster.
 
   A disguise wrapped the subject in a magical barrier that would act like a filter.  Any locating spell that hit it would register whatever the disguise told it to.  If the disguise said, “I am a purple canary,” the locating spell would accept the subject—nightlord, mammoth, polonium parrot, whatever—as a purple canary.  The drawback to that was that if someone caught on to your disguise, they could just look for purple canaries.
 
   A shield, on the other hand, simply acted like a wall.  If the locating spell was like a searchlight—to suddenly switch similes—then a shield was a shadowed area that it couldn’t see.  The drawback to that was the constant maintenance.  Every time a locating spell hit it, looking for the shielded subject or not, it would block the locator, expending some of the shield strength.  Over time, it would erode away and eventually fail.
 
   Hmm.  Could I build a shield spell enchantment on something?  One strong enough that the usual reverse-entropy effect would be enough to undo the damage from locating spells?  I thought about it deeply for a couple of minutes.  I didn’t know.  It would depend on how rapidly the enchantment gained strength and how many location spells wore away at it.  But did the reverse-entropy effect depend on how powerful the enchantment was?  Was it a compound-interest expansion, or a fixed value?  Or were there other variables, such as magical field density and efficiency of the enchantment’s spell design?
 
   I need a laboratory and a spreadsheet.
 
   On the other hand, can a locating spell be told to look for shields?  Some types of shields, notably the blocking shields, can be detected and located.  That still doesn’t tell you what’s inside the shield, but it does tell you something is hidden… which, given its location and size, may tell you something more.
 
   All right, until I can plot some curves, I’ll just have to regularly check and maintain two spells… well, three, because I’ll also want a spell to alter my skin color at night.  Being a bloodthirsty creature of darkness makes people nervous; no point in rubbing their noses in it.
 
   On the other hand, maybe there was a simpler way.  An Ascension Sphere absorbed ambient magical energy.  A Disruption Sphere, on the other hand, absorbed waves of energy—spells.
 
   I experimented for a bit, building magical structures and throwing energy at them.  What I worked out was a fairly effective system.  A shield spell doesn’t have to block a location pulse if it absorbs the location pulse.  Come to that, it doesn’t have to block a mind-affecting spell, either.  Or a spell designed to freeze my heart into a solid lump of ice—which happened once.  It can absorb the incoming spell, instead.
 
   Much like an Ascension Sphere, this would absorb active magical energy directed at me, rather than just soaking it up from the environment.  Instead of acting like a hole at the edge of a swimming pool, allowing water to constantly trickle through it, this would be set at a higher level.  It would only absorb power when waves of it rose above the normal ambient level.  Perhaps just as important, it wouldn’t pump that power into the interior and keep it.  It would simply ground it out, discharge it into the local magical environment.  And, best of all, it wouldn’t interfere with my ability to throw spells out through it.
 
   The major limitation would be how much power it could handle in a burst.  Like a lightning rod, it could ground out the charge, but if the bolt of lightning was big enough, it would fry the rod.
 
   I looked around the hall.  I didn’t see any scrying portals, but my paranoia was acting up.  I decided to step inside my mental study and do some preliminary work, rather than risk allowing some random observer to get a good look at how my magical defenses were set up.  Besides, I didn’t want a Disruption Sphere; that could be annoying.  I want something that will cling to me—maybe Disruption Armor.  I could cast the spell on my armor, or on the padding underneath, so it was more form-fitting…
 
   I settled back on the throne, closed my eyes, and stepped inside my own head.
 
    
 
   The place was a mess.
 
   I usually walk through a mental door into a home office sort of environment.  A leather couch sits along the right-hand wall, bookcases line the left, and a big, comfy chair behind a glass-topped desk faces me.  The room is decorated with lots of small lights, like candles, scattering a very even glow everywhere, with some dark wood paneling and a couple of large rugs on the floor.  Next to the entry door, another door leads to what I think of as my mental workshop.  That’s pretty much the whole place.
 
   Papers littered the floor more than ankle-deep.  The desk was clear, but the piles to either side of it implied the expedient of sweeping everything off it.  The couch was a lump under a pile of papers.  And the bookcases along the left wall were jam-packed.
 
   I kicked my way to the top of the papers and walked on them to examine the bookcases.  A lot of new books had arrived, on a lot of subjects. At a guess, these were the leftovers from digesting a million ghosts.  While I do learn some things from eating someone’s soul, most of it fades away quickly.  Still, a faint trace remains, usually as a sense of familiarity about something they knew intimately.  Multiply that by a million or so and I probably know a lot of things that I don’t know I know.
 
   Well, the groaning bookcases I could deal with.  I looked at the wall behind the bookcases and concentrated.  The wall moved back, widening the room.  The bookcases themselves divided into four sections, rotated in place, and lengthened to touch the now-distant wall.  The shelves thickened, grew a center partition—bookshelves on both sides, now.  I redistributed books to ease the bulging sidewalls.
 
   Now, about all these loose papers.  I picked up an armload, put them on the desk, seated myself, and started reading.  They seemed almost nonsensical.  Handwritten in many styles and languages, they were rambling thoughts on various subjects, often starting in the middle of a sentence and ending in the middle of another.  It was as though someone had torn a bunch of random pages from people’s diaries and dumped them in here.
 
   Inside my head.  Ah.  Yes, I suppose this might be a symptom of indigestion.
 
   While I might not be all that well-versed in imagination dueling, I’ve been extensively trained in the proper use and workings of a wizardly headspace.  I don’t know that anyone has ever combined that with a basic understanding of Freud, but I was willing to give it a go.  With a moment of concentration, the floor rippled aside and down.  A rectangular hole formed, becoming a set of wooden stairs arrowing downward, disappearing into darkness.
 
   I heard movement down there.
 
   “Hello,” I called.  “I need an assistant.”
 
   There was movement and some noise—slithering, rasping, heavy breathing, some metallic clicking, a wet sucking sound, and what I can only describe as many-legged scuttling.
 
   Just offhand, I don’t think I want to go down there.  And what is that smell…?  Are those eyes looking up at me?
 
   No, I definitely don’t want to go down there.
 
   “Just send up a logical and helpful subset of my personality, please.”
 
   My basement sounded grumpy and dangerous, but I also heard footsteps on the stair.  Moments later, a dignified fellow ascended.  He was tall, slim, and dressed in what I can only call a butler’s outfit.  Just as he reached the level of the floor and stepped out, Something tried to rush up the stairs behind him.
 
   I don’t want to talk about it.  It was very large and personally frightening.  I barely managed to kick it in the face and slam the trapdoor.  I shot the bolt on the door and sat on it while It pounded on the underside a few times.  It gave up after a half-dozen hits and thudded back down the steps.
 
   There are a lot of unpleasant things in my subconscious.
 
   “Good evening,” the butler said, once things had quieted.  “I am a personification of your personality.  I embody your willingness to recognize that something has to be done, accept it, and simply do it.”
 
   “I have one of those?” I asked, still sitting on the lid.
 
   “Indeed.  I was vital to achieving a passing grade in Sociology and in the University’s mandatory Government classes.”
 
   I had to admit that sounded like me.  I like electrons better than I like elections.
 
   “Okay.  I notice that I have some leftovers from Zirafel.”  I gestured around the room.  He glanced at it.
 
   “I see.  With these scattered everywhere, you will have difficulty accessing what information you may still possess from the consumption of the city.  Shall I organize these remnants?”
 
   “Um.  Yes, please.”
 
   Without a word, he gathered up a handful of papers and started sorting.  I left him to it and paid attention to the stairs.  Leaving them open seemed a bad idea.  I envisioned a hatchway, had the floor grow into the proper configuration, and made sure the door only had a handle on the top side.  And a bolt.
 
   Much better.  I headed into the workshop area and sat on a stool.
 
   So, where was I?  Right.  Absorptive spell defenses.
 
   The doorbell rang.
 
   Under normal circumstances, the doorbell in my headspace signals that someone wants my attention and that I should come out.  Another sort of doorbell chime signals that someone wants to join me in my headspace.  This was the first sort, so I left the workshop and stepped out into myself again.
 
   Bronze continued to nudge me with a hot, metal nose.
 
   “What?” I asked, reaching up to stroke her forehead.  She turned her head away to nod at the door.  It was slowly grinding open as I watched.
 
   I sighed.  People keep trying to kill me.  Well, they know where I am, so I shouldn’t be surprised.  I drew steel and leaped up onto Bronze, and from there to the balcony. Bronze moved to stand by one of the interior exits, as though waiting for me to come back.  With luck, whoever it was would assume I was down the hall.  I hurried around the balcony to a point directly over the door and waited, absolutely still, not even breathing.  I can do that.
 
   The door stopped grinding open and a figure walked in.  It was about five-nine, moderately slim, and bore a staff that it leaned on rather heavily.  The crystal at the top of the staff glowed with a crimson light, making the figure’s robes appear bloody.  Whoever it was, it walked with a limp.  Judging by the hands, it was a woman or an elf.
 
   There were a number of spells on this person.  She seemed to be very well protected.  If whoever it was intended to brace me in my own mountain in the middle of the night, then such protection was a very good idea.  The spells I saw wouldn’t be enough, but that wasn’t my problem.
 
   So, should I jump down and bisect my would-be assassin from crown to crotch or ask if she wanted to be reasonable.  Decisions, decisions…
 
   Bronze took the decision out of my hands.  She headed straight to the figure and nuzzled it.  Slim, feminine hands reached out to stroke Bronze’s nose and neck.
 
   Okay, bisecting was out.  Bronze would be upset with me.  On the other hand, I could feel confusion weighing down my eyebrows.
 
   “Hello?” the figure called.  “I know you are awake.  Are you well?”
 
   I’ve never had an assassin inquire about my health.  Generally, they just want to make sure I don’t have it.  I sheathed my sword, stepped off the balcony, landed lightly, and straightened.
 
   “I’m fine,” I began, and she turned around.  I was immediately struck by the sensation of familiarity.  I knew her.  And, viewing her from this angle, I could clearly see that one of her feet was a magical, artificial replacement.
 
   “I’m fine,” I repeated, “Tort.”
 
   “My angel,” she said, and hugged me hard enough that I felt it.  I hugged her, carefully; of all the mistakes I’ve made, I had no desire to add accidentally crushing her in an overpowered vampire hug.
 
   “How did you get here?” I asked.
 
   “I flew.”
 
   “You can do that?”
 
   “Of course.  T’yl taught me.”
 
   “You’ll have to teach me how to fly, someday,” I told her.  She looked startled.
 
   “You cannot fly?”
 
   “Nope.  Never learned a spell for it.  I’m just a wizard, not a magician.”
 
   “Ah.  Then I will teach you, my angel.”
 
   “Are you the one who put me in the drawer?”
 
   “No, that was T’yl, at Raeth’s request.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “That,” she said, “is quite a long story.  May I sit?  My leg pains me if I stand for long.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.  I never did fix that for you, and I meant to.  I will.”
 
   “I know you will,” she said, softly.  “You came back.”
 
   “I promised, didn’t I?  And I got lucky.”
 
   “Not half so lucky as I,” she replied, and wept on my armor.  I patted her back and held her.  Armor is awkward for comforting a crying woman.  Of course, I’m awkward at comforting a crying woman.  Possibly moreso than usual, since this grown and beautiful thing was, last I saw, a small girl with big eyes.  I wasn’t sure how to feel about this.  My first thought was that Tamara would not approve.  My second thought was that she might not be around to not approve, and I was even more unsure about how to feel about that.
 
   “Here, have a seat by the firepit,” I said, guiding her over.  She didn’t let go, but she did stop crying.  “I’m afraid we’re a little short on furniture, at the moment.  And food.  And, well, everything.  Welcome to my cave, nevertheless.”
 
   She sniffled a bit, regaining control.  Seating herself on the raised lip, she gestured into the low fire burning there and it brightened immediately.
 
   “There is only so much one can do with raw stone,” she said, wiping her face with one hand.  “I feel you should be proud of what you have done.”
 
   “Before you launch a long story about what happened, is there anything I can do to make you more comfortable?”
 
   “Only if you insist.”
 
   “I insist.”
 
   “Then, if I might make use of your powers for that purpose?  I did not anticipate needing cushions, nor food and drink.  Would it be more to your liking to fetch things for me, or to bear me back to Mochara, where such things are more readily available?”
 
   “I leave that decision entirely in your hands,” I told her.  “You choose what you want, and I will make it so.”
 
   “Then, by all means, lets us see if Bronze is willing to bear me to Mochara.  There, you may guest in my house while I tell you what has become of yours.”
 
   I looked at Bronze.  She gave me that look that says I’d be a fool to even think I had to ask.  I helped Tort onto Bronze’s back, sidesaddle, despite the lack of saddle.  She hung her staff in midair.  I thought that was a neat trick.  I leaped up behind her and put my arms around her to get a grip on Bronze’s mane.  We walked out through the main door and Bronze nudged it shut with the flat of her forehead, after allowing the staff to follow us out.  We went around and down and around some more until we had to corner in the square, just inside the city’s main gate.  We passed between the stone towers flanking the massive pivot-gate in the lake wall.  A quick run around the perimeter of the mountain and over the bridge, and we were headed south, hooves thundering and ringing on one of the roads beside the canal.  The wind blew past us like a storm, dislodging Tort’s hood and whipping loose long, brown hair from her braid.
 
   I ignored it, but Tort didn’t.  A moment later, the wind whipped around us instead of over us; I saw the shield she erected.  It reminded me of a Dymaxion car—sort of a teardrop shape.
 
   Bronze seemed to go even faster.  Aerodynamics help.  And that staff just kept floating right along with us, as though tethered.
 
   “Good work,” I observed, and realized the shield included something to dampen the sound of Bronze’s hooves on the ground.  Very good work.
 
   “It is an honor to be of service, my angel.”
 
   “So, give me the short version of what happened, will you?”
 
   “We—I say ‘we,’ but it was really T’yl—brought you back from the Edge of the World after the battle.  Other magicians sealed the breach, but he knew you would have to be rescued immediately, before they thought to take you.  You were badly injured and missing several pieces.”  She smiled, slightly.  “They did not want to let me see.”
 
   “But you did, anyway,” I guessed.  She smiled.
 
   “Their solution was to submerge you in blood,” she replied.  “Most of it was from butchered animals, but many of your subjects chose to bleed for you, as well.  They could not forbid me,” she added, proudly.
 
   “I wish you hadn’t had to,” I began.
 
   “You saved the world!” she flared.  “If you had not held the breach, that which lives in the outer darkness would have gained entry!”
 
   “Maybe so, but I wish you hadn’t had to bleed,” I clarified.  “I wish I had been in better shape, or at least that I had woken up when you did bleed for me.”
 
   “Well, it did heal your physical wounds.  I watched your arm grow back, as well as pieces of your chest and some of your head.”
 
   I blinked at her and said nothing for several seconds.
 
   “I assume I was pretty chewed up?”
 
   “And clawed up.  And a stinger had gone completely through—”
 
   “I get it, I get it,” I interrupted.  I didn’t want to know.  “Let’s just move on, shall we?”
 
   “Of course,” she agreed.  “When you did not immediately regain consciousness, T’yl, Raeth, and Bouger met to discuss what to do with you.”
 
   “What about Tamara?” I asked.  Tort’s lip curled.
 
   “Her useless goddess refused to help.  Or so she said,” Tort told me.  She sounded bitter, maybe even contemptuous.  That was a story I wanted to hear, but later.
 
   “I’m not arguing,” I said.  “After what I learned about her in Zirafel, I have my own suspicions about the overheated bitch.  But go on.”
 
   “It was decided to hide you.  T’yl guessed that, to preserve your mortal life, your immortal life would need intense magical power, so he wrapped you in a Sphere of Ascension,” she said.  I mentally noted yet another name for the thing.  “He hid you away, deep inside the mountain.  After that, he departed with a large box, big enough to hold a body, every week.  He journeyed to the four corners of the world and everywhere in between, just to distract and confuse those who might seek you.”
 
   “I really should thank him, shouldn’t I?”
 
   “Yes.  But he has passed on.”
 
   “Just to be clear… he’s passed on.  That means he’s dead?  Or that he’s physically relocated himself to another plane of existence?  It makes a difference, you see.”
 
   “He died recently.”
 
   “Ah.  My timing is sometimes awful.”
 
   “Actually,” she said, uncomfortably, “you may have played no small part in his sudden demise.”
 
   “Oh?”  I frowned, trying to think what I might have done.  “I don’t know how.  What did I do?”
 
   “You recall the magicians who once attempted to steal the secret of immortality from you?”
 
   “Naturally.”
 
   “The typical method of extending one’s life is to push the burden of years off onto someone else.”
 
   “I recall,” I told her.  And I did.  Forcing someone to endure premature old age is not a kindness.
 
   “T’yl found a better way.  His spell made use of some principles found in your life-linking spell for accelerating healing.  In his, he linked his life to that of other creatures so that their lives helped to maintain his own.  Much as the previous method caused the subjects to take on the years of the magician, his spell did the same, but with any living animal of sufficient size.  It was not perfect, of course, and had side effects on the subjects, but with enough of them linked together, it would not matter.”
 
   “Okay.  And?”
 
   “He used a herd of dazhu to store all those years he had lived beyond his mortal span.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, in a very small voice.  “He died quite recently, you say?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.  I had no idea,” I said.  She shrugged and squeezed me a little harder.
 
   “He was very old,” she said.  “His researches were of only ways to extend his life.  Many magicians who reach advanced years become obsessed with such things.  It is not so much a tragedy as you might think.  He was… no longer the man I once knew.  If his last chance at immortality has worked, he will not likely be a man at all.”
 
   “I suspect there’s more than one long story involved, here.”
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “I take it you have something similar to preserve your youthful beauty?” I asked.  She blushed.
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” she admitted.  “T’yl taught me spells for such things early on in my training.  I have improved upon the method, I think.”
 
   “Do tell.”
 
   “My spells divert my aging, sharing it among many subjects.  While I have lived through eighty-seven years, my body has aged only a fraction of that.  As a result, many dazhu colts have grown to adulthood more quickly than expected, since they were the subjects of my spells.”
 
   “So, for every year that went by…?”
 
   “I split it, diverting the effects to many other creatures.  For every year, I aged, at most, a twentieth of that.”
 
   “And if those spells were to fail?”
 
   “I am not turning back the clock, my angel.  My body truly is as you see it.”
 
   “Nice!” I said.  “And very clever.  That’s my Tort.  Hey, one of the youngsters called you ‘Lady Tort’.  Are you a noblewoman, now?”
 
   “I was given the title of Court Magician of Karvalen by Raeth, shortly after T’yl decided he was too old to be bothered with the day-to-day rubbish of a kingdom.”
 
   “Ah.  Good to know.”
 
   “But, to return to my story?”
 
   “Of course.  Go on.”
 
   “After you were safely vanished, the mountain began to change.  It altered its form on a daily basis, causing no end of difficulty.  After a time, ghosts began to appear, wandering the halls and screaming.  Those things alone were sufficient to drive everyone out.  We moved south, to the coast, where we built a fishing village and began to farm.  Fortunately, the people of the plains are a very understanding group.”  She grinned, and I saw the face of the little girl I knew.
 
   “At least,” she added, “they are understanding when it has been made clear to a shaman that the last of the Lords of Night says to be tolerant.”  I smiled a little, myself, recalling my conversation with a shaman and the following conversation with Raeth.  Nice to see I got something right.
 
   “I trust everyone else has been tolerant of them?”
 
   “You did make that quite clear to Raeth,” she agreed.  “He demanded that all dealings with the people of the plains should be fair, if not generous.  Anyone found taking advantage of them or cheating them found himself on the wrong end of Raeth’s displeasure.”
 
   “I don’t think I’d like to see that.”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “Fair enough,” I said, wondering momentarily just how awful it would have to be to… no, never mind.
 
   “With their help, we established farms, hauled lumber and stone from the mountains, built fishing boats, and so on.  It is quite a sizable town, now.  It even has a temple to the fire-goddess.”
 
   “Is Tamara there?”
 
   “Yes,” Tort said, hesitantly.
 
   “You say that without conviction,” I noted.
 
   “Yes.  She resides in Mochara, but she is old and not fully herself.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Tort was silent.
 
   “Do go on,” I prompted.
 
   “I would rather allow you to see for yourself, my angel.”
 
   “Hmm,” I hmmed.  “All right.  I think we’re nearly there, anyway.”  We were traveling alongside tilled earth, and there were lights and structures ahead.
 
   “Indeed we are.”
 
   Mochara was a walled town, set atop the low cliffs at the southern coast.  A lot of the town was spread out along the top of those cliffs.  Farms surrounded the place, more heavily to the east; the canal ran along the east side, forming a sort of moat at the foot of the town wall.  The wall was some sort of limestone and brick, only about ten feet high, and probably not meant to do more than keep infantry from simply walking into the place.  There were a number of lesser gates, really just very heavy doors, and the three on the canal side were probably just drawbridges that blocked a doorway; those three were much taller than the wall itself, thus to bridge the canal when lowered.  The gate facing us was really a pair of wooden double doors, looked quite solid, and was closed.
 
   It wasn’t all that large a place.  At a guess, it had about four thousand souls.  If pressed, it could probably pack in twice that on a weekend basis.  I wondered how many of them were from families I brought through the Eastrange.
 
   Bronze slowed gradually, in deference to our lack of a saddle, and finally stopped a dozen yards from the main gate.  The sound of our approach alerted the guards, however, so lanterns atop the wall lit up and focused on us before we came to a complete halt.
 
   “Who goes in the night?” came the challenge.
 
   That was a wonderful straight line.  It was hard to resist, but I refrained from an answer that would probably get me pegged as a smartass.
 
   “The Lady Tort,” Tort replied.
 
   “What is the word?”
 
   “Song.”
 
   “And the color?”
 
   “Silver.”
 
   “Open the gate!”
 
   “You have passwords at the gate?” I asked her, quietly.
 
   “Naturally.  Raeth was very insistent about such things, and the city’s guards hold themselves as an honored tradition.”  She shrugged.  “Many of them are merely jumped-up busybodies, but most retain what Raeth wanted:  a sense of justice.”
 
   “I knew I had the right man for the job.”
 
   “Indeed, my angel.”
 
   The gate creaked and half of it swung inward.  Bronze walked in and two men shoved the gate closed again.  A third man drew a bar across the gates and into a socket in the wall.  We stood in an open area just inside the gate.  A pair of leashed dogs snarled at us, probably not liking the smell of Bronze or of me.  Come to think of it, they probably knew Bronze.  I was the problem—a dead stranger.
 
   Guards still had lanterns on us.  Several men in ring-and-scale armor stood around us, staring.  I wasn’t sure if they were staring at me, Tort, or Bronze.  Tort and Bronze are beautiful and worth staring at; I’m just some guy in fancy black armor.  Tort slid off Bronze and I held her hand to make the landing easy.  She stepped away, her staff landing beside her.  She leaned on it and raised her other hand.
 
   “Welcome to Mochara, my King,” Tort said, loud enough to carry, and went to one knee.  Bronze took that as a cue to rear up and blow fire into the sky.  I hung on via a deathgrip on her mane.  The wire of her mane wrapped itself around my hands and wrists to help hold me on.  I didn’t know she could do that.
 
   When she settled again, the only sound was the creak of leather and the soft, metallic sounds of men removing their helmets, followed by every one of them going to their knees.  The dogs whimpered.
 
   “Tort?” I murmured.
 
   “Yes, my angel?”
 
   “You’ll pay for this.”  She bit her lips to avoid laughing.  She held her staff parallel to the ground and sat on it.  It lifted her and began to float forward, crystal end first, illuminating the way.  Bronze followed, leaving behind a rising murmur.
 
   As she led us down the street, I whistled softly.  Tort looked over her shoulder.  I beckoned and she floated up next to me on her staff.
 
   “Was that really necessary?” I asked.
 
   “I believe it was, yes.”
 
   “Do I want to know why?”
 
   “I do not believe you do, but you will need to.”
 
   “Politics in Mochara?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re right, I don’t want to know.  But fill me in, anyway.”  I sighed.  “I’m not awake two whole days and already I’m hip-deep in assassinations and politics.”
 
   “Assassinations?” she asked, cocking her head.
 
   “People have already tried to kill me since I woke up.”
 
   “Much more quickly than I expected,” she mused.  “I will look into this.”
 
   “Oh, he’s dead,” I assured her, and made a slight burping sound.  Tort smiled in cold surmise.
 
   “I remain unsurprised, my angel.  But I doubt you will want to deal in like fashion with the Princess of Mochara.”
 
   “Possibly.  Who is she?  One of Hellas’ and Muldo’s descendants?  They had a good political position.”
 
   “No, their line ended with Esmun.  It is your daughter that rules Mochara from the Temple of the Sun.”
 
   We rode the rest of the way to Tort’s house in silence.  I was busy thinking.
 
   When I was considering the implications of being asleep (or comatose) for so long, it never occurred to me that my children might be alive.  They didn’t spring to mind, I think, because they were never more than heartbeats in the darkness; I wasn’t there to see them born.  I didn’t raise them.  I planned for them, anticipated them, but, until that moment, hadn’t considered that they might still be around.
 
   Which raised some serious questions.  How do I feel about that?  Do I want to try and get to know them?  Or do I want to chicken out and just avoid them?  I probably can’t avoid them, so… what do I say?
 
   This was not in the manual on How To Be Undead.  There should at least be warning labels.
 
   Immortality problems.
 
    
 
   The streets were mostly narrow, hard-packed earth with some gravel.  The buildings were mostly wood, though some had stone walls for one storey with wooden second storeys.  Rooftops were almost entirely tile and chimneys dotted the skyline; I was very pleased.  I’d mentioned, once, that thatch was just asking for more rats then people, and that it was also the main reason towns burned down.  Someone—probably Raeth—remembered.
 
   I miss him.
 
   The place was less than pleasing in other ways.  Most windows were simply holes in the wall, covered by shutters.  Off the main streets, Bronze needed to be careful; there might not be room for her to turn around.  In some, there might not be room for her and a pedestrian to pass each other!
 
   I noticed a considerable level of filth.  No gutters, sadly, and no sewers.  There was a cleaning service, though; two men with a wheelbarrow and a shovel moved down a side street, collecting… um… “waste.”  Okay, let’s be accurate: people dumped chamber pots in the street.  The only time this place wouldn’t smell foul was after a day of solid rain.  Maybe a week.
 
   We arrived at Tort’s house.  Bronze dropped us off at the back door and walked into an oversized stable-for-one, started munching on charcoal.  Tort didn’t seem to have a normal horse; the stable was just for Bronze.  I petted Bronze while Tort waited at the door, then we went in, settled into the living room to talk.
 
   Tort lives in a pleasant, rather sizable place on the southeast of town.  The first two storeys are stone and brick construction while the third storey is really more of a loggia than a floor.  That upper part has quite a nice view of both the ocean and the fields.  Her house isn’t right up against the city wall, but it is taller than any of the houses around it, which helps the view.  It’s easily the most expensive house in that area of the city.  Then again, she’s also one of the only full-fledged magicians—ouch.  Now the only magician—in town, so her services are always in demand.
 
   In the course of some discussion, I did find out that my desire to found a school was still carried out.  Over half the population could read well, and most of the rest knew their letters and numbers.  Moreover, Tort taught masterclasses in magic once a week, both to raise the bar for local wizardry and to keep an eye out for the talent needed to be a magician.
 
   There are a few possibilities, but no one that really stands out to her.
 
   The city of Mochara is famed as a place where everyone is a wizard.  That’s technically true, insofar as everyone who has more magical sensitivity than an eggplant knows a spell or two, but very few of them make it their actual career.  I’d say they aren’t wizards, just people who know a few spells.  Wizards tinker with the things.  Most people in Mochara are rather like very-low-grade magicians; they were trained well enough to memorize a few convenient spells and that’s about it.
 
   Sadly, there seems to be little or no interest in the science I brought.  I talked myself hoarse to give them the secrets a whole other world struggled to discover, and everyone seems to be, “Oh, I can use numbers on a lever to calculate how much force it exerts?  That’s nice.  How about I just try it, and get a longer lever if I need one?”
 
   Magic, they care about.  Reading, they care about, at least a little.  Science and technology are just too much work.
 
   I am sad.
 
   Is that a cultural thing, I wonder?  They think in terms of magic, rather than how to make the world work without it.  Or is it the fact that magic is so pervasive and obvious?  When you can violate the “laws” of science by an act of will, it might be difficult to have any faith in them.
 
   Would this attitude change if I insisted?  If I had been here for the last few decades, would my attitude toward this stuff have changed theirs?  Or would I be slowly influenced by their point of view?  Interesting question.  I tend to mix my magic and science already.
 
   Still, I suppose I should admit to unrealistic expectations.  I thought that they would have something along the lines of, say, the Victorian era technology—rudimentary steam engines, for example.  But they haven’t much technological change.  True, they make a better grade of steel, but that’s hardly a cultural revolution.  They just don’t have any impetus to change!  Why develop a steam engine if it doesn’t have a job to do?  Why build a hot-air balloon if you don’t see a need for one?
 
   They have changed, at least a little, on the cultural front.  Hellas becoming a Duchess helped, as did Tamara sitting on the throne of Karvalen.  I’d like to think my repeated insistence that women be treated like people, instead of property, might have had something to do with it, too.  Daughters are still often stuck with an arranged marriage, but it’s become less common.  There are even a few women who have their own businesses—Tort being a perfect example.  True, most of the other women’s businesses are things like tailoring or laundry.  But Mochara has one seafront inn that I would call a restaurant with rooms, and one printing shop, both owned and operated by ladies.
 
   They need the printer, too.  Since literacy is now pretty much a given, it’s no longer something people regard as impressive.  Now, if someone can’t read, they’re kind of looked down upon.  Peer pressure can be used for good, apparently.
 
   Can I take credit for all that?  No.  But I am pleased I gave them a good push in that direction.
 
   “Because you stressed so forcefully that concept of ‘equality,’—no, let me begin again,” Tort said.  “You inner circle discussed that concept and had no idea what you meant.”
 
   “I thought I was pretty clear on it,” I said.  “I mean, I’m against treating people differently based on just some—” I broke off when Tort held up a hand.
 
   “Please?  People are not equal, not in all ways, and seldom in any particular way.  Someone is always stronger, slower, smarter, or something.  Yet you wished them all to be treated as though they were the same.  It took some time, but they settled on a definition of this ‘equality’ thing you so favored.  Would you like to hear it?”
 
   “Oh, this should be good.”  Tort smiled at me.
 
   “The idea was all should be allowed to rise in whatever fashion his merits permitted.  If a boy wished to sew, if his talents would take him to a tailor’s life, then so be it.  If a girl wished to be a jeweler, then, if her talents permitted…
 
   “As a result,” she went on, “many children are traded—not in the literal sense—to other families for their apprenticeships.  A cobbler’s son might be traded to a butcher for a daughter who likes making shoes.  A child might be traded several times before he finds something suited to his talents and temperament.  And, on occasion, a man might give a child to another family, along with a gift.”
 
   “Such as the cobbler trying to trade with a jeweler?” I guessed.
 
   “Quite possibly.  There are many occupations that require considerable talent, and those who fail to demonstrate it must seek elsewhere.”
 
   “Seems to me that this kind of invites kids to drift around for a couple of years, just sampling different… hmm.  I’m not sure that would actually be a bad thing, come to think of it.  Would you say that most people in Mochara are happy in their work?”
 
   “I would.  Those who are not tend to seek new employment.”
 
   “And they can?”
 
   “Of course.  All the skilled trades are in demand.  Even wizardry.”  She smiled.  “Professional wizards, I mean.”
 
   “But you and T’yl are the only magicians?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   Ouch.
 
   Which, of course, brought up the subjects of her foot and my as-yet-unfulfilled promise to grow a new one for her.  We started working out some of the details.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Interlude
 
    
 
   Tyrecan and Rakal rose from their chairs, stretching tiredly.  Parrin’s hired wizards remained seated, exhausted to the point of unconsciousness.  The two magicians regarded the empty husk of their compatriot.  Hagus’ body twitched slightly as its nervous system continued to shut down.
 
   “I didn’t know he could do that,” Rakal said, quietly.  Tyrecan said nothing, eyeing the corpse and trembling.  Rakal continued with, “The Prince isn’t going to be happy about this.”
 
   “He’s not going to be happy?” Tyrecan repeated.  “I was involved in that spell!  So were you.  If he’d been a little quicker, or a little better-trained, he might have worked back through Hagus to us.”
 
   “That… hadn’t occurred to me.”  Rakal looked slightly ill.  “I also didn’t know Hagus felt that strongly about nightlords.  Did you know he hated them?”
 
   “No.  I would never have let him try this if I had,” Tyrecan replied.  “We can’t afford to let his mortal form die.  You know what happens to the blood when the thing dies.”
 
   “I remember the experiments with Keria’s blood,” Rakal agreed, then changed the subject.  “Did you see what happened to him?  Was it our men who got to him before sunset?”
 
   “I’ve been in a dream-spell, remember?”
 
   “Right.  Sorry.  Take a look, will you?”
 
   Tyrecan drew a crystal pendant from beneath his robes, regarded it for several seconds.  He put it away again, frowning.
 
   “Yeah, our guys reached him.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “His horse reached him first.”
 
   “Not good?”
 
   Tyrecan moved his finger in a throat-cutting gesture.  Rakal frowned.
 
   “Are we sure he didn’t fry?” Rakal persisted.
 
   “He looked completely intact.  None of his gear seems even singed.”
 
   “Then… maybe we can avoid discussing Hagus’ feelings on the matter.  The plan failed because of the metal horse.  Parrin doesn’t need to know the rest.”
 
   “Probably best.  I’ll talk with the Prince as soon as I feel a little stronger,” Tyrecan said, gloomily.  “What do we do next?”
 
   “If Hagus failed to keep him busy while our men captured him, I’m supposed to throw something big at him,” Rakal said.  “I get the impression from passing remarks that the prince is also planning a simple assassination attempt—some muscle and a hired magician.”
 
   “He found someone stupid enough to go along?  Who?”  Tyrecan asked, curious.
 
   “I’m not sure.  I think it’s Trezik.”
 
   “The guy with the fetish for translocation?”
 
   “That’s him.”
 
   “Does he know who he’s going after?”
 
   “I strongly doubt it.  It was supposed to be just us three in on the deal.”  Rakal shrugged.  “If he wants to hire people as expendable resources, I’m for it.  I’d rather not be regarded as expendable.”
 
   “I’m not sure what to make of this plan.  First, he says we have to capture him alive, but he insists on sending assassins and monsters to try and kill him.  I don’t understand it.”
 
   “He says it’s part of the plan,” Rakal sighed.
 
   “Do you think he’s keeping to the deal?” Tyrecan asked, bluntly.  Rakal glanced at the wizards in the chairs.  They seemed unconscious, but it was best to take no chances.  Rakal touched a finger to his ear and mouth, then nodded at the chairs.
 
   “Of course,” he said, shaking his head in the negative.  “I trust him implicitly,” he added, drawing a finger across his throat.
 
   Tyrecan nodded tiredly.  Rakal snapped his fingers and a pair of black mists rolled up from the shadows, coalesced into small, muscular Things.  They spoke in a strange tongue, all gutturals and lisps.  Rakal answered in the same language and indicated the corpse of the former magician.  The Things seized the body and took it out.
 
   Rakal glanced at the exhausted wizards, shrugged, and left them alone to recover.  Tyrecan recovered his staff from beside his chair and the pair of magicians walked slowly from the room, blue robes and black ones whispering around their ankles.
 
   “I still think we should try to get something out of Keria,” Tyrecan remarked, quietly.
 
   “I don’t,” Rakal replied.  “She’s not a living nightlord.”
 
   “I know, but you could remove the—”
 
   “Look,” Rakal snapped, “we’ve had this discussion before and I’m tired of it.  Let me put this to rest.  I’ve studied this sort of thing for most of my well-extended life.  You don’t want to ingest anything that a demon has touched, much less possessed.  I could purge her by fire or light, but she’s polluted, got that?  If we want nightlord blood, there’s only one place to get it.”
 
   They walked in silence for several paces.
 
   “What about another gate?” Tyrecan asked, suddenly.  “The Hand went hunting for the things through a gate.  There’s one in Zirafel and in Tamaril.  Couldn’t we use one of those?”
 
   “The Hand,” Rakal said, patiently, “was an organization of hundreds of professional monster-hunters.  They had a god on their side, and look what happened to them.  This one nightlord is problem enough.  I don’t want to even think about where he comes from or how many more like him there might be.  One is bad enough; do you want a dozen of him roaming around?”
 
   “We’d have more choice,” Tyrecan muttered.
 
   “Maybe so.  But, for now, we don’t have any.”
 
   They walked in silence for several moments, ignoring the palace servants that bowed and stepped aside when they passed.
 
   “When are we heading back to Vathula?” Tyrecan asked.
 
   “Tonight, probably.  It’s a better place for a demon-sending, and I have to keep a close eye on Keria.”
 
   “I’ll get the rest of my gear.  We’re using a skyboat?”
 
   “Yes.  I’ll be conjuring it myself.”
 
   “I’ll see you at the south tower, then.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, April 21st
 
   Year 87 of the Kingdom of Karvalen
 
   Day Four of the King’s Return
 
    
 
   Nuts to that.  Let’s just go with April 21st.  
 
   Technically, it’s the second day of Tosil, or about a month after the start of Spring, but “April” is a calendar month I can relate to.  The local calendars are a bunch of gibberish to me.  
 
   Although it was nice to know that I was reasonably close with my guess of a hundred years.  Eighty-seven isn’t too far off.  Still disturbing, in some respects—that’s a hell of a nap—but at least I knew somebody who was still around.  I could still pretty much assume that it was a whole new world, though, from the standpoint of all-new people.
 
   For those of you who may be new to the immortality thing, bear in mind that one human lifetime is the same thing as forever.  If you leave someplace for longer than anyone there will live, when you go back, it will be a strange place.
 
   Which means I can go ahead and miss Raeth and Bouger, Riddle and Esmun and Hellas… how many other people?  Everyone.  I can literally miss everyone.  It’s not a question of going looking for them to see them again; they’re gone.  And I can miss them.
 
   I can also miss Shada, but I don’t want to think about that.  It still hurts a little even to miss Sasha, too.  Does it make me a bad person that I don’t want to think about them?  Or just a weak person, because I don’t want to hurt that much?
 
   It also means that when I screw my courage to the sticking-place and finally go see my children… my god, my kids are eighty-seven!  They went from unborn to senior citizens while I was having a nap!
 
   I know kids grow up fast, but that’s extreme.
 
   Hmm.  Has eighty-seven years gone by back home?  It should be near the year 2100 now.  I wonder if I can find a gate and borrow it.  I’d like to pop home for a bit and see what’s become of the place.  Magic and swords and all that are fun for a while, but I miss showers, microwaves, television, and toilet paper.
 
    
 
   Yesterday was a busy day.
 
   Morning came and went before Tort finished bringing me up to speed on Mochara, Karvalen, and the kingdom in general.
 
   Incidentally, “Karvalen” can mean either the mountain itself, or the kingdom as a whole.  How do you tell the difference?  I have no idea.  I’m relying on context clues, myself.
 
   Tort decided to nap for a while; I spent most of the day reviewing the prototype spell and the process that might help her grow back a foot.  A lot of that was in my mental study, in the workroom, because things go much faster in there; I spent the equivalent of several days running simulations on it.
 
   The papers are still everywhere, but they’re slowly being sorted into stacks.  Progress!  I imagined some cookies and a glass of milk and left them on my desk.  When I came out of the lab, they were gone.  The butler/sorter didn’t mention anything and I disposed of the dishes.
 
   When I came out of my head for lunch, I made the acquaintance of Pilea, Tort’s housemaid.  She was apparently under orders to feed me as much as possible, a prospect that I did nothing to discourage.  I learned that I much prefer bland food, however; my sense of taste is much more sensitive than I recall.  Oatmeal, for example, is not known for its flavor, yet I find it quite pronounced—now.  God forbid I run into anything spicy!  Imagine flavors turned up as high as the brightness on a cloudless summer sky.
 
   Tort woke up that afternoon, kissed my cheek, and told me she had some calls to make—magicians have to earn a living, too, apparently.  I wished her luck and went back to refining the details of my new spell, going over its construction and effects.  Revising its code, if you will.
 
   Tort and I discussed it over dinner that evening.  She had a number of healing spells, none of which would do the job, but they were interesting, nonetheless.  I could see how they worked when she assembled them, and, like any good computer programmer, I shamelessly swiped chunks of them for modification and use in my own designs.
 
   I think that scandalized Tort a bit.  She’s not used to thinking of spells as things to take apart and rearrange.  She didn’t actually say anything, though.  It’s her leg I plan to work on, after all.
 
   “How long do you think it will be before we are ready to attempt this spell?” she asked.
 
   “I’d like to wait until after nightfall,” I told her.  “I can see life more easily then, and link it to you more carefully.”
 
   “Nightfall?” she asked, surprised again.  “You mean to do this tonight?”
 
   “Well, yeah.  Of course.”  Then I saw what she meant.  “Oh, no, it won’t grow back in a single night.  It’ll take time, and lots of it.  Days.  Maybe weeks.  But we can put the spell on tonight and watch it over the next few days to see how its working, or if we need to make changes.”
 
   “Ah.  I had thought a new spell would… yes.  Of course.  Forgive me, my angel; I was startled.”
 
   “Think nothing of it.  I’m going to go hide in that closet again, though, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “I shall await you here.”
 
   Sunset did its thing, which I endured with my usual stoicism and only a little gritting of the teeth.  And a cleaning spell—of all the spells I know, I’m really good with that one.  Right after that, I was back in with Tort.
 
   She sat in a cushioned chair and took off her false foot.  It stood by itself next to her chair, which I thought was a little creepy.
 
   Tort lifted her robe to show me her shortened leg.  I knelt and held it in my hands, examining it.  Most of the shin was still there, but the muscle around it was badly lacking.  Comparing it to her good leg, it seemed structurally sound, at least until the cutoff point.  That was good; it meant there was less to do with the existing flesh.  I wanted a good, solid foundation for this, or at least definite mounting points.
 
   Tort had thoughtfully provided a charcoal pencil; I started some preliminary magical drawing on her lower leg when the front door thudded several times.  Probably someone’s idea of knocking.  As I realized that, I also realized I was already on my feet, sword drawn, and moving toward the door.  Damned reflexes.  I jerked to a halt and resheathed my sword.  Tort bit her lips again, trying to restrain a smile.
 
   Paranoid?  Maybe.  But people are out to get me.  Maybe paranoia is just a good grasp of what’s going on.
 
    “Oh, go ahead,” I told her.  “If you laugh at me, maybe it’ll encourage me to be a little less reactive.”
 
   “As you wish.”  She pulled her enchanted foot back on and walked to the door.  “Who is it?”
 
   “It’s us, Lady Tort!”
 
   Why is it that when you knock on someone’s door and they ask who it is, the default answer is something like that?  “It’s me!” seems redundant, doesn’t it?  It’s silly.  It’s like the knocker expects whoever it is to just know them, and is surprised when they are not instantly recognized through two inches of oak.
 
   Is it any sillier than accepting that as an answer and opening the door?
 
   Tort let them in.  There were twenty or so, all of them armed, but unarmored.  They varied from eager to curious to suspicious, but held a universal air of haste.  They all seemed to be in excellent physical condition.  Every one of them wore a long, grey sash looped around the waist two or three times, with the loose ends hanging down to about the knee level, opposite the sword.  There were no tassels, I noted.
 
   They started to file in and the two in the lead stopped in their tracks as they saw me.  This started a traffic jam.  Tort nodded me back into the living room, so I went and stoked up the fireplace.  She then directed traffic at the door and men filed in to fill the living room.  They spread out as much as possible, which gave everyone a pretty good chance of using a large, heavy sword without seriously threatening his neighbor.  And they each had a big, heavy blade, rather reminiscent of Firebrand.
 
   Paranoids notice things like that.
 
   “Good evening,” I offered, as they stood and stared at me.  I hate that.  I mean, standing in front of a hall full of freshmen is one thing; on such occasions, I’m about to give a lecture.  I have something to do.  Standing there to be stared at like a zoo animal is something else again.
 
   Twenty-two.  That’s how many swords there were.  I know, because I suddenly had cause to count them.  Twenty-two swords came out and pointed at me.  Every last one of the things was enchanted, too.
 
   About that point, three more men crowded in.  Younger men, but men.  I recognized Kammen, Seldar and Torvil; they seemed to be out of breath, as though recently running.
 
   “Get out,” one of the elders said.
 
   “No,” Torvil replied, without so much as breaking stride.  The three of them shouldered their way forward, marched up to me, sketched a quick bow, and turned their backs to me.  They drew steel and waited.
 
   Things were very quiet for about sixteen heartbeats.  Not mine; mine just sat there, useless lump that it is.  Nighttime, you know.
 
   “Gentlemen,” I began, “I seem to have inadvertently attracted your ire.  Perhaps someone would be so kind as to explain what I’ve done to so offend you all?”
 
   One of them spat on Tort’s floor.
 
   “Usurper!”
 
   Okay, so this had something to do with the kingship.  Fine.  But was that any reason to be disgusting in Tort’s home?  They could have just asked me about it, rather than tromping mud in, waving cutlery, and spitting on the floor.
 
   “I really don’t want to kill everyone in the room,” I said, pleasantly, “so, maybe, one of you gentlemen would explain to the Lady Tort what you are doing in her home?”
 
   “I’m about to run a sword through a sorcerer’s guts,” replied another of the men, and he stepped forward.  Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar held their ground.  Kammen, the one facing his direction, adjusted his stance and prepared to attack.  I put a hand on his shoulder.  Tort remained in the doorway of the living room and shook her head.  I got the impression she was both annoyed and amused, but not worried.
 
   “Wait,” I said to Kammen, while I eyed the big, heavy weapon pointed at me.  The enchantment seemed pretty basic; stronger steel, sharpness, a limited ability to repair itself.  Nothing to worry about.
 
   “I take it you mean me,” I said, and started to psych myself up for what was about to happen.  I’ve rammed a dagger through my hand to nail it to a bartop; this was just a slightly-larger version of it.
 
   It still hurts.
 
   “All right.”  I stepped forward and spread my arms.  “I pardon you for treason on this one occasion, but that’s all the tolerance I’m going to show.  So go ahead if you think you can stand the consequences.”
 
   And he did.  His thrust was excellent.  The point hit exactly right to slide upward under the scale armor, force its way through the underlying chainmail, and go completely through my abdomen, just higher than and to the left of my navel.  He was a strong man, and he needed to be.  Even standing there and letting him do it, my armor took the brunt of the thrust.  If he hadn’t given it everything he had, even with an enchanted sword, he wouldn’t have made it through.  The point didn’t make it out the back.  It lodged in the chainmail layer over my lower back.
 
   He reasonably expected to have the hilt of his weapon rammed against my gut.  When his sword failed to spit me like a piglet for barbeque, his eyes widened.  A lot of other people’s eyes widened, too.  About the only spectator unsurprised was Tort, who seemed amused.
 
   I lashed him with a dark tendril of my spirit, reaching for his life essence, but hit a defensive spell of some sort.  I had noted it earlier—everyone was wearing one—but I thought it fragile enough that I could easily break it.  I was partly correct; the tendril-lash did break it, but it hurt.  The backlash pain was far worse than the sword thrust and entirely unexpected.
 
   Everything seemed to slow down.  It was like watching the playback from a high-speed camera being gradually dialed down.  I switched from magical tactics to the purely physical.
 
   Trying not to snarl, I grabbed his wrist, broke his forearm with the edge of my other hand, and kicked him in the knee.  He started to fall and I had to wait for a bit while he inched his way down to the floor.  I kept my grip on his wrist, even though he let go of the sword.  As he got close to the floor, I pulled his wrist and planted a boot in his armpit to swing him around and send him skidding away.  He started to scream through clenched teeth, but I was already moving, leaning forward, digging in with my feet.
 
   People—mortals—were just getting into gear, while I was in overdrive and still accelerating.  I moved to the next guy, swung one hand up under his sword-wrist, the other down between wrist and elbow, and dismissed him from my considerations as I continued past him.  In a moment, he would realize his forearm was broken and his weapon tumbling to the floor, but I was busy moving like the only person at regular speed in a slow-motion world.
 
   I really had to plant my feet and lean into movements to change course.  I must work on a spell to lower my inertia.  Cornering at the speed of dark isn’t easy.
 
   Arms.  That’s what I was after.  I wasn’t trying to kill anyone, especially since I didn’t know who they were.  Tort seemed to know them.  In keeping with that, I moved around the room at unreasonable speed, barely under control, breaking arms or wrists as I went by, parrying anything with my forearm plates, and periodically bouncing off walls to change direction.  I also used people to change course; I would grab a man, swing around him like a partner at a square dance to make a turn, and sling him into furniture, other people, or walls.
 
   Everything happened with a frozen-motion feeling.  I didn’t break any walls, but I fractured a few people and chairs.  Swords fell to the floor as forearms snapped.  Men bounced off walls after I bounced off them.  A few flipped over furniture en passant, and one smashed through a small table.  Two were either amazingly fast or very lucky, or both; I was struck by blades twice as I moved through space they already occupied.  Both weapons rebounded from my armor.
 
   While flinging myself—and others—rather carelessly around the room, I wondered who they were.  They hardly looked united in their desire to do me in.  Half or more seemed to be just going along with the more opinionated of their group, at least until the fighting started.  And I knew they were a group.  They all wore grey sashes, which at least implied that they were some order of knighthood.  Was this political?  It certainly wasn’t an assassination—well, not a competent one.  More like a group murder attempt.
 
   So many questions, so few answers.  That’s why I didn’t want to kill anyone; I wanted those answers.
 
   I slowed slightly in order to go once around the room and gather weapons, some of which had not yet reached the ground.  Tendrils coiled everywhere, whiplashing around hilts and guiding them into my hands as I pinballed from wall to wall, stepping over broken furniture and on any unbroken people.  With the blades tucked under one arm like firewood, I came up to the fireplace and the rough-hewn, wooden mantelpiece.  As I came out of hyperdrive, I was sticking the swords, one by one, into the wood.
 
   People finished falling over or sliding to the floor.  Screams died down to moans and groans and hisses of pain.
 
   Okay, that’s new, I reflected.  I’ve never done that before.
 
   I was thankful to be facing away while sticking swords into the wood.  I didn’t want anyone to see my face while I sorted out what I was thinking.  As a nightlord, I’ve always been fast; my reflexes are inhuman.  But being able to move that fast was entirely unexpected.  Either I’ve developed the ability to distort the flow of time, or getting older has stepped up my abilities.  Or years in an Ascension Sphere.  Or the force-feeding of a half-million ghosts.  Or… well, okay, it could be a lot of things, either individually or in combination.
 
   That frightened me, but I’m easily frightened, usually of myself.  We tend to fear the unknown, and of all the things I know little about, I head the list.  What was it the oracle of Delphi said?  Know thyself?  Well, I’ve still got a long way to go, and apparently a much longer trip than I anticipated.
 
   And it just occurred to me that the whole “know thyself” thing isn’t a journey to a fixed destination.  Learning about myself changes me, forcing me to learn more.  “Know thyself” isn’t a goal; it’s a road.
 
   Well, so much for ever finishing.
 
   What else can I do that I couldn’t before?  Do I have any more new abilities, or over-powered refinements on existing ones?  Just when I thought I had a handle on the whole part-time undead thing, too!  I resolved to try really hard not to react—well, over-react—to anything.  I’m a walking bomb, just waiting to kill someone by accident.
 
   This is not good.  Don’t get me wrong; I’m completely at home to the idea of being dangerous.  I’d just like to be able to control it.  Or, at least aim it.
 
   I haven’t been this scared of what I might do in a long time.
 
   While my thoughts were flashing through this, everyone else was groaning, moaning, argh-ing, or unconscious.  I might have swung a couple of them a little too hard when changing course.
 
   My three knights and Tort stared at the nearly-bloodless carnage.  I say “nearly,” because I broke a few of the forearms a little too enthusiastically, I’m afraid, and an occasional collision had resulted in a bloody nose or accidental gash.  Well, it was my first time in hyperdrive.  I promised myself I would get better.  Meanwhile, blood beaded on the stone floor and rolled in little drops over to me, spattered on my boots, and crept up in little streamers to slither inside my skin.
 
   The less wounded of the men stared at the blood with a strange fascination.  I admit that it’s kind of a neat effect.
 
   Looking down at the slithering blood reminded me to pull the sword out of my guts.  During my caroming around, I had accidentally driven it the rest of the way through.  It came out easily enough, though, and clean; my own blood decided to stay inside where it belonged.  I stuck it in the mantelpiece with the others.
 
   “Now,” I said, trying for a cold and level tone, “I don’t care who you are.  You’ve offended me and been more than rude.  I’ve been patient, reasonable, understanding, and—mark me, now—non-lethal.  Get up, gather your wounded, and get out.  Do it now, and don’t say one damned word.”
 
   One of the ones standing, thanks to a handy wall to lean on, opened his mouth.
 
   “You won’t—” he started, and I sprang to him and shoved him back against the wall, used the heel of my hand against his forehead to bounce his head off the brickwork, and let him fall to the floor.  Judging by the way his internal lights sparkled, he was alive, but the concussion would keep him busy for a few days.  I hit him just a wee bit harder than I intended.  Mental note to self.
 
   “The next one, I will crush,” I said, somewhat forcefully.  “Get out.  Do it now, and do it in silence.”
 
   They did it now, and they did it in silence.  I gestured to Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar to stay.
 
   When Tort, smiling, closed the door behind the wounded retreat, she bolted it and limped back into the room, flanked by a walking suit of full plate armor; I recognized it.  It used to belong to T’yl.  Apparently, she had inherited it… Oops, again.  I wondered if she summoned it, or if it just came on its own when violence started.
 
   The suit of armor and my knights righted the intact furniture.  The hollow knight took up station in a corner, while the living stood in a line, as though waiting for a scolding.  Tort finally sat down and began to laugh.  She was looking at the mantelpiece.
 
   “What’s so funny?” I asked.
 
   “Over twenty Knights of Shadow, now awaiting the mercy of their king,” she said.  “I wonder how many will come begging for their swords again?”  My three looked startled, even shocked, and Kammen let out an involuntary gulp of nervous laughter.
 
   “I don’t get it,” I admitted.
 
   “You give a knight a sword to make him a knight,” she said, and paused.
 
   “With you so far.”
 
   “What happens when the king takes a sword from a knight?” she inquired.
 
   Ah.  For someone so fast, I can be awfully slow.
 
   “Fair enough.  So, someone want to tell me what that was all about?  And you three!  Sit down!  Stop looking like you’re waiting for a spanking.”  A thought struck me.  “You’re my personal guard, you know.  I knighted you myself!  You’re my trusted advisors, not servants.  Got that?”
 
   Tort laughed at their expressions.  I can’t say I blame her, but it was a little unkind.
 
   “And you,” I said, turning to her, “can tell me what the hell that was all about, since you’re the one who let them in.”
 
   “Of course, my angel.”  She gestured at the other three, motioning them to sit.  They did, carefully, as though not quite certain they should.  They might have been concerned about the durability of the furniture; some of it had taken good hits without obviously breaking.  I remained standing in front of the fireplace and the sword collection.
 
   “Our visitors were of the Knights of Shadow,” Tort began.  “They are a brother order to the Knights of Karvalen.  The Knights of Karvalen is an order established by Raeth, shortly after… your departure.  They are knights of the kingdom, dedicated to its protection, and wear the red sash.  The Knights of Shadow were founded later, by Knights of Karvalen who believed their first duty should be to the King of Karvalen.  They revere you, rather than the kingdom, and are very insistent about the difference.  They wear the grey sashes.  They are also the ones who send their sons to the mountain for their vigil.”
 
   I glanced at the three knights in the room.  They nodded.  I think they were afraid to interrupt.
 
   “So, why the attempt at murder?”
 
   “I presume they believed you to be an impostor.”  She turned to Kammen, Torvil, and Seldar.  “Am I wrong?”
 
   “No, my lady,” Seldar replied.  “Only a few truly believed a demon wearing a sorcerer’s skin might be among us.  All did agree that any who claimed to be the king returned should have that claim challenged.”
 
   “I should think that no longer in doubt,” Tort observed.
 
   “We never doubted,” Kammen said, quietly.
 
   “And you were prepared to stand against the rest of your Order?” Tort asked.
 
   “Better question,” I interrupted.  “Your fathers are members of the Knights of Shadow?  And you, Torvil—you have an elder brother in the Order, too?  Were they here, tonight?”
 
   They nodded, looking unhappy.
 
   “Then I’m glad I decided to try and avoid killing anyone,” I mused.  “Were any of them badly hurt?”
 
   “No,” Seldar said.  Torvil and Kammen looked doubtful, so Seldar added, “No one’s injuries were life-threatening.”
 
   “You did well,” Tort told them, “to display such loyalty in his defense.  You will find he has no need of defenders, however,” Tort assured them, smugly.
 
   “Don’t be so sure,” I advised.  “I need a personal guard, and these three are it.  Bronze can’t be with me everywhere, and I don’t really know where Firebrand is.  If they want to help keep me alive and advise me, I’m all for it.”
 
   “Does that mean we’re to be trained as your personal guard?” Torvil asked, eagerly.
 
   And it hit me, right then, that they needed training.  This world tends toward a direct and bloody method of conflict resolution.  The visit by a score of armed men, all prepared to skewer me like an oversized kebab was a perfect example.  These three—now my three—knights were willing to stand between me and certain death, to say nothing of their fathers and brothers.
 
   Because they believed in me.  More properly, they believed in the King, and that I was the King.
 
   If they were going to do that sort of thing on my behalf, could I ignore them?  No.  They needed to have some sort of help, something that would give them at least a chance at doing… well, whatever they chose to do, despite terrible odds.
 
   “Why, yes,” I said, slowly, still thinking.  “Yes, I believe you are.  You’re not going to like it, but… we’ll see how it goes.  But first, there’s one more thing I need to know.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “What year is it?”
 
    
 
   Tort was good enough to put everyone up for the remainder of the night.  With the teenagers camped out upstairs—I warned them that the next day was going to be gruesomely difficult, and they seemed to believe me—Tort and I stayed up a bit longer to work on two things: My defensive spells and her foot.
 
   She did the lion’s share of the work on my defenses, with a bit of input from me on what I wanted and the effects I was after.  Before dawn, I had my variation on the Ascension Sphere—the Grounding Field?—up and running, thanks to Tort’s intimate knowledge of the thing.  I just dumped a lot of raw power into it after she built the spell structure.  Once the spell was active, I cleaned off the charcoal marks she used in putting the spell on me.
 
   I did the lion’s share of the work on her foot, though, with some technique and technical advice from Tort—interspersed with a few giggles.  Drawing symbols on her lower legs apparently tickles.
 
   I’m actually kind of proud of the regrowth spell.  Most of my spells are improvised, or, at least, unrefined, first-draft versions of spells.  Unlike magicians, I don’t know many spells by rote; I make them up as I go.  But that regrowth spell…
 
   First, I mapped her existing foot—well, lower leg—from the knee down.  I wove a three-dimensional latticework around and through it, gridding it off into tiny cubes.  Then I had the spell increase its density.  The lines of power in the spell split apart and doubled themselves in each direction, dividing each of the little cubes into eight smaller cubes, making the grid even more fine.  Tort loaned me some power and we kept at it, dividing the open spaces into smaller and smaller portions, until even my eyes couldn’t see between them.
 
   Now, everything you touch, I told it, copy that image.  Remember it.
 
   The idea was to make a three-dimensional picture of her good leg.  It didn’t need to be a perfect picture, but it did need to be high-resolution.  If the pixels were about the size of a cell, that would be ideal.  If we were off a bit, that was fine, too; her body could heal the “damage” of an inaccurate copy once it actually had something there.
 
   I took the spell structure and removed it from her leg.  Holding it midair, I moved my hands, compressing it into a plane, then extending it again, mirror-reversed, until it was the same size as before.  This spell structure I then attached to the shortened leg, centering it on the tibia and fibula, and binding it to them.  It started gently—very gently!—sucking mass from the rest of her body to rebuild the missing portions.
 
   Tricky, that.  Finding the right balance between rapidity of growth and stability in the rest of the body was pretty much guesswork; I set it at a level and just watched for a bit to see what it did to her life-lights.  Tort watched, as well, until very late; I told her to go ahead and sleep.
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   It was morning before I had everything in the regrowth spell ironed out and balanced.  The spell looked as though it would work with her body, rather than kill her to reform a foot.  Living things are such a delicate balance of processes!
 
   “Basically,” I explained, as Pilea brought us both breakfast, “your body now has a map to follow and an urge to fill in the missing bits.  My flesh-welding spell—you know, the one that causes tissues to flow together?”
 
   “Everybody knows that spell,” Tort replied, around a mouthful of scrambled egg.  “Anyone capable of casting it has learned it.  It is, arguably, the greatest gift you have ever given your people, my angel.”
 
   “Oh?  I had no idea it would be so popular.”
 
   “Warriors use it on themselves, or on their wounded comrades.  Mothers use it on their injured children.  Fishermen use it when a line whips, or when a hook buries itself in a hand.  It keeps life and limb together, but is not so useful for restoring lost portions—teeth, noses, fingers, eyes.  It also leaves scars, of course, but there is little to complain about when it has undone a mortal wound.”  She shrugged.  “I suppose it is one of the reasons anyone studies magic at all.”
 
   “I see.”  At least something materially useful came out of all my efforts.  “Well, uh, the thing I’ve got on your short leg does something like that.  It’s a map of what your leg should look like, and it keeps pulling—very slowly—flesh and bone from the rest of your body.  It’ll still take a while to grow, but it should grow into the map, and it should be a lot faster than normal healing would be, if normal healing would do it at all.  We’ll want to monitor it pretty closely, too.  It may still be too fast, or maybe we can speed it up.  I’m not sure, since I’ve never done this before.  But I’m confident we’re on the right track, here.”
 
   “Then I shall eat another breakfast.”  Tort nodded to Pilea.  Pilea put down a plate and nodded in reply before heading back toward the kitchen.  The food was heavy on the fish and the beef—well, I say beef; dazhu can be prepared in many ways—as well as cereals and vegetables.  I noted a lack of wine, but a heavily diluted form of corn whiskey seemed to take its place.  I can’t say I really enjoyed it; my sense of smell and taste are as keen as my vision—too much so for comfort.  Still, food delays the inevitable bloodthirst.
 
   “I’ll need another, too,” I called after her.  I added, to Tort, “Well, I have a long day planned.”
 
   “So I am given to understand, my angel.”
 
   “How does the new foot feel?”
 
   “The stump feels… itchy.  Tingly.  It is working; I know that much.  It does not hurt, if that is what you ask.”
 
   “Good.  If it does, feel free to dial it down a bit.  Now that we’re finally getting you a foot, I don’t want you to risk dying in the process.  We’ll take it slow and easy, right?”
 
   “As you say, my angel,” she said, and inclined her head in agreement.
 
   Pilea brought us more of everything and we ate well.  During this, the guys came down the stairs and joined us.  Tort gestured them to the table.  When they looked at me, I nodded.  They sat down and Pilea started shuttling back and forth more quickly.
 
   Teenagers.  They ate like I did, but with less concern for niceties.  I made it a point to use the cloth napkin regularly, even fastidiously.
 
   I realized even more fully that I have to be a good example.  I’m not sure I know how to do that.
 
   When we reached the burping stage, I pushed the plate away and folded my hands on the table.
 
   “Now, gentlemen… do you own armor?”  They shook their heads.  “Pity.  You’ll need to get used to wearing it.  We’ll just have to make do for now.  Do you have any duties, aside from attending me?”
 
   “I have an apprenticeship with Lobar, the healer,” Seldar said.  “He will expect me this afternoon.”
 
   “I thought everyone knew how to close wounds?” I asked, looking at Tort.
 
   “Some are more artful than others, my angel.  Lobar is quite the sculptor in flesh.  He leaves little in the way of scars.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, that makes sense.  What about you two?  Torvil?  Kammen?”
 
   “Our fathers will be expecting us,” Torvil said.  He hesitated before adding, “I think.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “We stood against ’em last night,” Kammen pointed out.
 
   “Do you need to go talk to them about that?  Or would that be wise?  I don’t know how they’ll react, of course, so I’m asking for your opinions.”
 
   The three glanced at each other.
 
   “I believe it would be best not to confront them directly on this matter,” Seldar said, “until they have had a chance to decide for themselves whether or not we were right to do so.”
 
   “Fair enough.  If I can impose on your hospitality, Tort?”
 
   “You may all remain here for as long as you require, my angel.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Seldar lifted a hand, slightly.  I nodded at him to speak.
 
   “We… that is, we’re new to being a…”
 
   “You’re new to being knights,” I supplied.  “We’ve gone over this.”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.  What… well, what do you wish us to do?”
 
   I thought about that one for a moment.  I wasn’t sure what I wanted from them, if anything.  I wasn’t even sure if I was going to be staying on this planet.  On the other hand, I could easily think of a dozen things to teach them—physical exercise, weapons training, some hand-to-hand skills, some offensive and defensive spells… and, if it’s not too hypocritical of me, some chivalric ideals.  Noble service cheerfully rendered and all that.
 
   “What I want,” I said, slowly, and stopped.  “What I want is for you to be men.  Something better than beasts or barbarians.  No, I want more than that.  I want you to be good men.  Men that people will look up to and respect.  So, to make that happen, you need to be worthy of respect.”
 
   “I’m already pretty good,” Torvil offered.  Kammen and Seldar sighed in unison.
 
   “Good,” I told him.  “Now let’s make you better.”
 
    
 
   Never exercise right after a meal.  I learned that, somewhere.  So I didn’t exercise them immediately.  Instead, we went for a walk around the city wall.  This gave them a chance to digest before getting into a serious workout.  It also gave me a chance to see what Mochara was like.
 
   While the wall had a few places where it could be manned—notably, a watchpost on either side of each gate—it wasn’t really much of a fortification.  It would keep out cattle—excuse me, keep out dazhu—and give pause to any roaming band of outlaws, but against anyone with siege weapons… well, it would slow them down.  That told me a lot about the level of threats in the region.
 
   Walking around the city wall attracted a fair amount of attention, more than I thought it would.  People stared openly, but dropped their eyes when I looked at them.  No one made eye contact, aside from one blue-eyed baby that seemed fascinated with my face.  Well, babies sometimes do that.
 
   During my walk, I came across a large, open space just inside the seaward wall.  In it, someone had built, or was in the process of building, a ballista.  Well, I say a ballista; it didn’t have any twisted fiber for the lever arms.  Instead, it was mostly a giant crossbow, with a long, wooden bow for the launcher.  There was a geared crank at the rear and a length of heavy chain with hooks for cocking the thing.  I did like the setup for releasing it, though; a foot-pedal allowed the firer to release a heavy spring, which jerked the real holding pin down through the “stock” of the crossbow.  Of course, that meant you had to wind up the trigger mechanism as well as the crossbow.
 
   I looked it over and saw why it wasn’t working.  The wood was a single piece, carved to shape, and it was cracking.  Worse, the “bowstring” was a chain, and it looked as though a link had parted.
 
   I wondered if the misfire had killed anyone.  I didn’t see anyone around to ask.  Well, maybe later.
 
   The seaward side of Mochara had a somewhat more formidable defense than the other sides.  The southern cliffs were nearly vertical and descended over twenty feet to a pebbly beach.  The wall atop it was only about six feet high, just enough to provide protection for defenders.  Access up or down was through one main gate, then along an odd double stairway, built up apart from the cliff face.
 
   The gate itself was a drawbridge that, when up, covered an archway in the wall; there was no real door.  When lowered, it spanned a ten or twelve-foot gap from the clifftop to a brick construction that rose from the beach.  This construction had a twenty-foot square pillar as the center, with a long, sloping stairway extending left and right, parallel to the cliff, down to the beach—sort of a cross-section of a truncated pyramid.  It was very long, and therefore not very steep at all.  If absolutely necessary, a horse could probably pull a cart up, step by step, but it would be an unpleasant chore.
 
   Judging from the furrows in the beach and the boats out on the water, the fishermen pulled their boats up at night and fastened them to metal rings set into the cliff face.  I doubted they enjoyed hauling their catch up those steps.
 
   As I faced south, through the cliff gate, I could look left, to the east, and, by shading my eyes against the morning sun, see the point where the canal poured water out onto the beach and into the sea.  Nobody had thought to build a water wheel, probably because the water flow was so low.  There’s almost no current in the canal, so a standard water wheel in the canal would be useless.  However, an overshot water wheel uses the weight of the water, not the force of the current.  A little gearing could make a simple bucket lift, or even a mill…
 
   Later.  Possibly much later.
 
   There were a dozen things I disliked about the place and wanted to upgrade.  Stone streets, for one.  Underground sewers, for another.  The open gutters reminded me of Horrible Smells I Have Known, a group of memories I would like to leave alone.  Add a couple of Archimedes’ Screw devices to lift water from the canal so it could be used to flush out the underground sewers, and for irrigating the farms…
 
   I turned my attention away from the future and looked around some more.  People were still watching us—well, me—but no one bothered us.  A few of them seemed familiar.  At a guess, some of them were following us to keep an eye on us.  Who they worked for and what they hoped to discover were mysteries for another time, as well.
 
   Down at the beach, there was no dock; no large ships could make port here.  Large vessels would have to stand off in deep water and send everything in or out via smaller boats.  Good, I suppose, if you don’t want a warship to kiss your walls; not so good if you want trading volume.  Still, it was probably better than taking a caravan all the way north to the Eastgate, going through the pass, and then hoofing it overland to wherever you wanted to go.  Sailing to Rethven would be a shorter distance, faster, and there was probably a navigable river to get you closer to your trade center.
 
   Again, thinking ahead too much, maybe.  It’s not really my town, after all.
 
   I’m king.  Ouch.  It is my town.  Maybe that’s what all the observers are worried about; they don’t know what I have planned for Mochara, and they want to.  Or they just want to make sure I’m not whipping up the mob into a frenzy and calling for the overthrow of the present government.  Or, more likely, the present religious order; I have something of a reputation.  Hopefully, I can survive whatever political and religious maneuverings there may be.
 
   And I have three young knights that want to be trained.  Maybe I should get on that.  Mortals hanging around with me can suddenly discover their mortality, especially in a world where cutting someone’s throat is considered a good end to an argument.
 
   I sat down on the edge of the canal and watched people out in the fields.  A few of my silent observers were just heads watching me over the town wall.  I gestured my three shadows to sit.
 
   “Tell me,” I said, “what sort of training you’ve already had.”  With a little encouragement, they explained.  Their fathers trained them in most weapons, at least well enough to get by.  Most of their practice was with swords, obviously, but they were at least introduced to pretty much everything.
 
   “But your major practice has been fighting with your fathers and each other?” I pressed.  That seemed to be the case.
 
   “Right, then.  We’ll need something to practice with.”
 
   “We have swords,” Kammen pointed out.
 
   “Those,” I countered, “are highly-enchanted weapons of supernatural sharpness, and have a line of hunger buried inside the steel.  Those are not for practice.  When you draw one of those, it’s for killing, because those tools are made for just that purpose.  What we need are some bits of armor and some wooden swords.”
 
                 “My father bought armor from Wethel,” Torvil offered, “when my brother came of age.”
 
   The smith Torvil led us to, Wethel, was not terribly open to some custom work.  I didn’t want whole suits of armor, just some safety gear; he wasn’t too interested.  He continued to hammer while his apprentice pumped the bellows.  They were still using the over-and-under double bellows design.  Looking at it, I realized there was an even better way… and forcibly refocused myself on the task at hand.
 
   “What the hell do you want?” he asked, without looking up.
 
   “I need some armor,” I said, and started to explain.
 
   “Six weeks,” he said, without looking up.  “Got too much right now to do it any faster.”
 
   “Do you know who this is?” Torvil asked.  The smith glanced up, looked back down.
 
   “Fancy guy in armor,” he said, still hammering.
 
   “This is the king!”
 
   “King of what?”
 
   “King of Karvalen!”
 
   Wethel looked me up and down.
 
   “I thought you’d be taller,” he observed.
 
   “Judge me by my size, do you?” I asked.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Never mind,” I said.  “Tell me, do you work with magic in your metal?  Or is it plain steel?”
 
   “I use a little forge magic,” he said, slowly, suspiciously.  He stopped hammering to point at the fire-symbols carved into the sides of the forge and the anvil.  “Stokes up the fire quick, keeps the metal hot out of it longer.  Why?”
 
   “In exchange for prompt service, I will put a spell on your forge that will cut what you pay for fuel by half, and keep in so much heat that you may have to build a separate fire to heat this room in the winter.”
 
   He looked at me suspiciously, trying to find a trick.
 
   “I’ll show you, if you like,” I offered.
 
   He gestured me to the glowing forge.  I gathered up magical energy and formed it into a webwork that crawled inside.  I mounted it on the interior surface and started adjusting it.  It would reflect everything—heat, light, all the radiant energy.  It was as close to a perfect reflector as I could make it.
 
   A second spell crawled up the chimney and built a lattice all through the open space.  The hot air was wasted heat.  The lattice through which it now flowed would draw heat from the air.  With magical lines connecting that lattice to another in the pipe through which the bellows pumped, the temperature between outflow and inflow would equalize, keeping yet more heat inside.
 
   “There,” I said.  “That’s the basics.  It’s not going to last more than two or three days, but see if that’s an improvement.  And, if you like it, I can probably provide you with a new bellows design that will pump up the forge even hotter, and with less effort.  Just a thought.  I’ll be back tomorrow.”
 
   We strolled out and left him to play with his super-furnace.
 
   “It’ll still take him time to make anything,” Torvil pointed out.
 
   “And a good point you make,” I answered.  “Well, it’s a warm day.  How deep is the water in the canal?”
 
   “Uhm.  About chest deep,” he said, putting a hand on his body to demonstrate.
 
   “Good!  Then let’s get you guys in shape.  If we can’t work on your skills, we’ll work on your physique.”
 
   We went out to the canal and paused on the brink.
 
   “You all know how to do some basic healing spells, right?”  Three nods.
 
   “Seldar is the best,” Kammen said.
 
   “I gathered.  How much better?”
 
   “I have somewhat greater talents in that arena than my friends,” he admitted.  “I know the spells and many techniques for using them.”
 
   “He’s the healer,” Torvil said.  “Kammen and I aren’t wizards, just amateurs.  Seldar could be a wizard—a real wizard—if his father would let him.”
 
   “Good to know.  So, what does a typical, general healing spell do, Seldar?”
 
   “It instructs the body to exert its life force in a manner specific to the spell.  If used to heal a wound, the whole of the body is directed to the wound, to heal it.  If used to heal a sickness, the body is… awakened?  Instructed?  Told to fight the sickness.  Illness is much more difficult,” he added, “because you cannot aim for an illness, only encourage everything else to fight it.”
 
   “A good description.  And do you know the one that links the lives of the healthy to the life of a wounded person?”
 
   “I know of it, but I am not so skilled as to perform it safely.”  He paused.  “It is dangerous if done improperly.”
 
   “It can be, but I have a talent for it,” I said, and winked.  “I’m going to cast a healing spell on you three, and on me.  You’re going to work, and work hard, at using your muscles and building them.  The spell will help with that, because your bodies will realize that they are supposed to be getting stronger.  And you’ll also have me helping, because you’ll have some of my life energy supporting and powering you as we work.  Got it?”
 
   Whatever their personal opinions, they stood up straight and agreed.  Full marks for guts, these three.
 
   So I worked my spells over them and through them, telling their muscles to grow long fibers, short fibers; thicken and reinforce the tendons mounting muscle to bone; cardiac muscle fiber, too, because it’s different from normal muscles; tell the rest of their bodies to wake up and get moving on helping with that.
 
   I also tied their lives together with mine so that we would share each other’s energies, allowing us all to draw strength from the others as we exerted ourselves.  It’s really a refinement of a healing spell that drains vitality from a healthy creature to improve the rate of healing in a wounded one.  In the version I used on us, energy could flow both ways.
 
   If I set it up with a magical diode—a one-way power transfer—could I do this at night?  What would be the effect on a living, breathing mortal to get vitality from an undead creature?  That was something to find out much, much later, with some test animals and maybe a volunteer.
 
   “All right, everyone into the canal.”  We jumped in, stood up.  Yes, the water was shallow enough to stand in, about four feet deep; my misgivings about drowning were completely unfounded.  The walls of the canal varied in height with the terrain; they were always at least a foot higher than the water, more when the canal cut through a rise.  Over dips in the ground, the canal resembled a bridge of solid stone.  Here, the water was about two feet below the lip.  If I jumped, I could see over; otherwise, we were in a long, water-filled hallway.
 
   “Now, follow me!”  I headed upstream, toward the mountain, slogging through the water.  They fanned out and followed, not asking questions.  It’s good exercise, I give it that.  I can plow through water fairly easily, but then I’m unreasonably heavy and even by day, I’m shockingly strong.  They slogged gamely after me, determined to keep up, and I let them.
 
   I suppose it would have been more efficient to walk alongside the canal, saving my energies for them to draw on.  They could have gone on longer, then.  Purely from a mathematical standpoint, that was the right thing to do.  Keep working, keep building strength, and do it longer and harder.  Objectively, rationally, that’s the right way.
 
   But not from my standpoint.  I wasn’t going to walk alongside the canal while they struggled.  I was going to be in the water, right there with them, leading the way.  Not standing above them and yelling at them to try harder.  If I wanted them to try harder, I’d go faster, and they would try to keep pace.
 
   And they did.  Seldar was having rough going, being the shortest of them, but he dug in with his toes, made swimming motions with his arms, and powered on at his best speed.  All three of them made me proud.  They didn’t ask questions, they didn’t hesitate, and they didn’t let up for an instant.  They just followed me.  What could I do with a hundred like them?  What couldn’t I do?
 
   They also frightened me.  They didn’t ask questions.  They didn’t hesitate.  They went all in, just on my say-so, because I went in.  I’m going to have to work on their judgment, I think.  They need to know that it’s okay to ask questions when I’m having a private chat with them.  They already have the part about jumping straight into it when they’re given an order.  Right now, I have fanatical children following me like baby ducks, all in a line.
 
   One more reason I think I’d like to go home.  If I stay, they’ll expect me to king, and I’m not comfortable with that.
 
   We struggled up the canal as fast as we could go.  I started calling an old cadence, chanting it while we planted a foot on every other beat.
 
   “Come on, I chant it out, you chant it back!
 
   “I don’t know but I’ve been told!”
 
   “I don’t know but I’ve been told!”
 
   “If you don’t slow down you don’t grow old.”
 
   “If you don’t slow down you don’t grow old!”
 
   “The sun is bright but I’m still cold.”
 
   “The sun is bright but I’m still cold!”
 
   And so on.  Apparently, a singing canal is unusual; people occasionally came over to watch us run/swim slowly by.  We ignored them.  Well, I ignored them.  My ducklings were more than a little self-conscious, but they plowed on.
 
   I’m used to feeling the flow of life energies within me; I know when I’m running out.  Unlike human beings, I practically have a fuel gauge.  There came a point where, if I was a car, I was about to have a little light come on a computer voice scold me for not filling up the tank.  Since we were sharing energies, they had to be about the same level of exhausted.
 
   I called a halt, boosted each of them out of the canal, and they combined their efforts to help haul me out of the water.  I probably didn’t need the help; even with the armor, I could have jumped it.  But doing things as a team is also important.  We flopped on the road and dripped there for a while, breathing heavily and resting.  It took a bit, but eventually we all sat up.
 
   “Good run,” I told them.  “Now we get back in and walk back.”
 
   “It’s a long walk,” Kammen noted.
 
   “It is.  But this time, you can swim.”
 
   “Will you?”
 
   “No.  I can’t swim.”
 
   They traded a look.
 
   “We could teach you,” Torvil offered.
 
   “You don’t understand.  I can’t.  Boom.  Straight to the bottom.  Here, the three of you—lift me.”
 
   I lay down and waited.  Kammen is the strong one; he got my ankles.  Seldar and Torvil each got an arm.  They lifted—and I didn’t move.  They changed grips, moved around, and I tried to make it as easy as possible.  Grunting, they got me off the ground, then put me down.  I sat up.
 
   “See the problem?  Even without the armor, I’m—what?  Two or three times what I should weigh?  I float about as well as Bronze.  I’ll walk back, but I’ll take my time, and you three can swim after me.”
 
   They agreed immediately.  Again, no questions.  That bothers me.  I’m going to have to get these three into a classroom and force them to be confused, just so they’ll get used to the idea of asking me things.
 
   We got into the water and I started marching.  I kept us at a pace that was tiring enough that we didn’t feel any better as time went on, but slow enough that we weren’t wearing ourselves out, either.  Pushing along at a level that kept us at “tired,” bordering on “exhausted” was the endurance portion of the exercise.  It also gave the other spells more of a chance to see what needed more work—muscle fibers, mainly, but also the circulatory and lymphatic systems, to prevent the buildup of fatigue toxins.
 
   It took a while to get back to Mochara, and it was well after lunchtime.  Judging by the way we felt, it was also overdue.  We dripped mostly dry by the time we half-walked, half-staggered back to Tort’s house.  I ran a quick cleaning spell over us when we reached the front door, just to be polite.
 
   Tort was expecting us.  Pilea was already piling food on the table.  We sat down and ate.
 
   “Did you have a premonition, or did you see this coming?” I asked, careful to do so without food in my mouth.
 
   “I helped you build that defensive spell,” she said.  “I know a seeking cannot find you, but I knew where you were.  I kept you in view.  Thus, I did not need to locate you.”
 
   “Huh.  Well, that works.  I can live with that.  But how is it I didn’t see the other end of the spell?”
 
   “I kept putting them in windows around town to look down on the roads.  They were always on the second floor, and you do not look up.”
 
   Dammit.  I thought I broke myself of that habit.  Mental note for the future.
 
   “You followed me with a scrying spell by looking down at me?”
 
   “No, I followed you with a succession of scrying spells along the length of the canal.  The terminus of a scrying spell does not move.”
 
   “Ah.  You’re either more clever or better trained than I am.  I’m guessing both,” I told her.  She blushed and looked down.  I took it as an opportunity to stuff my face.  While I might not benefit from a physical workout…
 
   Hmm.  Do I?  During the day, I’m alive.  I eat, I breathe, I bleed, all that stuff.  Admittedly, my metabolism and biology are weird, but does that mean I can’t benefit from jogging, weightlifting, or yoga?  How would that affect my nighttime metabolism?  Will I regenerate back into my “normal” state, or will I keep any gains I make?  And, if I increase, say, muscle mass, will that change how strong I am at night, or is that purely a function of the magical metabolism of semi-dead people?  If my living lift goes up by a pound, does that mean my dead lift (no pun intended) goes up by five?  Or ten?  Or whatever the ratio is?  Come to that, what is the ratio?  How much stronger am I at night?
 
   It’s so depressing to have no lab rats.
 
   Hmm, again.  Can I make vampire mice?
 
   On second thought, whether I can or not, I should not.  Skip that idea.  The thought that vampire mice might escape and get loose in the world isn’t worrying, it’s downright frightening.  Also comic, in some ways.  I can visualize a white mouse with a black opera cape and glowing pink eyes; he’s ordering around legions of rats… No.  No, no, and no.
 
   So, best case, we’re all getting better.  At worst, I’m ruining my workout, but giving them the energy to have a truly impressive one.  Does that make me supernatural steroids?  I can live with that.
 
   “By the way,” I said, after a helping of something resembling salmon vanished down-gullet.
 
   “Yes, my angel?”
 
   “How’s the foot doing?”
 
   “It aches, but I have been monitoring it closely all day.  I have made a few minor adjustments to the spell, but nothing of real note.  The principle is working, and I am very pleased with the progress.”
 
   “Good.  I’ll want to look at it again, tonight.”
 
   “I will be very pleased, my angel.”
 
   Seldar cleared his throat.  I looked at him and nodded.
 
   “My lord?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Why does the Lady Tort call you her angel?”
 
   The word she was using was arhela, not arhia, as she used to call me.  Arhia means something like spirit in the service of light.  Arhela, one the other hand, is more like an elemental force, like a storm or tidal wave.  If there’s an angel of songs or an angel of poetry, it would be arhia.  The angels of hurricanes and meteor strikes would be arhela.  They don’t serve light or darkness, as such; they’re just there, impartial and generally unstoppable.
 
   Apparently, she promoted me during my nap.
 
   “That’s something you’ll have to ask her,” I told him.  I glanced at Tort.  “If you want to explain, I don’t mind.”  I didn’t add that I’d like to hear the explanation, myself.
 
   “I will consider it,” she promised.  Seldar took that as a cue to shut up and eat.  I changed the subject.
 
   “Another thing.  I’m trying to get a smith to make us some special armor.  I think I can arrange to lay hands on something close to cash—I’ll look into it tonight, while all of you get some sleep—but he says he’s got other projects that he has ahead of mine.  Is there any way we can speed that up?”
 
   “I will see to it,” Tort promised.  She looked smug.
 
   “Hold it.  By ‘speed that up,’ I mean ‘help him move along at high speed.’  I do not mean, ‘string him up by the ankles and beat him until he agrees,’ or anything of the sort.”
 
   “You would prefer that he be persuaded, rather than coerced.”
 
   “If at all possible, yes.  That’s it, exactly.”
 
   “I remember.  As I said, I will see to it,” she assured me.  I decided that, First, I trusted her implicitly, and that there wasn’t a Second.
 
   “I look forward to seeing the result.  Thank you.”
 
   “It is entirely my pleasure, my angel.  May I inquire as to your plans for the rest of the day?”
 
   “Is there a slaughterhouse in town?  Or someplace where they are likely to be killing and/or butchering animals?”
 
   “Yes.  May I ask why, so that I may aid you in your endeavors?”
 
   “I plan to double-check my enchantment work on the swords for the three swordsmen,” I answered, nodding at the three in question.
 
   “Ah!” Tort nodded, understanding immediately.  She already had some idea of the power in those blades.  It’s a form of nosiness to peek at other people’s enchantments.  It’s like looking at the title of a book someone else is reading.  We can’t help it.
 
   “If they work the way I think they do, we’ll continue to work at an insanely high level until nearly sunset.  Then these three will need to eat again, and I’ll need to, um, go out for dinner.”
 
   “I have already made plans for that, my angel.”
 
   I paused with a spoonful of something halfway to my mouth.  After a second, I put it down.
 
   “I trust you implicitly,” I told her, “but you’ll understand that I just woke up a couple of days ago and I’m still a little uncertain about the lay of the land, so to speak, in Mochara.  Your plans aren’t going to cause unpleasant repercussions, are they?”
 
   “I think not.”
 
   “Then I look forward to seeing what you’ve got.”
 
   “A pleasure to be of service.  Now, finish eating.  I have errands to run this afternoon.”
 
   “Yes, dear.”
 
    
 
   We found a woodcutter on the west side of town and made his day.  He would go into the forests at the foot of the Eastrange, cut trees, hitch them to a pair of domesticated dazhu, and drag them back to town for cutting and splitting.  Between us, we split his whole stock of firewood.  When that wasn’t enough to keep us busy, I took a couple of unsplit logs, cut off a two-foot chunk from the ends, and started playing catch with them.  They were much more awkward than a medicine ball, but that’s a good thing; if it’s easy, it isn’t good for you.  I also took a few long pieces of wood and did some whittling, making big sword-sticks for later.
 
   During a break to talk with the woodcutter—Timon—I asked about some makeshift training equipment.  Nothing fancy; some logs, cut to length.  Things to lift, things to carry, things to walk on or walk over, things to balance on, that sort of thing.  Timon agreed that he had a few trees left—I told the guys to stop cutting things to pieces and save them—and would be happy to have them delivered.
 
   I also asked him about his lumber imports.  He cut trees down and dragged them back; I described a pair of two-wheeled little carts, drew a little in the dirt, and explained how he could drag back more in one go if he strapped these on to the logs.
 
   “But,” I cautioned him, “bear in mind that I’ve spoken with dryads before.  You do pay attention to them, right?”
 
   “Yes, Lord,” he answered, not meeting my eyes.  He seemed uncertain what to make of people coming to his place of business and making his life easy.  “When they says anything to me, anyways.  I just avoids ’em.”
 
   “And you do still plant trees, right?  I recall making an edict about that.”
 
   “I always planted trees, lord.  Got the wife potting ’em upstairs.  Cut two, plant three, that’s the law.”  He twisted his hands together and apart, nervously.  “That’s right, innit?  I’m not in trouble?”
 
   “No, no, not at all.  You’re doing just right.”
 
   “I asks ’cause I also take windfall trees, and I don’t plant none for those.”
 
   “I don’t think you need to.  Has anyone—or anything—ever asked you to?”
 
   “No, Lord.”
 
   “Then don’t worry about it.  If a dryad ever gives you trouble about that, you tell her I’ll take care of it, then make sure someone tells me.  Okay?”
 
   “I’ll do my best, lord.”
 
   “Good man.”
 
   We cut logs, split wood, threw around a couple of heavy chunks, and basically worked ourselves into the ground.  We lined up, thanked Timon, shook his hand, and went back to Tort’s.  I glanced back and saw him staring at a month’s worth of work, all neatly stacked.
 
   Tort saw us coming; I deliberately looked up to see if I could spot her spying on us.  It wasn’t that hard to do with my nonhuman eyes; the ripple-effect distortion of the scrying window seems obvious when I think to actually look for it.  I know she kept an eye on us; she met us in the little stable-yard behind the house and watched.
 
   The three boys and I squared off with lengths of wood instead of real swords.  I wanted to see what they had already learned, as well as see what I could remember from my banquet in Zirafel.
 
   Turns out, the warriors three were pretty good.  Torvil was the best of the three, Kammen a close second, and Seldar trailed the field.  Seldar tended to pay more attention to his footing and positioning, though; the other two were more offense.
 
   I drilled them on defense for a while.  My own reflexes being what they were, I wasn’t too worried about my own defense.  I also knew my reflexes remembered things I hadn’t drilled on and wanted to avoid sudden surprises.  It did me good to practice with moves and maneuvers I’d never learned.  It did them good, too, I think, albeit only a little.  We would practice more regularly in the future; I felt kind of responsible for them, now.
 
   It was late in the day when we halted.  Tort performed her version of a cleaning spell—I made a note to study it; it was much quicker than the kludged-together spell I invented—and saw to it we were fed.
 
   Once we had a chance to sit back and burp a bit, I disconnected myself from the life-linking spell.  Sunset wasn’t too far off, and I didn’t want to find out what might happen to living people if they were still connected to me.
 
   “So, have you lined up a slaughterhouse for us?” I asked.
 
   “Better.  Once the day falls away, we shall see to your needs, and the needs of your guard.”
 
   “Oh?  What have you got planned?”
 
   For answer, she nodded to the maid.  Pilea fetched two other servants and started shutting the house up—closing shutters, pulling curtains, locking doors.
 
   “Ah.  Should I just wait here, then?”
 
   “Certainly.  I would be pleased to have the opportunity to observe, and your guard should become familiar with the process, as well.”
 
   “I suppose.”  I turned to them.  “Okay.  When the sun hits the horizon, I start to die.  That is, I change from a living, breathing man into the undead version.  You’ve seen me in each form, but you haven’t seen the process.  I don’t glow, or change shape, or any of that stuff, but you’ll definitely know it’s happening.  It stinks, for one.  I’ll change color, for another.  Aside from that, I don’t know that there’s a good way to tell.”
 
   “Your eyes,” Seldar commented.
 
   “My eyes?”
 
   “At night, your eyes are black.”
 
   “Ah.  Got it.  My eyes change color.”
 
   “I do not think you ‘got it,’” he replied.  “Your eyes are always black, but I mean that your eyes turn black.”
 
   “What, the whole eyeball?”
 
   “Entirely.”
 
   “Well, that’s new.”  I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.  Adjusting the color of my skin was just a matter of covering it with a spell that could tweak the intensity and wavelength of the light that bounced off.  If my eyes were solid black, however, I would have to build an actual illusion of whites, irises, and pupil.  Illusions of that quality are decidedly more difficult.
 
   What really bothered me, though, was that my daytime eyes were black, instead of blue.  I’ve had blue eyes all my life and now they’re different.  It’s weird, the things that bother me the most.  You’d think a little thing like eye color wouldn’t be all that much compared to sharp fingernails and teeth.  But there you go; it was the blue changed to black that bothered me.
 
   “It’s good that you notice these things,” I went on.  “I haven’t looked in a mirror in the last few decades.  If you see anything else change, let me know.  I’m trying to wear spells that will let me blend in; I don’t like making people nervous just by my appearance.”
 
   They agreed to do so, and the sunset started.  I stood up and faced everyone.
 
   I hated it.  It had been a busy day, and those always make the transformation unpleasant.  More unpleasant.  I sweat more, it smells worse, and the full-body tingling, stinging, itching sensation feels more like needles than insects.
 
   Someday, I’m going to have some narcotics handy, just to see if they make any difference to a dying metabolism.
 
   Once the sunset finished its work, Tort ran her cleaning spell over me again.  I adjusted my coloration spell, made sure my fangs were retracted, and looked at everyone.
 
   “Well?  Anything besides the eyes?” I asked.  They all looked at me intently, actually walking around me to inspect me from every angle.
 
   “Could you pull your hair back?” Torvil asked.  There wasn’t a lot of hair to pull back, but I ran my fingers along the sides of my head.
 
   “Have you eaten a lot of elves?” he asked.
 
   “Not that I recall.  Why?”
 
   “Your ears seem a little bit pointy.  Not a lot, but some.  They aren’t as round on top as I would’ve thought.”  Everyone moved closer to look.  I waited.
 
   “Yes,” Kammen said.  “I think so.”  Seldar and Tort nodded, wordlessly.
 
   “If it takes that much effort to decide,” I told them, “I don’t feel too bad about it.  I’ll just leave my hair a little long.  Will that do it?”
 
   “Easily,” Seldar said.
 
   “Good.  Other than that, just the eyes?”  They agreed.  I set to work on a spell to disguise my eyes, but Tort saved me the trouble.  I should have known.  It was a good spell, too.  Tight, compact, very efficient.  I wondered who, in the history of the world, had needed an eye-disguising spell so badly that he developed one and refined it down to something like this.  Someone with a damaged eye, perhaps?  Maybe, but I didn’t ask.
 
   “Right.  Thanks.  Now, my dinner?”
 
   “This way,” she said, and sat down on her staff to fly.  We followed her outside and through the streets.  We came to an open area surrounded by houses.  If it had been paved, I’d have called it a cul-de-sac, which it probably was, anyway.  I can be as provincial as the next person.
 
   There were a fair number of people—fifty or so—waiting there.  Someone already had a fire going with both a spit and a grill over it.  Nearby, they had a sizable pig and a number of implements that indicated, at least to me, that the pig should be concerned.
 
   A hush settled on the crowd as we came around the corner.  People stepped out of the way, making a clear lane straight to the pig.  Some of them were looking at me with confused expressions.  They probably expected me to be taller.
 
   I didn’t really want an audience for this, but if I don’t say so, people assume whatever they want.  Besides, nobody here ever saw me do anything, uh, “vampirically”?   I imagine there was quite a lot of interest in their legendary monster-king.
 
   Great.  I just realized I’m a celebrity, too.
 
   We went up to the animal and my three knights drew steel.  Together, they stabbed the pig.  The pig squealed, shivered, and fell.  As I watched, the life of the animal pulsed up the swords and into the wielders.  Close inspection revealed the life energies pulsing into the life of each of them; it appeared to work perfectly.  There was some wastage; they weren’t equipped to consume anything beyond the biological vitality.  Whatever spirit a pig may have, it isn’t compatible with a human soul; that part just dissipated.
 
   As for Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar, they looked both surprised and excited.  They must have felt as though they just had a refreshing nap and a snack.
 
   Good enough.
 
   “That’s it for you three; get back to Tort’s and get some rest.  You may be stoked up right now, but you still need real rest.  We’ll see how you’re feeling in the morning.”  They took their leave and jogged away.  Obviously, they were feeling really good at the moment.
 
   I went to one knee by the body of the pig; blood was already flowing from the wounds and rapidly oozing its way over to me.  The crowd, unaware of the magical nature of the swords, finally saw something dramatic: I bit the pig and hastened the process, rapidly draining it of blood.  There was an “Ahhhh,” noise as they watched, then murmurs.
 
   I finished bleeding it dry and stood up.  A couple of men and a woman, all in aprons and carrying sharp implements, looked a question at me.  I nodded and stepped back from the meat; they grabbed it and started butchering.  I noticed more than a few looks at the teeth marks in the corpse’s throat.
 
   Tort rose on her unbristled broomstick until she was riding at about shoulder-height.
 
   “People of Karvalen,” she said, “gathered here tonight, witness the return of your King.”
 
   The crowd dutifully descended to their knees.  I considered that for several seconds.
 
   I hadn’t mentioned to Tort that I might be going home because I wasn’t too sure about it, myself.  I want to go home, but maybe I also want to stay here.  I’m definitely ambivalent about it.  So, given Tort’s information, I couldn’t blame her for Kinging me.  That didn’t mean I liked it.  Still, as long as I was here, being King offered me the opportunity to do some good.  Assuming, of course, that my good intentions weren’t used as paving stones…
 
   “Get up, all of you,” I said, “and never let me see you on your knees again.  You are citizens of the Kingdom of Karvalen, and, as such, you stand.  You may go to one knee before your king, but never both.  Never go to your knees for anyone or anything.  Never.  Legs can be bent, knees can be forced to the ground, but you are citizens of Karvalen and you do not kneel before men, monsters, or gods.
 
   “Now, stand!”
 
   They stood, and they cheered, and I wondered if they would have cheered regardless.  They seemed strangely happy, which confused me; I didn’t recognize any of them—eighty-seven years, after all—and surely none of them recognized me.  Is it just that they have a king, now?  Possibly.  That would at least explain why I was suddenly so popular.  It might be demoralizing to be part of a kingdom without having a king, I guess.
 
   It was also possible that royalists were the only people who bothered to show up, because everyone else didn’t care.
 
   Wow.  I can be amazingly insecure.
 
   They started to queue up, to bow before me, offer their loyalty and fealty, and, on occasion, ask for something.  Usually, it was a request for some sort of healing.
 
   In case you missed it, that’s what we call “irony.”
 
   One fellow had a scar from forehead to cheek, ruining one eyeball; I used a variation on the spell that was encouraging Tort to regrow a foot.  The eye was actually simpler; it was sort of still there, just badly rearranged.  A few days and it should be as good as his remaining eye—that was the template I used to guide his own healing process.
 
   Another man had terrible pains in his side.  A look through him at the flow of life in his body gave me a good idea what cancer is.  I stabbed that with tendrils, drained the life out of it, and told him to come to Tort’s and see me in the morning.  The tumor might be dead, but it was still present.  I wanted to see if his body could deal with it on its own, or if I was going to have to go in there after it.
 
   I’m not a surgeon, but I have some advantages a surgeon does not.
 
   As for the rest, there weren’t many wounds, though there were an awful lot of scars and misaligned broken bones.  My flesh-welding spell allows rent flesh, even broken bone, to be welded back together, but that doesn’t mean the person doing it is necessarily any good at it.  If you don’t understand which muscles go where, a serious wound in the leg can be healed without being helped, if you get my meaning.  And as for bones… well, it’s hard to mistake which rib goes where, but how about the bones in a wrist?
 
   And teeth!  Oh, my; the teeth!  If there’s any sort of doctor I need to snatch away from my homeworld, it’s a dentist.  Cavities, wisdom teeth, broken teeth, missing teeth… some were so badly decayed they had to come out; there was nothing I could do for them.  But I can cause some cavities to regenerate, misaligned teeth to straighten, and even cause new teeth to grow.  It just takes time, and they seem quite willing to take my word for it that the problem is being fixed.  Maybe that’s because they can see the spells and feel them working.  Pretty much everyone has at least that much magical ability.
 
   I was surprised, however, at the number of diseases and parasites.  Sure, a head cold is a miserable experience and you want it to go away, but it might not be worth paying for it to be cured.  But a tapeworm is pretty obvious; it’s painful, and it’s not going to go away on its own.
 
   It crossed my mind to wonder why these things weren’t already healed.  Did wizards—real wizards—charge too much?  Wasn’t there a temple to the fire-goddess?  Or were diseases and parasites too difficult?  And, of course, crippling injuries, like that eye.  I know people didn’t save up their problems just on the hope that I would show up.
 
   Then again, some things just don’t heal on their own, even with a spell to direct the body’s energies toward that purpose.  Other things can’t be welded together again, either.  When a cart runs over someone’s foot, crushing the bones, you can’t just straighten it and tell it to get better; part of the foot has to come off.  A cracked skull can be welded back together, but the bleeding into the brain is something they don’t know how to fix; the body just has to heal that on its own, if it can.
 
   Missing pieces were the most common injury.  There were also several nasty scars, most of which I attributed to poor sculpting ability on the part of the flesh-welder.  There’s a certain level of manual dexterity and skill that goes along with the spell.
 
   Would a sculptor be able to do cosmetic surgery with my spell?  I wonder.
 
   On the plus side, I do have to admit I rather enjoy playing doctor.  It’s a puzzle, every time.  What’s wrong?  What’s causing it?  What’s the best way to stop it, or to fix it?  How do I make that happen?  Can I do it without hurting the person?  Can I do it immediately, or will it take more than one treatment?  Do I need a new spell just for this, or can an old one be stretched to fit?
 
   During my ministrations, I got to meet Flim, the owner of the giant crossbow.  His wife and son carried him on a makeshift stretcher.  Looking him over, it seemed obvious what was wrong with him.  He had what started as a sucking chest wound; there was half a chain link embedded in his torso.  I was impressed that he was still alive.  Someone had sealed him up just fine, but the link was still there, buried near his heart, rusting, and probably the source of the infection that was giving him the desperate fever.
 
   I ignored the wife and son.  They were babbling and begging and imploring, all that stuff.  I could have tried to calm them down, but the wife, at the very least, was not going to stop crying no matter what I said.  It would be quicker and easier to just fix the guy.  While that might not stop her crying, at least it would give her happy tears, which is about all I could hope for.
 
   It is possible to use a flesh-welding spell as a flesh-cutting spell.  You can treat flesh and bone like clay, after all; it’s a simple thing to spread it apart, and I have amazingly sharp fingernails.  Lucky for Flim, it was nighttime.  I can feel around inside someone with psychic tendrils, tracing and feeling my way along every line of tissue, muscle, nerve, and blood vessel, all without ever cutting into him.  During the day, I’d have to use spells to see inside someone and yet more spells to manipulate things on the inside.  I might also have to actually open a patient up to get at the problem.  But at night, things are simple:  tendrils are quicker, easier, and much more delicate.
 
   I started by feeling around with tendrils, locating the dead metal inside him.  Once I had tendrils wrapped around it and ready to pull, I rolled him over; I wanted to pull the embedded shrapnel directly away from the major blood vessels.  He was about to lose blood no matter how I did this, but nicking his heart—or aorta or whatever those big ones in the chest are called—would be a Very Bad Thing.
 
   With the link gently pulling away from all the big blood channels, I stuck a sharp finger into his torso, opening him up a bit.  There was a little screaming from people around me, but I ignored this.  A moment later, the rusty fragment popped out of the hole and into my hand.  I tossed it to the son and started closing up my vict—excuse me, my patient.  I carefully made sure all the rust and filth around the shrapnel’s resting site was washed away—I can slosh blood around with tendrils to rinse the area!—and then drew out the used, filthy blood.  I tossed the gobbet into the fire; I didn’t want it crawling into me.  After that, it was just a matter of merging bits of flesh to corresponding bits of flesh, making sure that the whole looked like it fit together properly.
 
   It occurred to me that, since magic often works on principles of correspondence and resonance, it should be a simple matter to tell flesh to weld together, layer by layer.  Of course, it seems simple in principle, but it might take some work to make a spell that actually does it.  I shelved the notion temporarily; it was too good an idea to let it go.
 
   Meanwhile, I had to stitch Flim up manually.  I know there’s a pericardium inside a torso; I’ve seen doctor- and hospital-based medical shows.  I still don’t know what a pericardium is, aside from something around the heart—cardium, cardio; there’s a relationship.  But I can see the overall jigsaw puzzle of the flesh, and, especially at night, I can see when it’s not put together properly.  It may take me a little while, but I can get it all back together eventually.
 
   My patient was still alive at the end of it, too.  I really am a miracle worker.  That, or he’s just a tough guy.
 
   Cleaning his bloodstream of foreign bacteria and whatnot was pretty straightforward by comparison, almost an afterthought; with my tendrils carefully set to ignore his life-energies, I filtered out the other living things.  This left him with dead bacteria, rather than living ones, in his system.
 
   I sent the family home with instructions to have him pay a call on me when he was recovered.  I didn’t tell them so, but anybody who was willing to experiment with giant crossbows was someone with an attitude I wanted on my side.
 
   Of all my visitors for the evening, the one I found most touching was the couple that brought me their newborn.  I had a really awful moment of apprehension when the father almost knelt, checked himself, and bowed instead, holding out the swaddled child.
 
   I took the kid.  What was I supposed to do?  I desperately hoped they weren’t offering it to me to eat.  It was a good thing I was dead; I would have been sweating like a penguin in a sauna while my heart bludgeoned my ribs.  There was an awkward pause while I looked at the little person and the little person looked at me.  Neither of us knew what to think of the other.
 
   “My king,” the father said, “we come to you to ask your blessing on our son.”
 
   Relief.  That’s the word I want.  It seems like such an inadequate word, sometimes.
 
   “Very well.”  I looked at the kid.  The kid looked back, all eyes and chubby cheeks.  I said the first thing that came to mind:  “Be thou blessed with the strength to do what you must, and the wisdom to know what that is.”
 
   I felt my hands tingle, almost crackle, and something happened.  I have no idea what, but power moved from me to the child.  The child smiled and gurgle-laughed at me.
 
   And babies are supposed to recognize evil when they see it.  Hmph.
 
   I handed the kid back to the father.  The happy trio went on their way, moving toward the roasting pit for some of the barbecue.  I rubbed my hands together briskly.  My fingertips were still tingling.  What was that?  What did I do?  And how?  Did I have other fundamental changes to go along with my new teeth?
 
   There were another half-dozen or so cases of broken people, but before I could finish, in came a contingent of armored men.  About a dozen of them marched into the cul-de-sac and made their way through the crowd.  I recognized them from the incident at Tort’s house and wondered where the others were.  These didn’t seem hurt; maybe the rest were still recovering.  Apparently, someone had seen to the broken bones on this group.  They had daggers on their belts, but no swords.  They came straight up to me, none of them looking particularly pleased.  I held up a hand to forestall them.
 
   “Get in line,” I said, pleasantly enough.
 
   “We have come—”
 
   “And if you’re not careful,” I interrupted, “you’re going to go.  Get.  In.  Line.”
 
   “But we are the knights—”
 
   “But you’re not knights,” I snapped, “and I wouldn’t care if you were kings.  You want to talk to me, you take your turn.  Get in line!”
 
   They backed away in confusion.  Then, with some hesitation, got in line.  I worked my way through a few more diseases.  It’s fairly easy to cure a disease, for me.  I see how the life of a person flickers and glows.  I find the thing that’s interfering with that.  I use a spell to limit what my astral/spiritual tendrils will actually touch, then wave a fine-meshed net of them through the person.  When all—or most—of the disease organisms die, the person’s own immune system can usually take care of the rest.  Just to be safe, I usually try to tell their immune system exactly what to look for.  It seems to work.
 
   Tamara also cured diseases, but she once told me that it could be moderately dangerous.  Dumping a lot of life energy into a person with an infection hastened the process enormously—both for the subject and for the disease.  Having a head cold run its course in an hour may be an improvement, but cholera or other plagues could be fatal if accelerated.
 
   Unfortunately, there’s no cure for old age.
 
   A family—seventeen people—were next in line, carrying Grandma on a litter.  It looked as though the grandkids were carrying her; her own kids were a bit old to be hoisting and hauling.  On the other hand, she looked as though she couldn’t weigh as much as the litter.  I moved to her when her turn came, rather than have them pick her up again.
 
   “My king,” she croaked.  “You’ve come back.”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “Do you remember me?”
 
   “I must confess I do not,” I admitted.
 
   “I was but a girl when we went through the pass of the Eastrange,” she said, pausing frequently for breath.  “I sat on your lap when the storm raged over us and the waters rose.”
 
   Memory jiggled, cranked over, and delivered a recollection to my inbox.
 
   “Burel,” I said.
 
   “You do remember,” she said, and smiled.
 
   “It was a long time ago.”  I looked at the people around her.  “You have done very well,” I added.
 
   “I am proud of my family,” she said, and coughed wetly.  “I fear that I must be going.”
 
   “Ah.  Are you sure it’s time?”
 
   “I am tired, my king,” she admitted.  “I have lived long and seen much.  I have raised four generations.  I have even lived to see you again.”
 
   I looked at the rest of the family.  They didn’t look happy, but they didn’t seem overly distraught, either.  I wondered how long Grandma—Burel—had been on her deathbed.  They were expecting her to go soon, I think, just not quite in this way.
 
   “Burel,” I asked, “are you ready to go right now?  Or would you rather do so in private?”
 
   “I have come to my king, to ask if he will take me,” she replied, and lifted one bony arm to present her wrist.  “Will you be my escort?”
 
   “No,” I answered, “but I will be your doorway.”  I kissed her hand and knelt by her litter.
 
   “Ready?” I asked.  She smiled.  I gently wrapped her in tendrils of darkness, leeching what little vitality she had.  She closed her eyes, sighing.  She passed through the dark lines of my spirit and vanished into me, becoming, in some small way, a part of me.  It was different, very different, to take someone who wanted to go.  A willing departure from the world was… how to describe it?  The difference between fast food and fine dining?  Water and wine?  Happiness and bliss?  I don’t know.  She was old, and tired, and ready to depart, and happy to be honored with the touch of her King to speed her on her way.
 
   With nicety and exactitude, I laid my lips on her wrist in a vampire’s kiss, piercing the skin with my fangs—and only my fangs; it would not do to bite entirely through her wrist—to let the blood pump its way out.  It takes a long time before the body weakens to the point that the heart stops, but I was in no hurry.  Her blood was in enough of a hurry on its own, rushing into me and down my throat.
 
   With her spirit gone and her heart stopped, I licked at the skin to make sure it was clean before I lifted my lips; it doesn’t do to leave bloodstains on a peaceful corpse.  I laid her arm across her body and kissed her pale and wrinkled brow.  The family, one by one, circled around the litter to make a bow to me.  The eldest of them, presumably her firstborn son, made a slow, careful knee before me with the help of what was probably his firstborn son.  He took my hand and kissed it.  Then he rose, with help, and the group of them took up the litter to bear their matriarch away.
 
   Everyone watched them go until they rounded the corner.  Even the would-be knights were respectful enough for that.  Once the family was out of sight, though, the first of the knights had his turn.  I felt much happier, somehow, and I hoped he wasn’t going to spoil it.  I looked at him pleasantly.
 
   “Now, what can I do for you?”
 
   “You can return my sword.”
 
   “Do I have your sword?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you’ll have to earn it.”
 
   “I’m a knight of the Order of the Shadow!” he declared.  “I did earn that sword!”
 
   “I’m the King of Karvalen,” I countered, “and I never gave it to you.”
 
   He opened his mouth to shout something, realized it was a bad idea, and closed his mouth.  I silently awarded him a point for that.  I looked at the rest of the armored guys.
 
   “Does he speak for all of you?” I asked.  There were nods.  One man held up a hand.
 
   “He doesn’t speak for me.  How can I earn my sword?” Several of the others looked at him, surprised, possibly scandalized, but definitely unhappy with him.
 
   “Show up tomorrow morning, about dawn, at the house of the Lady Tort,” I told him.  “I’m training new knights.  We’ll see who can keep up.”
 
   He nodded and walked away.  The rest of them looked confused.
 
   “You’re training knights?” one asked.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “I’m already trained.”
 
   “I didn’t train you,” I said.  “How do I know that?”
 
   “We could fight,” he suggested.  Three of his friends instantly surrounded him and hustled him away, trying very hard to keep him from talking any more.
 
   “Or not,” I added, quietly, watching them hurry him away.  More loudly, “If you would like to be knights, you’re welcome to come train with us,” I said to the rest.  They didn’t like the idea of not being knights—or, perhaps, of never having been real knights—and their egos were bruised.  They went away in a huff, presumably to argue about what to do.
 
   That was the end of the excitement.  I stayed as long as people needed care, shook hands, declined a couple of business propositions and three romantic ones, and smiled a lot while being careful not to show teeth.  They didn’t want me to go, but I ordered them to stay, to eat, and to be merry—kings have things to do, after all, and I can’t stay to enjoy the party, and so on.
 
   I did have a strange sensation of having something to do.  It was as though I’d forgotten something, but, try as I might, it just wouldn’t come.
 
   I made it back to Tort’s house, bolted the door behind me and leaned on it.
 
   Teaching class is very different from being the center of attention at a party.  Attend a party?  Sure.  Remove lampshades from heads?  Sure.  Talk to the nice policeman about the noise complaint?  Sure.  My job.  No problem.
 
   Be the person everyone wants to talk to, be near, and generally associate with?  Not my thing.  I’m not so sure I like the king business.  There’s no such thing as a private conversation.  People are always staring and listening.  It’s like I have horns or green hair or fangs or something.  Well, okay, yes, I do have fangs, but I keep them retracted.  Most of the time.
 
   Tort floated downstairs, this time in a small chair.  It looked much more comfortable than her staff.  It also looked like a fresh spell.  Doubtless, she hadn’t needed it when she could wear her artificial foot, but now that her shin was getting longer...
 
   “Has my angel been exhausted by the demands of his subjects?”
 
   “He has,” I agreed.  “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”
 
   “I have rested until you returned,” she replied.  “How may I be of service, my angel?”
 
   “You’ve already done an immense amount.”
 
   “Trifles,” she said.  “I am, if you affirm it, the King’s Magician of Karvalen.  It is my duty to aid you in whatever way I may.”  She shrugged.  “And, if you do not wish to affirm it, then it is still my pleasure to be of service to my angel.”
 
   “Thank you.  I affirm it, King’s Magician.”  I grinned at her.  “Remind me to do something nice for you.”
 
   “Your presence is all that I truly require, but I will turn away nothing my angel chooses to give.”  She paused, thoughtfully.  “If you wish, you might do something nice for T’yl.”
 
   “T’yl?  Isn’t he dead?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “Not exactly?” I repeated.
 
   “You will recall that I mentioned he had a plan?”
 
   “Vaguely.  It’s been a busy couple of days.”
 
   “I believe it worked, but I am not competent to tell.”
 
   I blinked a few times.  Tort, a professional magician, studying and practicing for the last eighty-odd years, claims not to be competent.  This should be good.
 
   “Okay, show me.”
 
   We went upstairs to her laboratory.  It was, in essence, a big, open space with tables and shelves along the walls.  The floor was very smooth wood, scrubbed well, and still bore magical residue from diagrams and symbols.  There were archaic runes of containment in the eight corners of the room, presumably to keep any mistakes from getting out of hand.
 
   On one of the tables was a clear piece of some crystal about the size of my gauntleted fist.  To normal vision, it was a lovely gem.  To my magical and nightlord vision, it was a shell of power surrounding something alive.
 
   “Let me guess.  He’s in the crystal,” I said, before Tort could say anything.  She just nodded.  I went over to the crystal and examined it, keeping my hands behind my back.  I wasn’t sure what would happen if I touched it.  The spell looked rather fragile to be holding a soul, but maybe holding a soul without damaging it requires a very delicate touch.
 
   “Hello?” I asked, wondering if I would get a response.  Nothing.
 
   Hello? I asked again, this time thinking it intently at the crystal.  Still nothing.  I considered touching it with a tendril, just to get a feel for it—my tendrils can be more sensitive and delicate than a tongue.  But, like a tongue, sometimes they drink things… I decided against it.
 
   Upon closer examination, I could see the life inside it.  It could easily be a human being; it was certainly complicated, but more faint than I expected.  It was definitely a soul, rather than just an animal spirit.  What’s the difference?  That’s hard to say.  But there is a difference, and I can no more describe it than I can explain the difference between the color snorg and the color florp.  If you can’t see them, you’re not going to understand.  Become a part-time undead and then I’ll explain, but then you won’t need the explanation.
 
   “There’s definitely someone in there,” I said.  “I don’t see any activity, though.  It’s frozen, or in stasis.  It looks like a snapshot—excuse me, a pattern—rather than something moving and alive.  Whoever or whatever it is, I don’t think he’s aware of time passing.  Are you sure it’s T’yl?”
 
   “As sure as one can be,” she answered.  “I knew of his plan, but I cannot detect a soul.”
 
   “Ah.  Right.”  I’m a nightlord; we can do that sort of thing.  Mortals have a much harder time of it.  “Well, there’s one in there.  Did he have a plan for what to do after this?”
 
   “He was working on that when it became moot.”
 
   Ouch.
 
   “I see.  I’ll certainly do what I can to help.”
 
   “If he is unaware of the passage of time, then there is no hurry.”
 
   “No, but I’ll still be thinking about it.”
 
   “Only if it does not interfere with your other plans.”
 
   “What other plans?” I asked.  “My calendar isn’t exactly packed.”  Tort frowned and cocked her head at me.
 
   “Do you not intend to reestablish the capitol in Karvalen?”
 
   “Is it worth it?” I asked.  “I mean, Mochara is doing pretty well, and the farms around here are already established.  I’m concerned about feeding people, you see.  Karvalen doesn’t exactly have a huge granary packed with food, nor a handy ocean for fresh fish.”
 
   “I will give it thought, my angel.”
 
   “I have no objections.  But if people are comfortable here, I’m not going to drag them off to a mountain.”  Tort nodded as I spoke and looked thoughtful.
 
   “I see.  I assumed that you wished to return to the capitol.  Perhaps I was wrong.  I still think it wise, my angel.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Politics?” she said, smiling.
 
   “On your recommendation, I agree unreservedly that we’re moving to Karvalen,” I answered, instantly.  “Now that that’s settled, I’d like to have some idea why we’re moving, please.”
 
   “Mochara is ruled by the Princess.  You have looked at Mochara.  It is a thriving town.  But Karvalen is a city—a grand city, worthy to be the capitol of an empire.  Ruling from here will place you in an awkward position.  Ruling from Karvalen leaves no doubt about who is the King of Karvalen and who is merely a princess.”
 
   “Hmm.  You know her better than I do.  Is that really going to be an issue?”
 
   “I do not know if your daughter will feel so,” Tort replied, the corners of her mouth moving downward, “but I have no doubt the goddess that speaks through her mouth will.”
 
   “Ah.  Well, what about my other kid?”
 
   Tort bit her lip and looked away.  I didn’t like it.
 
   “Tort?”
 
   “You should ask your daughter,” she said, “or, better still, the—the goddess that speaks through her.”
 
   I had a very bad feeling about this.
 
   “All right.  I believe I will.”
 
   “What, now?”
 
   “No, no.  Tomorrow, maybe tomorrow night.  I have a long day of running and working planned for tomorrow.  I think I have people who want to be knights showing up in the morning.”
 
   “Ah.  I shall be ready for them, then.”
 
   “Good.  Tonight, I think I’ll sit here in your workroom and look over T’yl, if that’s all right with you, then take a brief trip to the mountain and back.”
 
   “I am perfectly content with that, my angel.  Will you not go to bed?”
 
   “I don’t really sleep,” I pointed out.
 
   “Oh,” she said.  She seemed disappointed.  “Very well.  Shall I see you at breakfast?”
 
   “Probably.  Oh!  I just remembered.  I need to run an errand at the mountain, but that shouldn’t be more than a couple of hours.  I should still be back well before dawn.”
 
   “Then I shall bid you a good night.”
 
   “Goodnight, Tort.”
 
   She floated her chair over to me and rose slightly, kissed my cheek, and then breezed out of the room.  I studied T’yl’s crystal for a while.
 
    
 
   Bronze was utterly pleased to be running somewhere.  We had a little pause at the town’s northern gate while I explained to the guards that I was going out.  They tried to give me passwords; Bronze snorted fire.  Suddenly, that seemed a completely adequate form of identification, thank you, Your Majesty, please have a good trip.
 
   On the road, rocketing northward, I leaned close and asked, “You enjoy doing that to people, don’t you?”
 
   She flicked her ears and tossed her head: Only the stupid ones.
 
   I laughed and she ran faster.
 
   My errand to the mountain was to see if it could do some mining for me.  I was already pretty sure it produced enough gold leaf to coat the ceiling of the throne room/great hall/entry cavern/whatever.  Could it produce lumps of gold?  Or silver?  A single nugget of gold, even once a month, would certainly help, at least from a personal finance standpoint.
 
   I could probably charge for my services, but, like it or not, these people see me as the King.  That’s just Not Done.  Unless it’s a form of taxes…
 
   Bronze waited with the patience of a statue while I sat down on the dragon throne and dropped into ultra-slow speed.  I was in kind of a hurry, but you can’t hurry a geological feature.  I did try to keep my request as brief as possible, though: pure metals.  Can you do that?  Yes?  Great!  Please put them in a room—oh, yes, that room?  Good, good.  Thanks!
 
   And speeding up to normal again.  How long?  Half an hour for just that conversation?  An hour?
 
   There’s got to be a better way.  Either speed up the mountain even more, or find a way to give it messages at super-slow speeds.  Something.  Maybe some silicon processors, to help it think faster?  They wouldn’t even need to be all that small.  A few hundred thousand chips, scattered through the whole of the mountain, buried in the stone itself?  They would need power, but maybe a piezoelectric setup could provide current… would that work?  Rather, would that help in any way?  I don’t suppose it could hurt.  Mental note: next time I’m at the store, bring back a bag of computer chips and some piezoelectric dip.
 
   Bronze and I whirled around and down through the streets again, then south to Mochara.  There was no nonsense at the gate, either; they saw the fire-breathing golem approaching and opened up.  We only slowed down to cut down on the noise and to give any late-night pedestrians a chance at survival.
 
   With Bronze back in her stable, crunching combustibles, I went upstairs and studied T’yl’s magic crystal some more.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Friday, April 23rd
 
    
 
   I’m not a magician.  On the other hand, I am rather clever, and I certainly don’t think about magic in the same way as the locals.  My cultural upbringing is fundamentally different.
 
   T’yl’s crystal is, I think, a matrix for holding a soul.  There are a lot of energy centers in a body where the soul is supposed to connect, but the soul inside the crystal seems to be looped back on itself in some complex way.  It’s just sitting there, unchanging.
 
   How do I get it out of there and into something else?  Now that’s a good question.  I have some ideas; I’ve never really had the opportunity to study a soul independent of a body, before.  Well, ghosts, yes, but they’re a different type of free-roaming soul.  They usually degrade over time.  A soul in some sort of stasis, on the other hand, that doesn’t seem to be going bad… that’s very interesting and instructive.
 
   Maybe I should go to Arondael, the city of magicians, and study at the Academy.  I might learn an awful lot.  Then again, I might also get kidnapped for my blood again.
 
   Slightly after dawn, at breakfast, Tort came in wearing a much more elaborate gown, rather than the typical working robes of a magician; I thought she looked quite nice.  She was very pleased to report that her shin was growing on toward ankle, and that her appetite was ravenous.  I double-checked the spells involved and throttled them back just a hair, simply because I’m cautious.  My warriors three watched with interest, curiosity, or fascination, depending on which one you looked at.
 
   Kammen was eyeballing Tort in a less than professional fashion.  Well, Tort is rather pretty and he’s a teenager.  I felt slightly annoyed and quashed the feeling.
 
   “Your Majesty?” Kammen asked.
 
   “We’re in private,” I told him.  “You can call me by name.  Or by nickname.  You can call me ‘Hey, you,’ if you like.  As a member of my personal guard, you have that privilege.”  I noticed the look on his face and added, “If you can’t manage that, you can call me ‘Sire’.”
 
   “Uh.  All right.  Um.  So.  We’re gonna be training again today?”
 
   “Yes.  Is that a problem?”
 
   “Not a bit, Sire.  I just wonder if we’re gonna get to see our families or… anybody.  You know.”
 
   “Ah.  Yes, of course.  Well, today we’re going to really get exhausted,” I told them, “but we’ll probably cut back a bit tomorrow.  You should get time to yourselves in the afternoons and evenings.”
 
   Torvil and Kammen grinned at Seldar; Seldar blushed.  I had no idea why.
 
   Pilea came in and whispered in Tort’s ear while I was speaking.  Tort pursed her lips, nodded.
 
   “Send in the man with the appointment.  Tell the rest that he should be out in a stripe or two.”
 
   That’s right.  They don’t tell time with clocks; they use small, flat candles, kind of like tea lights.  They stack them so they burn through into the next candle.  With alternate colors, time is measured in bands or stripes.
 
   The maid disappeared.  Tort turned to me.  “I trust you have enjoyed breakfast?”
 
   “Very much,” I lied.  The flavors were good and the hole in my midsection was filled, but I can’t honestly enjoy food anymore.
 
   Sadly, the only flavor I can still fully enjoy is blood.  Undead problems.  Ah, well.
 
   “Good.  You have a man who was supposed to see you this morning about a cure?”
 
   “Oh, yes.  A follow-up to the cure from last night.  It was tricky.”
 
   “He is here.”
 
   “That’s good.  Okay.  Excuse me.”
 
   “Go be an angel,” she said, smiling, using arhia.  She looked at Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar; they were getting ready to get up.  “You three, finish eating.”
 
   “But—” Torvil started.
 
   “Don’t argue with the King’s Magician,” I told them.  “She has seniority, and it’s her house.”  Tort smiled indulgently at them, maybe mixed with a trifle of smugness.
 
   “Yes, Sire,” they chorused.
 
   “Plus,” I added, “it’s going to be a long day.  She knows what she’s talking about.  You need to eat.”  They needed no more urging, but started shoveling.
 
   I visited with my patient in the living room and examined him magically.  I didn’t find anything particularly wrong, but there were signs that something might be going wrong.  The tumor I’d killed was now a large, dead mass, and his body was having trouble with a big, dead lump.  Well, it wasn’t entirely unexpected.
 
   I called for Tort and explained that this was going to require a little surgery.  She looked interested and my patient—Wallin, his name was—looked a little terrified.
 
   “You are in the finest hands in the world,” she assured him.  “It may sting, but you have nothing to worry about.  I promise.”  He seemed somewhat reassured.
 
   “Tort, could I invite you into my mental study for a bit?  I need to have some discussion and planning, and I’m in kind of a hurry.”
 
   “Of course, my angel.”  We sat down.  As far as Wallin was concerned, we closed our eyes for a minute, then opened them again and got to work.
 
   What really happened was that Tort and I connected our mental study areas—those imaginary constructs where we can go “inside” to think and remember and practice—and I opened the door to let her into mine.
 
   She came in, walking perfectly on her mental image of her own two feet.  She paused to look at the décor, the neat stacks of paper, the stairs leading down, the butler…
 
   Her eyes widened and she pointed a finger as though about to shoot him with it.
 
   “What the hell is that!?” she demanded.
 
   “It’s my assistant!” I snapped, and put my hand in front of her finger, thinking, She’s a magician; it might be loaded.  “He’s fine!  No blasting in my study!”
 
   The butler looked at her, unperturbed.  He had on a white apron and his sleeves were rolled up.  He had appropriated a shelf on one of the bookcases and had a dozen stacks of paper neatly arranged along it.  A pile of paper rested in the crook of his left arm; his right hand still held the upper portion of the papers open at the place where he was interrupted in his sorting.
 
   “Am I unwelcome?” he asked.  “I will, of course, be happy to be not-present if the two of you—”
 
   “Silence, thing!” she snapped.  He blinked, surprised, but kept quiet.  Tort turned to me.  “That is not supposed to be here!  You are not supposed to be more than one person!”
 
   “I’m also supposed to be alive or dead,” I replied, “not sometimes a little of each!”
 
   That didn’t exactly calm her down, but it did force her to rethink.
 
   “Now,” I added, “if you’d like to explain why you think this is so awful, I’ll listen.  In the meantime, you can watch and see if it really is as awful as you think.”  I waved at the butler and he went back to sorting.  Tort watched him through narrowed eyes.
 
   “Everyone who has tried to be in two places at once has gone mad,” she said.  “That is you, is it not?”
 
   “Well… technically, yes.”
 
   “Then dismiss the spell that has created it, I beg of you, before your mind breaks!”
 
   “Sit down,” I said, nodding toward the now-visible couch.  She pointed at the butler again and was about to say something, but I gently put a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Sit.  Down.”  I added, “Please.”
 
   She lowered her finger, slowly, and sat down on the couch.  I sat down with her and held her hands while I explained the problem of trying to digest a few hundred thousand ghosts.
 
   “See, it’s not that I’m going crazy,” I said, “it’s that I’m still trying to work through an overwhelmingly large meal.  I’ve been at it for decades, apparently.  While I may have the soul-stuff dealt with, the bits and pieces of memory they left behind are a problem.  In the normal course of things, one or two or a dozen people, that’s okay; it gets integrated pretty quickly and easily.  But this,” I waved at the piles of paper, “was a sea of loose pages, scattered everywhere.  Impossible to make any sort of sense about.
 
   “Now, that,” I nodded to the butler, “is a mental construct.  It’s an embodiment, a personification, of a part of my personality.  I’m not saying that you’re wrong.  If I let it go long enough, maybe I will go crazy.  But going a little crazy now is better than going completely crazy later.”  I paused for a moment while she thought that one over.
 
   “These other people,” I asked, “when they tried it, were they doing it just inside, or really trying to do bilocation?”
 
   “It started with creating two selves inside the mental study.”
 
   “How long did it take before they started to make grinding noises in the mental gearbox?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “How long before they started to go mad?”
 
   “I am uncertain,” she admitted.  “A day?  A week?”
 
   “Hey, butler!”
 
   “Yes, sir?” he asked, suddenly standing by my arm of the couch.  “How may I be of service?”
 
   “Are you a separated consciousness, or are you still part of my regular thinking processes?”
 
   “I—if I may use the pronoun, sir—believe that I am one facet of your consciousness, currently focused on the task in hand, sir.”
 
   “So, you’re a manifestation of my thinking.  This pile of paperwork is the problem, and it’s constantly on my mind, even while I’m doing something else.  You’re the personification, here, of that focus.”
 
   “In my opinion—or, in this case, yours, sir—that is correct.  This sorting problem is taking place here, but the processes that operate to do so are not conscious processes.  It is something that is, quite literally, on your mind even when you are not actually devoting any mental attention to it.”
 
   “Thank you.  Please continue.”  He returned to his sorting and filing.  I turned back to Tort.
 
   “Is that better?”
 
   “I… am not sure,” she replied.  “You do not seem to suffer.”
 
   “Well, keep an eye on me.”
 
   “I shall, my angel.  And if I detect what I believe may be madness?”
 
   “You probably ought to let me know,” I said.  She nodded enthusiastically.
 
   “Was this what you wished to show me?”
 
   “Oh.  No.  This is just a side issue,” I said.  I would have let go of her hand, but she kept mine.  I didn’t mind.  “I have a couple of things, actually.  First, the surgery.  Second, preparing the mountain for immigrants.  Third, some equipment and tools…”
 
   I explained what I wanted in each case.  She listened and asked questions.  For the surgery, we made sure she was prepared to assist me.  For the rest, we discussed how to accomplish goals and nailed down some processes.  I built imaginary versions of the tools I wanted so she could see exactly what I meant.  It took a while, but, unlike communing with a mountain, talking in one’s headspace happens at the speed of thought.  Human thought, not rock thought.
 
   Once Tort and I were sure we understood each other, I showed her out through the new door that connected to her headspace, watched it vanish, and exited through my own door.
 
   I opened my eyes and stood up.
 
   “Okay, I need to check a couple of things,” I told Wallin.  “Lie down.  This is going to sting, like she says, but that should go away after a bit and turn numb.  All right?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.”  He lay down and I put a hand over the area I was going to affect.  All the nerve impulses under my hand slowed to a crawl, sort of a local anesthetic.  I poked him with a fingernail and he didn’t flinch.  Good enough.
 
   My flesh-welding spell makes it possible to treat flesh more like clay.  In this case, it pushed the flesh out of the way without tearing it.  I did this until I had a tiny hole into his body, all the way to the dead tumor.  A little pull, and the dead flesh flowed outward through the hole, drawing the open space it occupied—in the middle of his liver, I think it was—closed behind it, until it was entirely out of his body.  I closed the last of the open space, sealed up the hole from the interior to the surface of his body, and added a fairly standard spell to encourage his body to heal any residual damage.
 
   I lifted the numbing spell without breaking it, kept it ready to slap it back on if he screamed.  He blinked at me as sensation returned, looked down at the mess on the floor beside him.
 
   “That was inside me?”
 
   “Yep.  Aren’t you glad it’s out?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty!”
 
   “Good.  Take it easy for today, please.  You might want to stop by again sometime tomorrow, just to make sure we got it all.”
 
   “I’ll do that, Your Majesty!”
 
   “Tort?  Can he rest here for a bit, until he can make it home on his own?”
 
   “I will see him safely to his home,” Tort offered.
 
   “There you go,” I told him.  “I think you’re going to be fine.”
 
   “And now,” Tort said, “you have kept your knights waiting.”
 
   “Are they done with breakfast already?”
 
   “Those three are, yes.  It is the rest of them that still await you, out front.”
 
   “Oh, them.  Right.”  I wasn’t filled with enthusiasm.  “Well, I guess I’ll get on that.”  I checked with my three, gathered them up, and went outside.
 
   Upwards of three hundred, possibly as many as five hundred men were waiting for us.  A lot of them were in armor.  Some wore swords, more wore sashes, either red or grey.  Most of the rest wore plain clothes of varying cut and quality.  A few wore what can only be described as rags.
 
   I really need to get my guys sashes of a special color, I thought, regarding the crowd and trying not to be dismayed.  Hats and helmets were still coming off.  People were dropping to one knee in a wave, spreading outward.
 
   I crooked a finger at a tall, gangly fellow near the front.  He rose and approached.
 
   “What are all these people doing here?” I asked.
 
   “Why, Your Majesty said that anyone who wanted to be a knight should be here this morning to be trained.  Leastaways, that’s what I was told.”  He looked worried.  “It was a rumor, Your Majesty, but everyone agreed about it, told the same, rather than a dozen diff’rent stories…”
 
   “No, I said it, or something close enough,” I admitted.  I didn’t have the heart to tell them to all go home.  I really just wanted to help my three guys get some training and see what the orders of knighthood had on tap.  I didn’t want to have open tryouts for professional combat monsters.
 
   I spotted one guy wearing rags and a determined expression.  If he had boots, he’d be trying to haul himself up by the bootstraps.  Could I tell him to buzz off when he obviously hoped to turn his fortunes around?
 
   Damned squishy red pumping thing.  Too soft, that’s what it is.
 
   “Gentlemen—and, regardless of your station, you are all gentlemen at the moment—we are about to begin a difficult, grueling, exhausting regimen.  You are about to be tested in ways you will not enjoy, and for qualities and powers you may not know you possess.  If, at any time, you decide that being a knight is not for you, you may walk away as though nothing happened.  Go back to your lives, and thank your luck that you do not have to endure more of what is about to come.
 
   “Make no mistake:  What you are about to endure will be unpleasant, perhaps even unkind, possibly even cruel.  But there is purpose behind everything that we are about to do, even though you may not know—may never know—what my purpose is.”
 
   I looked around at them all.
 
   “Anyone who wishes to go, please stay right here until the rest of us leave.  For those of you who are determined to be knights in service to Karvalen and the King… follow me!”  I clanked forward through the crowd and they parted rapidly for me.  Moments later, I had a mob behind me, jogging along, trying to keep up.
 
   We ran all the way to the western edge of Mochara, out through one of the gates, then around the northern arc of the city, back in through the north gate, out through an eastern gate over the canal, and down to the place where Timon had delivered my lumber.  It was in the canal, waterlogged from floating all night.  We lost several people in the process, dropouts who couldn’t—or wouldn’t—run that far.
 
   I gave instructions to the exhausted legion—or is that a cohort?  I think it’s a cohort.  A legion needs a lot more men—to fish out the wood.
 
   While they got the wood out, I took a moment to set up an ongoing cleaning spell for myself.  This was going to be a hot, dirty day, and being a king is at least partly about image.  I also added a spell to draw heat out of me; if I stayed cooler, I wouldn’t sweat as much, and that would help.
 
   The branches were no trouble; the wet logs were a problem.  There was no good way to pull a wet, green log up a couple of feet out of the canal.  I picked two dozen men at random and got into the water.  They followed me in and we lifted, rolling the logs over the lip of the canal and onto the east-side road.
 
   We set up a makeshift training ground right there.  I sliced pieces of log to form giant stakes.  Others dug holes to affix these pieces upright.  Branches were further trimmed and shaped.  Those with helmets paired them with sets of heavy sticks.
 
   Snapshots:
 
   A dozen men, a log across their chests, did sit-ups in unison.  A line of men held another log overhead as they marched in lockstep from the southern canal outlet to the northern edge of the town’s wall.  Others did push-ups, their hands and toes on wooden supports so their bodies never touched the ground.  A line of men ran or jumped along an irregular course composed of logs of varying height and thickness, set upright in the ground.  A trio of men stood on a log in the canal, making it roll in the water.  Runners ran into town to find and recover items we needed for further obstacles.  People with long sticks—branches turned into poles between eight and ten feet long—wielded them one-handed, trying to hit a post on one side, swing the pole up and over in a circle to hit the other side, and repeat as rapidly as possible.  Others crawled, ankles tied together, dragging themselves along by rolling their forearms over and over.  A few practiced their sword techniques with wooden weapons.
 
   When someone was exhausted, he switched to something else and continued.
 
   As we worked, a few of the runners we lost in the initial jog caught up.  There weren’t many, though, but I admire perseverance.  They joined in and I let them.  One particularly skinny guy—the raggedy fellow I’d noticed in the crowd at Tort’s front door—staggered over, fell/dove into the canal, and started to climb out; he didn’t quite make it, but he kept trying to haul himself up over the edge.  One of the guys doing the logrolling fell in, boosted the skinny guy up, then got back on the log.  I made a mental note of both of them.
 
   “Majesty?” a man in armor gasped, sweat matting his hair flat to his head.  He was next to me while we were doing sit-ups as a team, under a log.  I participated, rather than watched, and for the same reasons as when I went running with Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “How long must we continue?”
 
   “Until I say otherwise,” I replied, still going up and down.
 
   All he said was “Yes, Majesty,” and kept at it.
 
   Between my exercises, I ran around to the possible slackers—that is, the ones who were sitting or lying down.  If they had the breath to answer me, they were slackers, and I gave them the option of going hard at it or going home.  Most of them got busy.  Some took the other option and wound up sitting out of the way to watch.
 
   During a crawling race—forearm over forearm, dragging the legs, that’s the technique—the man next to me was in armor and wearing a sword, along with a red sash.  As we clanked along, he took the opportunity to complain.
 
   “This is stupid,” he said.  “A knight doesn’t crawl!”
 
   “On your feet!” I ordered, and sprang up, myself.  He climbed to his feet with difficulty; each of the crawlers had a length of rope binding ankles together.
 
   I snatched his sword from its scabbard, cut my rope, and kicked him in the side of a knee.  It popped, and he cried out as he went down.  I ran across the exercise field, stuck the blade in the ground, and ran back, knocked him down again, kicked him in the opposite hip, and tied his ankles back together.
 
   “There’s the battlefield,” I told him, holding him up by the back rim of his breastplate and pointing at the activity around us.  “People running around all over the place.  You’re dismounted, wounded, and disarmed.  It sure would be nice if you could find your sword in all this chaos, instead of lying there like a useless lump.  But a knight doesn’t crawl, right?  Good thing you’re not a knight, isn’t it?”
 
   His face set in a grim, determined expression and he started crawling.  I flopped over next to him and crawled with him.
 
   “Come on!” I encouraged him.  “A pair of trolls are coming this way!  When they spot us, they’re going to eat us!  Faster!  We need that sword!  Faster!”  And we went faster.  Suddenly, crawling didn’t seem so humbling.
 
   No one laughed at him.  No one.  Maybe they just didn’t have the breath.
 
   I noticed a dark-haired woman by the juncture of the canal and Mochara’s northern wall.  She used a stylus on a flat board covered with a layer of wax.  She was writing, possibly, or drawing.  I took note of a slung instrument—it wasn’t a lute, and it wasn’t a mandolin, but sort of stuck in between the two, if that makes any sense.  So, a minstrel, perhaps, or an artist.  I wondered if she was a descendant of Linnaeus, and, if so, if I was about to be the subject of another epic poem.
 
   She wasn’t the only observer.  Washouts—that is, people who gave up—sat at the edge of the canal and watched.  Other people came and went through the town gates; most stopped for at least a little while.  A few places along the wall, heads peeped over the top.  Nothing like watching a lot of people doing pointless exercise, apparently.  Maybe they were watching me; I am the king, after all.  I tried to ignore that and keep focused on keeping everybody in motion.
 
   I was proud of my three, each for various reasons.  Torvil was out to prove something, I think; he was always pushing himself to go faster, hit harder, last longer.  Kammen seemed to just take immense pleasure in doing everything; he’s one of those people that have a disgustingly good attitude.  Seldar was slugging along, trying his best; he wasn’t up to the same level as his friends, but he kept his war face on and forced himself to keep up.
 
   Four hours later, I wasn’t all that tired, but we were down to maybe a little over two hundred people who were damned determined to be knights.  Strangely, everyone who presumed to already be a knight stuck with it, although there were piles of armor where sweat had dripped all over their pretensions.
 
   Hmm.  Armor is heavy stuff.  I don’t notice it so much, for two main reasons.  First, I’m not a human being; I have a muscle density comparable to steel cable.  Second, I wear the stuff constantly, because I don’t have anything else to wear; I’m as used to it as a pig farmer is to rubber boots.
 
   Everyone else, on the other hand, could probably use something lighter.  I’m sure we could come up with an alloy—titanium, maybe, if I can get it, or even aluminum.  What about something like high-strength plastic?  Kevlar?  Carbon fiber?  Even rigid fiberglass?
 
   If I can get the gold for it, could I go home and buy some high-tech armor?  The Church of Light didn’t import much from my homeworld—at least, not that I know of—but they had access to all of it.  Their agents used guns, rocket launchers, all the big toys.  Did they not bring over these things?  If not, why not?  Were they stockpiling them for a religious crusade later?  Or did their god forbid it?  Or did they just think it would be a bad move?
 
   If I had Tobias handy, I wouldn’t ask him.  I’d just rip him into pieces.  But if I had any of the other high-ranking officials from the Church of Light or the Hand, maybe.
 
   Shortly after noon, I called a halt, taught them to form a height-line, and then how to form ranks.
 
   “Congratulations!” I told them, standing on the tallest of the balance-course logs.  “You’ve successfully passed your morning of testing!”
 
   There was a ragged, exhausted cheer.
 
   “Those of you with healing spells, get to work.  You have an hour, then we start your afternoon of testing!  You and you, the twins,” I said, pointing out two of the current candidates, “come with me.  The rest of you, get busy!”
 
   They got busy treating themselves and each other for sprains, strains, abrasions, and contusions.  The two I pointed at came to me and went to a knee.
 
   “On your feet.  Follow me.”  They jogged with me northward for a bit, until I felt we were far enough away to be private.
 
   “Okay, sit.”  They sat down, back to back, and leaned on each other.  It had been that kind of day.
 
   I looked them over.  Both were medium-skinny, probably about fourteen, and, in my opinion, overdressed for a hearty workout.  They had their reasons for the extra clothes, though.
 
   “Got anything to say for yourselves?” I asked.  They looked at me without answering.
 
   “All right.  Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” I asked.  They continued to stare at me in silence.
 
   “I don’t object,” I told them.  “The dama of Zirafel were the bodyguards to the Imperial Family.  Initially, they were chosen for their martial prowess, but they were also bred for the post, which required both men and women in the dama.  So, there’s a precedent, at least to me; I’m not sure anyone else remembers it.  What you two need to do is keep up.  I know you’re having a hard time with the strength requirements—I saw both of you struggling with the wrist exercise.  I’ll cut you some slack for your exceptional balance and endurance, but if you can’t use a heavy sword effectively…”
 
   “You enchant swords,” one of them said.  “Could we not have such blades?”
 
   “Which one are you?”
 
   “I am Malana; this is Malena.”
 
   “Well, Malana, it’s possible, but you can’t rely on always having a magical blade.  You need to… hmm.”
 
   Maybe, if the weight of a broadsword was an issue, a different style of swordsmanship was in order.  Elf-made blades are lighter and ideal for use with the sword-style of the dama.  If they went for speed and accuracy instead of striking power, they wouldn’t be helpless against an armored target and they would be hell on wheels against any soft-skinned target.
 
   “All right, I have an idea.  Get back in there and keep working.”
 
   “What do we do if someone else discovers…?” the other one asked.  “Will you—will Your Majesty take care of it?”
 
   “Do you need to be rescued?” I countered.  “Princesses need rescuing.  Maidens need rescuing.  What are you?  Damsels in distress?  Or warriors?”
 
   They looked at the ground, then at each other.
 
   “Warriors, if Your Majesty will allow it,” Malana said.
 
   “You don’t need my permission to be warriors.  You just have to prove that you are.”
 
   “How about knights?” Malena asked.
 
   “I’ll allow it if you earn it, just like everyone else.  While I’ve got you here, any bumps or bruises that need work?  You don’t want anyone else being your healer, I know.”  There were a few minor injuries, so I just enhanced their natural healing to speed things along.  I might have cheated in their favor with my prototype spell to encourage muscles, but if I did, I’m not going to admit it.  I sometimes have a soft spot for the underdog.  They also reminded me of Caeron and Caedwyl.  I miss them, too.
 
   “No, don’t thank me.  Just get going.”
 
   They got going.  I wondered just what the reaction would be when someone else figured it out, and how I should handle it.
 
   Interestingly, Rethvan culture said that twins were one soul in two bodies; they were considered halves of the same person.  It had peculiar ramifications for legal issues, marriage, and paternity.  A twin couldn’t sign a contract, for example, without the other one also signing it.  Both of them would have to qualify for knighting, of course.  And as for marriage…
 
   Meanwhile, I headed back to see if anyone was dying and, if so, what I could do about it.  Perhaps just as important, I did my best to make sure people felt like they were dying.
 
   Nobody asked about lunch.  Nobody asked about dinner.  They had all the water they could drink; the canal was right there.  But I skipped lunch and dinner, so they did, too.  If anyone complained, it was to each other and well away from my hearing.
 
   About an hour before sunset, tired and aching a little, I called a halt to our work and told them to form up in front of my speaker’s log again.  I climbed up to address them.
 
   “I see we lost a few more during the afternoon,” I started.  “It’s a tough course to follow.  Trust me; I know.  I’m tired and hungry, too.  But I’m going to be right back out here tomorrow.  If you’re here, I’ll do everything I can to make you all stronger, faster, and tougher.  If you’re not, I understand; this isn’t going to get easier!  Just lasting out today proves you’ve got guts, strength, and determination.  And you’ll need all of it if you expect to stay!  Salute!”
 
   They saluted, closed fists of their right hands pressed over their left chest.  Those of them with swords drew them and saluted with them in hand, points vertical.  I hopped down and walked among the ranks, correcting the hand position for the few who didn’t have it quite right.  Several of them were visibly trembling with fatigue.  Back on my log, I drew, saluted in return, and resheathed my weapon.
 
   “Dismissed!”
 
   There were groans.  A few people who were running low on willpower and determination, possibly worn down to sheer stubbornness, sat down on the spot.
 
   I sat down on my log and took note of who simply plodded back into the town, who checked on the fallen, and so on.  I almost threw one guy out on the spot; he kicked one of the exhausted recruits while he was down.  I didn’t dismiss him, though, because he followed it up with, “That’s no place for a knight.  Come on!  Up!  You can do it.  Just as far as the water.”
 
   And the guy got up, staggered over to the canal without leaning on anybody, and collapsed there, instead.  I made a note of him, too.
 
   Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar formed a line in front of me.  They looked somewhere between haggard and exhausted.  They had the advantages of youth and a day of magically-enhanced preparation.
 
   “This close enough to private?” Kammen asked.  They didn’t quite need to lean on each other.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Can we go home tonight?”
 
   “Home?”
 
   “To our families.”
 
   “Ah.  Your fathers were out here, today?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And my brother,” Torvil added.  I nodded.  I remembered seeing him and noticing the resemblance.
 
   “Did they all make it?” I asked.  Everyone nodded.  “Okay.  Hold it,” I added, as they started to go.  I worked with the spell I put on them the day before, maintaining it and putting some more power into it.  The terrible exertions of today should be recovered by tomorrow, with a corresponding improvement. Are they getting results at twice the normal rate?  Or at ten times?  Or somewhere in between?  I suppose I can compare their progress to everyone else and see.
 
   “Okay, now you can go.  But remember this: you are the only three people in all of Mochara who are officially knights.  Don’t let anyone give you crap about it.  If anyone disagrees, send them to me.”
 
   Kammen looked thoughtful.
 
   “If we’re really knights, do we gotta be tested?  I’m gonna be here,” he added, hastily, “but it’s only required for everyone else, right?  Sire.”
 
   “Technically true,” I agreed.  “Of course, I’ll be here.  But if you feel you don’t need to be here, you have my permission to skip it.”
 
   “We’ll be here!” Torvil assured me while stepping on Kammen’s toes.
 
   “Good.  I’d be disappointed if you weren’t.  Dismissed.”
 
   Torvil and Kammen started to turn away, paused when Seldar did not.
 
   “Seldar?” I asked.
 
   “Your Majesty.  May I ask a question?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Do you want us to find out what is thought of you?”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “Do you wish us to listen to the opinions of others about the truth of your kingship?”  Torvil and Kammen nodded, realizing that it might be a good idea.
 
   “Oh, that,” I said.  I thought about it for a minute.  “No.”
 
   “No?”  All three of them looked surprised.
 
   “I don’t care what they think,” I told him.  “I am who I am.  If they can’t figure that out on their own, they don’t need to be knights.  As for everyone else, they can make up their own minds.  I’m not much interested in people who can’t figure it out.
 
   “However,” I added, “you might mention to people that anyone who thinks he’s a knight and didn’t show up today better show up tomorrow, prepared to hand over his sword.  Anything else?”
 
   That covered it, as far as they were concerned.  They walked away, much more slowly and carefully than usual.  I didn’t blame them a bit.  I didn’t really feel like getting up and walking, either, now that I was seated and resting.
 
   Bronze nosed me in the back.  My mind was wandering.  Time to get up and get indoors.
 
   I roused myself enough to make the long climb up on her back; she was kind enough to cock one foreleg for use as a step.  I sat up straight, though, and did my best to look as though I didn’t ache.  Despite being a supernatural creature, during the day I can get tired; it just takes more effort.  As far as anyone else is concerned, I suspect I’m a goal to live up to.  We’ll see whether it motivates people or makes them give up.
 
   Maybe people should train in regular, or even extra-heavy armor, and the good stuff gets reserved for when we actually expect a fight?  I still don’t know what to make the good stuff out of…
 
   Focus.  Sit up straight.  Got it.
 
   On the plus side, the guard at the gate saluted as I rode in, so there’s that.  In town, people cleared the street for me, standing to the sides and either bowing, going to a knee, or saluting.  Apparently, word did get around.  I suspect that just being on Bronze was enough to convince a lot of people about my identity.  She’s kind of an authority on the subject, after all.
 
    
 
   Night fell, and every minor ache or bit of stiffness vanished into the red-hot-insect-swarm-crawling sensation of sunset.  I needed another bath, but that was a small price to pay for instant relief from all the little aftereffects of a hard day’s labor.  Note that little tidbit as a big plus when totaling up the good and bad of being semi- (hemi?) dead.  I also checked my internal gauges and was relieved to find the day’s exertions hadn’t made me hungry.  Apparently, a whole herd of dazhu will stick to my undead ribs.  Thank goodness it doesn’t also put hair on my chest; I’d be as fuzzy as an electrified cat.
 
   What was really weird was the way I felt as though I knew what I was doing.  Maybe it’s the professor in my blood—so to speak—with a class to teach.  Admittedly, it’s more “coach” than “professor,” but nonetheless a class.  Maybe it’s all the martial prowess of Zirafel.
 
   Having all that Zirafel stuff sitting in my head and hands without me knowing what it is bothers me.  Dammit, I’m not a king; I’m an empire, or at least a city.  I really hate not knowing if a great idea is my great idea, or the leftover experience from hundreds of thousands of people.  It gets on my nerves.
 
   Remember, kids: chew your food!
 
   While I was sorting out my hygiene issues, the maid knocked on the bedroom door.  I opened it.
 
   “Majesty,” she said to the floor, “there is a man at the door who begs audience.  He says he has an apology to give.”
 
   I didn’t recall anything that required an apology, unless, perhaps, it was one of the guys who gained a broken arm not so long ago.  I thanked her and she disappeared as quickly as she could.  I trudged downstairs and found the man in question.
 
   He was about seventeen, I think, and skinny as an anorexic toothpick.  Give him a pointed helmet and he might do well as a javelin.  He was maybe five-seven and had an air of exhaustion about him.  That, at least, I understood; I’d seen him lagging behind everyone in every exercise.  He was one of the few who made it around the whole initial run, albeit late, if not last.
 
   When I walked into the entryway, he went to one knee, fist on the floor, and bowed his head.
 
   “Get up,” I told him.  “What’s on your mind?”
 
   “Majesty,” he said, rising slowly to his feet.  It looked painful.  I know it was painful to watch.  “I’ve come to apologize.”
 
   “So I heard.  How have you wronged me?” I asked.  He winced.
 
   “I have presumed to become a knight, Majesty.”
 
   “So have a lot of other people.  It’s not a crime.  Go on.”
 
   “I don’t… I can’t, Majesty.  I was wrong to try.”
 
   “Really?”  Now I was interested.  “Why do you think that?”
 
   “I’m just not strong enough.”  He paused.  “Or fast enough.  And I’m clumsy.  I can’t do anything right.”
 
   “I see.  But you kept going after a lot of other people quit.”
 
   “I guess I’m just stupid, too,” he said, shrugging.  His eyes were brimming, but no tears escaped.
 
   “That’s odd,” I said, thoughtfully.  “I could have sworn you were doing better than them.”
 
   “Majesty?” he asked.  He sounded confused.
 
   “They wanted to be knights, but they quit.  That strikes me as stupid.  A real knight may change tactics if what he’s doing isn’t working, but he doesn’t just give up.  And you’re doing better than most of the others who stuck with it, too; you’re weaker, slower, and clumsier than they are, but you kept on going no matter how badly you were doing.  You had to try harder, and you did.”
 
   “Oh,” he said, in a very small voice.
 
   “Well,” I continued, airily, “if you want to apologize for quitting, you may.  It’s your choice, of course.  Bear in mind, though, that there are a lot of big, strong, fast men.  Not all of them are knights—and most of them don’t have what it takes to be any sort of knight, much less one of my knights.  I’m looking for something more than just big, strong, and fast.  Any idea what that might be?”
 
   “Um… no, Majesty.”
 
   “Think about it.  In the meantime, quit if you please; anyone who will quit should quit.”
 
   He actually looked at me, right in the eyes, and that takes guts when I haven’t put my disguise spells on yet.
 
   “Do you have a use for me as a knight, Majesty?”
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked.
 
   “Beltar, Majesty.”
 
   “Beltar, I can make you strong and fast.  I can train you with every weapon.  I might even be able to help with that clumsiness problem.  What I can’t do is give you courage, determination, and a noble heart.  You prove to me you have those and I promise to take care of everything else.  So, you tell me: do I have a use for you as a knight?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   I shook my head sadly and sighed.
 
   “If you only think so, then I don’t.  Make up you mind!  Do I have use for you as a knight?”
 
   “Yes, my King.”
 
   “I hope so.  Now beat it.”  I turned away from him and pretended to go about my business.  He took the dismissal and departed.
 
   I trudged upstairs to Tort’s laboratory, knocked politely, entered when invited.  She was sitting in a chair next to a worktable, quill scratching on parchment.  Next to her, a tallish gentleman stood over her worktable, half-leaning on it, watching what she was writing.  He was in simple trousers and shirt, but they were high-quality, and he wore a jeweled ring on either hand; both rings shimmered in my mage-sight, but I didn’t take the time to analyze the spells.  Tort put down the quill and turned to smile at me.
 
   “Welcome, my angel.  You have been busy,” she observed.  I nodded.  The man straightened up and faced me.
 
   “I agree,” I said.  “I don’t believe I’ve met your friend?”
 
   “My angel and king, may I present to you Thomen, Master of the Wizard’s Guild of Mochara?”  He looked about forty-ish, with dark hair, brown eyes, and the first hint of frost at his temples.  He was clean-shaven.  His face looked as though it was accustomed to a lot of smiling and a lot of frowning; it had what artists call “character”.
 
   “Pleased to meet you.”  I offered my hand and he went to one knee before taking it.
 
   “Thomen, this is the King of Karvalen,” Tort finished.  Thomen’s lips quirked in a smile.
 
   “I know who he is, my lady.  I just thought he would be taller,” he said.  I noticed an interesting inflection on the phrase “my lady.”  I suspected that he might be more than just Tort’s friend.
 
   “I wear special shoes.  Stand.”  As he did so, I asked, “I wasn’t aware there was a guild of wizards?”
 
   “Only in Mochara, Your Majesty.  With so many wizards and would-be wizards, it is necessary to… monitor the uses of magic.  While most are content to simply learn a few spells and to use them as a magician might—with no offense to my lady,” he added, nodding to Tort.  Tort smiled at him, almost chuckled.  “—more than a few, well, fiddle with the spells they know, trying to make their own.”
 
   “That strikes me as the very definition of a wizard,” I observed.
 
   “Indeed!  Yet, those who have but recently found their talent in the Art are often in breakthrough, and the effects they can cause with ill-designed spells can be catastrophic.  My lady has been most kind in building a containment spell around our guildhall so that we may experiment without endangering others.”
 
   “I’m sure that whatever Tort has done has been for the good of the kingdom and the safety of its citizens.  But what is this ‘breakthrough’?” I asked.  Thomen looked surprised.
 
   “Majesty, breakthrough is an initial stage of working in the Art.  I do not know why, but it seems almost as though all the pent-up power of one’s life is released in the first few days of working with magic; during those few days, even the lowliest wizard may accidentally cause a spell to manifest more strongly than anyone can foresee.  It diminishes rapidly, of course, to more mundane levels of power, and then the wizard can be properly trained with a minimum of risk.”  He smiled rather sadly, I thought.  Then I recalled my first attempt at altering the weather…
 
   “It is important,” he went on, “to have an apprentice understand a few very simple spells for practice during this period, lest they cause considerable harm to themselves or others, unwittingly.  It is like having a newborn giant thrashing about with no coordination but with great strength.  They need something their clumsy hands can grasp and squeeze.”
 
   “Ah.  Well, that makes sense.  I take it we’ve had a few… incidents?”
 
   “A few, in the beginning,” he admitted.  “Less, now that we have a proper Guild.”
 
   “Sorry about that.  I should have set one up.”
 
   “You were busy,” he said, shrugging.  “You cannot do everything.”  His smile hardened.  “Besides, you had to save the world.”  Tort shot him a sharp look.
 
   “I think that will be all for tonight, Thomen.”  She said.  Thomen looked surprised, then shut his face down into a neutral expression.  He bowed politely.
 
   “As my lady wishes.  By your leave, Majesty?”  He asked.  I nodded again and he left, back straight, eyes ahead, and didn’t quite slam the door.  I looked a question at Tort, but she pretended not to see.  Instead, she presented her stump to me.
 
   It was coming along nicely.  Bones were already forming in her ankle.  Another week and she might have toes again.  I counted it as a good sign.  On the other hand, all that material was coming from somewhere, so I checked the rest of her over.  I couldn’t be sure, because I hadn’t measured before, but I thought the rest of her bones were a bit thinner than before.
 
   “Have you been eating a lot of cheese and drinking milk?” I asked
 
   “No… should I?” she asked, concerned.
 
   “Bones need calcium to grow; milk and cheese have lots.  We need to make sure the rest of your bones don’t turn brittle as the spell forms new bone.  I think the new bones are drawing too much from your existing bones.”
 
   “Ah.  I shall add that to my list,” she agreed.  “You asked for many things and I believe most of them shall be accomplished shortly.  The two-wheeled carts for the woodcutter are completed; the plow-wagon is taking longer.  The things you assembled for me inside your mind have no counterparts out here; all of it must be built, even the plowshares.”
 
   “They already built one like it—” I began.
 
   “Their grandfathers may have.  I know not what has become of the old one.”
 
   “Then what was Bronze doing when I called for her?” I asked, puzzled.
 
   “Not all wizards can move mountains,” she observed, playfully.  “Some need help in merely moving rocks from a field.  Sometimes, she drags several trees from the forests of the Eastrange.  Usually, she pulls the stone from our quarry.  She always helps when I ask.”  She dimpled.  “Others have tried to tame her for their own use, not understanding her.  That has proven quite amusing.”
 
   “Amusing, hmm?”
 
   “Indeed.  There have been no fatalities, but she is not a tame thing, nor a thing to be tamed.”
 
   “I agree.  And you both have a wicked sense of humor.  What else has been going on?”
 
   “Wethel was impressed with the spell on his forge, but still wishes to haggle.  I have dismissed him from your service in this regard and removed the spell.”
 
   “Oh?” I asked, surprised.
 
   “A king does not haggle.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   “Indeed.  I have engaged another smith and he has promised to put any commission from the king as his first priority.  He has asked nothing, saying that he will accept whatever generosity the king may bestow.”  I blinked at her.
 
   “How did you manage that deal?” I asked.  She smiled, eyes twinkling.
 
   “Do you remember Larel?”
 
   “The mastersmith!  Yes, of course.  Don’t tell me he’s still alive?  He would have to be over a hundred!”
 
   “No, he passed on a long time ago.  His line has inherited his works ever since.  Larel’s great-grandson now runs his old forge.  Kavel is his name.”
 
   “I need to think up something exceptionally nice for him.”
 
   “I am sure you will,” she said, seriously.  “The boats you want for the canals are more difficult, however.”
 
   “They are?”
 
   “Boats are large, my angel, and require particular woods, skilled craftsmen, and time,” she pointed out.  “Also, I do not believe anyone has ever built such a boat, so long and narrow.  Less than half the width of the canal, yet more than a hundred feet long?  And with wheels built into the sides?”  She shook her head.  “The shipwrights think it foolish.”
 
   “They do?” I asked, puzzled again.  “Why?”
 
   “I do not know; I have never built a boat.  Shall I find out?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   “I shall,” she assured me, then smiled again. “And as for the saddle you asked for, I do not think it necessary.”
 
   “Riding bareback is not pleasant,” I pointed out.  Bronze can provide the smoothest ride of any horse I’ve ever heard of, but she’s not at all cushiony.
 
   “But you have not examined Bronze recently.”
 
   “Examined?” I repeated.
 
   “I have spent years with her, my angel.  She is no mere enchantment, as is T’yl’s old suit of armor, but a thing alive.  She is much more capable than you know.”
 
   “Is that so?”  I wasn’t surprised; I knew that already.  I just had to say something to keep her talking.
 
   “Yes.  She knows you are uncomfortable without a saddle, so she is forming one.”
 
   “She’s growing a saddle?” I asked.
 
   “Her shape is mutable, my angel.  I should judge that she will have saddle and stirrups for you within the week.  Quicker, if she runs hot for long.”
 
   “I will be damned.”  I didn’t doubt she could do it.  I just didn’t think of it.
 
   “Doubtful,” Tort said.  “Now, I have something for you.”
 
   “Another surprise?”
 
   “Indeed, my angel.  First, may I ask why you wear your armor constantly?”
 
   “Two reasons,” I told her.  “The minor reason is that it’s distinctive.  I’m the king, and I make an impression in it.  Everyone recognizes the king, because of the black armor, right?”
 
   “Indeed.  And the major reason?”
 
   “I haven’t anything else to wear,” I admitted.  She laughed aloud, nodding.
 
   “I thought as much.  Has it occurred to you, my angel, that you sometimes ignore the simplest of problems in your quest to solve the greater ones?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Yes?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, I’m aware of it.  I do that.  I know it.”  I shrugged.  “Details only matter when they’re part of a larger picture.  Of course, I don’t always see the larger picture, and then I miss the details.”
 
   “Oh.  I see.”  She seemed nonplussed.  “Well, your surprise is here,” she said, laying a hand on the wooden chest beside her.  I knelt next to the chair and opened it.
 
   “Clothes?” I asked.  Her smile widened.
 
   “If you think it worth the risk to remove your armor,” she answered.  I pulled out several items, holding them up and trying to judge the fit.
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I’ve gotten kinda used to my armor.  I don’t even feel it, really.”  Tort said nothing, just sat and smiled and waited.
 
   “All right,” I agreed.  “I’ll be right back.”  I hoisted the chest over one shoulder and went to the bathroom.
 
   The chest had more than one outfit, mostly in combinations of red, gold, green, and black.  I recognized most of it.  I put on a tunic and breeches, both dark green with red, orange, and yellow knotwork for the trim and piping; a tabard to throw over everything, in the same colors, but with a solid red circle taking up most of the field, containing a stylized dragon on its back, black, with a great sword of fire, in gold, thrust downward into it.  The dragon looked about the size of a medium-large dog in relation to the sword, but it was the idea that counted.  The cloak was more like a cape, but with the same impaled-dragon symbol on it.
 
   It all fit perfectly.  Of course, they had my measurements from years ago.  These very well might be some of my spare outfits from then!
 
   Tort applauded when I returned.  I struck a pose and she laughed in delight.
 
   “My angel is handsome,” she observed.
 
   “Only in the dark,” I replied, grinning.  She chuckled and gave me a look I couldn’t read.
 
   “And frightening.  Among other things,” she added.  I adjusted my grin down to a smile; all those teeth.  Oops.  Which reminded me…
 
   “One moment,” I told her, and engaged my disguise spells.  “Better?”
 
   “I think I may prefer you the other way,” she said, tapping her lips with a finger.  She shrugged.  “My angel is handsome in any of his forms.  But, if I may ask,” she continued, “what plans does my angel have for this night?”
 
   “Actually, I have some questions.  I’ve been working pretty much all day, but I’ve also been thinking.”
 
   “My surprise is overwhelming.”
 
   “Sarcasm,” I noted.  “You’re lucky we’re in private, and you’re the King’s Magician.”
 
   “And that I am still your little girl?”
 
   “You’re not a little girl anymore,” I told her.  “You’re a grown woman.”  She looked pleased.  “But you’ll always have a little bit of that original little-girl place in my heart.”  Her expression moved from pleased to delighted, with a sprinkling of something that might be disappointment.  Odd.
 
   “You have questions, my angel?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.  First, and hopefully least complicated, where the hell is Firebrand?  I have this,” I shifted my sword with one hand.  “It’s lovely, and it’s ideal for certain types of sword styles.  How did I wind up with this, instead of Firebrand?  What happened?”
 
   “That is actually a rather lengthy story.”
 
   “Should I sit down here, or do you want me to take you down to the living room?”
 
   “Living room?”
 
   “The one with the fireplace.”
 
   “Ah.  Yes, please.”
 
   I picked her up in my arms and carried her downstairs.  She seemed to enjoy it quite a lot.  Once we were settled in the chairs—carefully, in my case; I weigh a lot more than a human being—she talked history.
 
   Firebrand, being an intelligent being in its own right, was not kept with me for the simple reason that it would get bored.  A dragon-spirit in a sword of fire does not need to be bored.  T’yl, Raeth, Bouger—and Firebrand—felt that such a situation would not end well.
 
   As a result, Raeth laid it on the nose of the throne during the day and took it back to his chambers at night.  Someone needed to keep it company, after all, and it was a good symbol of Raeth’s authority; he was the one entrusted to bear the sword of the king.
 
   It was such a good symbol that Bob showed up one evening and asked for it.  It was a very formal occasion; Tort was officially nine years old and remembered it clearly.  Six elves and about a hundred other creatures—it was the elves she remembered; they reminded her of me—marched up in formal outfits, banners and flags and horns and drums, the works.  They observed all the niceties and protocols, too.  Very polite, very diplomatic.  But the message was clear: we want that sword.
 
   “Why?” I asked.  “What was the big deal?”
 
   Tort told me that Bob had started a campaign to unite the races that live in and under and on the Eastrange.  The Eastrange was going to become a nation if he had to kill everything in it and repopulate it.  Since he was doing this in my name, Firebrand would not only be a potent weapon in that war, but a powerful symbol.  Since all we were really using it for was as a remembrance…
 
   It was either Firebrand, or me, they said.  We know you hid him somewhere and won’t tell anyone where.  While we’re fighting a war, so be it; keep your secret and keep him safe.  But we get his sword.
 
   While Tort was not privy to the diplomatic details at the age of nine, she later learned that they negotiated pretty reasonably.  Apparently, nobody wanted to discover that I was waking up next week and didn’t think the deal was fair.  Can’t say that I blame them, really.  Eventually, they decided that Vathula—Bob, or his hordes, renamed the city of Eastgate—would continue to hold the pass against all comers; only allies would go through, as well as traders, diplomats, ambassadors, and so on.  Anyone from the western side of the Eastrange would need approval from Bob and Raeth.
 
   Ultimately, however, the decision rested with Firebrand.  After all, if it didn’t want to go, it was going to be a serious issue to make it go.  Bob was lucky there, or clever; Firebrand likes to kill things.  Rather than hang around a throne room, it could be hacking through hordes and setting fire to stuff.  That’s a no-brainer for Firebrand.
 
   “And that is how your sword came to be missing,” Tort finished.  “T’yl acquired another for you, just in case you needed one upon waking.  I believe Firebrand is still in Vathula, although it could be anywhere in the Eastrange.”
 
   “If it’s having a good time, I won’t spoil it,” I mused.  “Okay.  I’ll send it a spell-based message soon and see what it wants to do.  It may be having a great time hacking things in the underdark; I don’t have plans to do much slaughtering here.  In the meanwhile, I’ll pop over to the local fire-temple and see how my daughter is doing.”
 
   “As you wish, my angel,” Tort said.  She bit her lip and refrained from further comment.  I raised an eyebrow and she shook her head.
 
   “That does bring up another question,” I noted.  “Where are Tamara and my son?”
 
   Tort’s face went into a very thorough neutral.  Not a flicker of expression appeared.  Her spirit seemed highly agitated, though.
 
   “I would think it best that you ask Amber for those details, my angel.”
 
   Hmm.
 
   “Amber, huh?  Good to know her name, at least.  I’d hate to knock on the door and have to ask.”  I smiled and Tort returned it, faintly.  “But why should I ask her about Tamara and my son—what did Tamara name him?”
 
   “Beryl.”
 
   “Fair enough.  So, why should I ask Amber?”
 
   Tort pursed her lips in thought.
 
   “I think it best,” she said.  How could I argue?  I trust her.  I don’t know the situation, and she thinks it’s the best way, so I agree.
 
   “All right, I’ll go ask.”
 
   “Very well.  I shall go hide in Karvalen.”
 
   Whoa.  How awful is this?  And is someone, hopefully, overestimating my reaction?
 
   “That’s pretty bad,” I suggested.
 
   “Yes.  I have heard how destructive your temper can be.”
 
   “No, you haven’t,” I said, absently.  “Do you think Tamara would be willing to tell me what happened?”  Tort hesitated.
 
   “My angel, Tamara is… not herself.  Her wits are often scattered and confused.”  Tort shrugged.  “Some days she is quite lucid.  Others, not so much.”
 
   Well, she would be nearly a hundred and thirty years old now, I realized.  I suppose even a fire-witch can have troubles with old age.  And if it was an unpleasant memory, it would be extremely unkind to ask her to dredge it up.
 
   Also, I’m not sure I’m ready to see Tamara, yet.  Not long ago, by my time, she was young and beautiful.  Now, eighty-seven years later…
 
   Something inside me was trying to bleed.  Every time I realized just how long I had been away from Tamara, it succeeded, and I shied from it.
 
   “Okay.  I’ll see go see her later.  That pretty much means Amber is the person I should ask?”
 
   “I think she is the only person,” Tort admitted, “unless you wish to discuss it directly with the Mother of Flame.  Of course, that may mean speaking to Amber, anyway.”
 
   “No, thank you.  I prefer not to have discussions with solar deities after nightfall—or ever, with this one.  I guess I’ll go talk to Amber.”
 
   “As you will.  By your leave, I will not accompany you.”
 
   “Are you really that concerned about how I’ll react?” I asked.  Tort started to answer, then paused to think for a moment.
 
   “I cannot be certain, no,” she admitted, “but there exists the possibility that the wrath of angels will be visited upon the face of the world, and that I do not wish to see in person, or in close proximity.”
 
   “Fair enough.  I’ll be back in a bit.”
 
   I walked out, thinking hard.  What could be so bad?  Did Sparky strike him down for heresy?  If Amber was forced by Sparky to burn him for blaspheming, that would explain the reluctance to discuss it.  Or, maybe, he inherited the gene for fire-witchery?  Men don’t, usually; or maybe that’s just because they can’t control it.  He could have self-destructed when he started adolescence.  Who knows?  Sparky might even have sent him to convert some “heathens” to her cause and he might not have survived their religious objections.
 
   Time to find out.
 
    
 
   When I checked in with Bronze, she wanted to come along, so I rode rather than walk.  It was a nice night for it, as long as I didn’t breathe.  Mochara needs more sanitation, and that’s just all there is to it.  Then again, most dark-to-medieval-age towns do.
 
   As she walked along, my feeling of having forgotten something grew stronger.  I had her stop while I concentrated on it.  It wasn’t really a sense of having forgotten something, I decided.  It was a feeling of something I should be doing.  Something needed doing.  The sensation wasn’t just a general urge to be up and moving.  This was a feeling of something specific.
 
   I settled myself, centered myself, and, with great care, examined myself for spells, compulsions, charms, and influences.  Was my mind being tampered with again?  Was there anything laid on me to make me go somewhere and get ambushed?  I already had one magician try to kill me this week.  Was this another?
 
   Twenty minutes of searching and I couldn’t find a thing.  Okay, fair enough; I am more psychic than I like to think about.  Maybe this was something I should investigate.
 
   “Bronze?” I asked.  She twitched an ear in acknowledgement and started walking.  She didn’t even wait for me to explain.
 
   Sometimes I think my horse is smarter than I am.
 
   We went down a narrow side-street.  My feet didn’t quite touch the walls on either side.  The street—well, the dirt track—wound around and branched frequently.  I hesitate to say we were lost; Bronze seemed to know where she was going.  I just sat there and reflected that, yes, this seemed to be the right way.
 
   We entered a section of the town that was nothing but ruins.  This part had burned down quite some time ago.  The ruins were scavenged for stone, but population pressure had not yet caused the area to be rebuilt.  Instead, it was a place of makeshifts, lean-tos, and squatters.  Shelter was whatever they could cobble together.
 
   Great.  I found the slums.  And when I say “slums,” I mean a particularly low grade of Hooverville.  A tattered tent would have been a long step up.  The upscale dwelling was a hole in the ground with some wooden scraps lashed together to form a roof.
 
   People looked at us from their hovels.  No one came out to greet me.
 
   Bronze picked her way carefully through the random shelters, stepping on neither shelters nor people.  She came to a stop beside a… hut?  It was made of sticks and grass and dirt; I doubted it did more than keep the rain off, and it wouldn’t do that well.  Good thing the weather was warm.
 
   A child, an infant, was wailing inside.  I slid down and crouched to look in.
 
   The mother lay on her back, the child resting on top of her.  The mother was starving; so was the child.  Judging by the rags, the bruises, and the hidden injuries visible only to the eyes of one who sees life, my guess was that she was either a prostitute or was raped repeatedly.  If I had to bet, I’d go with the latter; a prostitute would have made more money than this.
 
   She opened her eyes, squinted at me in the dark.  I raised two fingers and provided a candle-worth of illumination.  She clutched the crying child and scooted away from me, threatening the flimsy structure with her movement.
 
   “What do you want?” she quavered.  The child cried louder.
 
   “That depends on what you want,” I replied.  “I think I’m here for you.”
 
   I could have phrased that better.
 
   Her eyes widened and her mouth opened.  She made a mewling sound of terror and promptly fainted.  I caught the baby as she slumped over; I didn’t want her to fall on it.  The infant did not appreciate the rough handling.
 
   Sitting there in a flimsy lean-to, cradling a soiled and bawling baby, next to the unconscious and almost-as-filthy mother, I wondered what I had done wrong in my life to wind up in this situation.
 
   And then it started to drizzle.  Great.
 
   “Bronze?”
 
   She shook her mane and backed up a step:  Got me.  I just work here.
 
   “Thanks oodles.”
 
   Well, fine.  I could either walk away and try not to be bothered by the psychic tickle that dragged me over here—right, like that was going to happen—or I could make things more comfortable for everyone involved and see if that helped.  I went for the latter.
 
   Cleaning spells.  Sleep spells.  A quick ride to the seaward gate and a brief word with the guards there.  Down to the beach.  Tendrils raking through the ocean for driftwood and fish, followed by a fire and fillets.  Much better.  The drizzle even stopped.  I decided it was time to release the sleep spells.
 
   The mother opened her eyes and immediately checked for the baby.  It was asleep, but she took a while to assure herself of that.  Only then did she turn her attention to me.
 
   “Hi,” I said.  “Have some fish.  No, don’t talk.  Not a word.  Just eat a little bit; you can have it all, but you should eat it in small doses.  Do that first.”
 
   She couldn’t resist; she really was starving.
 
   “Do you know where the Lady Tort’s house is?” I asked.  She nodded.  “Good.  You can find me there or leave a message.  Do you need anything else right this second?”
 
   She shook her head, then covered her eyes with her left hand while inclining her head toward me, as though I was too bright to look at.  I took it for another form of bow, or genuflection, or salute, or something.  She lifted her head and went back to eating.
 
   “And if you’ll stop by in the morning, you can have some milk for the little one,” I told her.  “Maybe afterward, I’ll have time to talk.  Right now, I have things to do.  Excuse me.”
 
   I stood up, sprang up on Bronze, and we went back up into Mochara.
 
   “Majesty?” asked a guard as we hurried through.  We halted for a moment.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, pleasantly.  He was being respectful without being obsequious.  I like that.
 
   “Do we leave the gate open for your… um?”
 
   “I doubt we’re going to be attacked tonight, but no; you can close it.  You’re on watch, right?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.”
 
   “If she wants in, let her in.  If someone starts to give her a hard time, stop them.”
 
   “I’d do that last part anyway, Majesty.”
 
   “Good man.”
 
   We headed off to visit my daughter again.  I wondered if anything else was going to get in the way.
 
   As it turns out, yes; two carters—men with oversized wheelbarrows, essentially—had gone down a narrow street in opposite directions and were arguing about who should back up, to the apparent amusement of a mongrel dog scratching itself.  Bronze and I listened to the argument for about four seconds, then she shifted into reverse until we reached a branching way.  We stuck to the main streets after that.
 
   I started actively looking around for anyone following me, or scrying portals spying on me.  I didn’t know for sure that someone was putting obstacles in my way, but it was good practice to be watchful.  As it turned out, I didn’t see anyone or anything, and arrived without further delays.
 
   The fire-sun-temple-church-thing was one of the few buildings made entirely out of stone.  Not brick, but stone, which I presume was laboriously cut and transported.  Compared to Hagia Sophia or the Parthenon, it wasn’t really all that much of a temple, but it had a certain elegance to it.
 
   The main area was constructed of some light-colored stone—judging by the fine grain and hardness, some igneous rock.  This made up a flat, open area surrounded by pillars and topped with a dome.  An oculus in the center of the dome would allow a ray of sun to shine down during the day.  The pillars were buttressed with an angled brace, making them look like lopsided, inverted “V”s.  Still, that was probably necessary to avoid having the dome collapse.  It actually looked rather graceful, taken all at once.
 
   In the center of this area was a statue of Tamara, carved from some white stone.  At least, it looked like Tamara, as I remembered her, and looking at it made me miss her quite a lot.  It was probably a representation of the Mother of Flame, using Tamara as the model.  Long, flowing hair seemed to merge with the flowing gown.  The face and arms were the only “skin” visible and were polished to a high gloss.  It would gleam in the sunlight.
 
   To one side was a smaller building, probably the priestess’ residence.  What was once a short, dirt path led to it.  It appeared to have been exposed to some awful heat, causing it to glaze and harden.  If I were less cynical, I might wonder how that happened.
 
   We stopped to regard the setup for a moment, then I dismounted.  Bronze snorted thick smoke and pawed at the ground, her ears laid back.  She didn’t like this at all.  I rubbed her neck
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.  She snorted crimson flames from both nostrils.  I followed her gaze.
 
   That statue was looking at us, and Bronze was apparently pissed off enough to be thinking about kicking it to gravel and stomping the gravel into sand and melting the sand into glass before stomping it into sand again.  I know this because… well, because.  Bronze didn’t think too highly of her.
 
   I looked at the statue sharply and my life-vision, for lack of a better term, could see the yellow-white glow of something inside it.  It was definitely looking at us.
 
   “Good evening,” I offered, keeping a hand on Bronze’s chest, under her neck.  I couldn’t keep her from charging the thing if she took it into her head to do so, but I could make sure that she knew she shouldn’t.  The thing inside the statue did not deign to respond.  I shrugged and led Bronze past it to the residence door.  Bronze kept her head turned and an eye on the idol.
 
   I had to knock for a while before anyone answered.  After the second time, it occurred to me that it was late; people tended to go to bed when the sun went down.  Being an undead that doesn’t need to sleep, I tend to lose track of that particular social nicety.  Still, once I started knocking, it would be worse to walk away.
 
   The door came open and light poured out.  A woman, late thirties/early forties, blue eyes, hair like a river of fire down her back—not a metaphor; it looked as though her head was on fire and the flames were burning downward past her waist—looked out at me with an expression of not just displeasure, but annoyance.
 
   “What do you want burned off you at… this…” she began, and trailed off.  Her eyes widened, flicked to Bronze, back to me, widened more.
 
   “Sorry for the late hour,” I said.  “I just woke up a little while ago, found out I was a father, got roped into being a king, and finally managed to make it over here to see you.”  I smiled.  “It’s been that kind of week.  Sorry about that.”
 
   She glanced at the domed area, then looked at me.  I wasn’t sure what her expression meant.  We stayed like that, just looking at each other for several seconds.
 
   “Won’t you please come in?” she said, finally, and her hair dimmed slightly.
 
   I stepped inside and she shut the door behind me.  Her hair dimmed more as she did so, but remained bright enough to illuminate the surroundings.  The room was small, obviously only an entry area, and she led me into a larger room just beyond.  We sat on backless stone benches.  She took the one with a cushion, in the middle.  I took one in the middle of the arc around it.
 
   “You’ve been gone a long time,” she said.  I tried to gauge her tone and failed.  I couldn’t even cheat and look at the lights of her soul; the flames were too bright inside her.
 
   “I have,” I agreed.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Are you?” she asked, making it sound like a real question.
 
   “I am.  I hadn’t intended to be gone at all, but, you know, hostile church leaders, crazy magicians, holes in the edge of the world, demonic invasion, that sort of thing.  I did my best,” I told her.  She smiled, just a little.
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   An awkward silence limped into the room, wandered about for a bit.
 
   “What do you want?” she finally asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I admitted.  “I mean, it’s obviously too late to be Dad.  You are my daughter, aren’t you?”
 
   “If you are Halar, King of Karvalen, then yes.”
 
   “That’s me.  And you are Amber, yes?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “A good name,” I said, nodding.  “Your mother and I worked out some names for you and your brother.  I’m glad we did that in advance, at least.  I would like to see him, and your mother.  Where are they?”
 
   See?  I can be subtle.
 
   Amber pursed her lips and looked at the wall.
 
   “Mother is in the House of the Grey Lady.  Beryl died some time ago.”
 
   Tort’s suggestion that I ask her echoed in my memory.  If Amber didn’t want to talk about it, should I find out somewhere else?  Now was not the time to be pushy.  On the other hand, if I just dropped it, would that make me sound like I didn’t care at all?  Maybe just a little pushy would be good.
 
   “Ah.  That’s too bad; I was looking forward to meeting him.  When did he die?  How?  What happened?”
 
   “I would rather not speak of that,” she said.
 
   “Fair enough,” I said, tabling the matter.  Pushed far enough.
 
   “What do you want?” she repeated.  I got the impression I made her uncomfortable.  Because I’m her father?  Because I’m a nightlord?   Because I’m the king?  Or something else?  Or all of it?
 
   “Can’t I just come by to see how my daughter’s doing?  It would be nice if we could be friends, even if I was more than a little absent.  I hope you won’t hold it against me.”
 
   She looked at me with narrowed eyes.  I realized that they were the blue color my eyes used to be; I never wore them as well as she did, though.  Fortunately, the rest of her appearance came from Tamara’s side.
 
   Oh, great.  I just noticed that my estranged, full-grown daughter is sexy.  Damn!  I don’t know how I feel about that, but my knee-jerk reaction is to be slightly horrified.  I mean, I don’t know this woman, but she’s hot.  Aaaaand… she’s my daughter.  Who I didn’t raise.  She feels like a sexy stranger.
 
   Okay, this is more than slightly weird.
 
   Immortality problems.  Again.
 
   “I am not necessarily against it,” she finally said.  “It is… awkward.”
 
   This whole conversation is awkward, I thought.
 
   “Of course,” I agreed.  “I’ve been gone all your life; I was never a father to you.  I’m some stranger you’ve heard about but never met, and now here I am… of course it’s awkward.  I understand.”
 
   “That’s not all of it.  You are other things, as well.”
 
   “Oh.”  I decided to go with the whole undead problem and see if she corrected me.  After all, what was it I once called a relationship between a nightlord and a priestess of a sun goddess?  A recipe for crispy disaster?
 
   “Okay,” I said.  “I get it; I’m not entirely alive.  Has your goddess said anything about it?”
 
   “She has been silent, so far.”
 
   “Should I go?  So you can ask her?” I offered.  Amber looked startled.
 
   “You want me to consult Her?”
 
   “I’m just saying that I’ll come back later if you want to run it past her.”
 
   Amber stared at me for several seconds.  She started to say something, paused, thought some more.
 
   “I once heard that you have the manners of a dragon,” she said.
 
   “I suppose that could be the case,” I said, wondering if dragons were famous for their manners—and then ruthlessly suppressed a memory surge.  Right then was not a good time for a sudden, stabbing headache.
 
   “I don’t like to offend people needlessly,” I continued, “and I don’t take it well when others offend me needlessly.”
 
   “Would it be rude to ask you to leave?  Or would it be more polite to go out to the idol while you wait here?”  I considered it a good sign that she was trying to be nice to me.
 
   “Probably the second, but I’m not going to be fussy about it.  At least, not with you; you’re my daughter, and I can let you get away with a lot.  I can come back tomorrow, if you like.”
 
   “No, no,” she said, rising, gesturing me to remain.  “I will be less than a single stripe of the candle.”  She snapped her fingers at the walls and candles sprang to life.  Either that was politeness, or she didn’t know about my ability to see in darkness.  I took it as another good sign.
 
   I stood for her and watched her go before sitting down again.  Mister Manners, that’s me.  A moment later, I felt some sort of spiritual movement, like being in water and feeling the edge of a current.  Something was going on out there, and I had a pretty good idea what.
 
   A girl, probably about eight, came into the room and headed toward the front door.  She was wearing a white, sack-like garment, presumably a nightgown.  Her hair was as red as a traffic light, but not actually on fire.  She stopped when she saw me and her eyes went round.  Hers were as blue as her mother’s.  Something about her eyebrows and chin looked familiar.
 
   I’m not just a father, I realized.  I’m a grandfather.
 
   Had I been living, I would have needed to sit down.  Luckily, I was dead and already seated.
 
   “Good evening,” I said, pleasantly, and stayed right where I was.  I didn’t feel too stable, and the bench did.  Besides, getting to my feet might be frightening.  I can intimidate the hell out of children; I’m terrifying like that.
 
   She blinked at me for a bit and then waved a little.  I waved back.  She continued to stare.  I continued to smile.  I remembered to keep my teeth hidden.
 
   “Are you dead?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, I am,” I admitted.  “Have you ever seen a dead person that was still moving?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, there aren’t many.  My name is Halar.  What’s yours?”
 
   “Tianna.”
 
   “I’m very pleased to meet you, Tianna.  Would you like to shake hands?” I asked.  Her hands moved quickly behind her back.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay.  It’s just nice to offer; you don’t have to.  What are you doing up at this hour?”
 
   “Mom is talking to the Mother,” she said, as though that explained everything.
 
   “Yes, she is.  She’ll be right back.”
 
   “I’m supposed to watch and learn,” Tianna offered.
 
   “I bet you are.  But I bet you’re supposed to be in bed, too.”
 
   “Yes.”  She examined the floor with considerable care while she said it.
 
   “If she wanted you to watch, Amber would have come to get you.”
 
   “Well… yes.”  The floor was scanned minutely.
 
   “So, if you hurry back to bed, I won’t mention this.”
 
   She looked at me, puzzled.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Hey, I was your age, once.  Some people think I’m still a kid, now just a very tall one.  I know it can be difficult, keeping parents happy while you’re trying to do your own stuff,” I told her.  She looked at me with the same intensity she gave to the floor, but with a different expression.  She cocked her head and her eyebrows did that thing where they moved closer to each other.
 
   “You’re different from other grown-ups,” she observed.
 
   “Yep.  Probably because I’m dead.  Could that be it?”
 
   Tianna frowned in thought.
 
   “Maybe.  The other ones are poopheads.”
 
   “Poopheads?” I echoed.
 
   “I’m not allowed to say ‘shitheads’,” she explained.  I blinked in surprise.
 
   “Ah.  Well, it is bad language,” I agreed.  “And you’re right; most of them are.”
 
   “Are you really dead?” she asked.  I pulled off a gauntlet and put my hand flat on the bench.
 
   “Check to see how cold my hand is.  Go ahead; I’ll hold really still.”
 
   She circled behind me and came up to the bench.  She touched my hand, then snatched her hand away.
 
   “You are cold!”
 
   “Room temperature,” I agreed.  “Do you know how to find a pulse in the wrist?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   A little bit later, she stared at me.
 
   “See?” I said.  “Dead.  I don’t even need to breathe, except to talk.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   I lay on my back on the bench.
 
   “Okay, hold my nose shut so you know I’m not cheating.  Then you take a breath and hold it with me.”  She did so, and I puffed my cheeks out to look silly while not breathing.  We waited until she finally gasped for air.
 
   “Are you still not breathing?” she asked.  I shook my head, just a little, while she kept holding my nose closed.  “Wow.”
 
   “Sorry; I have to breathe to talk,” I said, pitching my voice to sound silly while she held my nose.  She giggled.
 
   The outer door opened.  Tianna dashed for the other door without even looking, bare feet skimming over the stone floor.  I rattled and clanked to my feet and turned toward the entry door, crossing into view to attract the eyes of anyone entering the room.  Tianna might not be aware that I did it to cover for her, but appreciation isn’t always my motive for doing nice things.
 
   “Done already?” I asked.  Amber entered the room, nodding.
 
   “She doesn’t like it when those who serve her turn to other gods.”
 
   “I can imagine.”  I also wasn’t sure what that had to do with it.  Did Beryl choose a different deity than the Mother of Flame?
 
   “She did not say I could not speak with you.”
 
   “But she didn’t endorse the idea, either?”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “In short, you have to make up your own mind?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I really wanted to ask for a decision, but sometimes pushing for a decision pushes people the wrong way.  Or, at least, pushes them the way you don’t want them to go.
 
   “Okay.  I’m going to be training knights, tomorrow.  Do you want to come by and help deal with sprains, aches, tears, pulls, cracks, concussions, and contusions?”
 
   “It is not I who does such things, but the power of the Mother,” she corrected me.
 
   “A fair point.  Would you like to come watch?  I’m not insisting, not even asking you to, just pointing out where I’ll be tomorrow, and if you want to, you’re welcome to drop by.”
 
   “Perhaps I will.”
 
   I bowed slightly to her; she bowed slightly, stiffly, in return.
 
   “Then, until we meet again, it has been a pleasure.”
 
   “I am pleased to have met you,” she replied.
 
   As I started to leave, door open, foot across the threshold, I turned back.
 
   “I am sorry,” I told her, sincerely.  “I really am.  I was terrified of being a father, and very much looking forward to it.”
 
   “I…” she trailed off into another awkward silence.
 
   “Yeah, it’s hard to explain.  Anyway, goodnight,” I said, and shut the door.
 
    
 
   Bronze followed me as I walked through town.  She was very glad to be away from the Mother of Flame’s idol.  Bronze kept her head lowered over my shoulder and I kept my arm under her neck, hand up alongside her cheek to reassure her.  Well, someone was reassured by the contact.  As we went, I talked to her about what I found out and how I felt about it.  Being a father with a full-grown daughter is disconcerting.  Discovering that, during your nap, you became not just a father but also a grandfather, all in one go…
 
   Immortality problems.  I am disturbed.  Well, more disturbed than usual.
 
   I once decided to accept that I’m not a human being anymore.  I find that I have to keep reminding myself of that.  I started as one and that’s still my dominant experience—possibly reinforced by all the humans souls I keep eating; I am very much what I eat, apparently—and it’s not always easy to reconcile being alive and dead.  So, I’m sort of human, at least part-time.  I have to be human and inhuman, which really messes with my moral navigation.
 
   I’m a grandfather.  An undead, blood-sucking, soul-eating, monster of the night grandfather to a sun-goddess Chosen One priestess of fire.
 
   Suddenly, everything is different.  In no particular order:
 
   Tort used to be the little girl that had bad dreams about an ugly man with a heavy boot.  She slept in a bed between a fire-witch and a nightlord and suddenly, no bad dreams.  She used to be small enough to ride my hip and watch everything with big eyes while being adorable.
 
   Now she’s a grown woman.  She’s got the equivalent of a doctorate in magic.  She’s got a career as a professional magician.  She’s got her own home and, apparently, is moderately wealthy.  She’s also very attractive, which I find hard to reconcile with my month-ago recollection of her being small and adorable.
 
   I used to date a fire-witch.  She was the priestess of a fiery goddess for a whole kingdom.  She bore my children while I was sleeping—again, about a month ago, tops, to me.  My girlfriend is now apparently old and senile, somewhere, and I should probably find her.  We need to talk.
 
   What we need to talk about is my daughter, who is now a grown woman and the Princess of Mochara, whatever that means.  And we need to talk about my deceased son, whose deceasement seems to be a secret, or at least a sensitive subject.  And there’s my granddaughter… She complicates my life in ways I don’t understand just by existing.
 
   And, of course, Firebrand.  We don’t share the same sort of connection that Bronze and I do, but Firebrand can actually talk—well, converse—with me.  It will also argue with me, and is enough different from me that it has different viewpoints and opinions.  In the deep of the night, when everyone else needs to get some rest, Firebrand and I can talk.  But it’s probably quite content right where it is, hacking off heads and setting fire to anything it likes.
 
   I looked at Bronze.  She nuzzled my face with her nose.  She assured me it would all be okay.
 
   “Someday, I’m going to give you a voice,” I said.  She flicked an ear dismissively.  She really didn’t care, one way or the other.
 
   Then, of course, there’s Tianna.  I have a granddaughter.  I don’t know who the father is, and I might not be able to find that out.  If she was conceived during one of the rites on a high holy day, Amber might not have seen fit to tell her.  Being fatherless makes the priestesses more devoted to their mother, or the Mother of Fire, or something.  It’s the only family they have.
 
   Which might explain Amber’s awkwardness around me.  I’m not supposed to exist.
 
   Of course, my awkwardness can be explained by being me.
 
   Okay.  Okay.
 
   It’s after midnight, I’m wandering around a town I don’t really know, people are abroad in the world who want to kill me, I’m emotionally disturbed by a number of changes in my life, I have no one that I feel comfortable waking up just to talk to, I don’t know where my former lover or former sword are, I have factions of trained combatants who either want to serve me or test me or kill me or something, I have this insane urge to be moving and doing without pause, and because I am the ruler de jure, I may be about to be embroiled, so to speak, in political problems with the de facto ruler of this place, who happens to be my estranged daughter and priestess of a solar deity, and I’m undead.
 
   To top it all off, I just want to go home.  I miss easy chairs and air conditioning.  I miss having small responsibilities.
 
   Right.  So.  Do the next thing, that’s the ticket.  What do I need to do now to get ready for tomorrow?  Forget about the day after tomorrow.  Focus on the immediate future.
 
   In the morning, I’m training knights.  Right.  For now, what do I need to get ready for the morning?
 
   Well, I could check in with the mountain.  Bronze and I headed out the north gate again.  She put her head down, grabbed my hands with her mane, and accelerated like a rocket sled on legs.  It was a long, straight, smooth road, and she kept accelerating until I thought the wind was enough to peel a normal human right out of a saddle.  I hunched lower, squeezed tighter, and she went faster.  I gave up on trying to look forward; I didn’t want to lose my helmet.  I just kept my face down and held on against a headwind that felt like the exhaust from a jet engine.
 
   She really does love to run.
 
   I briefly considered having her stop to let me put a windshield spell around us, but she was enjoying this. Smoke poured past me on both sides and the flare of flames from her nostrils illuminated the rapidly-moving area in front of us.  I had no way to judge our speed, but I longed for a radar gun.  I’d settle for a stopwatch and range markers.  I think she’s even faster than I remember.
 
   As we thundered up the road, I saw the mountain closing in on us.  Were we gradually going even faster as she ran?  Possibly.  I’ve seen her body adapt to circumstances before.  Given her heavy, draft-horse appearance, I’d guess she hadn’t gone for a speed run in quite some time.  Judging by the feeling of exhilaration, not to say joy, I was absolutely correct.
 
   A three-day trip on foot took, at most, half an hour.  Probably less.  That works out to slightly under ridiculous miles per hour on horseback.
 
   We clanged over the bridge and around.  The pivot-gate in the wall was still open, so we cornered through it and started up the mountain.  She slowed a little as we reached the top; the curve of the road was more pronounced up there.  We finally slowed to a more normal trot as we cornered at the end of the road, through the courtyard gate, and made our way around the inner/upper peak to the main door.
 
   I leaped down as Bronze halted in the great hall.  Without the wind to cool her, she could have been a horse-shaped door to a furnace—which, come to think of it, she might be.  I dismounted quickly because I didn’t want to risk setting anything I was wearing on fire.  She also breathed fire involuntarily, jet after jet of it roaring from her mouth—waste heat as she cooled off?  I don’t know enough about golem biology…
 
   Actually, yes, I do.  It is waste heat, because bending metal heats up and causes the external portion of the golem to generate more heat than normal, while the internal portions also generate more energy due to the increased demand.  Jointed golems, such as suits of armor, don’t generate as much waste heat because they’re designed—
 
   Ow.  Headache.  But, yes, all golems generate heat, and it was the normal way to cool off.
 
   I patted her on the nose and thanked her, then went up toward the royal chambers and the room the mountain chose for providing metal.  There were obvious ribbons of ore in the walls, but no actual lumps that could be easily hacked off.  Well, the stone could only respond so quickly.  Maybe in a couple of days.
 
   I mentally checked that off.  One down.  What else could I accomplish before dawn?  How about more equipment for tomorrow’s training?  I might not have metal to work with, but there are lots of trees in the Eastrange.
 
   We zinged down the mountain again, gaining speed as we descended the grand spiral, hooves clanging and ringing.  We slowed a bit when we entered the large, open area just inside the city’s main pivot-gate.
 
   Something heaved itself out of the water to a great height.  It crashed down, smashing the southern guard tower and the pivot-gate itself.  Stone crumbled under its weight and rubble rolled and tumbled aside.  Just the portion of the Thing that lurched out of the lake-moat must have been eighty feet long and maybe twenty in diameter.  I couldn’t see any eyes, but the business end of it was entirely mouth.  I knew this because it opened in three directions and showed me its tooth-lined maw and gullet, preparatory to eating me.
 
   Why is it that Tort is the only person that gives me pleasant surprises?
 
   It was directly in front of us as we barreled down on the gate.  I drew steel and leaped straight up; Bronze lowered her head and accelerated right down the Thing’s throat.  We didn’t plan it that way, we just did it.  There was no way she could stop on the stone surface, especially with the sudden burst of rubble and gravel, but she made a great missile.  I, on the other hand, needed room to swing a sword effectively.
 
   I landed on top of the Thing, or nearly so; the smell reminded me of rotting blood and burnt onions.  I slid across the slick, oily surface while it involuntarily swallowed Bronze.  Unfortunately for it, I had the presence of mind to reverse my grip, ram my sword down into its rubbery hide, and continue to slide with it, like a man in a boat holding a steering oar.  My own mass and momentum, even without armor, was more than enough to rip the Thing open for yards.  A terrible, fetid odor immediately bubbled out of the Thing, followed by a black sludge full of severed rubbery bits.  It put me in mind of a whale corpse that had rotted on the beach until it exploded.
 
   When I came off the Thing’s back, or top, or whatever that surface was, I landed on the ring road with nearly a foot to spare; just a little farther and I’d have been in the moat.  I hurled myself away from the Thing and from the edge.  I expected the Thing to whip around and snap at me, but it didn’t.  Instead, it sat there, partly inside the wall, partly trailing over the edge of the road into the water.  It bulged and humped and twisted, as though having some sort of big, worm-like seizure.  At a guess, it was trying to digest my horse, which is problematic for anything short of a car crusher.
 
   I circled away from the moat and started slicing the Thing.  Up, down, and across, the sword was wonderful; it cut right through the thick, rubbery hide, the blubber and foulness, even the occasional cartilaginous bit.  It was almost like swinging through air.  I even ran down one side of the Thing, sword buried to the hilt in it, and opened it from midline to jawline.
 
   Bronze kicked her way out through that cut, bellowing fire.  The Thing seemed glad to let her go; it certainly made no move to try and eat her again.  It did try to eat me, but I parried three snatching tentacle-tongues with the edge of the blade and severed them messily.  When it snapped at me the next time, I was prepared.  With a cutting implement of that quality, I could do surprising things.
 
   I stepped forward in hyperdrive, between the open jaws, placing myself inside the mouth but between the majority of the teeth; Bronze had bashed out a nice gap when she went down its throat.  I also had my sword ready, held low, pointed down and to my left.  When the jaws closed around me, I cut across and up and over and down and around, a huge, circular cut.
 
   This maneuver removed its face, or the equivalent.  The front of the jaws fell off and I stepped back out, mindful of ichor on my clothes.  Bronze took that as an opportunity to breathe fire into that ichor-spurting orifice.
 
   With that much done, killing it was just a matter of keeping at it until it quit.  While Bronze’s kicks—even Bronze’s kicks!—didn’t have much effect, Bronze practically stuck her head into any opening I made and roasted internal chunks.  It thrashed, trying to pummel us, but Bronze didn’t really mind being hit with a sack of blubber.  While I minded something awful—yuck!—I generally managed to punish it by carving away large chunks.  That was a trade I could make all night, no matter how disgusting it might be.
 
   When not actually being hammered by a demonic sausage, I kept zipping around it, first slicing deep cuts in it anywhere and everywhere I could reach, then going back to cut again at an angle, letting long wedges of it fall out.  We sliced it and roasted it, and anyone who has to dissect an earthworm in Biology class will never again get sympathy from me.
 
   Finally, Bronze rammed her way into the front end of the thrashing, weakened Thing, planted her front feet through its flesh, lifted her head, dug in with her rear legs, and acted like a temporary anchor.  I waded in from one side, slicing up and down, and rapidly worked my way entirely through the Thing, severing it very messily in two.
 
   When we finished, it collapsed into a bubbling gush of ichor and other goo, evaporating rapidly.  I hurried to hit us with a cleaning spell, just in case there was acid involved.  There was, but it was only a mild corrosive.  We weren’t hurt—nothing that wouldn’t be better by morning—but my outfit was ruined.
 
   I wasn’t nearly so concerned about an attempt to kill me as I was about the state of my clothes.  When that occurred to me, it struck me as odd.
 
   I double-checked.  No, I wasn’t feeling upset or scared.  My clothes were frazzled and discolored, with ragged patches and some holes.  That seemed to be the worst of it, from my perspective.  I wasn’t having a moment of I-need-to-sit-down-and-gather-my-wits sort of thing.
 
   That’s probably a good thing.  The fact I am getting used to this is not.
 
   But what was the point of this Thing?  To eat me?  Maybe.  It didn’t feel like a real problem, though.  It was… too easy?
 
   I recalled the size of the Thing.  It had never come fully out of the water, so I don’t know how long it really was, but it was huge.  On the other hand, it also wasn’t terribly threatening to a nightlord.  It couldn’t suffocate me, even if it ate me.  It wasn’t fast enough to chase me if I chose not to fight it.  And, being a Thing, it would evaporate in the sunlight, so I wouldn’t have to face it while mortal.  Even the goo into which it dissolved would be gone with the morning light.
 
   I made a note to make a circuit of the outer lake edge and put a filter spell over the mouth of each canal before we left.  Better safe than sorry.
 
   Still, why would anyone send this Thing after me?  There was no real hope that it was going to kill me.  Annoy me, certainly.  Irritate me, even.  I might even be temporarily damaged.  If I’d had people with me, they might have been in trouble, but the Thing wasn’t fast or smart—I’m pretty sure I could have kept it busy while anyone else got some distance.
 
   But could someone have wasted so much effort in a foolish attempt to actually destroy me?  I suppose it was possible, but the odds were so terrible… it really wasn’t worth the huge expenditure of power it took to summon that Thing.
 
   Wait… I’m assuming it was meant for me.  Could it be intended for someone else?  Anyone who tried to reach Karvalen during the night, maybe?  Or intended to act as a nighttime guardian of the place?  No, it wasn’t here during my first night; it was more recent.  Could it be just for me, but a test to see how I would react?
 
   I looked around—remembering to look up, as well!—and scanned for the distortion of a scrying portal.
 
   Son of a bitch.  There must have been a dozen.  They were scattered about at roughly head-height, presumably watching me from multiple angles.
 
   Well, I asked nicely, last time.
 
   I gathered up magical power and blasted one of the scrying sensors.  Normally, they just absorb an impression of the location in a semi-psychic fashion, translating it down the lines of a spell to a termination point, where the caster of the spell receives it as a sort of vision in his meditative focus.  What I did was hit it with a lot of magical power, overloading the scrying spell.  Whoever was using it wouldn’t be harmed, but it would leave him with a headache like the hangover after a three-day bender.
 
   I blasted four of them before the rest caught on.  They winked out, just like that.
 
   Feeling annoyed and grumpy, I vaulted up on Bronze and we walked around the mountain.  I had filters to build, then a trip to the Eastrange.
 
    
 
   Naturally, I can’t even cut down trees without problems.  Annoyances just seem to be my lot.
 
   My sword can cut down trees; I very carefully slice wedges out of the trunks, near the ground, then just push them over.  It was a good opportunity to watch my sword’s enchantments in action.  It was fascinating, watching the atom-sharp edge glide through the wood, and the way the enchantment continuously re-sharpened the edge, keeping it intact.
 
   I was interrupted by a bear.  A tree crashed down and the bear growled at me.  It started lumbering in my direction.  I’ve never actually encountered a bear up close, so I can’t say it was unreasonably large.  I can say it was quite respectably large in every way.  Large bulk, large claws, large teeth, bad breath, all standing on its hind legs and looking as pissed off as if I’d just burned down its forest.  Smokey the Bear on PCP and outrage.
 
   I’m going to have to drag home a rug, I thought, as it opened that mouth and roared at me.  It wasn’t out to kill me, at least not maliciously; it was just an animal.  I didn’t want to kill it.  Bronze knew I didn’t want to kill it; she stayed where she was, but was ready to walk it to death under her tonnage if I needed her.
 
   Could I persuade it calm down, or simply go away?  It was worth an attempt, anyway.  I reached out with one tendril and touched it.  I used that as a magical channel for my translation spell and thought at it as I spoke.
 
   “I’m not here to bother you.  Ignore me and I’ll go away.”
 
   What I felt in reply was a sense that I was too close.  Not really to the bear, but to something important to the bear.  I had to die or be driven off.  I backed away, slowly, and that seemed to help.
 
   “Look, just calm down,” I told it, and started draining vitality from it.  It snarled and shook its head, lumbered forward a few more steps, reared up and roared again.  I stepped back some more and kept draining it.  It flopped down onto all fours again as though too tired to keep upright.  It took another step toward me, paused, grunted, eyed me suspiciously, and finally lay down.
 
   “It’s okay,” I assured it, softly.  I approached, cautiously, making sure it was too tired to care.  I kept one hand in front of its nose so it could smell me as I scratched it behind the ears; it couldn’t hurt to let it associate my smell with something pleasant.  A little work with a cleaning spell made the fur much more attractive as a rug, even though I didn’t really want a rug.  It also dealt with an awful number of fleas, ticks, and other vermin.  A quick look over the bleary-eyed, exhausted bear also found some internal parasites, some inconvenient scar tissue, and a variety of other, minor annoyances.  I fixed most of that.
 
   The reason for the bear’s belligerence came waddling over to its mother.  I gave the cub the same treatment and left the pair of them snoozing peaceably.  Maybe they would be a little more prone to simply avoid people, rather than be grouchy at them.  Probably not, but who knows?  I like to think I just did a good deed, rather than assuring some woodcutter will get eaten next week.  I turned back to my own woodcutting.
 
   There was a glowing thing sitting on a tree branch.  I paused as I was about to cut down the tree; it might be a tree-spirit of some sort, and I’m trying to run a green kingdom.  To my vampire eyes, it certainly looked like a spirit of some sort.  I wondered if it had any corporeal existence.
 
   “Good evening,” I offered.  It shifted and changed, adopting the shape of a dragonfly-winged humanoid about three inches tall.  It put me in mind of Tinkerbell, just without the details.  This was a smooth, undifferentiated figure that might have been carved from a block of light.  Well, spiritual essence.  I don’t think it was visible to mortal eyes.
 
   “Hello,” it replied.  The voice was incredibly high-pitched.  I doubted human ears could have detected it, aside from a strange feeling around the inner ear.  I decided it had to have at least some physical existence to generate sound.
 
   “Pardon me; is this your tree?”
 
   “No.  It’s its own.”
 
   “Ah.  Okay.  Do you mind if I cut it down?  I need the lumber for building things.”
 
   “It’s not my tree,” it—she, judging by the shape—elaborated.
 
   “Thank you.  I’ll have someone come out and plant more saplings when I’m done.”
 
   “All right.”  It regarded me for several seconds.  “Why are you nice?’
 
   That’s not a question I get asked every day.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I admitted.  I sheathed my sword and leaned on the tree, looking up at the little creature.  I wondered what she was.  A spirit of some sort, certainly, and interestingly constructed.  I’m pretty sure she was a natural phenomenon, not something made in a laboratory.
 
   “You’re one of those hungry darkness things,” she said.  “You’re being nice to living things when you don’t have to.  You even said hello without trying to eat me.”
 
   “I only kill things when I feel it’s necessary.”
 
   “But you were nice to the bears.”
 
   “Maybe they’ll be nice to someone else,” I countered.
 
   “You’re strange.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   We looked at each other for a few moments.
 
   “What do you do?” she asked.
 
   “Lots of things.  I’m a teacher, a physicist, a programmer, a hero, a wizard, a king, a vampire—or a nightlord, if you want to call it that—and a whole bunch of other things.  What do you do?”
 
   “I watch.”
 
   “Watch what?”
 
   “Everything I see.”
 
   “Hmm.  All right.  What are you?”
 
   “I’m a lahr.”
 
   I took a moment to think about the word.  It meant a spirit-entity, something like a pixie or a fairy creature, usually associated with a location.  A woodland sprite, perhaps?  That seemed to fit.
 
   “Pleased to meet you.”
 
   “Likewise.”
 
   “I’m going to cut down this tree, now, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Do you want to get out of it, first?  I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “I can fly.”  She demonstrated by zipping, bullet-fast, from the branch to my shoulder.  She stood on my shoulder and held on to the rim of my ear.  I barely felt it; she didn’t seem to weigh anything.
 
   “So I see.”  I carefully started cutting down trees and stripping branches.  Bronze kick-rolled things into the canal for me.
 
   “Why do you need the trees?” asked the lahr.
 
   “I’m building things out of wood.”
 
   “Oh.  Can I watch?”
 
   “Can you travel?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I pointed at the canal.
 
   “That runs to a mountain.  Another canal goes south—off to the right—to a town.  I’m usually in one or the other of those places.”
 
   “Okay.”  She bulleted up to a nearby branch.  “You don’t act like you were a man.”
 
   I paused to consider that.  I was pretty sure she meant man as in mankind.
 
   “I used to be.  I still am, in some ways.”
 
   “I like this better.  Men did bad things to the world when they got here.”
 
   “When they got here?” I echoed.  “Got where?  This forest?”
 
   “The world.  Maddarrah brought them from somewhere else.  Are you always nice to things that aren’t men?”
 
   “If they’re nice, I’m nice.  It’s a rule,” I told her, still thinking about the origin of mankind.  The thing—the lahr—was a spirit-entity.  She might be immortal, like elves.  For all I knew, she might have been present when whoever-it-was “brought them from somewhere else.”
 
   “If they’re not nice, are you not nice?” she asked.
 
   “Sometimes,” I admitted.  “I still try to be.  I’m not always very good at it.”
 
   “Okay.  Come with me.”  She bulleted away through the forest.
 
   I looked at Bronze.  Bronze looked at me.  She chimed her mane and flicked one ear, the equivalent of a shrug.  I sighed and started off in the same direction; Bronze trotted along with me, following.  I hadn’t made it thirty yards before the lahr bulleted back into view.  I revised my opinion on her corporeality; she should have made some sort of sound at those speeds.  Maybe a ballistic crack.
 
   “Can you go any faster?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, I can, but it’s hard to follow you when you just vanish like that.  I have to get ready.”
 
   “Oh.  Are you ready now?”
 
   I suppressed a growl.  With a moment of concentration, I prepared to follow her in my new hyperdrive mode.  I kicked the ground a few times, forming divots to act as starting-blocks.  I leaned forward into a runner’s stance.
 
   “Okay.  Now I’m ready.”
 
   She bulleted away and I did my best to follow.  For the record, I didn’t do too badly.  She was faster, but not grossly so.  It took her close to ten seconds to get out of sight around a shoulder of stone.
 
   As I tried to round the same shoulder of stone, I realized that she was much more maneuverable.  As a master of various subtle arts, I used the ancient form of Bug On Windshield to reduce my speed.  The rock took it about as well as I did.
 
   The lahr hovered over me as I sat up.
 
   “Tired already?”  She didn’t sound sarcastic, just concerned.  I decided that she might not be the brightest bulb in the chandelier.  “We’re almost there.”
 
   “What are we going to see?” I asked
 
   “You might want to be nice to someone,” she said, and zipped away again.  I climbed to my feet and followed more slowly, wondering if all this was just a waste of my time.  Forest spirits with limited intellect and short attention span are not the best guides.
 
   She came to rest on a fallen tree and pointed.  I came up behind the trunk and looked over it.  In the clearing ahead was a young girl, not even Tianna’s age, sitting on a blanket and looking both bored and excited.  It’s hard to do both, but it can be done.  I examined her as well as I could at a distance of sixty or seventy feet.  She seemed human, healthy, and unenchanted.  In short, a perfectly normal girl alone in the woods in the dark of the night.
 
   “What’s she doing?” I asked, almost whispered.
 
   “She’s the bait,” the lahr replied.  “That’s how men hunt the kirien.”
 
   Kirien?  Ah.  A mythological creature about the size of a pony, covered in scales like a dragon, with a lion-like tail, a somewhat leonine head, a mouth full of sharp teeth, and a single horn.  They consume morning dew, lifting it off the grass with their long, delicate tongues.  Since they love only purity and goodness, they refuse to have anything to do with the race of men or elves, except for virgin girls.  Hunting one requires live bait; it isn’t safe for the bait or for the hunter, since the things can be highly dangerous when provoked.  Legend said they were insanely fast and capable of going right through trees, nets, and walls without leaving a hole.  In some ways, it was similar to a unicorn, but both uglier and more hostile.
 
   “There’s a kirien in these forests?” I whispered.
 
   “Oh, yes.  Two, actually.”
 
   “And someone is being a moron?”
 
   “Someone is always being a moron,” the lahr said.  I couldn’t argue.
 
   “Okay, yes, true.  But someone is being a moron by risking his daughter as bait to hunt a kirien?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Are kirien smart enough to talk with?”
 
   “Well…” it said, considering.  “Talk to?  Yes.  Talk back?  Not really.”
 
   Grumbling, I got up and went into the clearing.  If I could have, I’d have told the kirien about this and asked them to just avoid it.  If they aren’t smart enough to avoid such an obvious trap, though, I’d just have to break the trap.  While it’s true that I try to let parents raise their kids—or risk their kids—in whatever way seems best to them, there are lines no one should cross.  Using one as bait for a magical creature that could kill her in a number of gory fashions was across that line.
 
   “Hello!” I called, waving.  “Sorry to disturb you, but could you tell me the way to Karvalen?”
 
   The crossbow bolt went right through me.  Completely.  That wasn’t a crossbow.  That was closer to an arbalest; a heavy-duty crossbow that required a winch to cock it.  Only this one was large enough to count as semi-portable.  One man could carry it, but its use involved setting it up somewhere it could be braced.  It shot a heavy metal quarrel or bolt.  The draw on it was about six feet and had a lot more force behind it.
 
   I made a mental note to include some in the watchtowers of every city.  That bolt penetrated completely through me and vanished downrange.
 
   Their big drawback  though, was how long they took to reload.
 
   Whistling cheerfully, I ignored the rapidly-closing hole and strolled over to the hunter’s blind.  I dragged the front of it down, opening it.  I hadn’t intended to be instantly confrontational—I just wanted to investigate the whole daughter-as-bait thing.  But being shot hurts, even if it doesn’t do me any harm.  It brings out the worst in me.
 
   “Hi there!” I said, smiling.  “I’m the guy you just shot, and I think you’re an irresponsible nitwit.”
 
   The hunter stopped cranking the thing and stood up, dislodging more of the blind.  He drew a pair of long knives.
 
   “You!  Get out of here!” he commanded.
 
   “Now, see, I’ve got a problem with that.  Actually, I have a problem with you using your daughter as bait in a trap for an extremely dangerous creature.  She might come to harm, and that’s not good parenting.”
 
   “She’s not my daughter,” he spat.  “I bought her just to be bait!”
 
   “Oh?  From who?  Buying and selling people is illegal in Karvalen.”
 
   “I bought her in Formia, last time I sold pelts—not that it’s your business!  Now go!”
 
   “No,” I said, thoughtfully.  “No, I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
 
   I grabbed him and carried him off into the darkness of the forest.  He cut me a few times, but so what?
 
   A little later, I lit his lantern and approached the girl.
 
   “You’re safe, now.  I’ll protect you.”
 
   “Where’s Vittor?”
 
   “The guy who bought you?” I asked.  She nodded.  “He’s not coming back.  Would you like me to take you back to Formia?”  She shook her head.  “Okay,” I tried, “where are your parents?”
 
   “Mommy died.  Daddy sold me.  He’s in Formia.”
 
   See, this is one of the things that really pisses me off about slavery being legal.  If people think it’s acceptable to do this sort of thing, they’ll accept doing this sort of thing.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Mirenne.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Seven.”
 
   “Would you like to have a mommy and daddy that won’t sell you?”
 
   “Are they nice?”
 
   “We’ll find some nice ones.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Bronze came over when I whistled.  I picked Mirenne up and put her on Bronze.  She seemed to like that.  Bronze is a lot better with kids than I am.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Monday, April 26th
 
    
 
   Finding Mirenne a family wasn’t really all that hard.  I took her to Amber and asked her who would be both willing and good adoptive parents.  She looked at me as though watching a candle burn underwater.  Still, she promised to take care of Mirenne until she could find a family for her.  I think it was a favor to me.  It might have been to get a favor from me.  It might also have been to get Mirenne away from me and somewhere safe.  I’m still not sure about Amber’s motive.
 
   Meanwhile, I’ve been training knights every morning, deliberately trying to get them to quit.  Like I told Beltar, anyone who will quit should quit.  That stubborn determination and dedication isn’t the only quality for a knight, but it’s probably the easiest to test for.
 
   I’m sort of at a loss for how to test for chivalric ideals, but I’m working on it.
 
   The obstacle course has grown; I’ve been remembering all the war movies with basic training scenes.  Rope nets, ziplines, wall climbs, balance beams, all that and more.  They hate it and think it’s fantastic, especially now that they’re starting to get good at it!  They’re beginning to feel like hard-bodied, muscled-up, well-trained badasses.  It does something for you when you look at the wall that made you feel like a complete fool and go over it with an almost contemptuous ease.  You know you’re better than you were before.
 
   Yeah, I think I’m running out of people who can be persuaded to quit.
 
   On the other hand, my various spells are making great progress.  Tort’s foot is growing in nicely, and my personal guard are rapidly becoming bigger and stronger.  They’re starting to look like men instead of teenagers.
 
   I’ve been keeping close watch on those three; I’m altering the way they grow, and I’m leery of it.  I don’t want to accidentally make them grow tumors, or weirdly-shaped bones, or to knock their body systems out of balance.  So far, so good.  If this keeps up, I may let Seldar start playing with these spells on whoever he thinks is worthy of the help.  He won’t be able to power them to the same intensity, of course, but we can set them up to run constantly at a low level, kind of like a long-term healing spell.
 
   Hmm.  I should check with him and make sure he isn’t doing that already.  He’s clever.
 
   We’ll see how that goes, and who he thinks is worthy.  Will he pick people who need help, people he’s friends with, or will he decide based only on his opinion of how good a person they are?  I’m curious to see.
 
   Parva—the lady from the slums—did show up the next day.  Since then, she’s recovered.  Sadly, she has no skills of which I am aware.  Tort has her on the payroll, so to speak, but there’s only so much laundry to do or dishes to clean.  I’ve assigned her to help the warriors three by doing some of the work a squire would, but it’s difficult for her; newborns take a lot of time and energy.
 
   On the other hand, the guys are helping her with the baby.  I suspect I was accidentally a good example when I changed a diaper and rocked the kid to sleep.  After that, they seemed to take it as a given that taking care of the infant was a good idea.
 
   Anyway, I’m still not sure why I found her, and that bothers me.  At least we can afford to support her.
 
   The mountain is doing a fine job of squeezing metal out.  It’s like a very slow version of squeezing toothpaste out of a tube; the vein of metal in the wall just oozes metal out until I slice off a strip.
 
   It’s also supplying a variety of metals, since I wasn’t specific about what I wanted; it’s being helpful, and I appreciate that.  There’s gold, of course, and silver, and copper.  There’s also iron, and Kavel tells me the samples I brought him are zinc and tin.  A small depression has mercury in it, and it keeps filling back up whenever I remove some.  I’m not sure what the other metals are, and I keep meaning to bring some for Kavel to examine.
 
   A terrible thought occurred to me, though, and I immediately checked for radiation.  No, the mountain is not oozing uranium or thorium.  I suspect they don’t exist; I can’t find any sort of background radiation in the stone.
 
   Yes, I know this world is flat.  It has an edge.  But that still weirds me out.  This world was not formed from accretion of debris from exploding stars.  I’m not even sure those lights in the night sky are stars, as I understand the term.  So, where do elements heavier than iron come from?  The merging of binary neutron stars?  Doubtful.  There’s a lot of gold; what produced it?  Cursed kings that turn things to gold by touch?  Where do we get lead?  Copper?  Zinc?  Iodine?  Anything lower on the periodic table than iron should require an astronomical process!
 
   There are so many things I think of as violations of normal laws, you’d think I’d be used to it.
 
   But I’m not.
 
   Less weird, however, is that I’ve discovered that Seldar has a young lady that he fancies.  Torvil and Kammen were ribbing him; Seldar hasn’t even mentioned it to her, it seems.  I’m kind of torn between talking to her father to make arrangements—very appropriate, in this culture, and at their age—or simply contriving to throw them together, somehow.  Or I could simply stay out of it.
 
   I do have a bit of an itch to intercede on his behalf, though.  I empathize with his predicament.  It’s not that he’s shy, as such; he just has no idea how to talk to a woman.
 
   Not that I’m an expert.
 
   I’ve also had opportunity to be a bit more social with my daughter and granddaughter; they come out in the mornings to see the trainees beat on each other and do other physical things.  They also help put them back together afterward, which is very kind of them.
 
   Tianna, despite being too young to be a full priestess—I understand that happens when she hits puberty—still has some sort of power.  She’s helping to heal bruises and sprains and such as “practice.”  That is, directing energy into healing the subject instead of setting him on fire.
 
   I’m not sure why she needs “practice” if there’s a goddess granting her a magical ability.  Do fire-witches have some sort of innate power, rather than a divinely-granted one?  One more thing I’d like to know from Sparky but will probably never ask.
 
   Meanwhile, I get the feeling that Amber isn’t really sure what to make of me.  Tianna, on the other hand, seems to have no problem whatsoever with her undead grandfather.  I think it’s because Bronze acknowledges her and is nice to her. Well, Bronze is much prettier than I am and will take Tianna for a ride when she asks.  I’m the one who had to make sure it was okay with Amber; Bronze and Tianna just assumed.
 
   I still haven’t made any headway on the story about Sparky and Tamara and Beryl.  It’s one of those things where I want answers, but I think I’m afraid of getting answers.  Nobody wants to tell me, and that tells me something right there.  I’m hoping that, with a little time, a little get-to-know-you, and maybe a little trust, I can persuade Amber to just tell me, rather than go have a heart-to-heart discussion with Sparky, herself.
 
   I’m trying really hard to be patient and understanding and not pushy.
 
   Really hard.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thursday, April 29th
 
    
 
   We’ve started alternating some of the knightly training.  We still start the day with a run, then the obstacle course, then some martial practice, but every other day we work on some wizardly training.
 
   There’s a very basic spell that Tort taught me called Glabrus’ Fist.  It’s a simple force transfer spell, that can communicate a punch over a distance.  Basically, you punch at your target and the target feels it, even if you’re nowhere near it.  Naturally, it falls off with distance; beyond about ten yards, it’s usually ineffective.  It’s a quick spell, though, and doesn’t take a lot of effort to cast.  Most of the effect is supplied by the actual, physical punch.  It’s often a precursor spell to learning a more sustained version, useful for grabbing books off a high shelf, pushing something away, or doing anything else with your hands at a distance.
 
   There’s also a very basic spell for parrying or blocking an incoming spell.  It takes a lot of practice to get quick enough to use it, but it’s handy for deflecting things like, well, wizardly punches.  I asked Thomen for help on that; he’s asked a couple of the town’s wizards to give pointers and help with practice. This has the added bonus of being motivating; it seems to encourage the martial types when they see how good the non-martial types are at something obviously useful in combat.
 
   Naturally, these are things we need to know.  So we practice.  Several of the guys are getting pretty good at blocking; all of them are pretty good at punching.  They do love their offensive abilities, I must say.  That’s why I have them pair off and pummel each other.  They will learn to block effectively, even if I have to pummel them, myself!  And, to be fair, I do.  I wander around and thump people at random, just like they were on a battlefield.  I’ve started having a few of the others do it, too.  They’re getting better, partly from the practice, partly from the professional wizard tutelage.
 
   I keep telling them to hit back.  They do, but not spontaneously; I have to tell them to.  Well, we’ll work on it.
 
   Thomen, on the other hand, seems more than a little… I don’t know.  He’s not upset with me, as such, but he does seem to be excessively formal.  I’m not sure why.  Because I’m the King?  Or because I’m a wizard?  I am a very powerful wizard, and probably could be the guildmaster; that might be it.  I should probably reassure him that I can’t go after his job.  I suspect it involves Tort, though.  Whenever he’s around her, I sometimes catch him looking at her wistfully or longingly—I’m not sure of the difference.
 
    
 
   Tort and I have a breakfast meeting every day.  She’s been my right hand for getting anything done.  I’ve noticed that she’s starting to look much less like a magician and more like a woman.  While she changes clothes to get any serious work done as a magician—an expensive dress and elaborate hairdo aren’t helpful for spellcasting—she’s making an effort to be pretty.  She’s succeeding admirably, too.
 
   This morning, she asked about Parva.
 
   “Is there anything in particular you wish done with Parva and her babe?”
 
   “I really have no idea.”  I explained how I had simply felt something draw me to them.  “I’m not sure what to do with them, aside from giving her something productive to do.  What are your thoughts on the matter?”
 
   “You found them in the heart of the beggars’ ghetto?”
 
   “I guess so.  Yes.”
 
   “Do you know why you found her, in particular?”
 
   “Not a clue.”
 
   “Hmm,” she pondered.
 
   “In a larger sense, I’d like to get everyone out of the beggars’ ghetto.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I know I’ll need people to help with farms around the mountain, and we can always use woodcutters, especially since we don’t have much in the way of trees in the immediate area.  Can we get farmers to come to Karvalen and foist off some beggars on them as assistants?  And other tradesmen, while we’re at it?  Not just at the mountain, but locally?  If we create enough demand in Karvalen, will the local tradesmen be willing to take in the unwashed poor as labor?”
 
   “I feel confident this can be done.”
 
   “Then you probably know more about it than I do,” I said.  Tort bit her lip, restraining a grin, and nodded.  “Smartie,” I added.  “You’re pretty busy; think we can get Thomen to help you out?” I asked.
 
   “I do not believe his duties will allow it,” she said, looking intently at her food.  “He is a very busy man.  His guild is very important.”
 
   “Fair enough.  But I really have no idea what Parva will be good for, aside from squire service for the guys.”
 
   “You decided to help her without having a use for her?” Tort asked, cocking her head to one side, curiously.
 
   “Well, yes.  Like I said, she might have hidden talents, but I have no idea what.  Do you think you could find out?”
 
   “I have already taken her in hand, my angel.”
 
   “Thank you.  Have I mentioned that I have no idea what I’d do without you?”
 
   “You have not.”
 
   “I have no idea what I’d do without you.”
 
   “I suspect you would be more confused and frustrated.”
 
   “There you go, being right again.  It’s a good thing I like that in my friends.”
 
   “Is that what I am?” she asked, head cocked to one side.
 
   “I certainly hope so.”
 
   “Then I am pleased,” she said.  She didn’t sound entirely pleased, but I was preoccupied; I had a family matter on my mind.
 
   I continued shoveling up breakfast.  Pilea had done a wonderful job of adjusting to my tastes; bacon, yes, but no sausage.  Smooth, bland foods, and nothing at all with any sort of spices.
 
   “By the way,” I said, thinking about Amber and Tamara.  “I plan to stop by the temple, today.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “The temple of the fire goddess—wait.”  I put down my fork.  “There’s more than one?”
 
   “Of course,” Tort said, startled.  “Did you not know?”
 
   “I thought Sparky wasn’t too keen on other gods in her town?” I asked.  Tort did a double-take, then threw her head back and laughed.
 
   “Sparky?” she repeated.  I smiled a little, myself.  I didn’t think it was that funny, but it apparently hit her funny bone awfully hard.  I wondered if there was a joke I was missing.
 
   When she finally settled down to chuckles, she wiped at her eyes and started taking deep breaths.
 
   “Sparky,” she repeated, again.
 
   “Well, it’s easier than repeating ‘the goddess of fire,’ or ‘the sun goddess,’ or ‘the mother of flame,’ or whatever else people call her.”  I didn’t say it defensively.  I didn’t.  Much.
 
   “Sparky.”
 
   “Look, let’s just move along, shall we?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “So, about these other temples?”
 
   “There are two others; as you say, the Mother of Flame does not like too many other gods in what She thinks of as Her domain.  While other religions flourish in old Rethven, only a few have tried to gain a foothold here; Amber has, ah, persuaded them to depart,” Tort said, smiling.  “Naturally, she cannot forbid the Silver Light—the Temple of the Grey Lady.  The only other religion in Karvalen started here, however, and can be found in the Shrine of Shadows.”
 
   I felt a cold sensation sweep through me.
 
   “Oh, really?” I asked.  “And to whom, exactly, is that particular temple dedicated?”
 
   Tort just smiled at me and raised her eyebrows.  I felt like the Titanic: a sudden sinking feeling to go along with the cold sensation.
 
   “Oh, no!” I told her.  She nodded.  “No, no, no, NO,” I continued.  “Nononono.” I waved my hands to fan away the very smell of the idea.  “No!”
 
   Tort nodded.
 
   “I won’t stand for it!” I declared, hotly.
 
   “Why make them stop now?” Tort asked.  “It has been going on for decades.”
 
   Finger up, ready to pontificate and protest, I nonetheless skidded to a verbal halt.
 
   Decades, she said.  That’s not a passing fad.  That’s not something they just started yesterday because I showed up again.  That’s an established fact with history and traditions behind it.  That’s not the start of a cult; that’s worshiping the gods of one’s fathers, possibly his father’s before him.
 
   For some reason, I recalled a line from “Horatius at the Bridge.”  And how can man die better/Than facing fearful odds/For the ashes of his fathers/And the temples of his gods.
 
   Shit.  Yes, that’s the word I want.  I think it sums things up perfectly.
 
   “You do realize I’m not a god, right?” I asked.  Tort laid a gentle hand on my forearm.
 
   “You are my angel,” she said, softly.  “You have always been my angel.  I have never hidden that fact from anyone, nor have I encouraged anyone to worship you.  If they offer their prayers or devotion, it is because they choose to, not because they are required to do so.”  Her mouth twisted for a moment.  “A claim not all gods may make.”
 
   “But I am not a god!” I repeated.  I thought it was an important point.
 
   “You are my angel and king.  You are venerated and revered,” she countered, a trifle more sharply.  “If you do not wish to do so, you need never set foot within your temple.  Pretend it does not exist, if you wish.  Should not those who find comfort in its confines be permitted their little quirk?  Or will you forbid them to pray for you, as well as to you?  Will you decree a religion for your kingdom—any religion, as long as it is not your own?  Or will they pray to whom they please?”
 
   I love Tort.  Sometimes I love her more than other times.  I wasn’t sure which way to count this.
 
   “But… but…” I didn’t know what to say.  Is this what it’s like to be a celebrity?  Is this the equivalent of occult fan mail?  People sending prayers at me instead of paper?  Directing thoughts toward me instead of email?  Would it continue, now that I was actually present and could be addressed directly?  Or would it get worse, as people took it as a sign that their prayers might get answered?
 
   I didn’t like this crap when Bob and his black-hearted undermountain cronies did it; I didn’t like it when the people of the plains did it.  Sure, the Lords of Night—vampires, nightlords, whatever—used to be regarded as godlike by people some thousand or more years ago, but when they were finally hunted down and destroyed, wouldn’t that tend to break the pattern?
 
   Or was that just a case of a more powerful god going to war with lesser gods?  Or am I missing something fundamental about the cultures of a magical world?  I know some tribal cultures toward the south, near the Mountains of the Sun, used to worship dragons as divine beings.  Do people in this world just naturally regard powerful magical beings as gods?  That can’t be right!
 
   Can it?
 
   Oh, damn.  Was that why I found what’s-her-name… Parva, that was it.  Did she pray?  And, far worse from my point of view, did I answer?
 
   Part of what annoys me is being bowed to and all that stuff.  I didn’t like it when regular people started doing it; I just endured it, because they expected to do it, and I hate to disappoint people.  As a king, I get to determine protocol, at least somewhat, and can minimize the required groveling.  It doesn’t change the fear and terror I have about being responsible for a kingdom, though.  I’m not qualified to be a king.  I never took that class.  I don’t have a political science degree, nor a law degree, not even an MBA!
 
   And they expect me to king based on legends of being all heroic.
 
   Now they expect me to do this, apparently.  I’m going to disappoint them.  I know I am.  Because, nightlord, vampire, marivel, arhela, angel, arhia, whatever they want to call me and wherever I fit in the species index of magical creatures, I am not a god.
 
   Even worse, perhaps, is that they’ll grovel.  I hate groveling.  Dragging people up from their knees is one thing; getting them off their faces and standing is a lot more work.  Slaves can resist their masters; worshippers generally don’t want to.
 
   This will not end well.  I feel it in my super-dense, reinforced bones.  I feel it in my useless, undead guts.  I know it.
 
   “I can’t live up to that,” I told Tort.
 
   “Then do not be a god,” Tort replied, serenely
 
   “Beg pardon?” I asked, confused.  She seemed very relaxed about the whole thing.  I wondered if she was connected to the shadow-shrine-thing in some way.  She said she never encouraged it, but that might just mean she never went out looking for converts.
 
   Is it bad that I suspected her of being a priestess?
 
   “Do not be a god,” she went on.  “Be who you are, what you are.  If they choose to be… well, devoted… then that is their choice.  Do what you always do: be kind, be helpful, be encouraging, be good.”  She paused, thoughtfully.  “Simply be my angel.”
 
   “I’m always your angel,” I assured her.  “It’s just that this worship thing makes me edgy and nervous.  Zirafel conquered H’zhad’Eyn, the lands of the god-king Falken; his followers believed blindly in their god-king, and it didn’t end well for him or his people.  He came to believe in his own divinity and it made his ego drive him to do stupid things!”
 
   I was so upset, I barely noticed the headache of remembering something I never learned.
 
   “Then ignore them,” she told me.  “Allow them to be a… a quirky little cult, and ignore them utterly.  As I said, do as you always do.  If people choose to believe, then they believe.  If they do not, they do not.  Answer prayers if it suits you, or ignore them.  Say nothing either way and let them do as they please.  What does it cost you to allow it—or, rather, to ignore it?  You were not made unhappy by it until you learned of it, after all.  Can you not pretend you know nothing of it still?”
 
   I rested my head in my hands for a minute.
 
   Was she right?  It wouldn’t bother my ego to prayed at; sometimes it could use a boost.  With my psychic sensitivity, could I ignore people praying?  I know I’m not something to pray to, but, as Parva proved, people desperate enough will try anything—even ask for help from the thing that’s going to eat them… if they’re lucky, I’ll do it when they’re old and dying.  I’m the gateway from life into death.  Like a God of Death, taking people from the world…
 
   Damn!
 
   No, this was too raw to think about.  I needed time to let this one cool down.
 
   “All right.  I’m going to ignore this, for now,” I said.  “I’ll revisit this later.  I’ve got to think about this, but I can’t, not right now.”  I brooded for a moment.  “I don’t like this.  I really don’t.  But I don’t see what I can do about it right now.  I’ll… need time to think.”
 
   “Of course, my angel.”
 
   Funny.  That doesn’t bother me.  I’m her angel, always have been, always will be, and that’s that.
 
    
 
   I spent the rest of the day helping Seldar with booster spells for some of the trainees.  Amber and Tianna were there in the late morning to help mend injuries.  We staged an assault on a section of Mochara’s wall.  The city guards defended it with buckets of mud, wooden weapons, and large clods of dirt.  The guards had a grand time; the knights-to-be, less so.  Still, it was good practice, and Kavel had produced quite a lot of practice armor, so the degree of injury was acceptable.  By that I mean there were lots of injuries, but most of them were minor.
 
   I kept them late; we did more wizardly training that afternoon, mainly focusing on the healing spells.  It was that kind of day, really; assaulting a wall is almost a sure ticket to injury.  Still, nothing was so badly out of joint that it wouldn’t be better by morning.  Amber and Tianna went back into Mochara—against Tianna’s protests—while everyone else reviewed wizardly methods of healing injuries.
 
   I sent Seldar off with instructions to go buy his lady friend dinner; I even gave him some silver.  He looked embarrassed, but saluted.  I don’t think he liked having his business known, but he was also pleased to be told to be about it.  That’s me, bringing joy and confusion wherever I go.
 
   I continued to be distracted by my religious dilemma.  Now that I was looking for it, there were a number of people who seemed… I don’t know.  Something about them said to me, somehow, that they weren’t just subjects or citizens, but something else.
 
   I didn’t like it, but I did my best to ignore it.  I still didn’t like it when I went back to Tort’s house for dinner, brooding, and thinking.  I didn’t even respond when Torvil and Kammen noted Seldar’s absence and speculated on where he might be.  It was the subject of some good-natured banter between them and Tort.  I sometimes forget that Tort is hard to shock or scandalize.  She looks about thirty; she’s really over ninety!
 
   She does seem young, though.  I should ask how she does that, just for safety purposes.
 
   After the sun went down, I decided that I would take a bit of a walk to think, check for anyone just aching to die—that is my job, after all—and visit the Temple of the Mother of Flame, a.k.a. Sparky’s house.
 
   Wandering through the rainy streets of Mochara is kind of like navigating a muddy maze of canyons.  No one understands the concept of “city planning” around here and “drainage” is a myth.  “Straight line,” is also a sadly underutilized idea.  People put up a shop or a house somewhere because they thought it was a good spot, not because it conformed to some idea of where the road should be.  When they got around to turning the footpaths and cartways into roads, they mainly dumped gravel on them, or pounded smooth-topped rocks into the ground.  Even the main streets tend to twist between the buildings; they’re just a lot wider.  This creates a twisty-turny mess they call a town.
 
   If I had ridden Bronze, I wouldn’t have got lost.  She knows her way around the place.  At least, she found Sparky’s temple on the first try, which is more than I could manage.  It started to rain shortly after I realized I was lost.  I conjured an umbrella spell and continued walking.  I wasn’t in a hurry to have an argument with a fiery, nonhuman entity.  
 
   Getting lost did not help my mood, but a long walk still wasn’t a bad idea.  I tried to shift to a positive outlook.  It didn’t work.
 
   On the other hand, since I was walking and trying to figure out where I was, I was paying more attention to my surroundings; I noticed someone following me.  A mugger?  An assassin?  Either way, it was a really bad night for him.  I was not in a good mood.
 
   What to do?  Confront, evade, or ignore?  I supposed the sensible thing to do would be to just ignore.  If they don’t know that I know, it could be advantageous.  If I evade, then they have to go to the trouble of finding me again.  Confronting, on the other hand, is usually more satisfying.
 
   While considering my options, something magical happened nearby.  It only lasted a few seconds, but it was powerful enough to be noticed.  I routinely felt the tiny flickers as people generated light spells, warmth or cooling spells, water-deflecting umbrella spells, all the minor things you might expect in a magical society.  But this was a major working, not something a part-time hobbyist could pull off—at least, not intentionally.  Nothing exploded, though, and no Things came crawling out of the spaces beyond the world.
 
   Why I assumed it had something to do with me, I don’t know.  Is it caution?  Or pessimism?  It’s not really paranoia.  There’s got to be a better word for it; there are people out there who really do want to kill me.  Tonight was a really bad night to try.
 
   Confrontation, then.  I went around a corner at the next cross-street and stood flat against the side of the building, waiting.  He came around the corner and I seized him by the throat of his shirt and his belt, lifted him over my head.
 
   “Hello there,” I said, cheerfully, smiling up at him with a mouthful of very sharp teeth.  I even conjured a small light, just to make sure he could see the teeth.  “You have no idea how glad I am to meet you.  What can I do for you on this fine evening?”
 
   He replied with a choking noise, so I switched to an ankle grip and continued to hold him, only now he was upside-down.
 
   “Better?” I asked, at my most solicitous.
 
   “Yes?” he squeaked.  He didn’t sound certain at all.  He was right to be uncertain.
 
   “So, what do you want with the King of Karvalen?” I asked.  Uncertainty turned panicky.
 
   “Nothing.  Nothing at all!  I’m just going home!”
 
   “And you just happened to take the last four turns I did?”
 
   “I’m not in a hurry?”
 
   “In the rain?  I’m dead.  I don’t mind being rained on.  You don’t even have a spell to keep the rain off, and you’re not dead… yet.  I don’t believe you.”
 
   Lightning flashed obligingly.  Thunder rumbled counterpoint.  Lovely!  Something went right!
 
   “I really just want to go home!” he wailed.  I believed him; I’m sure that really was his chief desire at that moment.
 
   The crossbow bolt entered my back above the line of my shoulderblades, just to the left of my spine, and the point stuck out just below my left collarbone.  Either a very good shot, or very lucky.  It stung, but they always do.  If I’d worn armor, it might have just deflected.
 
   I canceled my light spell on general principles and dropped my captive.
 
   “You,” I said, “wait right here.  Do not make me hunt you down.”
 
   “Yes, lord,” he groaned.
 
   I turned around and was shot three more times: Chest, chest, and neck.  Four crossbowmen, three just fired, and the first guy was still reloading.  A fifth man stood a pace or two behind them.  He didn’t seem armed, but he was much better-dressed.
 
   They looked scared.  Determined, but scared.  They should have looked terrified.
 
   Before doing anything rash—even at the best of times, I don’t like being shot, and putting holes in my clothes is guaranteed to make me grumpy—I had the presence of mind to check for supernatural protection.  The man in the back had a golden glow about him that cast no shadows; it was definitely something mortal eyes wouldn’t see.  It looked decidedly magical, rather than one of the clerical things I encountered when dealing with the Hand.
 
   The other four, however, were not protected nearly so well.  Their spells were dull things by comparison, but still enough to be a nuisance if I just tried to grab them with hands or tendrils.  Therefore, I did not reach for the people; instead, I lashed their protection spells directly, attacking them and shattering them.  Yes, it hurt.  It was kind of like punching through a car window to reach the driver.  But it works.
 
   Once their shields were broken, the darkness of my spirit uncoiled and struck, snapping through each of them like whips, ripping the vitality from them in instants.  They suffered a sudden attack of exhaustion, bordering on coma, but I deliberately restricted myself to their physical vitality and did not touch their souls.  I wanted them alive for later.
 
   I walked forward while they collapsed around me, stopped when I stood in front of the man with the golden glow.
 
   “Since no one else seems too eager to give me answers, I’ll ask you.  What do you want?”
 
   He licked his lips.  This was not part of his plan.  Good.  Although, it did cross my mind to wonder:  what sort of idiot would choose to face me at night?  It seemed either overly optimistic, ignorant, or a distraction.  While waiting for his answer, I glanced around quickly to see if any ninjas were about to jump down from rooftops, or some equivalent nastiness was about to happen.
 
   He raised both hands before him as though gesturing me to stop.  His sleeves slithered back from his wrists.  Jeweled bracers blazed to my arcane vision as they activated.  A horizontal line of light formed between his hands.  It split in two, up and down, and started pulse, around and around, forming a ring.  I could still see him through it, dimly, as though reflected in muddy water.
 
   I didn’t recognize the spell—
 
   —the spell was a circle gate, a bent-space teleportation method.  It folded space, punched a hole through, and allowed one to step across through the circle, much like one of the greater gate spells.  It required a considerable amount of power, but the bracers were designed to hold a magical charge specifically for the purpose of casting is quickly, rather than spending an hour investing the spell—
 
   —and realized I did recognize it.  He was trying to escape.  In less than a second, it would stabilize and he could step through.  In the meantime, anything I directed at him from this side of the portal would go through the wrong side of it and wind up nowhere—or outside of everywhere.  It was both a shield and an escape.  Clever.
 
   I ignored my sudden memory-headache and drew my sword in a maneuver the dama called kizimak, a combination of drawing and cutting in the same motion, a lot like the Japanese iaijutsu.  I didn’t aim for the portal; that would just ruin the blade.  Instead, I hit him about mid-forearm, slashing upward along the edge of the portal, taking off a long strip of arm and hand, including his little finger.
 
   It did terrible things to his concentration and his spell.
 
   He screamed and clutched at the spurting wound while his forming gateway exploded on a purely mystic level.  A ring-shaped shockwave blasted outward in a vertical circle as the disrupted spell released all its stored energy.  Nothing happened on the mundane level; the street wasn’t harmed.  Any spells in the path of the shockwave, though, would definitely come apart.  I hoped no one was doing anything delicate in the plane of the burst.
 
   I slugged him in the side of his head with the pommel of my sword.  He went down.  I felt a powerfully painful sensation as I struck; the side of my hand was smoking from the outer edges of his protective spell.  It was really quite a good one.  As a nightlord, I didn’t want to touch him, and, as a wizard, I wasn’t sure how much effort it would take to break it.  I turned to my first captive; he was sitting where I dropped him.  I pointed he blade at him while my hand stopped smoking and started healing.
 
   “You.”  He sat up straight.  “Tie off this man’s wound so he doesn’t bleed to death.” He moved quickly to obey.  I watched him do it, nodded when he was done.  The spreading red on the street wasn’t flowing with the water; it crept toward me and slithered up my boots.  Yes, I could feel the blood seeping into me.
 
   I’m not sure I’m going to get used to that.  I’d much rather just bite people.  This is more convenient, I grant you, but it’s creepy to watch and creepier to experience.  It’s like their blood wants to be consumed.  At least biting throats doesn’t weird me out.
 
   Hmm.  How quickly the new and strange becomes old and familiar.
 
   “Good,” I told him.  “Now, do you know where the Lady Tort resides?”
 
   “Yes, my lord.”
 
   “Go there and tell her I want her here.  Bear in mind that your life depends on it.”
 
   “Yes, my lord.”  He ran off down the street—not the way we came, but for all I knew, that was the quickest way back.
 
   I searched the other four.  Each had exactly five gold coins in cash; I didn’t recognize the design.  I paused for a moment, just in case I suddenly did recognize it, but no, it remained unfamiliar; it wasn’t something from the age of Zirafel, then.  They also each had a crossbow and four quarrels remaining.
 
   That reminded me.  I pulled the bolts out of me and examined them; the one in my back required me to pull it the rest of the way through.  Yes, they all bore telltale traces of spells.  Entering my defensive zone, however, had destroyed those; they were spells, not enchantments, and therefore comparatively fragile.
 
   The ones they hadn’t fired, however, appeared to still have spells on them.  I decided not to touch them for two reasons.  First, if I did so without opening my shield, the spells would go poof.  Second, if I opened my shield to examine them closely, they might go off on me; it depended on the trigger conditions.  Does it have to hit something with the point?  Does it have to be launched?  Does it have to touch flesh?  Does it go off whenever it encounters an undead?
 
   No, thanks.  I decided to let Tort examine them.  She’s a professional; I’m just a dangerous amateur.
 
   The man missing part of his hand moaned and his eyes fluttered.  I kicked him—it seems wrong to say “gently.”  Lightly?  How about “at less than full strength”?—in the head to quiet him again.  The boot was fine; my foot felt as though I’d kicked something red-hot.  Limping into a puddle didn’t help, but the boot protected my foot from the worst of it.  Apparently, if I didn’t actually touch him, it wasn’t as bad; it was at least partly a proximity thing.
 
   I waited, wondering who sent them.  This wasn’t professional; this was just a bunch of thugs for muscle with a magician running the show.  They had no real plan, no real tactics, just some firepower and the willingness to use it.  For most mortals, that would be enough, but they had to know what they were facing, didn’t they?  Only a fool would try this at night!  I couldn’t figure it out.  What could they possibly have hoped to accomplish?  That they would just get in a lucky shot?
 
   At night, in the rain, there was a shortage of passers-by; people weren’t out except by necessity.  One of these, an older man pulling a handcart, came down the street.  I’d seen several of that sort around town during the day.  This one had a lantern overhead, bobbing on a pole as he walked.  Raindrops diverted themselves to either side as they encountered his spell; he stayed dry.
 
   He paused when his lantern illuminated me and the bodies.
 
   “Good evening,” I offered.
 
   He stared at me for a moment before replying.
 
   “Good evening,” he allowed.  “’Cept for the rain.”
 
   “Good point.  Sorry, are we blocking the road?”
 
   “Ah… yes?”
 
   I dragged the unconscious, unprotected guys aside.
 
   “There you go.”
 
   He nodded wary thanks and started to go on by, then paused.
 
   “Are you the King?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   He made a knee in the wet street and got up again.
 
   “Pardon, Your Majesty.  Ain’t seen you but at a distance, and in armor.  You don’t look hardly as tall as I thought you might.”
 
   “Size matters not,” I assured him.  I held out my hand.  He looked at my hand, then at me.  I waggled my hand a bit to prompt him.  He took my hand and made to kiss it; I shook hands with him instead.
 
   “There you go.  Halar, King of Karvalen.  A pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “Nick.  I’m just a carter, Your Majesty.”
 
   “A carter?  What does a carter do?  I’ve never had cause to hire one.”
 
   “Well, I cart things,” he said.  I nodded and gestured for him to continue.  “Well… uh… people want things moved, so I puts them on my cart,” he lifted the handles and wiggled the cart back and forth a bit in demonstration, “and I takes them where they wants ’em.”
 
   “Seems obvious, now that you’ve explained it.  Only in town?”
 
   “Mostly.  Don’t go out of town unless it’s awful dry.  Wheels get stuck, see.”
 
   “Naturally.  Although, with wider wheels…” I shelved the thought; now was not the time to redesign another piece of medieval technology.  “Well, I’m sorry to have delayed you in the rain, Nick.”  He shrugged.
 
   “I got nowhere to be in a hurry, and I got to meet the King.”  He grinned.  “You ain’t nearly so fearsome as people make out,” he added.
 
   “I like to think so.  I can be much nicer than my publicity says,” I assured him.
 
   “Oh, you got lots of legends and songs what say you’re a right nice guy,” he said, carefully.  “Fearsome, but that ain’t no bad thing for a Hero and the King.”
 
   “Actually, I try not to be all that fearsome.  I like to think I blend in rather well.”
 
   “Can’t say as I’d argue, Majesty.”
 
   I heard approaching thunder, mixed with deep, brazen bells.
 
   “Ah, I hear my horse coming this way.  It was nice to meet you,” I said.  He picked up the handles of his cart, creaked and rattled away with it.
 
   Bronze, carrying Tort and my former captive, came to a clanging halt.  The crystal on Tort’s staff was glowing again, shining with about a hundred watts of crimson light.  She had her braid wrapped around her head and tied off in the back, somehow.  Given her expression of grim purpose, I suspected it was her way of getting ready for serious work.
 
   “What is this?” she asked.  She cuffed the guy off Bronze’s back with surprising force.  “Answer me!”
 
   The guy groaned and picked himself up slowly; it was a long way to the ground.
 
   “Never mind him,” I advised.  “Check out this guy.”
 
   Tort shifted onto her staff and floated down.  Her eyes widened as she examined the golden glow and the crossbow bolts.  Then her eyes narrowed in anger.  She hopped down to stand on one foot, gestured with her staff.  Too late, I saw the power run down the staff and leap; lightning crackled from the jewel in the staff and the smell of burnt meat was suddenly strong despite the misty rain.
 
   “Wait!” I shouted, too late.  Tort stopped the instant I spoke, which was good for the other four, but the guy with the glow was now the guy slightly on fire.  He sizzled and steamed in the wet.
 
   Tort turned to me, looking mortified.
 
   “My angel?” she asked.  “Should I not have done that?”
 
   “I really wanted to ask him some questions,” I admitted.  Tort winced.
 
   “I am so very sorry,” she apologized.  “I did not… I thought…”  She hung her head.  “I am sorry, my angel.”
 
   “It’ll be okay,” I told her.  “We still have the others.”
 
   “As you say.  Will you permit me to discover everything they know?  Or do you wish to do it personally?” she asked.  “I would be most pleased to do so for you, my angel, in part apology for my hastiness in slaying your would-be assassin.”
 
   “I do want them questioned, yes,” I affirmed.  “Do I have a professional inquisitor?  Is that a thing around here?”
 
   “I will do double duty until one can be appointed,” Tort assured me.  I believed her.  Judging by her instant hatred and violent reaction, there might be a vicious streak in her.  Possibly a rather wide streak.
 
   I was naturally curious about what they knew.  On the other hand, if the choice was to watch Tort flay someone alive or have an awkward visit with my daughter and her goddess, I choose the visit.  I really don’t like torture.  Call it a quirk; I’ll kill someone so fast they won’t know they’re dead until five minutes after they get to Hell.  I don’t like to kill someone slowly, and I won’t kill someone who doesn’t—in my opinion—deserve it.  Or ask for it.
 
   Of course, there’s a difference between doing something disgustingly awful to a person and making someone believe I’ll do it.  Make a threat both terrible and believable and you may not have to follow through.  I don’t have a problem with lying to some unlucky captive if it means I don’t have to do nasty things to him.
 
   “Okay.  Find out all you can.  But this one,” I pulled my first prisoner to his feet, “is to be treated as a guest, unless he tries to escape.”
 
   “What happens if I try to escape?” he asked.  I looked at him for a long moment.  Opening his mouth at that particular time showed very poor judgment, in my opinion.  His previous job was another example.  This did not leave me with a positive impression of his brains.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Jaret.”
 
   “Jaret, I can see your soul.  You remind me of weasels and rats and you’ll sell me out if you think you can get away with it.  So be nice, tell the truth, and then you’ll be on your way with all your fingers, toes, and other body parts.”  I pulled him close and whispered in his ear, “Lie to her, or to me, and you will find that an amazing amount of your body can be eaten by insects without actually killing you.  Do we have an understanding?” His face changed color in the crimson light, going a ghastly shade of pale.
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty,” he whispered, then repeated it more loudly.
 
   “Good.  Wait here.”
 
   I hurried down the street and found Nick, who had almost made it home for the night.  A fresh umbrella spell and a gold coin are more than enough to haul four unconscious people and a charred corpse across town.  He’d have done it for just the coin, I’m sure, but the rain was picking up and he looked a little weary.
 
   While Nick and Jaret loaded up the cart, Tort worked over the holes in my outfit, repairing the damage.  Then she flew alongside the cart while Jaret helped Nick haul the sleepers.  I took Bronze and continued to the Temple of Flame.
 
   At least now I wouldn’t get lost.
 
    
 
   I knocked on the door again.  I reflected that I kept visiting in the dead of night.  Why show up at midnight?  Because I’m afraid of being roasted while Sparky is at the height of her power?  Or just because everything else needs to be done during the day, and I haven’t made time in my schedule for a visit?  To be fair, Amber and Tianna visit me almost every day out on the training grounds, but that’s not as personal and social as I’d like.
 
   Amber answered the door, looked at me for a moment, then opened it wider and stepped aside.  I took it as a cue to come in.  I did so and used a quick spell to dry myself off.  No need to drip everywhere.
 
   “Good evening,” she offered.  “What can I do for you?”
 
   “I thought I’d drop by to say hello.  I was also hoping to have a conversation with Sp—with the Mother of Flame.”  Amber seemed surprised.
 
   “I’m sorry?  You want to talk with Her?”
 
   “That’s right.  If it’s not too much trouble, that is.”
 
   “May I ask why?”
 
   “Well, everyone who knows has been giving me the runaround on what happened to my son.  Apparently, the Mother of Flame was involved in some way.  It’s been bothering me that nobody will tell me, so I’m going straight to the source.”
 
   “Perhaps now would not be the best time,” Amber said, not looking at me.
 
   “Why not?  Is it because it’s nighttime?”
 
   “Well…”
 
   “Mommmmmm!” echoed in to us.
 
   “Excuse me,” Amber said, and hurried farther into the building.  I waited and pretended to be patient.  Unfortunately for her, I have supernatural hearing at night.  I have to ignore background noises most people never hear.  Conversations all along the block.  Heartbeats in the same building.  Breathing out on the street.  Clouds scraping together.  That sort of thing.
 
   “Is that Grandpa?  I heard his horse outside.”
 
   “Yes.  But you are supposed to be in bed.”
 
   “But I want to see!”
 
   “No.  Maybe tomorrow.  He’ll be out there with his knights again, I’m sure.”
 
   “But he never comes to visit us!”
 
   “Bed.  Ready for.  Get.”
 
   “But Mommmmmmm!”
 
   “No!  Get upstairs!  Now!”
 
   I’m not sure how feet on steps can sound disconsolate, but they did.
 
   Amber came back into the entry room.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she said.  “Won’t you please come in and sit?”
 
   “No, but thanks.  I’d rather just have a word with the Mother of Flame and be on my way.”
 
   Her expression went through a number of changes.  I could almost read her mind.  I was being unfailingly polite and extremely understanding.  I did deserve to know what happened to her brother, my son.  She really didn’t want to be the one to tell me.  Still, this wasn’t going to just go away.
 
   “All right,” she said.  “All the supplicants are gone and things are quiet; that’s good, since I’m sure you want to have a private talk.  Am I right?”
 
   “Oh, I guess that depends on what she has to say.”
 
   “Indeed.  Well… now?”
 
   “That’s why I’m here.”
 
   She closed her eyes and concentrated.  Her hair caught fire, then became fire.  It lengthened, like a waterfall of flames, all the way to the floor.  Her skin took on a yellow glow, like sunlight, and she opened her eyes.  They were eyes, but they were eyes of white fire, with blue flames dancing with the iris should be.
 
   “You wished to speak with Me,” said a voice I recognized.  It was Amber’s voice, but the timbre, inflections, accent… it was someone—someThing—speaking with her mouth.  This did nothing to diminish my belligerent feeling.
 
   “Yes.  I’ll cut straight to the chase.  I had a son and a daughter by Tamara.  I’m very pleased that Amber is alive and well, but I want to know what became of my son.”
 
   “He served Me well.”
 
   “A religious career is no bad thing,” I allowed, keeping my voice level.  “I understand he’s dead.  When did it happen?  How did it happen?  Where?”
 
   “He died on your mountain, shortly after his birth.”
 
   I waited, staring into the eyes of flame.  I repressed the feeling that Sparky was trying to annoy me.  I doubted she would bother.  On the other hand, she was being annoying.
 
   “Go on,” I said, finally.
 
   “That is all,” she said.  I took a deep breath, let it out.  It wasn’t a biological requirement; just an emotional one.  I was still not in the best of moods, and I was trying to keep a lid on my temper.  But the lid was leaking.
 
   “If you insist,” I said, “I will go straight to the mountain and command the stones to speak.  Or you can just tell me.  But you are evading the question.  You’re trying to not tell me something.  What is it that you don’t want me to know?  Or do you just want me to work for it and find out somewhere else?”
 
   “You are insolent.”
 
   “Audacious, maybe,” I admitted, snappishly.  “I haven’t been disrespectful, just not too terribly respectful; I found out what you did to Zirafel.  Likewise, you haven’t been too terribly helpful, cooperative, or reasonable, so my attitude isn’t the only factor, here.”
 
   “I disagree.”
 
   “And I’m not getting sidetracked,” I said, refocusing on the whole point of the conversation.  “My son, remember?  When, where, how, and why?  Give me details.”  Then I added, “Please.”
 
   “I will not be questioned.”
 
   “You already have been.  You refuse to answer.  Why is that?  Or should I just assume whatever I want?”  I think I managed to sound curious, rather than demanding.  I may be wrong.
 
   “That will be enough from you!”
 
   “And not enough from you,” I noted.  My mouth continued, before I could stop it, “Are you afraid to tell me?”
 
   Amber—well, her body—gestured.  A wall of flame like an incendiary shockwave blasted toward me and I raised my arms in a reflexive defensive gesture.  The rudimentary magical shield I raised may have done some good, but I couldn’t tell for sure.  The blast flash-fried my forearms and hurled me back against the door.  The impact didn’t bother me, although it bothered the door; my forearms stung like hell as the skin flaked away into ash.  Ruined the sleeves, too.
 
   Odd.  The door was on fire, but all that happened to me involved a little cooking of the forearms.  I looked down at myself.  Not a scorch mark to be seen anywhere else.
 
   Why am I not dead?  Or, rather, why am I not a bunch of ashes drifting slowly to the floor?
 
   “Ow,” I said, lowering my arms.  My forearms itched as the skin regenerated.
 
   Amber’s face looked amazed.  Flaming eyes wide, mouth open, hand still hovering where it had completed the gesture.  The Thing operating her was as much taken aback as I was.
 
   “That,” I said, “was uncalled-for.”
 
   She did it again, harder, and held it as a continuous stream instead of a single blast.  I sensed it coming and braced for it again.  The first one hurt.  The second one burned my arms down to the bone; it was agony.  But it was still just my forearms.  The majority of the rocket exhaust splashed in front of me, opened up like some incandescent flower, roared around me.  It burned completely through the door in seconds, but I stood there, leaning into the fire’s roar, and screamed right back into the flames until they subsided.
 
   I lost my temper a little bit.
 
   Well… maybe more than just a little.
 
   Okay, maybe I lost my temper the way you sometimes lose your keys: an hour of solid searching doesn’t turn them up.  I don’t think I was unjustified.
 
   I stood there in the doorway while my arm bones shed their ashen outer layer; muscle, skin, and tendons itched abominably as they grew new layers.  I can’t grind my teeth; they lock together, these days.  I can clench my jaw with the best, however, and I know my eyes narrowed.  I’m not sure what my expression was, but the look on Amber’s face was one of slack-jawed, wide-eyed horror.
 
   With my tendrils, dark lines of power drawn from whatever force that moves me, I reached out; they erupted forward, a volcano of darkness, a flood of emptiness, shooting back along the same path the flames had, like fires in reverse.  I speared, not Amber, but through her, past her, beyond her, along the conduit the led to the Thing that manipulated her body like a puppet.
 
   This was no thin line of magical force drawn by some magician a thousand miles away.  This was a pipeline, a direct connection to something not on this plane of existence.  A doorway.  A gateway.  A hole in the universe leading to somewhere else.  In the greater Scheme of Things, it was a small hole, just large enough for a spiritual hand and arm, perhaps, to manipulate a puppet.  To me, in my scale, it was a tunnel for a six-lane highway.
 
   Metaphorically, I grabbed that arm and pulled.  Then I reached farther back, clawing along it with wave after wave of black, hungry lines of power, like a thousand jellyfish strands, all writhing farther and farther, stabbing and stinging, drinking and draining, shredding their way along, clamping on, spearing in, and clawing their way up toward the shoulder, toward the torso, toward the heart and the throat.
 
   I don’t see much of a difference between the Things that live beyond the Edge of the World and the Things that claim to be the gods of this world.  About the only difference is that the ones claiming to be gods taste better.
 
   This Thing was bright and shining, a star from the firmament drawn close, and I drank from it.  I attacked it.  I seized it and yanked, pulling it hard to keep it from getting away, sinking spiritual fangs into it to drink everything from it that I could tolerate.  Tendrils seethed with power, sizzled with it, but a million burning, screaming throats still swallowed the life-stuff of a so-called goddess.
 
   Sparky screamed and it was good.  My soul rejoiced with a terrible satisfaction to know that I made her scream in pain.  Better, scream in pain and fear.  She was surprised, startled, amazed, shocked… and, best of all, hurt.  This filled me with a terrible elation, a joy like blood and fire.  I twisted and yanked on the metaphorical arm even as my tendrils stabbed and writhed up over the shoulder, reaching deeper, reaching for what passed for her heart and soul.
 
   We wrestled on a spiritual level, Sparky and I.  She writhed and pulled, trying to free herself, her arm now trapped in the spiritual hole she had created.  I held on like a bulldog and sucked away the essence of her being, kept her trapped while she bled soul-stuff.
 
   It reminded me of dragon-soul, fiery, hot, intense, but more singular, refined—it lacked the subtle variations and differences—or the subtleties were a bit too subtle for me to taste.  This was something elemental and raw, not like a living thing as I understood it.  This was not a mortal being, however long-lived.  It was not flesh and blood, but an accumulation of living energy, primal, naked, never to be contained by anything so crass as mere matter.
 
   My tendrils bit into it, ate it, swallowed it down.  It coursed through me and I welcomed it, made it part of my strength, and used that strength to take even more.
 
   We struggled forever—perhaps whole seconds.  She couldn’t pull away, and I wouldn’t let go.  So she did what she had to do to escape; she dragged her metaphysical/spiritual/metaphorical arm through the net of blades that was the writhing cloud of my hungry tendrils.  This ripped her arm to tatters, sliced it to the bone, spilled the power of her essence, like blood, over and through the dark lines of my spirit, spattered raw power everywhere, splashed it all through the flesh-puppet that was my daughter.
 
   But she drew her bloodied, mangled limb back from this plane of existence.  She slammed shut the portal the instant she was free, as though afraid I would pursue her, and I might have.
 
   Darkness.  Silence.
 
   My body was the wrong size; it shrank in the wash.  My soul was gigantic, Titan-like.
 
   I was afraid to move.  If I did, sparks would fly off me and shatter walls.  Or maybe I would move too much.  I felt like a puppet on rubber strings, not really in control.  It was as though I was driving my body instead of wearing it, if that makes any sense.  I felt I could step outside my flesh very easily; if I moved, I would have to remember to bring it along.
 
   If I left my body, could I get inside it again?  It seemed too tight a fit.
 
   I opened my eyes, though I didn’t remember closing them.  Amber was half-collapsed on the floor, holding herself up with her arms, gasping for breath, eyes wide and human again.  Her eyes were no longer blue, but a yellowish—perhaps amber-colored?—hue.  I felt sad about that; she had her father’s eyes, and I would miss them.
 
   She stared at me as though I was still on fire.  She seemed to be on fire herself; her whole body glowed with an unearthly light, as though she had inhaled a small star.  Her hair glowed, as well, but no longer had the firefall effect going.  I might have been glowing, myself, and just not noticed.
 
   With all the caution I could muster, I sat up—how did I wind up on the floor?  Gravity must have mugged me while I was distracted—and leaned against the immaterial ghost of the stone wall.  I managed not to shatter it.  I’m sure it wasn’t really in danger, but I felt as though it was.  Someone could have hit me in the neck with an axe and I wouldn’t have regarded it as dangerous.  I was so high that I would have had to stoop to examine stars.
 
   “Well,” I whispered, trying not to deafen Mochara.  I didn’t know what to add to that.
 
   “Well,” Amber agreed, breathlessly.  I realized, then, that I wasn’t really seeing her physical body; I was seeing her spirit.  She glowed with an unearthly light, bright as a morning sun.
 
   Of course, I realized.  Sparky’s arm was in bloody tatters while it was inside the human puppet.  That spiritual blood soaked into the puppet… Maybe she does still have blue eyes…
 
   “Mom?” Tianna asked.  She peered around the edge of the door.  Of course, she felt the forces playing out here.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, “just a little disagreement between the Mother of Flame and your grandfather.  Amber is okay.”  I looked at Amber.  “You are okay, right?”
 
   “I… yes,” she said, sitting up.  Tianna hurried over to her and hugged her.  Amber patted her back, leaving trails of cometary light with every movement.  I wasn’t sure if mortal eyes would see that or not.
 
    “See?  All fine,” I said.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go finish our argument outside.  She can manifest in the statue, I take it?”
 
   “She never has,” Amber said.
 
   “Damn.  How am I going to get answers out of her?”
 
   “What… what did you do?”
 
   “I sank mystical teeth into her, but she escaped.”  I climbed to my feet, carefully, so as not to leap through the ceiling by accident.  “This isn’t over.  I plan to make her tell me what happened to my son.”
 
   Tianna looked back and forth between us during the conversation.
 
   “What son?” she asked.
 
   “Hush,” Amber said.
 
   “That would be my uncle,” Tianna pointed out.
 
   “Later,” Amber said.  It echoed.  Amber put a hand over her own mouth, startled at her own voice.  Tianna’s eyes widened and she held her tongue.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I told Amber.  “This should have been between me and her; you got caught in the middle.  I won’t ask you to do that again.”
 
   “I won’t,” she assured me, extremely quietly.  “You two don’t get along.”
 
   “I said I was sorry.”
 
   “And so am I.  I don’t want to… I don’t think She should have done that,” she finished.  I felt my eyebrows—possibly regenerated eyebrows; that last rocket blast might have removed the originals—go up.
 
   “I agree.  Do you know why she’s being such a bi—” I checked myself; Tianna was in the room.  “Do you know why she doesn’t want me to know?”
 
   “You’re already angry.  It will only make you more angry.”
 
   “So you do know.”  I held up a hand at her expression, being careful not to rip a hole in space when I moved.  “It’s all right.  You don’t have to tell me.  You have your duty to her, and she doesn’t want you to say, I’m sure.  I said I’d find out, and I will, but I won’t ask you to give away the secret.”
 
   Amber cocked her head at me, obviously surprised.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I’m your father,” I told her.  “You shouldn’t have to suffer because your stepmother and I are having a bit of a domestic disagreement.”
 
   I stepped outside, carefully.  Every movement seemed to require immense concentration and control.  Bronze was standing right there, waiting.
 
   “Halar!”
 
   “Yes, Amber?”
 
   “I’m…” she began.  She stepped up to me and put her hand on my arm; I made a conscious effort not to accidentally ground out through her touch.  She took a breath, then looked me in the eyes.
 
   “I am sorry.”
 
   “So am I.  I’ll still try to stop by tomorrow, if you don’t come visit.  Okay?” I asked.  She swallowed, nodded, dropped her hand, and hung her head.
 
   “…okay.”
 
   I nodded to her, nodded to Tianna, and lightly sprang into the air to land astride Bronze.
 
   That made things so much easier.  All I had to do was hang on without crushing her.
 
   Bronze walked very carefully through the rain.  I barely noticed.  I was concentrating on adapting to what I’d just eaten.  I suspect the raindrops weren’t reaching me, anyway.
 
   Dragons were bad.  The last and only time I tried to eat one, it nearly killed me.  Now I’ve taken a bite out of a goddess and I’m having issues with it.  How do dragons compare to godlike entities?  I ate the whole dragon, or tried to; I only got a bite—a big bite—of whatever Sparky is.  Is it the same sort of thing?  Do I digest it differently?  Does that matter?  Did the practice of a dragon’s soul help get me ready for this?  Or did the Ascension Sphere?  How can I rate things when I don’t have anything external to compare them to?  Nowadays, am I capable of swallowing a dragon whole?  This was a huge meal for me, but was it indigestible?  Or do I just need some time to process it?
 
   I need numbers.  I can’t quantify things without numbers.  I have no yardstick, no way to measure anything.  All I know is how it feels, and that doesn’t tell me anything concrete.  I need some objective form of measurement to get my head around this sort of thing.
 
   Then again, sometimes the only thing I need to know is that I feel terrible.  A four-degree fever doesn’t feel much different from a five-degree fever.  I’m still miserable.
 
   What was I doing?  Oh, right.  Changing shirts.  The one I was wearing was now short-sleeved and rather scorched.
 
   Wasn’t there something else?
 
   Tort pointed me to a chair.  Her mouth moved, probably that talking thing.  I sat down in the chair.
 
   I resolved not to throw up.  Then again, could I throw up if I had to?  How do you regurgitate energy?  That could be awful.  Worse than the normal awful.  What if I throw up and it’s like a small sun?  Can I toss nuclear cookies?
 
   I resolved not to throw up.  Did I already resolve that?  And why is the word “resolve” like that?  It looks like you’re trying to solve something twice: re-solve.  How does that relate to promising yourself something?  Does it relate to confirmation?  Re-solve is to confirm results; promising yourself something is confirming that you’ll do it.  Maybe that’s it.
 
   Wow.  I feel awful.
 
   I slept.
 
    
 
   Light.  Lots of light.  Brightness like the inside of a sun.
 
   I adjusted, adapted.  The brightness seemed to dim, to resolve itself into shapes and forms.
 
   I lay in a round pool of sparkling water.  It was warm and comfortable, even refreshing.  Small, face-like fountain stood at the edges of the pool, water trickling gently from the mouths: a man’s face, faces of a galgar, an orku, and an elf.  There was also a distorted face I didn’t immediately recognize; it took a moment for memory to retrieve it.  It was a face belonging to that race of fish-men I’d met when the clergy in Baret sank the boat I was on.  Water trickled from all these faces at various rates, but mostly from the fishy fellows.
 
   I tasted the water; it was clean and fresh and… hmm.  Refreshing?  Tasty?  Well, it was good, that much I know.  I realized how thirsty I was and drank my fill.
 
   I stepped up onto the white paving, out of the water.  I didn’t drip; the water refused to cling to me, remaining instead in the pool.
 
   Odd.  But I’m getting used to odd.  Someday, a rabbit in a waistcoat is going to run past me, glancing at a pocketwatch and bemoaning how late it is.  I’m just going to point it toward the hole in the hedge without batting an eye.
 
   To my left and right, arranged in a great circle around a pillared structure, were other pools of varying sizes.  Mine was on the low end of mid-sized; I wondered what that signified.  Each had a fountain in it, refilling the water in its pool.  Most of them had simple, plain fountains with one or two faces.  Outside this circle of pools was…
 
   …was…
 
   Okay, so, that wasn’t working.  It wasn’t that there wasn’t anything out there, it just wasn’t anything I managed to comprehend.  It was as though the light from before had coalesced into shape and form in this little space, but hadn’t bothered with everything else.  It wasn’t nothing; I’ve seen nothing.  It was something, but it didn’t have any handles for my mind to grab on to.
 
   Yep.  That was odd.  But look at how well I deal with the odd, strange, and even the incomprehensible without going any more insane than I already am!
 
   Which led me to a question I didn’t like.  If this is what I saw around me, was it really here?  Or was it just the interpretation my brain put on it?  How much of this is real (let’s not get bogged down with defining “reality,” thank you) and how much is a metaphorical construct of my psyche?
 
   Or am I simply dreaming?  Somehow, I suspected that might be too convenient.
 
   I turned my attention to the apparently-comprehensible: the pillared building.  It reminded me of the Parthenon, but gleamingly polished and done in Late Ostentatious, possibly in Pre-Bling Vulgar.  Bas-relief sculpture spiraled up each pillar, either in solid gold or covered in gold leaf.  Mosaics in glittering gemstone or glass covered the floor.  Frescoes of heroic people and heraldic beasts adorned the walls.
 
   I walked, naked as a peeled egg (possibly slightly scrambled), into the building.  There was really nowhere else to go.
 
   Ever had that dream where you’re the only naked person in a crowd?
 
   The interior of the building was brightly illuminated and filled with people—I use the word loosely—of all descriptions.  And I do mean “all descriptions.”  Some were animal-headed humans; others were combinations of animals; others were human, but with odd changes—no nose, three eyes, one eye, no ears, horns, and so on.  They all wore different garments as seemed to suit their particular, peculiar tastes.  Armor was in abundance, along with togas, wraps of mist, long tunics or gowns, crawling vines, et cetera.  It was a big-budget sci-fi movie full of aliens disguised as a cocktail party.
 
   Nobody paid any attention to me.  Well, almost.  I got a few glances, possibly a disdainful sniff or two, and then ignored.  I felt like that one relative you have to invite, but you don’t have to like.
 
   For a while, I just stood there and tried to figure out the purpose of the gathering.  For the life of me, it looked like a cocktail party.  Cliques of… okay, I’m going to continue using the word “people” for now… people were chatting, snacking, drinking, and occasionally mingling.  It was possible to read the crowd a bit by noting the glares and occasional nods and smiles between cliques.  Not everyone here was friendly to each other, perhaps not even mostly, or even generally.  They merely acknowledged each other, possibly like ambassadors meeting at high-level peace talks to discuss the current war.
 
   What was I doing here?
 
   “One side,” said a voice, from behind me.  It was a cross between a merman and a shark, carrying an obsidian-headed spear.  It spoke quite clearly, though.  It balanced on its powerful tail and I wondered how silly it would look if it tried to walk.
 
   “Excuse me?” I replied.
 
   “You’re blocking the door,” it added.  It looked at me keenly for a moment.  “I know you.”
 
   I stepped out of the way.
 
   “I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve met,” I told it.
 
   “I think we have,” it replied, “but not here.  Well done.”  It glided forward, moving in a way that reminded me of a dolphin balancing on its tail out of the water.  It looked quite graceful, rather than silly.  It also looked impossible, but so what?  It wasn’t even time for breakfast; I could handle at least five more impossibilities.
 
   I just stayed out of the way and watched for a while.
 
   Besides the people, there were a nine displays that reminded me of large dioramas under glass.  They were difficult to see through the shifting crowd, but the glimpses I got told me they were very detailed and complicated.
 
   I edged my way over to the nearest.  Surrounding it were a number of odd-looking chessboards.  I say chessboards; they had squares and pieces, but each of the squares seemed to have depth.  No, that’s not quite right.  It was more than just depth, it was… I don’t know what it was.  The pieces, too, seemed much more detailed than the eye could follow.  I wouldn’t be surprised to learn they moved on their own when I wasn’t watching.
 
   That particular diorama was easily recognizable as a model of an Aristotelian Earth.  Concentric crystal spheres floated inside, each rotating at its own speed.  In the center, a spherical planet sat still, shadowed on one side, illuminated on the other by a glowing ball on one of the rotating crystal sphere shells.  It was a wonderful model and I wondered how it was reproduced so perfectly.
 
   The model hurricane was slowly turning.  Perspective shifted.  I wasn’t looking at a model.  I was on the outside, looking in at a world.
 
   Was anyone on it looking back at me?  On that strip of early night, with those little lights in cities and towns, were any of them looking up at the night sky and wondering if they saw a face?  Or were they hiding in their homes, hoping not to be noticed?
 
   I slipped away from that diorama to look at another, hopefully a less philosophically-disturbing one.
 
   No such luck.  This, too, was surrounded by game boards with pieces on them.  Inside, a great, flat world rested on the back of five elephants, and those stood on the back of a giant turtle.  The turtle turned its head slightly and blinked at me.  The elephant facing me raised its trunk.  This did nothing to make me feel any less disturbed.
 
   All right, I admit it; there are weirdnesses that can still weird me out.  I thought I’d gotten past that.  I was wrong.  There.  I said it.
 
   A heavy hand fell on my shoulder.
 
   “You!” boomed from behind me.
 
   I turned around; I didn’t have much choice.  The gentleman who accosted me was as tall as I was and about a foot broader.  His thick, dark-red beard crackled with electricity.  His free hand held a double-bladed axe.  I decided instantly that I didn’t want to get into any sort of fight with him.  Unfortunately, his tone and manner suggested my options were limited.
 
   “Yes?” I replied.  “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of making—”
 
   He swung his fist and I saw a lot more light.  For a moment, everything was a scintillating cloud of geometric patterns, glowing and glittering, and then I was skidding on the polished mosaics and glad the tiles were smooth rather than sharp-edged.  Everyone else drifted away or closer, depending, to form a wide ring of spectators.
 
   “You creature!” he shouted, and came after me.  He wasn’t swinging his axe, but it trailed electric sparks like a comet’s tail; I didn’t like it a bit.  I rolled to my feet, away from him, and kept moving back.  I tried to stay out of range and the crowd seemed inclined to do the same.
 
   “I don’t know what I’ve done to offend you,” I told him.  I checked to see if my nose was broken; it wasn’t even bleeding, which I took to be a good sign.  “I don’t even know you!”
 
   At this point, two figures came out of the crowd and gave me an enormous sense of déjà vu.  One was a tall, muscular man with antlers growing from his head; the other was the shark-like fellow I’d encountered at the door.  Now I recognized him as Ssthich, and the other was the Hunter.  Two of the gods.  Which made the rest of these people…
 
   When I say “gods,” I don’t mean omnipotent beings.  These Things, whatever they are, do not meet my standards as “gods.”  Maybe I’m wrong; maybe they are what passes for gods, kind of like ancient aliens might have been mistaken for gods by primitive humans back in the dawn of the race.  To me, a god would not need humans; as far as I can see, these beings do.  They’re like parasites—well, symbiotes, in the case of the more helpful sorts—on the sapient races.  So when I say “gods,” I’m referring to the things that claim to be gods.
 
   My adversary turned to face them, but didn’t turn his back on me.  He stepped to the side so he could see all three of us.  His comment to the other two was rude, if not outright offensive.  Ssthich seemed annoyed; the Hunter ignored the comment and replied.
 
   “You can’t do this here,” the Hunter said, patiently.  “You know the rules.”
 
   “Don’t you lecture me on the law!”
 
   “Then start paying attention to it,” Ssthich said.  “He’s here.  He is as protected as you are.”  Ssthich grinned and took his spear into both hands.  His smile was much more frightening than mine.  “Unless your attack on our fellow was a sign that you choose to surrender that protection?”
 
   Others of the gods stepped up, apparently backing up the Hunter and Ssthich.  One was manlike in form, but had a right hand made of shining steel and a left eye that matched.  Another was a dark-cloaked, hooded figure with gaunt, almost skeletal hands.  A third was a beautiful, brown-skinned woman wreathed in green and gold.
 
   My adversary’s heavy eyebrows descended like thunderclouds and he grumbled.
 
   “He assaulted one of us first!” he declared.  “This lower creature wounded the Mother of Flame!”
 
   The Hunter glanced at Ssthich.  Ssthich shrugged.  The Hunter looked troubled.  A slim, female finger tapped him on the shoulder and he stepped aside.  A lady in a long gown moved up.
 
   “It seems I am needed once again,” she observed.  Several of the gods threw up their hands in disgust and turned away.  “Where is the Mother of Flame?” she asked.
 
   “She’s not here,” muttered the big guy.  He seemed to be calmer and maybe a little resentful.  The crowd continued to break up, losing interest as the odds of a fight continued to diminish.
 
   “I am sure we all would like to see these wounds,” said the lady.  “Father Sky, will you please ask her to attend us?”
 
   His mouth worked behind his beard and I swear I heard his teeth grind.  His gaze swept over the gods standing against him and the ones that continued to watch us.  These spectators didn’t seem the types to be interested in a fight.  They seemed more… hmm.  Hungry?  No, that’s not it.  Anticipating?  Eager?  No, I’m not sure what the word is.  They looked, to me, as though they were waiting for Father Sky to make a mistake.  “Predatory” might be the right word.
 
   “Yes,” he agreed, tersely.  He stalked away and spectators parted for him.  It was a good stalk; it took him right out of the building.
 
   The lady came up to me and took my arm.  She was maybe an inch shorter than I and was dressed in a long, shimmering gown of off-white color.  Her belt was gold with inset pearls.  Her hair was long and dark, elaborately braided and wound around her head.  Her eyebrows were oddly angled, sharply upswept as they approached her temples, and her ears reminded me of elf-ears, just not quite so long.
 
   Most of the others drifted away, the excitement over.  The Hunter and Ssthich looked at me, then at the lady.
 
   “I imagine,” the Hunter said, “that Ssthich would like to talk to him, too.  I know I do.”  Ssthich nodded, great, shark-like head still grinning.  I wondered if he ever stopped grinning.  All those teeth…
 
   “I understand,” she said, “but he may not survive here for long.”
 
   The two of them frowned—Ssthich still showing teeth, I noticed—and the Hunter agreed.
 
   “All right.  If he continues, we’ll talk to him later.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   The two of them moved off to mingle.  Everyone acted as though this was perfectly normal, or at least no longer interesting enough to be worthy of attention.  I think the only thing that bothered me especially was being steered, arm in arm with a pretty lady, while naked as a newborn.  I opened my mouth to say something, but she shushed me.
 
   “Yes, that can be arranged.  I am Reason, and we have met before.  Yes, I am, although, perhaps, not anymore; that remains to be seen.”
 
   I did not ask my questions.  They were, in order, Can I get something to wear?, followed by Who are you?, with a final, You’re the goddess I dreamed about, the one I got handed off to?
 
   “Could you at least let me ask my questions, first?” I asked.
 
   She smiled at me and waited.
 
   “Ah,” I said.  “Irony.  Thanks.”
 
   “You are welcome,” she replied, and took my arm, apparently completely at ease.  We walked together.
 
   “If you’re Reason, are you really a goddess, or are you an anthropomorphic personification?”
 
   “Is there a difference?” she asked.
 
   “Maybe.  That’s why I asked.”
 
   “Do you believe that everything can be explained?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “How do you know that?” she asked.  “Could not there be inexplicable things that obey no rules?”
 
   “I—” I began, then stopped.  How do I know everything can be explained?  How can I know that everything can be understood?  Well, it seems axiomatic.  If it exists, it can be examined, and the rules for it determined.  It seems right and necessary that if it exists, it can be known.  How do I know that?
 
   If I treat science and logic like a religion, I would have to say that I believe I can come up with the answers.  Why?  Because it works, at least up to now.  On the other hand, there was probably a point in any religion where someone examined the entrails, made the sacrifice, prayed the prayer, and it seemed to work for them, too.
 
   Ah.  I have faith in the scientific method and the power of Reason.
 
   “I can’t prove a negative,” I admitted.  “I haven’t come across anything unknowable.”
 
   “Yes, it is a paradox, isn’t it?”  She smiled, apparently amused.  “At least, an apparent paradox, and I’m told it is very amusing.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s funny,” I admitted, as she continued to walk with me, steering me outside.
 
   “That is because you do not understand why it is not really a paradox.  Devotion is where the gods get their power.  If there were no such faith in Reason, then people would not work so hard to puzzle out the mysteries that occur all around them.  That faith gives me the power to inspire them, rather than appear as a goddess and give them answers.  They have to discover the answers for themselves, and the answers change as they know more about the fundamentals of their world.  So, technically, yes, I am an anthropomorphic personification, but one ascended to godhood by the power of mortals’ belief.”
 
   “Then why did you keep changing form in my dream?” I asked.
 
   “At one point, your people knew the world was flat.  Then they knew it was surrounded by crystal spheres.  Then they knew that the speed of light made interstellar travel impractical.  Then they knew they were the only life in the universe.  Then they knew—”
 
   “Okay, I get it, I get it,” I agreed.  “As we learn more, our understanding changes.”
 
   “You are quick,” she said, sounding pleased.
 
   “Only on alternate Thursdays.  So, about the clothes?”
 
   “In there,” she said, as we arrived at my pool.  I looked at her questioningly and she simply smiled at me without saying anything.  Well, I asked to ask my questions, didn’t I?
 
   “‘Ah’, again,” I said.  “Right.  How does this get me dressed?”
 
   “How do you see this?” she asked, indicating the pool.
 
   “How do I see it?”
 
   “You are not equipped to comprehend this plane as it truly is.”  She paused for a moment, obviously thinking.  “At least, I don’t think you are; you can only be in one place at a time.  Since you cannot see it objectively, I must understand your subjective perception.  Describe it, please.”
 
   So I did.
 
   “Interesting.  Well, within your reference frame, think of the water as your… reservoir… of power.”
 
   “You’re not as funny as you think you are.”
 
   “Probably not; humor is not my forte,” Reason admitted.  “So, the water is power. Step into your power and think of yourself suitably dressed.”
 
   So I did.  And I was.  I was wearing my old suit of armor, the one I stood vigil over and then wore on the trip north with Raeth and Bouger.  There was even a shield on my back and a sash around my waist.  Why, I even had Firebrand at my hip!
 
   I drew it instantly and recognized it as a replica.  It burst into flame as I drew it, but there was no life in the metal.  It was just a long, sharp piece of steel.  It was a very good replica, exact in every detail, but it wasn’t the real thing.
 
   Disappointed, I put it away.  I paused for another drink from the fountain and heard Reason gasp.  I looked up at her, curious, and she shook her head in a gesture of No, no—never mind me.  I finished my drink and stepped out of the water again.  My feet were again dry, I noticed.
 
   “Okay, so this pool is a representation of power.  Apparently, my power.  But I still don’t understand.”
 
   “Truly?  How can you not?”
 
   “I’m sure it’ll come to me,” I said.  “I have the gift of Reason.”  She cocked her head and squinted at me.
 
   “You aren’t as funny as you think you are,” she told me.
 
   “I’m hilarious,” I countered.  “It’s just that my sense of humor isn’t reasonable.”  She actually winced at that.
 
   “Do you want me to smite you?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Then please stop the unutterably awful puns.”
 
   “If I can say them, they aren’t un—” I began, but stopped myself, lest she smite me.  “Okay, maybe they’re not unutterable, but I accept that they are unreasonable.  I’ll try.  I can’t promise better than that.”
 
   “Try hard,” she advised.  “But, really, why should I just tell you?  Is it not the way of the gods to make you work for your answers?”
 
   “Rather annoyingly so,” I agreed.  “On the other hand, at my current address they have a habit of directly addressing their followers.  Even better, I’m actually here and able to ask you directly.  Surely that counts for something?  That’s—pardon me—Reasonable.  Isn’t it?”
 
   “That’s quite a good point,” she agreed.  “Very well, the gift of Reason, because you have worshiped me, in your fashion, in your worlds.  You are, for the moment, a god.”
 
   We looked at each other for about ten seconds.
 
   “You’re going to have to go through it with me, I’m afraid,” I told her.  “I’m not going to accept a preposterous conclusion without seeing the proof.”
 
   “I know.  Would it help to know that you are god-like, temporarily, rather than an actual god?”
 
   “Yeah, probably, but not all that much.  What happened?”
 
   “Do you want a reassuring answer, or a true one?” she asked, Reasonably.  “I can give you either one.  I am quite good with both rationalization and with truth.”
 
   “You raise good questions,” I told her.
 
   “You could say it’s what I do,” she admitted.
 
   “Let’s try the truth.  You can comfort me after I panic.”
 
   “It started with Ssthich’s people.  They revere you as their God of Fire—a niche I certainly wouldn’t have thought possible, given that they live underwater, but you seem to have managed it.”  I started to ask a question, but she held up a hand.  “Please, let me get through the explanation before you start asking questions.  Your time here may be rather limited.”
 
   I started to ask why it was limited, but realized the dilemma that would cause.  I shut up and looked attentive.
 
   “Worship and devotion alone will not make you a god,” she continued, “but their unrealized efforts on your behalf laid quite a lot of groundwork.  There are numerous cults under the mountains, as well, and they add more power to that worship.  Add in the fact that the humans in your cities already regarded you as a Hero and King, which bordered on worship to begin with, along with their cults…”  She shook her head.
 
   “Other gods have started with less,” she observed.  “All this built up quite a lot of devotional energy that you simply did not know was there.  Nor could you have used it even if you knew of it; you were, fundamentally, still mortal, at least insofar as the difference between gods and men are concerned.  Your quasi-dead state is merely a form of physical immortality, not promotion to the ranks of the true immortals.
 
   “Still, their belief—for lack of quick way to accurately describe it—moved power from lower energy-state realities to this, a high energy-state reality, in such a way as to be designated specifically for you.  The water is tuned to your personality and will harm anyone else who dares to touch it.
 
   “Then you spent decades in that Sphere of Ascension—a stupid thing to do, considering that it nearly killed you every day.  You flirted with destruction every evening and survived only because you recuperated completely every night.  This trained your… hmm.”  She paused, looking thoughtful.
 
   “Technically, I suppose we must still call it a ‘soul,’ at least for now,” she decided.  I didn’t like that a bit.  If I don’t have a soul—or, if I had a soul and something that passed for a goddess was unsure what it had become while I wasn’t watching—then what was it?
 
   “This trained your soul,” she continued, “to greater and greater strength while your cults spread, both on land and under it, as well as through the seas.
 
   “Even so, all of this did nothing you could notice.  The energy mortal belief pumps up to this high energy-state plane of existence would have remained unavailable to you indefinitely because you had no access to it, no way to reach it.  But you, in your arrogance and stupidity, attacked the Mother of Flame and ate a portion of her.”
 
   Reason paused, frowning.
 
   “You continue to defy me, even as you revere me.  How many times should you have been destroyed?  I stopped keeping track.  Consuming even a tiny portion of that goddess should have caused you to burn to ashes like a scrap of dry leaf in a furnace.  Any other of your kind would have withered to dust merely by coming under her gaze.  Yet, you survived not only her touch, but actually consuming a portion of her, somehow.  Worse, you metabolized it.  You digested it.”  She continued to frown.  It didn’t look as though it was her usual expression.
 
   “I did have a sort-of infusion a long time ago,” I pointed out.  “There was an incident with an area of high energy, as well as a lot of association with Tamara, a priestess to Sparky.”
 
   “Yes, that could have helped to build up your—Sparky?”
 
   “I call her that.”
 
   Reason pressed her lips together in a tight line and her expression was of a person trying very hard not to laugh.  It looked odd on her face, as though she didn’t laugh all that much.  She turned away and got a grip on herself before turning back.
 
   “Yes.  Of course.  That sort of incident may have… ah… acted as a sort of immunization, perhaps.  More important to you, I suspect that when the Mother of Flame opened a channel through her servant on that plane, some portion of that power devoted to you must have flowed to you through the opening.  I have cautioned others on this matter before.  An unrestricted portal between realms is a dangerous thing.
 
   “Still, since you were first a God of Fire to the sea-people, that may be what kept you from being destroyed instantly by her power.  That delay probably allowed a faint whiff of your own power to enable you to metabolize what you took from her.
 
   “Now that you have done so, you possess a godlike capability; you can sense the power given by those who are devoted to you—I should imagine it will be very similar to your existing abilities.  A wizard or magician can sense magical energies; a nightlord can sense the various types of living energy; a god can detect and use the power provided by devotees.  While the first two are relatively simple things, capable of minor tricks in worlds where the magical potential is high, that last one is capable of rewriting pieces of… well, ‘reality,’ at least as you currently understand it.”  She gestured toward the pool again.
 
   “The fountain is the power flowing from your followers, whether they are formal members of your religion or not.  That is the embodiment of their belief.  That pool is the reserve of power they have provided over the years.  The other pools you see are the powers of the other gods.  While you are here, you can use that power for almost any purpose.  You can also reach your power from other worlds, having some portion of it now within you with which to reach this plane.”
 
   She smiled.
 
   “Now you may ask questions.”
 
   “Right,” I said.  “Do I have to be a god?”
 
   “Have to be?  No.  Perhaps more important, you are not a god.  You are merely god-like, as I said, and even that is temporary.”
 
   “Hmm.  What am I doing here?”
 
   “This is the realm of the gods.  You came here when your soul grew too powerful to be contained in its physical vessel.  Now that you exist as… as an energy form, your perceptions are now in alignment with this energy-state, so you perceive and act here.”
 
   “Hold it.  My body is still back there?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “Can I go back?”
 
   “Certainly,” she agreed.  “An avatar can be created, but it is immensely draining.  Reaching into a lower-energy plane does that.  Normally, one simply operates through oracles or priests.  Divine manifestations within one of the lesser worlds are remarkably wasteful.”
 
   “No, I don’t mean that,” I countered.  “I want to go back to re-occupy my regular flesh.”
 
   “It cannot hold you.  At least, not as you are.”
 
   “We’ll see about that,” I assured her.  “Moving on… you mentioned something about being god-like ‘for the moment.’  There have been other references to a time limit.  Could you elaborate on that?”
 
   “It is unlikely that you can sustain yourself in this form.  You are a physical being transplanted from a low-order universe of matter to a higher-order universe of energy—yes, you think you know something about matter and energy and how they relate.  You do, when you are in lower-order planes.  The rules vary somewhat between those planes, but most are broadly similar.
 
   “In this, an energy plane, matter cannot exist.  You are a relatively simplistic energy-form, at the moment, currently mimicking extraordinarily complex processes that cannot operate on a lower-energy plane.”  She paused for a moment, thinking.
 
   “Since you are stuck with metaphors, here… I mean no offense, you understand; the comparison I am about to make is merely illustrative.”
 
   “I understand.  Go for it.”
 
   “Very well.  You are the monkey that has been taken from the jungle.  You wear clothes like a person, use a knife and fork like a person, even sip delicately at the champagne like a person—but you do not understand anything about why these things need to be done, the timing, the combinations, the social conventions, anything.  Outside the metaphor, most of this is taking place below your conscious level; your ability to think in metaphors is the only thing that is keeping your energy-pattern from disintegrating under the incomprehensible.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, slowly.  “I don’t understand, but I think you’re telling me that I can’t understand—or, at least, that I don’t have time to learn before living on this plane turns me into scattered sparks.  Or, time to learn before the ‘monkey’ dies from eating too much human food.”
 
   “That is wrong in many ways, but good enough.”
 
   “That sounds Reasonable, but possibly only because I definitely do not want to stay.  So, what do I do to get back to my corporeal form?”
 
   “Since it cannot hold you, you must release a sizable portion of the accumulated power, as well as expend—from your perspective—everything that you currently hold within you.  Drain the pool and then bleed to death.  That should reduce you to such a low energy level that a matter-based plane can sustain you.  It isn’t certain; it is merely logical.”
 
   “Why isn’t it certain?”
 
   “It has never happened before.  No other material being has ever been a nascent God of Fire and tried to suck the life out of a Goddess of Fire.  There have been other beings that have attempted to reach godhood, even reached this plane of existence.  Very few of them have managed to adapt to life as a being of energy, and each of them adapted slowly, rather than catapulting directly here via transfusion.”  Her lips quirked in amusement.  “Your presence is a rare occasion.”
 
   “Well, I don’t plan to repeat it!” I told her with some force.  “Okay, maybe I can go home, or won’t have a choice.  While I’m here, though, what happened inside?  What’s his name?  Father Sky?  Why was he trying to flatten my face?”
 
   “You attacked the Mother of Flame,” Reason told me.  “Having wounded her, he doubtless feels affronted on her behalf.  It may also be a slight case of jealousy; she has boasted of your service in the past.”
 
   “I thought she was attached to the Father of Darkness?”
 
   “She boasted of your service, not of your relationship,” Reason clarified.  “Even so, she has had… well, quite a few consorts.  She was once only a fire goddess, but has since worked diligently to add the sun, fertility, and healing to her portfolio.  She is quite good at both the fire and the sun, fairly skilled with fertility, and has some work yet to do in cementing her abilities with healing.
 
   “I think,” Reason continued, “her main avenue into healing has something to do with sick people noticing that staying warm by the fire helps them feel better.”  Reason smiled.  “She does still tend to burn things even when she is trying to help them.”
 
   “I’ve noticed that in her priestesses.  They have to practice to keep from torching things.”
 
   “They would not need to be skilled if the Mother of Flame was a better life goddess,” Reason assured me, possibly with a faint sniff.  “The energies she lends all have the mark of fire upon them.”
 
   “That explains a lot.”
 
   “I can give you Reasons for that.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said.  “You get to make awful puns, but I don’t?”
 
   “I am the goddess.”
 
   “Typical.  Okay, you mentioned something about me having been a worshipper, and maybe not being one, and so on?”
 
   “Gods cannot worship other gods.  It does nothing.  It is similar to pulling up on your shoelaces in order to rise into the air.  While you are here, you cannot take the energies of a matter-plane and direct them to my energy-plane.”
 
   “Got it.  So, if I’m a god—however temporarily—I’m not one of your worshippers, even though I think Reason is darn important.”
 
   She dimpled in a smile.  Reason has dimples?  That’s like saying Logic has pretty eyes.  Which, come to think of it…
 
   “There is more to it, but that is the fundamental point, yes,” she agreed.
 
   “And when Father Sky, with his lightning-axe—that, I presume, splits the sky—tries to disembowel me later…?”
 
   “He has gone to request the Mother of Flame’s presence.  If she chooses to attend, the gods will listen to you both and vote on what to do.”
 
   “How much trouble am I in?”
 
   “Since you intend to depart shortly, I should not think you need worry about it.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “You were a lower being when you attacked the Mother of Flame.  She cannot complain about that; it would make her look weak.  However, now that you have come here and shown yourself to be one of us, you are protected by the covenant:  No god may attack another.  Any who does will be destroyed by all the others.”
 
   “Will that do me any good when I go back down?”
 
   “Possibly.  I will try to make them see Reason.”
 
   “I have utter faith in your persuasive abilities.”
 
   “That will help.”
 
   “Then I’ll try to get back.”  I took her hand, kissed it.  “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”
 
   She smiled and kissed my forehead.
 
   “Everything happens for a Reason,” she said.  I rolled my eyes and she chuckled.
 
   I walked into my pool and stood there for a moment, watching Reason head into the temple.
 
   Okay, problem: I existed as an energy-state being.  My net energy content was too high to be contained in a matter-based container, such as my usual body.  Possible solutions?  First, reduce the energy content of my present form.  Second, increase the energy capacity of my physical body.
 
   Great.  A simple set of solutions.
 
   Now, how do I do that?
 
   Well, when in doubt, take a swing at it and see what happens.  I sure as hell wasn’t staying here until someone decided to throw me out of heaven.  I heard what happened to the last guy.
 
   I looked into the surface of the pool and used it like a scrying mirror.  Yep, there I was, lying on an altar in my shrine in Mochara.  It was full of people—men, women, even children—all praying.  I could feel it.
 
   Right.  So.  Since I don’t know what I want to do, I’m going to have to rely on metaphors and visualization again.  That’s going to be power-intensive, but that’s a good thing in this case.  The more I know about what I want to do, the less power it takes, because I can apply it more precisely.  In extreme cases of confusion, it’s even possible to Wish Really Hard and back it with tons of power to get your wish… and this might be such a case.  At least it should help with disposing of accumulated energy.
 
   Time to find out.
 
   Focus on my body.  It’s empty.  Of course, it’s night and I’m dead.  It doesn’t need to be doing anything tedious, such as breathing, so I don’t know if it’s still in any condition for me to wear it again.
 
   Let’s try it on for size.
 
   I extended a toe into the vision in the water and tried to slide it into my body.  It worked, so I kept going.  I got into it in much the same way I might get into a tight-fitting shoe, then I stuck; I had the equivalent of half of one of my feet crammed into what should have been a full set of clothes.  My body was, indeed, much too small to hold me.
 
   All right.  Good to know.  That’s my starting point.
 
   I waved a hand in a circle, starting the water in my pool to spinning.  It spun faster and faster, forming a whirlpool; through that opening, I viewed my flesh.  I pushed the power down into the flesh, changing it.  The flesh itself was still flesh, but, from a spiritual perspective, I wanted that skinsuit altered, tailored.
 
   From the outside, it should still look the same.  On the inside, though, I wanted more room.  If I’m currently a self-propagating energy-state being, as I expect, my fleshy nervous system needs to be able to contain a self-propagating energy-state being.  So it needs to be, using an electrical model metaphor, capable of handling much greater voltage and amperage—it needs to be the equivalent of a spiritual superconductor.
 
   That assumes, of course, that my fleshy nervous system has anything to do with it.  Crap, damn, and bugger!
 
   Okay, well, it’s still a good metaphor.  So is the tailoring metaphor.  If there are other channels in my flesh—some sort of magical or spiritual conduits—those need to be the equivalent of superconductors and could doubtless stand some improvement along those lines.  I might not know what they are, where they are, or even what they’re usually for, but I don’t need to know what kind of stitching is in a seam when I pull on a set of pants.  I can feel these sorts of things as I try on my skinsuit and instantly know they need a bit more room in the crotch.
 
   The water that was power swirled about me, funneled downward, and did as I commanded.
 
   Now, while that lets the skinsuit out in various places, I thought, I could stand to go on a diet, like trying to fit into skinny jeans, just, in this case, fitting into a tight skinsuit.  Hopefully an elastic skinsuit.
 
   I exerted myself, thinking of the power I had absorbed by lying in the pool, drinking from the fountain, and, for all I knew, even existing on this plane.  Let’s use some of that power.  Keep the patterns that make me unique, but diminish in size.  Lower the energy content.  Go from an industrial blast furnace to a single candle in the darkness.  Shrink it all down, just enough to fit…
 
   The pool was empty, save for the small, steady trickles from the fountain.  It would take a long time to fill up again at that rate, but that wasn’t a concern.  If I could get out of this plane, lower my vibration rate to match the matter-based plane, I shouldn’t have to deal with any of this stuff again.
 
   There was enough water dribbling in for my purpose:  to see my body.  It didn’t look any different, but I wasn’t looking at it from a god’s perspective.  I was looking at it like a man.  I don’t know how to look at things like a god.  All I see are metaphors, hallucinations, and anthropomorphic personifications.
 
   I think I want to stick with seeing things on more material planes of existence.  Flesh, blood, life, souls, magic, vital energy—you know, mundane stuff.
 
   I stepped down into my body again, slipping it on.  It was much roomier, now.  Or was I much smaller?  Probably a bit of both.  I worked my way down into it, slid my soul back into my flesh, stretched it up over my head, and pulled it closed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Interlude
 
    
 
   The Prince tugged his shawl tighter and relaxed back in his chair.
 
   “Well, that was hardly unexpected.”
 
   The wizards gathered around him nodded, heads bobbling up and down.  The one in charge of the illusion signaled the one with the mirror and they both dismissed their spells.  The images in the viewing room dissipated.
 
   “Get Rakal.  I want to talk to him.”
 
   Moments later, the mirror rippled and revealed Tyrecan’s workroom.  Tyrecan looked up.  He activated his own mirror and looked into it.  His expression flickered between surprise and fear, settled on respectful.
 
   “Yes, my lord?”
 
   “Fetch Rakal.”  This was done.  “Rakal.  Good.  Do you still have Keria tied down?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” he replied, cautiously.  “She is not physically restrained—”
 
   “Skip it; it’s a metaphor.  She’s still under control, right?”
 
   “Yes, lord.”
 
   “Good.  Give orders through her.  The armies of the Eastrange are a potential liability; send them to attack his mountain.”
 
   “Lord… is it wise to continue to antagonize him?” Rakal asked.  “I deal with the demons from beyond the world every day and, while I respect their power, I do not fear them.  Him, I fear, for I know of no power to control him.”
 
   “I will control him,” the Prince snapped, then coughed and spat.  “You just do as I tell you and he’ll come to us, to me, on my terms.”
 
   “Of course, my lord,” Rakal agreed.  “Shall I use his sword as an inducement?”
 
   “Hmm,” the Prince said, wiping his mouth with a cloth.  It came away with a trace of blood and spittle.  “You’re not a total idiot,” he said, finally.  “I’ll think about that.  There should be a way to make use of it.  Meanwhile, get the armies moving.”
 
   “I shall have words with Keria as soon as she wakes.”
 
   “See to it, then.”  The Prince waved a withered hand at his wizard and the mirror’s image rippled into reflection again.
 
   Rakal sat down next to Tyrecan.
 
   “What do you think?” Rakal asked.
 
   “I’m not being paid to think,” Tyrecan replied, “just to observe and report.”
 
   “You still have an opinion.”
 
   “My opinion is much like yours.  I don’t want to be anywhere near that thing.  He frightens the life right out of me.”
 
   “It’s not fright that will drag the life out of you,” Rakal said, darkly.
 
   “That doesn’t help.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “I’m happy doing my job,” Tyrecan replied.  “You call up dark powers and bind them.  I see things far away.  If I wanted to take a more active part in dangerous doings, I’d have studied spells for that.”
 
   Rakal snorted and rose from his seat.
 
   “Be that way, then.  I can’t imagine enjoying life for another century like that, much less ten thousand years.”
 
   “Ask me in ten thousand years,” Tyrecan countered, “if you’ve managed to survive that long.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Friday, April 30th
 
    
 
   Morning dawned and I woke up.
 
   That’s always a good way to start the day.  It saves a lot of confusion later.  Unfortunately, I had a lot of confusion immediately.  My dreams were terrible things, full of conflict and arguments and fighting… and maybe something pleasant, here and there… and… something.  Something important, but annoying.  Something I didn’t like at all, but might not have to deal with?  Was it something I should remember?  Was it an important dream?  I’ve had dreams of prophecy and visions of the future, visions of the past, visions of people and places…
 
   Whatever.  If it was important, it would come to me.  My headspace was still somewhat out of order.  Once my memories—and other people’s memories—were organized, I’d remember it.
 
   I sat up and looked around.  I recognized a lot of the people in the room; I broke most of their arms not too long ago.  My first impulse was to get up very suddenly and be unpleasant.  Fortunately, Tort was sitting next to me and holding my hand.  She was dressed in work clothes, though, so it wasn’t a social occasion.  Still, if she was there and unworried, the situation deserved the benefit of the doubt.
 
   Standing over me was a statue.  Not a very good one, but it was clearly me.
 
   I knew exactly what to do.
 
   “Tort?  What’s going on?”
 
   “You had a… conflict?  Argument?... with the Mother of Flame,” she said, carefully.  “At least, that is what I gather from discussion with your daughter.”
 
   “Ah, yes.  We did have a bit of a domestic dispute.  I recall.  Sparky bitched about it to Father Sky and he punched me in the face…”  I shook my head.  When did that happen?  I couldn’t recall, exactly.  “Where am I?”
 
   “Um,” Tort said.  Everyone was looking at me with expressions ranging from carefully blank to unabashedly awestruck.  Maybe I shouldn’t have admitted that I had a fight with the gods and survived.  Tort ignored this and continued.
 
   “May I introduce Sir—that is, may I introduce Kelvin, a gentleman who wishes to be a knight in your service?  He is the provisional head of the provisional Order of Shadow, since you have not personally ratified it.”  She paused.  “And since you have taken most of their swords,” she added.
 
   I remembered him.  He showed up on the very first day.  He was the one who kicked a guy, told him a knight didn’t belong in the dirt, and helped motivate they guy to get to the water.  Since then, he’s been out in front on most things, yelling for his partners to keep up, or dead last, encouraging the guy just in front of him to try harder.
 
   Kelvin was a medium-sized man, perhaps a bit long in the arms, with callused hands, short, dark-blond hair, and a jaw like an anvil.  I could have hammered horseshoes on it.  He was quite handsome, but relatively unimpressive until I noticed his forearms.  I didn’t break either of those; I would have remembered.  The things reminded me of Popeye the Sailor; they were thick and solid and looked like granite sculpture wrapped in skin.  He could have cracked coconuts just by squeezing them, and his hands were big enough for it, too.
 
   He genuflected—dipped to his left knee, planted his right fist on the floor next to his right foot—and stood up.
 
   “Your Majesty,” he said.  His voice was pleasantly deep and smooth.  I wondered if he sang.  “I apologize for the behavior of the more impetuous members of the Order.”  He held out his sheathed sword.  It was about the size of Firebrand—four feet of blade and a two-handed grip.  If he practiced with it regularly, I could see why he had forearms like other people’s calves.  Hell, like some people’s thighs.
 
   “I have borne this blade in my attempts to serve the interests of the King, and now I surrender it to you.  It is my hope that I will one day be found worthy to bear it in your name.”
 
   I swung my legs to the side and stood up.  Nothing fell off; nothing came loose.  I actually felt fine.  Would I continue to feel fine after the sun went down and I had to deal with my vampiric digestion again?  I suspected that wasn’t going to be the problem, but I didn’t know for certain.  I made a mental note to be somewhere I could afford to be “ill” in a supernatural fashion.
 
   I took the sword and half-drew it.  No Damascus striations, but very good steel; it’s one of the things Karvalen does well.  Typical enchantments for strength and sharpness.  It would take a lot to notch the edge, but even where it had been notched, it had been ground down and sharpened.  It was a workmanlike weapon.  I slid it back into the scabbard.
 
   “I’ve seen you at the training, haven’t I?” I asked, pretending he only looked familiar.
 
   “Your Majesty did.”
 
   “You may address me as ‘Sire’,” I told him, and resisted the impulse to tell him to be informal.  Like it or not, I have to at least act the part of a king when people are watching.
 
   “Yes, Sire.”
 
   “I didn’t see you at the… incident… in the Lady Tort’s living room.”
 
   “No, Sire.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “The individuals of the Order who chose to address the King in such a manner did so without informing me of their intent.”  His tone was less than amused.
 
   “Why do you think that is?” I asked, curious.
 
   “Because they knew I would not condone such an act,” he replied.  He looked over his shoulder at the rest of the silent crowd.  “If I may say so, Sire, I would have acted to prevent it.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “By knocking their thick heads together until they learned better, Sire.”
 
   I decided I liked Kelvin.
 
   “As the head of the order, have you punished them?” I asked.
 
   “No, Sire.  It seemed to me that sufficient action has already been taken by the King.  I do not presume to know the King’s intentions, and have no orders.”  He shrugged, slightly.  “Since there are no true knights, nor even an Order of Shadow, it was also not my place to do so.”
 
   “Why didn’t you come to me before this?”
 
   “My King made it clear to all that we are not yet knights.  Is it the King’s will that commoners such as myself should trouble him with questions he has already answered?”
 
   I re-evaluated Kelvin, uncertain about whether I was going to like him, or if he would irritate me, or both.  I half-expected a smartass remark from Firebrand about that, and realized I missed it.  Sometime soon, I have to go find it and see if it will come home with me.
 
   “Fair enough, I suppose.  Now, this is important: stop talking like that.”
 
   “Sire?”
 
   “You are allowed—and ordered—to use personal pronouns.  Stop talking as though I’m not here.  Let me hear you say ‘Yes, Sire.  I understand you.’”
 
   “Yes, Sire.  I understand you,” he repeated, quirking a smile.
 
   “Good.  No more of this he-him-his stuff.  When you speak to me, you speak to me directly.  That other stuff annoys me.  Besides, I have high hopes that you will be a knight in the very near future and the head of an order of knighthood, as well.  Individuals of such rank have more latitude in their mode of speech.”
 
   “I understand you, Sire.  I will do as you instruct.”
 
   “Very good!  Since I’ve had my evening cut short after an argument with the gods, I’m a little behind schedule.  Please round up everyone who still wants to be a knight and do what we did yesterday, but harder and longer.”  I beckoned him close and whispered in his ear, “The current goal is to build them up where they’re weakest—strength, speed, balance, that sort of thing.  Later, when we’ve got those, we’ll sort them out for moral and ethical standards.  Right now,  I just want guys who will be able to stand up after the battle is over and run to the next one.  But don’t let them know that.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes, Sire,” he murmured.  He seemed pleased.  I gathered he approved.  Maybe he was just pleased that I confided in him.
 
   “Take charge of them, Kelvin,” I said, loudly.
 
   Kelvin stood up, saluted with that closed-fist-over-opposite-side-of-chest gesture, and motioned to everyone.  He hurried out the door; everyone in the room stood up, saluted, and followed him.  Even most of the children, bless their little hearts.  One little boy, probably about six, hurried over to me and hugged my legs.
 
   “I’m glad you’re not dead,” he said, and ran out.  I watched him go, feeling strangely touched by the gesture.  In seconds, Tort and I were alone.
 
   “Is that sort of thing going to happen whenever I give an order?” I asked.
 
   “It is likely, my angel.  Except, possibly, for the child.”
 
   I sighed and sat down on the altar again.  Tort seated herself at my feet and laid her cheek against my thigh, looking up at me.
 
   “My angel, do you truly not understand?”
 
   “Understand what?”
 
   Tort’s smile flicked on and off.
 
   “You are our King,” she said.  “Your word is… well, not law, for that is something else.  Your word makes law, or abolishes it.  Those who do not worship you will follow you, obey you, work for you, and attempt anything you might wish of them.  Those who do worship you will follow you into the jaws of a dragon, knowing that if they are to die there, it is for your purpose, and will go gladly.”
 
   I put my head in my hands and Tort moved to sit beside me.  She stroked the back of my head, down my neck, and down my back.
 
   “Does this dismay you, my angel?”
 
   “It frightens me,” I admitted.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I am not qualified to be… whatever.  I don’t understand politics, economics, agronomy, labor, capitalism, trade, shipping, industry… any of that stuff… well enough to be entrusted with that kind of responsibility.”
 
   Tort continued to, well, pet me while I rubbed the heels of my hands in my eyes.
 
   “Who does?” she asked, finally.
 
   “Nobody.”
 
   “And how many who seek power would bother themselves with these matters?”
 
   “Well… not enough.”
 
   “Then why does this trouble you?”
 
   “Anyone who wants power can’t be trusted with it,” I told her.  “I don’t want power, so that’s in my favor, but I’m also not qualified to hold it.”
 
   “So, who should we trust, then?  Someone who seeks power, or someone who does not want it, but will be conscientious in his attempts to wield it justly?”
 
   I paused to think about that one.  She had a point.  I didn’t like it—it was an awful point, and it nailed me right through the responsibility.  But it was a valid point.
 
   “Have I mentioned,” I asked, sitting up, “that you’re not only beautiful, charming, and intelligent, but wise?”
 
   “I am old,” she reminded me.  “I have had practice.”
 
   “Apparently so.  All right.  Where are we, just for the sake of asking?”
 
   “Ah, yes.  We are in a small temple—a chapel, perhaps.  A little, one-room affair, dedicated primarily to prayer and contemplation of… its god,” she finished, choosing not to name me.
 
   “Well, that’s not so bad, I guess.  They aren’t committing human sacrifice, right?”  I didn’t smell any blood, but it was daytime.
 
   “Only rarely—the occasional rapists, traitors, and child abusers, my angel.  They believe you to find their flavor particularly enjoyable.”
 
   I think I growled.  I tried to look on the bright side.  It wasn’t easy.
 
   Still, I reminded myself that it could have been a lot worse.  If rape and child abuse are capital crimes, that’s one law I’m not going to change.  It made me want to take a long, hard look at their criminal justice system, though.  How often did people wind up under the knife when they didn’t deserve it?  I’m all for killing the bastards who do such things, but I want to make sure we’ve got the right guy, first.
 
   “And why am I here?” I asked.
 
   “It seemed the best course when you, ah… departed.  I—I was concerned that…”
 
   “That I might be away for a long time?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, in a very small voice.  I was forcibly reminded of a frightened little girl.  “We tried to call you back.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I assured her.  I held her hand and patted it.  “I really am.”
 
   She hugged me, as befits my Tort.  Totally not in keeping with the Court Magician of Karvalen, but I didn’t mind a bit.  I held her and rocked her.  She trembled a little, and I realized just how terrified she had been.  She really was afraid, genuinely afraid.  She wouldn’t have merely missed me; she would have been devastated.
 
   I silently resolved to keep that from happening.  And kept holding and rocking her.
 
   “Now,” I said, once she stopped shaking, “I want to talk about some things.”
 
   “Whatever you wish, my angel,” she said, slightly muffled by my shirt.
 
   “Sparky didn’t want to tell me about my son.  Nobody wants to tell me about my son.  I’ve run around, asked people, nearly been flash-fried, and had to bite a goddess because I keep asking and no one will tell me.  I’ve had it up to here with this.  So, please, just tell me.  I promise not to go ballistic.”
 
   Tort shifted her hug to put her head over my shoulder; I think she didn’t want to look at my face.  It also allowed her to whisper much more softly.
 
   “Let me begin by saying that this is what I have been told.  T’yl knew for certain, for he investigated, but this is the truth as he told it to me.”
 
   “Okay.  Not absolutely certain, but as certain as it can be without being a witness.  Go ahead.”
 
   “You are known for… well, many things, but one of the most common is that you a guardian and avenger of children.”
 
   “I suppose.  And?”
 
   “How much more must those qualities manifest for your firstborn son?”
 
   “I see.  Yes, I can see why people would be more than a little hesitant about giving me bad news on that front.  But I’m braced for something awful; consider me more than adequately warned.”
 
   Tort took me at my word and gave it to me straight.
 
   “The Mother of Flame demanded Tamara make a human sacrifice of her newborn son.  Tamara obeyed her goddess, and the doing of it broke her spirit and her mind.”
 
    
 
   “My angel?”
 
   I shook myself and checked where I was.  Tort was still holding me.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You have been silent for several minutes.”
 
   “Have I?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how long we sat there while I tried to absorb that.  I knew Sparky had a mean, jealous streak, but what possible gain could she get from a human sacrifice?  A newborn baby, at that?
 
   The sacrifice of the son of a fire-witch and the only nightlord in the world, twin brother to another fire-witch.
 
   Okay, maybe there’s a lot of potential there.  But… no, I couldn’t see it.  There was no reason for it.  Why kill a baby?  For the evidence of devotion?  For the power of the sacrifice, itself?  Or because of what he might grow up to be?  A king?  A powerful wizard or magician?  Or maybe just to spite me for being so highly regarded that maybe people were starting to lean toward reverence?  Or because nightlords were once regarded as gods?  Could that be it?  Petty jealousy?  Surely, that can’t be all of it!
 
   Sparky does like to keep families small, so her deific presence is much more of an influential figure during a fire-witch’s life.  But this is going to an extreme.  Besides, she needs all the fire-witches she can get; before I took my long nap, she had one.  Was she afraid she might have a male fire-witch?  Wouldn’t that be a good thing for her, to be able to sire multiple children with him?  Or did it not work that way?
 
   And yet… this was almost a certainty.  That shred of doubt still existed.  Sparky didn’t want to talk about it, obviously, which made me suspect that it was, indeed, true.  But that’s not evidence.
 
   If I cling to the thought that I don’t actually have evidence, just a secondhand account, it’s easier to keep cool.
 
   “Where is Tamara?” I asked.
 
   “She resides in the House of the Grey Lady.”
 
   “I didn’t want to have to disturb her, but now I don’t see an alternative.  Take me there.”
 
   “May I—”
 
   “Now,” I insisted, gently.  She lifted her head and I saw the tears streaking her face.  She met my eyes, nodded once, squeezed me, and slid over to sit on the floating staff again.  We went outside where Bronze waited, and I mounted up.
 
   She took me there without another word.
 
    
 
   The House of the Grey Lady was a medium-sized brick structure.  Normal doctrine called for relatives to bring incense and other such offerings to the priestess, who, in turn, prayed for the souls of those who were about to depart or had recently departed.  Traditionally, after dying, someone brought such offerings once a day for thirteen days, by which time the departed soul would have reached its final destination:  either a transformation into a bit of eternal something—opinions varied—or, usually, started along a journey to end in reincarnation.  Some beliefs said that every star was a soul; some were just too faint to see.  Probably not too bad a deal, all things considered.
 
   Tamara lived there.  She was widely believed to be touched by the Grey Lady.  Maybe she was.
 
   I was scared.
 
   When last I saw her, Tamara was a lovely lady and about to have my children.  Since then, I’ve had a nap, she may have sacrificed my son, my daughter is high priestess, and I have a granddaughter.
 
   Things have changed and I’m not thinking they’ve changed for the better.
 
   Add to that my own insecurity.  Tamara is someone I loved.  I think she loved me, but I could be wrong.  Now?  It’s been decades for her, days for me.  What else has changed?
 
   Yeah.  Scared.  And all of this first thing in the morning.  I’d like to think that’s better than in the middle of the night, but I’m not sure.
 
   I walked in through the archway—there was no door—and into the Hall of Remembrance.  Small, rather generic statues of various sorts lined the walls.  Some were armored knights, some where soldiers with spears, some were children, some were ladies, some were doctors, lawyers, Indian chiefs.  Temporary nameplates denoted who was currently being represented by any statue.  Each had a tray-like area in front for offerings, most of which were lit candles or piles of flowers.  
 
   Half a dozen people were there, presumably praying for someone’s safe journey or ultimate disposition.  Tamara was wielding a broom at the other end, under the gaze of the main statue: a ten-foot representation of an old woman.  The statue’s held its hands out in invitation and smiled gently.
 
   Again, the statue looked like Tamara, only after the passing of years.  I daresay they may have marched right over her.  Tamara’s hair was silver-grey and hung loose over her shoulders.  Her hands were bony, with blue veins.  Wrinkles drew lines all around her face, mostly sad ones.
 
   At least her eyes were still clear and sharp.  She looked up as I blocked the morning sunlight, squinted as I walked forward, and dropped her broom to jam both hands into her mouth when she recognized me.
 
   She screamed.
 
   Everyone looked up.  There followed a mad scramble for the door.  Either everyone knew the story about the sacrifice or I was wearing an unpleasant expression.  Possibly both.
 
   Tamara stood there, staring at me with eyes that looked ready to come right out of her head.  I walked up to her, put my arms around her, and held her.  She was as stiff as a post for a moment, possibly expecting to be crushed, then relaxed into my embrace and threw her arms around me.
 
   She broke into sobs and wept into my shirt.
 
   I loved her.  I can admit that, despite the fact that I’m about as good with relationships as a broken flashlights are.  I still love her.  And, in the last few weeks—by my reckoning—she’s gone from bright, beautiful woman to withered and ancient crone.  She changed so much; I did not.  And none of that mattered in the slightest.
 
   With her sobbing on me, I couldn’t even be angry with her.  I’m a sucker for a woman’s tears.
 
   Still, to be fair, it wasn’t really her fault.  She was raised as a priestess of a fire-goddess, and her goddess gave her an order.  I could find it in myself to fault her for obeying, if I really tried, but I didn’t care to go looking for an excuse to be angry with her, especially since I could see the effect it had on her.  For one thing, a fire-witch does not age—well, isn’t supposed to age—anywhere nearly as quickly as other mortals.  For another, her life in general struck me as an exercise in misery and despair; she spent all this time in this temple, instead of in Sparky’s.  For a priestess to abandon her goddess when her daughter did not…
 
   “I knew you would come,” she sobbed, breaking my train of thought.  “I knew it, I knew it, I knew it.”
 
   I patted her back and held her while she cried.  Someone stuck his head in the archway and I glanced at him.  He faded back out into the street.  We were undisturbed thereafter.
 
   Eventually, I sat her down on a low bench and let her continue.  I did my best to be comforting, but she seemed inclined to go on indefinitely.
 
   “Tamara.”
 
   “Yes?” she gulped.
 
   “I have to know.”
 
   This brought on a fresh storm of sobbing.  I suspected it might.  I waited for the worst of it to pass.
 
   Eventually, haltingly, sentence by sentence, sometimes word by word, she managed to blurt out what happened.  Not much in the way of details, of course, but I didn’t need the fine points.
 
   Tamara did not follow orders; she refused her goddess.  Of course, to Sparky, that wasn’t just a refusal; that was defiance.
 
   Yeah, that explained a lot.
 
   Sparky then manifested through Tamara, assumed control of her priestess, and carried out the execution—excuse me, “sacrifice,”—using Tamara as a highly unwilling conduit.  Tamara, of course, had no say in this, and no choice but to watch, to be used, without being able to resist.  That’s how the fire consumed my newborn son.
 
   Sparky then dismissed Tamara from service, taking from her all the gifts of a fire-witch.  Longevity, healing, control of fire, immunity to fire and heat, permanent good health, the works.  Tamara aged pretty much as others do from that point on.
 
   When Amber entered adolescence and gained the full powers of a priestess, she used them to help preserve Tamara’s health and life.  If she hadn’t, Tamara would certainly be dead of old age by this time.
 
   Tamara, for her part, was torn.  In some ways, she wanted to die; to her, she killed her own baby.  On the other hand, she had a daughter to raise.  Then again, that daughter was doomed to be a priestess of the same goddess that forced Tamara to kill the other baby…
 
   I suppose it’s not a surprise that she was considered a bit mad.
 
   Seeing me again was, in many ways, just as bad.  She expected me to kill her instantly for that sacrifice.  She half-hoped I would.  On the other hand, if she lived long enough to explain, then, maybe, just maybe, she could get that weight of guilt off her soul.  Of course, that would mean actually telling me what she did, but would that be worse than guilt dragging her soul down to the netherworld, to wander in darkness and cold, lost and alone, forever?  Sparky certainly wouldn’t intervene on her behalf.
 
   Tamara chose to serve as the priestess of the Grey Lady, although, admittedly, one that was more than a little disturbed.  It gave her something to do, a place in the community, and allowed her to live alone, as she felt she deserved.  She did admit to me that there was some doubt in her own mind about whether or not she communed with her new deity, or if she was simply hearing voices from inside her head.
 
   She tried to ask me to forgive her.  She tried several times.  She couldn’t get the words out, so I rescued her.  It seemed fair.  She rescued me more than once.
 
   “Sweetheart?” I asked.  I don’t think she expected to hear that again.  Her head came up and she blinked at me in surprise, loose strands of silver clinging to the wetness on her face.
 
   “Yes?” she whispered.
 
   “You didn’t do it.  The Mother of Flame did it.  She just used you.  I don’t blame you any more than I would blame a knife for cutting me.  It’s the thing that wields the knife.”
 
   “You can’t mean that!”
 
   “The hell I can’t,” I snapped at her.  It seemed time to take a harder line; soft and mushy wasn’t helping.  “You’re more important to me than your goddess, remember.  I can’t forgive you because you were never to blame; you’ve done nothing wrong.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “For once, will you let me win the damned argument?”  Her eyes widened and she leaned back from me, startled.  Then she smiled, just a little bit.  It didn’t look as though it belonged on her ancient, wrinkled face.  The lines were all wrong.  I was still glad it decided to visit.
 
   “Just this once,” she said, and wept into my shirt again.  I regarded it as progress; she was crying tears of relief instead of sobbing in despair and guilt.  Definitely a step in the right direction, even if it was still a long and soggy road ahead.  I let her cry for a while longer.
 
   “Now, tell me.  Do you want me to punish the Mother of Flame for this?”
 
   Tamara sniffled and lifted her head again to look at me.  It took her a minute to realize I was asking a serious question.
 
   “You… you can do that?” she asked, incredulous.
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I can try.  Aren’t there legends of great heroes of old who challenged the gods?”
 
   “Yes, but they all suffered for it.”
 
   “Did the gods they challenged also suffer?”
 
   “Well… not much, but yes.”
 
   “Say the word, and I’ll do my best,” I offered.  “She’s already on my bad side; I’ve learned a lot more about her than I used to know.”  Tamara looked at me with great seriousness.
 
   “You would,” she stated.  It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t bother to answer.  “You really would!  You would find a way, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Yes.  And I will, unless you tell me not to.”
 
   “You wouldn’t?  Even after what She did?  If I said?”
 
   “I got to win the argument, didn’t I?  So I owe you something.  I give you her fate:  you choose what will become of her.”
 
   Bluffing.  Definitely bluffing.  I had no concept of how to challenge a being of that magnitude.  I would certainly look into it, but, aside from taking smaller bites, I had no ideas.  It might not be dangerous to Sparky, but it could be annoying, at least.  Getting her to stick an arm into the rabid badger’s den again, though, could be difficult.  Aside from that, I’m not even sure how an energy-state being like that could die.  Ground it out?  Into what?  A planet?  Better make it one you don’t mind losing.
 
   Yeah, okay; bluffing.  But it made Tamara feel better.
 
   Tamara thought about it.  I wondered what Sparky would think if she knew Tamara was considering the matter.  Probably laugh herself sick.  Okay, possibly.  Or she might actually take it seriously.  Tamara was once her priestess, after all.  You know you’ve screwed someone over pretty hard when your own priestess is considering whether or not to let you live.
 
   “Please bring Amber and Tianna here.”
 
   I pursed my lips, holding in the question.  Instead of asking, I stood up, bowed to kiss her ancient hand, and hurried out the door.
 
   “My angel?” Tort asked.  I was unsurprised to see her.  Naturally, she would follow to see what happened.  Maybe to do damage control, too—afterward.
 
   “Errand to run,” I told her, cheerfully.  “Sparky’s life may depend on it.  I’m not sure.  I’ll be right back.”
 
   “I will wait here,” she assured me, and gave the bystanders a gimlet eye.  A few decided to wait until my business was concluded.  Most decided that the Temple of the Grey Lady was out of service for the day and went off to attend to other business.
 
   Bronze took me to the fire temple without stepping on anyone or wrecking anything, but it was a close thing at those speeds.  It was a good thing we didn’t have to take any of the lesser streets; Bronze would have to go over or through pedestrians instead of around.  While Bronze might not have any qualms about that, she knows that I do.  Fortunately, people hear the alarm-bells of her hooves coming and start to clear the street.
 
   I dismounted and shouted through the now-curtained doorway.  Amber brushed it aside.  I didn’t see a glow around her, but maybe it wasn’t visible in the daylight.  Her eyes were still amber-colored, though.  It appeared to be a physical alteration.
 
   “What’s the—oh.  It’s you.  Come in.”  She actually seemed pleased to see me.
 
   “I can’t.  Tamara wants you and Tianna to come see her at the House of the Grey Lady, right now.  She asked me to come fetch you.”
 
   “Is she all right?” Amber asked, suddenly anxious.
 
   “She seems to be, but I didn’t ask her why she wanted you.  Get Tianna; she can ride in front if you’ll hold on to me behind.”
 
   Amber looked up at Bronze.  Bronze flicked her ears forward and nodded.  Clearly, Yes, I’ll carry you.
 
   “I’ve—I’ve never ridden a horse before,” she said, sounding nervous.
 
   “If Bronze will carry you, it’s her business to see you stay on.  Besides, I’ll hold on to Tianna and you’ll hold on to me.  It’ll be fine.”  I added, “Tamara rode Bronze once, all by herself.”
 
   “I’ll go get… yes, okay, fine.”  Amber disappeared into the building and I waited by the doorway.  I noticed the stone frame seemed distorted, possibly from being slightly melted.  I wondered how they would get the remains of the metal hinges out of the stone.  Chisels?  Or magic?
 
   Tianna came out with her mother and they both looked up at the plateau of Mount Bronze.  I bounced up—noticing, as I settled in, that Bronze really did have a more comfortable contour in the rider’s position—and Amber handed up Tianna, who whooped in delight.  I took Amber’s hand and she jumped while I pulled, swung her into position behind me.  Amber put her arms around me and I put my arms around Tianna.
 
   “All settled?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Yeah!”
 
   Bronze accelerated slowly, but kept doing it.  Amber hung on for dear life.  Tianna whooped and kicked her heels.  The ride was over far too quickly for Tianna; Amber was glad to get off.
 
   “Can we do it again!?” Tianna demanded.
 
   “Ask your mother.”
 
   “Mom!”
 
   “Later!” Amber snapped, much less than happy.  Tianna shut up and pouted slightly, then seemed to catch on that Amber was worried.  Maybe the people waiting around the doorway helped to refocus her attention.  We went in to see Tamara.
 
   Tianna saw her, up by the altar, and dashed forward to hug her grandmother.  Tamara stroked her hair and smiled at us.  Amber approached at a walk while I hung back.  Tamara beckoned me to her; I guessed I was invited to the family meeting.
 
   “Mother?” Amber asked, coming up to her and taking one of her withered old hands.  “Are you… all right?”
 
   “I’m fine, dear.  Very fine.  Better than I have been in a long while.”  She nodded at me.  “Thanks to him.”
 
   “Him?” Amber gasped, before she could stop herself.  Then she got a grip.  “He helped you?”
 
   “More than helped.  He forgave me.”
 
   Amber did a double-take.  I used to think that was a figure of speech.  Usually, it is.  Not this time.
 
   “You told him?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And he forgave you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well,” I interrupted, “sort of.  She was never really to blame.”
 
   Amber turned and looked at me.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Did she tell you what happened?” I asked.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Then you know who’s really to blame, and it was never Tamara.”
 
   Amber bit her lip and said nothing.  Tianna finally let go of her grandmother.
 
   “Will the Mother remember her, now?” Tianna asked.
 
   “No,” Tamara said.  “I doubt it very much.  It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Why not?  It’s all better now, isn’t it?”
 
   “She still doesn’t forgive me for trying to disobey Her,” Tamara said.  “It’s all right.  I’m not going with Her.”
 
   “Are you going somewhere, Grandmother?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Oh, no you don’t!” Amber flared.  “You’re not going to—”
 
   “Yes,” Tamara said, softly.  “I’m long overdue, and my escort is here.”
 
   Amber glared at me.  I shrugged.  I’ve been glared at by worse.  Recently, in fact.
 
   “Mother, I won’t permit this.”
 
   “It is not your choice to make,” Tamara countered, and sighed.  “I should have waited to call for you,” she said.  “I knew this would be difficult.”
 
   “Grandmother?” Tianna asked.
 
   “Yes, dear one?”
 
   “Are you dying?”
 
   “Everything dies, dear one.  Remember?”
 
   “Sure I do.  Is it your time?”
 
   “It is.  I’ve lived beyond my time a bit, really, so I’m late.  I’ve been waiting for him,” she gestured at me, “to arrive.  He’s my escort.”
 
   “Like when you went over the mountains?”
 
   “Like when we went over the mountains.”
 
   “Can I come?”
 
   “No, sweet one.  He’s the only one who gets to go and come back.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he’s special.  It’s like you and your hair.  That’s what he does.”
 
   Tianna looked at me more intently, mostly with curiosity, I think.  Amber continued to simmer.  I mean that literally; there was a heat shimmer rippling in the air over her head.
 
   “When are you going?” Tianna asked.
 
   “She’s not,” Amber answered.  “Mother, really.  You’re sounding more lucid today than I’ve heard in years, but that doesn’t mean you get to go right away.  You’ll last for years more, I promise you.”
 
   “I’m not supposed to.”
 
   “So?  I can make it work, especially now.”
 
   “But you should not,” Tamara told her, gently.  Amber didn’t have a good answer to that.
 
   “I can see there’s a lot of discussion ahead,” I noted.  “That’s okay.  I’m not prepared to do this right now.  Tonight, sure.  Is that soon enough for you, Tamara?”
 
   “That will be perfect,” she replied, nodding.
 
   “Then I’ll just get on with my day and be back after sunset.  Anyone need a lift home?”
 
   “I’m staying here,” Amber said.  Tamara looked tired, but resigned.  “You could take Tianna back, if you would.  She doesn’t need to be here for this.”
 
   “You’re going to argue,” Tianna said, possibly accused.
 
   “Discuss,” Amber countered.
 
   “Nag,” Tamara corrected.  Amber huffed and threw up her hands.
 
   “Every time I want you to do something for your own good,” she began.  I started stepping back, distancing myself from what was likely to be a long harangue.  Tamara motioned Tianna to go with me, while Amber kept up a steady stream of… well, yes, nagging.
 
   Outside, I hopped up on Bronze and looked over the people still waiting to get in.
 
   “I’m sorry, ladies and gentlemen, but the temple of the Grey Lady is closed for the day.  The priestess is preparing for her departure this evening.  Again, I’m sorry for the inconvenience, and I hope you will be understanding and patient.”
 
   They were, surprisingly.  There were some mutters and some mild grumbling, but nobody raised a fuss.  Most of them even nodded understandingly.  Everyone went away, except for Tort.
 
   “You have an appointment this evening, my angel?” Tort asked.
 
   “It would seem so, unless Amber talks her out of it.”
 
   “I see.  May I ask your plans for the day?”
 
   “I need to check on a project at the mountain, then on the knights.  Do I need to help with any of the other projects?”
 
   “I think not, although Thomen wishes a word with you at the guildhall, at your pleasure.  Do I need to find someone willing to use the riding-plow when it is finished?”
 
   “Yes, and whoever else we might need for planting the soon-to-be-fields around the mountain.  Please tell Thomen I’ll probably be by this afternoon.”
 
   “Consider it done.”
 
   Tianna tugged at my boot.  I looked down.
 
   “Can I ride?”
 
   I leaned way down and helped her up in front of me.
 
   “And I have to take Tianna home,” I added.
 
   “Pleasant journeys to you both,” Tort said, smiling.
 
   I thumped Bronze with my heels and we quickly moved into a trot.
 
   “Can we go faster?” Tianna asked, eagerly.
 
   “Yes, but I try not to do that in town.  People don’t always get out of the way quickly enough.  It isn’t safe for them.”
 
   “Aww.  But Mom will fix them!”
 
   “Not if Bronze steps on them.  They squish.”
 
   “Poop.”
 
   I thought about it for a second.
 
   “How much trouble will I be in if we take a detour on the way back?”
 
   “You mean, go out of your way while taking me home?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t think you’ll get in trouble, as long as I’m home before Mom is.”
 
   “Hmm.  Hang on a second.”
 
   I wove power into a message spell and, when we reached the house, hung it in the curtained doorway.  When Amber walked through the door, it would tell her that Tianna wanted to ride Bronze, so I let her ride along while I ran some errands, and that if we weren’t back when Amber arrived, we would be shortly.
 
   I made sure to include a little alarm for myself, to let me know when it was triggered.
 
   “There.  Okay.  I’ll run my errand and you can ride along.  How’s that?”
 
   “Okay!”
 
   We headed out of the town.  Tianna turned to look at me.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “My mountain.”
 
   “But that’s days away!” she protested.  “And it’s haunted!”
 
   “For other people, maybe.  What did your grandmother say about me?”
 
   “You’re special?”
 
   “Hi-yah!”
 
   Bronze geared up to a gallop and Tianna shrieked delight into the wind.
 
    
 
   Tianna wanted to explore.  I attached a magical line between us, kind of like being connected with an infinite spool of string.  She could always find her way to me, and I to her.  She didn’t need an illumination spell.  Her hair couldn’t turn to flame yet, but it could glow brightly with almost no effort on her part.
 
   Before I let her explore, I checked for scrying spells.  No one was watching.  I also sat on the throne and tried to feel the mountain.  I didn’t detect anything inside or on it.  Good enough.  If she needed me, she could tug on the line and I would follow it to her.
 
   While she explored, I checked the metals room to see what progress had been made.  There was quite a lot of metal lying in lumps on the floor.  The mountain started squeezing off bits of it as it oozed out of the rock.
 
   There was a lot of iron.  Less common metals had smaller piles.  There was, for example, a great deal more iron than copper, with only a relatively tiny amount of gold.  In theory, this could tell me a lot about the formation of the world by knowing the relative proportions of elements.  Assuming, of course, the gods didn’t just wish it into being.
 
   It annoys me that I currently live in a world where they might have done just that.
 
   I gathered up the various metals and moved them to my chambers, stacking them in heaps for storage or analysis, depending on whether or not I knew what they were.  This cleared the room so the mountain wouldn’t fill it up while I was gone.
 
   I also took the opportunity to consider how to furnish my rooms.  The memory of how I planned to do so returned to me.  There was a niche to serve as a bed, right there, just in case I needed it; it would definitely require some padding and cushions.  A few chests and a wardrobe would go well along that wall.  A chair, a desk… some comfortable and strong lounging chairs out in the receiving area…
 
   Oh, yes.  Lights.  I ran a line of magical force around the juncture of walls and ceiling, binding it to the surface of the stone.  With a little time and effort, I added the equivalent of a dimmer switch.  It gave off a nice, omnidirectional glow.  It wasn’t very bright, though, so I added a line across the ceiling, wall to opposite wall, and another crossing it.  That was much better.  It was only a spell, not an enchantment, but light is pretty easy.  It should last a month or more.
 
   I strolled back into the great hall and patted Bronze.  She definitely seemed more sleek.  Her body looked more like a racehorse than a draft horse, and the dents in her back and sides were much more like the fitted depressions of a seat.  She nuzzled my hand while I stroked her nose.  She could smell metal on them.
 
   Don’t ask how I knew that.  I just did.
 
   “I’m so sorry; it didn’t even occur to me.  One minute.”  I dashed back up, grabbed some lumps of the unidentified metals, and hurried back down.  I held them out, one by one, on the back of my hand.  She sniffed at each one.  I’m not sure why; she ate them all.
 
   Six lumps.  Two were delicious; the other four were only so-so.
 
   While I was feeding her, I felt the residual heat from her run; she’s massive, after all, and takes a long time to cool down.  That made me wonder about my newfound immunity to fire.
 
   As an experiment, I lit a stick and waved my finger through the flame.  It didn’t bother me, so I held my fingertip in the fire.  I jerked it back quickly; it stung.
 
   Interesting.  Was that the difference between magical and mundane flames, or the difference between night and day?  I resolved to experiment later, when I could regenerate any mistakes.
 
   Speaking of later, day was wearing on.  I wandered along the magical line, looking for Tianna.  I wanted to get back, hopefully before Amber finished her harangue—excuse me, “discussion”—with Tamara.
 
   I found her far, far down in the depths of the mountain’s tunnels.  She had already pushed open half a dozen heavy doors and was working on another.  I nudged it open for her and we looked farther down the long, curving corridor.  It continued down.
 
   “How deep does it go?” she asked, looking into the dark.
 
   “I don’t know for certain,” I admitted.  “I think it goes a lot farther down than this.”
 
   “Does it come out on the underside?”
 
   The world is flat, and it has a top side and an underside.  I know this because… why?  Because I have indiscriminately large meals, that’s why.  The mountain might have gone down that far while I was napping, which means I might have dreamed about it, or dreamed it into being, just like the tunnels under the canals… 
 
   Aargh.  There are tunnels under the canals?
 
   Later, later…
 
   I knew about this tunnel, though, in that weird, déjà vu fashion of dreams.  It went a long way.  Maybe all the way.  As it was, we were nearly deep enough to reach the heart of the mountain—the place of its power, the inferno of deadly light.
 
   I felt cold, then afraid.  I didn’t know what the heart of the mountain was, only that it was dangerous.
 
   “It might,” I admitted, keeping my voice steady.  “The tunnel goes a long way.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Come on.  Let’s get back before your mom notices you’re gone and decides to broil me.”
 
   “She wouldn’t do that,” Tianna assured me.  She sounded absolutely confident.  She started walking back up with me, though, holding onto my hand.
 
   “What makes you say that?” I asked.  I chose not to bring up the previous incineration attempt.
 
   Hmm.  Come to think of it, that was Sparky, not Amber.  Did Tianna make that distinction?
 
   “You’re her dad,” Tianna told me.
 
   “Well, yes.”
 
   “That makes you my granddad.”
 
   “Again, yes.”
 
   “It would make me sad,” she explained.
 
   “Oh.  Well, that’s a good reason,” I agreed.
 
   After a while, trudging up a gradual incline proved to be tiring.  I hoisted Tianna up to ride on my back and carried her the rest of the way.  She seemed to enjoy the ride.  As I hiked, I translated (badly) a few verses of “The Minstrel Boy.”  Eventually, I gave her a translation spell so she could understand it in English.  That delighted her beyond words, so she made me sing it again.  Then she taught me the one about a king who fought a dragon.
 
   Me.
 
   I completely forgot about Linnaeus, the bastard.
 
   Excuse me.  Bard.  I meant “the bard.”  Not that I was wrong, but that’s not what I meant.
 
   Or maybe it was.  Grr.
 
   “That’s a very interesting song,” I told her.  “Do you know any more?”
 
   “Oh, yes!  Lots!  There must be thousands!”
 
   I didn’t trust her math skills, but “lots” can be used in place of an embarrassingly large number.
 
   Linnaeus spent decades writing songs, ballads, poems, stories, and so forth.  His favorite topic was apparently the ancient lord of the night, returned from beyond the Edge of the World, to do battle with a corrupt church, dragons, viksagi, politicians, dark races, and other monsters.  In between, this paragon upheld the virtuous, guided the dying beyond the mortal realm, protected children, and punished the wicked.
 
   If I screw up, I’m going to disappoint my eight-year-old granddaughter.  And her mother.  And probably everyone else in Mochara, possibly the world.
 
   No pressure.  Sheesh.
 
   We walked out with Bronze and I shut the door behind us.  I remembered to work up a windshield spell before we climbed aboard, too, so the wind wasn’t nearly as bad as we raced southward at some unknown velocity.
 
   I still need to come up with some sort of timing device or spell.  I’m really curious how fast she’s going.  It feels faster than I recall, and it may be faster every time we go for a run.  I shouldn’t be surprised.  Not only do enchantments get stronger over time, but Bronze keeps changing to meet demand.
 
   We made it almost to the gates when my alert went off; Amber just got the message.  I told Tianna and she bit her lip.  She looked an awful lot like her grandmother when she did that; it was almost a perfect replica of Tamara’s mannerism.
 
   “Problem?” I asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Tianna…” I said, trailing off.
 
   “Well, Mom won’t be happy.”
 
   “We’re hurrying.  I thought you said I wouldn’t get into trouble?”
 
   “You’re the King.  Doesn’t that mean you can’t get in trouble?”
 
   “Oh, great,” I muttered.  Without urging, Bronze tried to go faster.
 
   We slowed for the town gate.  It was already open, since it was broad daylight, but I didn’t want to go through it at warp speed and discover the joys of cross-traffic and pedestrians.  We slowed to a more normal gallop while Bronze kept her head down and flamed the road.  Breathing fire is dangerous; she could light up a lot of the town.  We were careful, though, and merely dried a lot of mud.
 
   Amber came out of the house when she heard the approaching alarm-bells.  Two men were installing a new door.  I noticed the old hinges were gone, apparently melted away.
 
   I slid down and helped Tianna to the ground.  Amber looked us both over with a keen and penetrating gaze that made me feel as though my own mother was looking at me.  Tianna ran over to her and hugged her.
 
   “Mom!  Bronze runs really fast!  And she’s a fire-horse!  And there’s a really big mountain, and it’s alive!  I could feel it!  And it’s not haunted anymore because Grandpa took all the ghosts away.  And it goes down really deep, too!  And it’s got a green crown on the very top, just like in the song—”
 
   “Enough,” Amber said, and knelt to hug Tianna.  “Hush.  We’ll talk later.”  She looked up at me.  “You took her all the way to the mountain?”
 
   “Well, it’s less than half an hour away, and we’re back in time for lunch…”
 
   “And he taught me a song!” Tianna said, “The minstrel boy to the war is gone/in the ranks of death you will find him.  His father’s sword he hath girded on/and his wild harp slung behind him…”
 
   “Later, Tee.”
 
   “And I taught him one about him!  Mom, he doesn’t know any of his own songs!”
 
   Amber checked herself and looked surprised.
 
   “You don’t?” she asked me.
 
   “I don’t.  I was asleep while Linnaeus was inventing them.  Sorry.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   Oh, Great Genetic Lottery!  Is that the face I make when I do that “Hmm” thing?  The poor girl looks like me when she does that!
 
   “I’m sorry we didn’t discuss it with you, first,” I said.  “We didn’t want to interrupt.  But I took every care with her, and she’s had a wonderful time, and I won’t do it again without your permission,” I added, sincerely.  “Please don’t try to broil me.  It would make me sad.”
 
   “And me,” Tianna added.  “Please don’t broil him!”
 
   It’s amazing how quickly an excited child can go from excited-happy to excited-scared.
 
   “I won’t!” Amber assured her.  “Not this time, anyway,” she said, eyeballing me.
 
   “Thank you.”  I looked at Tianna.  “Ahem,” I prompted.
 
   “Thank you, Mom.”
 
   “Good girl.”
 
   Amber looked at her, then at me with an expression compounded of surprise and wonder.
 
   “Well, you’re both welcome.  Come along, Tee.  We have things to do.  And I’m certain he does, too.”
 
   “Okay.  Wait!”
 
   Tianna jerked loose and plowed into me, arms going around me and squeezing for all she was worth.
 
   “Thank you for taking me to your mountain, Grandpa.”
 
   “You’re very welcome.”
 
   Then she let go of me and hugged one of Bronze’s forelegs.  Bronze backed up a step, much to Tianna’s confusion, and then did something no flesh-and-blood horse could do.  She rolled her legs under her, lowering herself to nearly ground-level so Tianna could hug her neck—which she did, enthusiastically.  Bronze snorted flames and Tianna giggled.  I suppose they just tickle a fire-witch.
 
   “Thank you for the ride,” she said, and kissed Bronze’s cheek.  Well, if I’d thought to kneel down, I might have gotten one, too.  I was just too surprised.  Note to self.
 
   Then Tianna went back to her mother and took her hand.  I nodded to Amber.  Amber nodded to me.  And, best of all, she didn’t seem upset, now that Tianna was back, safe and sound.  She might even have smiled at me a little.
 
   I counted that as an improvement.
 
    
 
   Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar were running around with all the would-be knights, shouting at them, singing with them, crawling with them, the works.  I was terribly proud.  Kelvin was also participating, but doing so silently.  I watched for a little bit as people hopped, skipped, ran, climbed, teetered, tottered, gyrated, and generally exhausted themselves.
 
   I beckoned Kelvin over.  He stopped bench-pressing a partner—their hands were locked together; the partner did push-ups on top while Kelvin did the bench-press from below; very acrobatic—and hurried over to genuflect again.
 
   “Sire.”
 
   “What’s going on here?”
 
   “Exercise, Sire.”
 
   “Weren’t you supposed to be running them into the ground?”
 
   “I am not a knight, Sire.  Those three are in charge.”  He nodded toward the only three people with sashes.  I was pleased to see they had found grey ones for themselves, but also concerned.
 
   “I think I may know what the problem is,” I told him.  “I told them to remember they were the only knights in town.”
 
   Kelvin’s lips twitched in what might have been a suppressed smile.
 
   “That sounds as though it would account for their actions, Sire.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “They have been insistent about their authority.  And rightly,” he added, quickly, “if I may say so, Sire.”
 
   “I see.  Please let them know I want them.”
 
   He sprang to his feet and ran to get them.  All four were in front of me in moments.
 
   “Why are these people not dragging themselves through their workout by sheer force of will?” I asked.  Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar looked at each other.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Seldar said, “we are trying to do as we saw yesterday.”
 
   “If nobody has collapsed in exhaustion, you’re not doing it right.  Why didn’t you ask for help?”
 
   “Majesty, we are doing everything we can.”
 
   “I don’t think so.  Kelvin.  Why aren’t you drilling people?”
 
   “I am not a knight,” he repeated.  “These three are.”
 
   “Yet, you have how many years of experience?”
 
   “Twenty-nine, Sire.  I was knighted at fourteen.  Well, you know what I mean, Sire.”
 
   I looked at my three teenagers.  “And why didn’t you ask him to help?  He’s got lots of experience.  You don’t.  Why didn’t you use that?”
 
   The three looked at each other again, this time with expressions that clearly said It’s so obvious when someone points it out, isn’t it?
 
   “We didn’t think of that, Majesty,” Torvil admitted.
 
   “Glad I could help.  Kelvin, serve them well, for now.  You three—listen to the voice of experience.  I’m going to stay out of it today and see how much improvement you four can cause in the next hour.”
 
   “Yes, Sire.”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty,” they chorused.
 
   “Get to it.  Seldar, a moment, please.”
 
   The rest moved off.  Seldar saluted.
 
   “Seldar, see that skinny guy?”  I nodded toward Beltar.
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “I like him.  I think he has the makings of a knight, in his heart.  It is his flesh that fails him.”
 
   “Glad to hear that.  Think you can fix that?”
 
   “I have already begun to do so, Your Majesty,” he assured me.  “If you wish to look closely, you will see several spells on him, my copies of the spells you gave to Torvil, Kammen, and I.  Do you wish to examine them?”
 
   “Not at the moment.  Keep an eye on him.  If it looks like our spells are having unintended effects, you let me know instantly, got that?”
 
   “To hear is to obey, O Mighty King.”
 
   “Cut that out and go help everyone.”
 
   They did.  Kelvin really knows how to wear someone down.  He’s like a sadistic gym teacher without school regulations.  It’s terrible to watch.  The man is a machine.  He had them sweating like squeezed sponges, then he divided them up into teams and had them take turns assaulting Mochara’s canal-side wall again.  The city watch wasn’t sure what to make of it—last time, they had warning!—but they quickly got into the spirit of things and defended the wall with considerable zeal.
 
   That was ugly.  No fatalities, but a number of cracked or broken bones, with one leg breaking rather messily.  I played medic so the rest of them could keep at it.  Seldar joined me as a medic fairly quickly; he managed to break his ankle after being thrown from the wall.
 
   Kammen came over to talk to me privately.  During one of the ladder assaults, he had lifted a hand to shove the person ahead of him up.  That’s when he noticed the candidate was definitely not a man.  She pretended not to notice.  He pretended it never happened, but came to let me know.
 
   I told him I knew, to keep his mouth shut, and to get back in there.  He shut up and went back to trying to climb a wall.
 
   I noticed, with considerable pleasure, that we regularly had people make it over the wall.  The simulation ended at the wall, though; they just jogged out the nearest gate to rejoin the assault.
 
   Around midafternoon, Amber and Tianna came out to join the spectators.  They obviously didn’t care for the dust, sweat, and blood, but they did make it a point to be helpful to the fallen.  Seldar and I already had healing spells on the injured.  I was teaching him to work his flesh-welding spells in the right order.
 
   “It’s a question of how serious the problem is.  If it’s a blood vessel, handle that first, but always make sure you’ve got the right ones.  You mix up a vein and an artery and it’s not going to end well—Oh, hello, Amber, Tianna.”
 
   “Good afternoon,” Amber replied.  Tianna gave me a practiced curtsey.  “I hear you have a number of wounded in this latest battle for Mochara?”
 
   “Yes.  The city guard is a group of violent, dangerous defenders, and their wall is pretty annoying, too.  I think we could take the place, given proper preparation.  It’s wonderful.”
 
   Amber shook her head in mock sadness and started in on the wounded.  She laid hands on them and flooded their systems with living energy.  That didn’t weld flesh, but the welded flesh and bone would heal much more quickly and with minimal scarring.  It also halted that nasty tendency of the wounded to go into shock.
 
   Tianna also tried to help.  Her efforts were less spectacular, but she did have some effect.  It was the difference between a river and a drinking fountain, but a drinking fountain is sometimes all you need.  I think Amber only brought her out so she could practice.
 
   Amber kept a close eye on Tianna whenever Tianna was working on someone.  Twice, Amber interrupted.  On those occasions, I smelled smoke.  I suspect Tianna doesn’t quite have the fine control to distinguish between life energy and thermal energy; it’s still all a lot of blazing power to her.  The fact that she can control it well enough to do only one or the other—at least, usually—is a good thing.
 
   After they laid hands on the wounded, Tianna wanted to be up on Bronze.  Amber may have come out to help, but I think Tianna just wanted to ride Bronze again.  Maybe to see me, too, a little, but mainly to ride Bronze.
 
   Well, Bronze is definitely prettier.
 
   Tianna stood on Bronze’s shoulders, in front of me, while I sat there and steadied her.  She liked being up where she had a view; eight-year-olds aren’t known for their height.  Bronze’s mane wrapped around Tianna’s legs and waist, much to Tianna’s delight.  With that sort of safety seat, I let Bronze trot around the exercise ground without me.  I knew she was as careful as a kid with a basket of eggs.
 
   The lady artist was out again, watching us and scratching at a tablet.  I saw her on most days, doing whatever she was doing, but now I wasn’t the one driving the circus.  I wandered over to her.  She saw me coming, blinked at me a few times, and put her stylus away.
 
   Mental note: paper.  Not parchment, not papyrus, not a wooden tablet with a thin layer of wax.  Paper.  It’s vital to an educated society.
 
   “Good afternoon,” I offered.  She nodded.  She was dark-haired and wore it long, in a thick braid.  Her eyes were pale blue, almost grey, and she looked at me calmly.  They probably changed color in different light.  I waited, but no reply seemed forthcoming.  “And how are you today?” I continued.
 
   “I’m well, thank you.”
 
   More silence.  It started to feel awkward.
 
   “I’m Halar,” I added.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I’ve seen you out here before.”
 
   She smiled and said nothing.
 
   “Okay, I’ve been as polite as I know how, but you’re not helping this conversation along.”
 
   “Should I?” she asked, all innocence.  I shifted gears.
 
   “Fine.  I’m Halar.  Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Tyma.”
 
   “What’s your occupation?”
 
   “I’m a minstrel.”
 
   “Why are you out here?”
 
   “My father wants me to tell him about what’s going on.”
 
   “Who is your father?”
 
   “Minaren.”
 
   I sighed.
 
   “Quizzing you is not my idea of entertainment,” I suggested.
 
   “Then stop.”
 
   “I’m cursed with curiosity.”
 
   “Not my problem,” she said, shrugging.
 
   “I don’t suppose you would just explain yourself?”
 
   “That’s hard to do.  I’m a complex person.”
 
   “And a rather literal one, when you choose to be.”
 
   “Yep.”  She smiled again.
 
   “Okay.  Why are you out here for your father?”
 
   “He asked.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Speculate,” I told her.  Her eyes narrowed at me.
 
   “Well, it’s possible that he wants to hear about the doings of the King of Karvalen.”
 
   “Why send you?”
 
   “For one thing, he’s blind.”
 
   “For another?”
 
   “I think he wants me to practice.”
 
   “Practice what?”
 
   “Observing and reporting,” she said.  “I’m already better than him at composing music.”  She couldn’t help sounding pleased with herself.
 
   “So, you’re an apprentice minstrel, out here gathering information for your blind minstrel father.  Have I got that right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Any particular reason you couldn’t just tell me that?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I nodded.  “Okay.”
 
   I turned my back on her and walked away.  I heard her take a breath, as though about to call out, but she held the impulse and let me go.  I went back over to where Amber was working on someone who had managed to get his elbow twisted.
 
   “Thanks for coming out,” I told Amber.  She shrugged.
 
   “I heard you had wounded.”
 
   “I’m really sorry about this morning, in the House—”
 
   “Let us not speak of that now.”
 
   “Okay.  Can I apologize again for my side trip to the mountain?”
 
   “Yes.”  She paused and I realized she was waiting.
 
   “Um.  I’m sorry?”
 
   “Not a very impressive apology,” she said, then smiled a little.  “I forgive you.  I’m just a bit out or sorts with the thing tonight, and some of the administrative details of Mochara.”
 
   “I’m not sure I can imagine, but I believe you.  Anything I can do to help?”
 
   “Are you going to leave Mochara?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you can’t—wait, what?” she asked.  “You are?”
 
   “Of course.  The mountain is a whole city, the capitol of Karvalen.  Someone has to be there.  I’ll be moving out to it over the next few weeks, maybe months, depending.  Might take a bit to get it going—it’s kind of in the middle of nowhere—but rest assured I’ll relocate.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, softly.  She looked away from me and seemed lost in thought.  We watched the ongoing mayhem for a while and occasionally helped Seldar with a fresh injury.  Bronze completed a slow lap and came up beside us again.
 
   “Look, Mom!  I’m riding a horse!”  Well, she wasn’t wrong.  Tianna was lying on her belly along the back of Bronze’s neck.  Bronze’s mane was wrapped around her whole body.  Tianna held on to Bronze’s ears like handlebars while looking over them.
 
   “I see that,” Amber said. “Well done.  Now get down; we’re going inside.”
 
   “Aw, Mom!”
 
   “Now, dear.”
 
   Tianna grumbled under her breath as Bronze’s mane unrolled her to one side and down into my arms.  I set her down.  They walked back into Mochara, holding hands.  Tianna waved from the gate as they went in.
 
   I shook my head.  Maybe it was a good thing I wasn’t around to be a father; I might not have any talent for it.  And I might have spoiled Amber absolutely rotten.  I certainly had that impulse with Tianna, which makes me a fantastic grandfather.
 
   “Seldar, have you got this?” I asked, indicating the assault.
 
   “Yes, O Ruthless One.”
 
   “I’m going to go talk to Tort.  Let me know if you need anything.”
 
   “Of course, Your Augustness.”
 
   “I told you to cut that out,” I reminded him.  He just grinned at me.
 
   Bronze and I went back to Tort’s house at a trot.  People cleared the street and bowed as we went by.  Either that’s good sense about not being run over, or respect for the King.  Hopefully, good sense.
 
   Once Bronze settled in, I went inside.  I wanted a bath and something to eat.
 
   “Ah, there you are,” Tort said, sitting in her floating chair.  “Done with Thomen and the guild already?”
 
   “With…?  Oh.  No, I completely forgot about it.  I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Take your time.”
 
   Bronze flicked an ear at me when I mounted.  Neither of us knew where the wizards’ guildhall was, so I had to ask around.  We alternated between a canter and a walk, partly because I had to follow directions, partly because it was daytime and there were a lot of people in the street.  Eventually, we found the place.  I dismounted and went inside.
 
   My old mentor, Jon, once explained to me why the life of a traveling wizard—and any wizard without a noble patron was going to be a traveling wizard—was so difficult.  Not so the life of a citizen of Mochara!  Here, wizardry was a respected profession, with or without a patron.  It was possible to live pretty well with an endorsement by the guild.  The guild decided if you passed muster as a wizard, much like any guild with its members.  They also endorsed you for things you were especially good at, such as levitation, magical fires, summoning sailing winds, making it rain, and so on.
 
   The guildhall was a very nice place, mostly mortared stone on the first floor with a timber upper storey.  Beyond the front door was an entryway that sucked the mud and dirt from your boots; beyond that, the room had a stone floor covered in rugs.  A pair of pretty girls waited until I was out of the entryway and then bowed.
 
   “Good afternoon, sir,” one of them said, eyeing my sword.
 
   “Good afternoon.  Is Thomen available?”
 
   “May we ask the nature of your business with the Master of the Guild?” the other asked.
 
   “He asked to see me.”
 
   “Right this way, sir,” the first one said, leading me farther back into the building.
 
   The room was some sort of examination room.  Thomen and two other wizards were inspecting a fourth.  She was on a sort of couch or divan, or just a padded table; furniture isn’t my strong point.  She was probably about five-nine, blonde, with a wide mouth and light grey eyes.  Only one of her eyes was light grey; the other eye was shimmering with a sort of opalescent sheen.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Thomen said, stiffly.  I waved at the rest to not bother.  “I am sorry to have you here for this, but Seretta has a problem.”
 
   “Good afternoon, Seretta,” I said.  “What seems to be the trouble?”
 
   “Her left eye, Your Majesty,” said one of the examining wizards.  “She was working with a different sort of scrying spell when a magical surge hit it.  Now she’s seeing something through that eye and it’s scaring her.”
 
   I blinked at the guy.
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked.
 
   “Brunin, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Is she too scared to talk?”
 
   “No, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Good.”  I turned to Seretta.  “Good afternoon, Seretta.  What seems to be the trouble?”
 
   She explained, much as Brunin did, but with a few more details.  The scrying spell was supposed to not need a basin or mirror or other external focus.  It seemed to work, but something ruined it; there was a massive magical surge as, somewhere, a spell shattered.  This did something to her spell and now she was seeing something that was probably outside the normal world.  She reported on things that were obviously Things, but which, apparently and fortunately, did not also see her.
 
   What got me was the time.  She did this experiment about the same time I broke a magician’s attempted escape spell.  Oops, again.
 
   One drawback to a highly-magical society is similar to having a highly-armed society.  Even with the best of intentions, people will miss, and then you have random bullets flying around.  I’m not against gun control, but, to me, gun control means hitting your target.
 
   Is there a way to cut down on magical misfires, though?  Aside from doing all your magic inside a special containment room?  I’ll have to look into it.
 
   For the moment, though, I looked at her eye.  Yes, there was a spell on it.  Or, rather, in it.  It didn’t look like a classically-designed spell; it was too sloppy and not at all well-put-together.  But then, if it started out as a spell and this was the result after being in the car wreck… Yes, it did something, but obviously not quite what it said on the label.
 
   “Have we tried just draining it of power?” I asked.
 
   “We are concerned that her eye might be wherever the point of view is,” Thomen replied.  “If we drain the power, it may simply stay there.”
 
   “Ouch.  Hmm.  Yes, that’s tricky.  There does seem to be some doubt about its physical location.  We could try unwrapping the spell, surely?”
 
   “We’re not sure where it starts or ends, now,” he pointed out.  “The… the wreckage is a tangle, not a spell.”
 
   “Good point.  You seem to have covered the bases, here.  Why am I here, again?” I asked.
 
   “We intend to drain the spell.”
 
   “And risk her eye.”
 
   “Yes.  You are here to grow her a new one, if it ceases to exist here.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” I said, nodding.  “I thought you wanted this solved, not just fixed.  Okay.  Go ahead.”
 
   “Wait,” Seretta said, holding up a hand.  “Could you get rid of the spell without costing me an eye?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I’ve only been looking at it for about a minute—I mean, a few flickers.”
 
   “I would really rather not lose an eye,” she said, softly.
 
   “All right.  I’ll see what I can do.”  I examined the spell-wreckage in some detail, then turned to Thomen.  “Is there someplace I can sit down?”
 
   He showed me to a large, heavy chair—the largest and heaviest in the building, I felt sure.  I settled into it and stepped into my headspace.
 
    
 
   In the lab, I reconstructed the wreckage and let the glowing lines of power to float in the middle of the room.  I put together a scrying spell, then a basic gateway spell, and left those next to the wreckage.
 
   Yes, there were signs and similarities in each.  The magician’s gate destructed, but bits of spell-structure obviously were still intact as it let go.  That’s an important thing to know.  When a really complicated spell goes kaboom, bits and pieces could act like magical shrapnel on other spells.
 
   I fiddled with the three, trying to fit bits and pieces together.  If there was a way to intersect the gate spell with the scrying spell and produce something similar to the wreckage, which part of the gate spell was embedded might give me a clue how to un-embed it, which would be safer for the eyeball.
 
   It was a good thing that headspace work goes a lot faster than normal.  I spent hours inside, turning, twisting, prodding, poking.  But I got an idea.
 
    
 
   Outside again, I rejoined the consultation in the examination room.  Seretta seemed pleased to see me; Thomen remained stiffly polite.
 
   “Got an idea,” I said.  “I think it’ll work.”  I explained my idea to the four wizards.  Thomen nodded thoughtfully.  The two consultants, Brunin and the other guy, were dubious.  Seretta was all for it.
 
   We put on the magical version of surgical masks and got to work.  It was different from casting a spell, mainly in that we weren’t able to use the usual tools of the trade—symbols, lines, diagrams, and so on.  We had to do this the hard way: direct energy manipulation.  That’s always tiring.
 
   Peeling back line after line of spell structure, snipping off loose ends, dissipating sparks and random charges as they pulsed through the structure… it wasn’t quite like defusing a bomb.  It was more like playing a child’s game with sticks, where you want to remove as many sticks as possible from a structure before it comes apart.  If we could get all the gate components out of the wreckage without destroying the integrity of the wreckage, the eyeball would have to be in her head, rather than Somewhere Else.
 
   I didn’t manage that.  Thomen did.  I kept pruning away gate components until we were stuck.  Thomen, on the other hand, had the brilliant idea of putting new lines of force into the wreckage.  Those supports and bindings could hold it together while I finished taking out the bits of gate.
 
   Clever.  I liked it.  We went with it.  And, as it turns out, when we finished taking apart the wreckage, there was an eyeball, right where it belonged.
 
   Unfortunately, I was now running late.  I only had time for a good handshake with the three doctors and a hug for/from the patient and I was off again to see Tort.
 
    
 
   Tort was right where I left her, apparently as patient as Buddha.  I sat down and Parva—apparently Pilea had the night off—put a tray of food in front of me.  I didn’t object, but started in on some delicious mush.
 
   “I have the results of the interrogation for you,” Tort said, apparently amused at something.
 
   “The—oh!  The assassins.  Right.”  I had a terrible moment of realization.  I’m so used to people trying to kill me that I forgot all about it in the press of events.  What does that say about me?  Stupid?  Overconfident?  Poor prioritization?  Or just busy with more important things?  None of these struck me as good.
 
   “Would you like to hear it from them, or shall I simply tell you?” Tort asked.
 
   “Go for it.  I’m in too good a mood to listen to them.”
 
   “They worked for the man I struck with lightning,” she said, and looked embarrassed.  “I am still so sorry about that.”
 
   “You reacted correctly, if a little too quickly,” I told her.  “As a general rule, quick-kill assassins; subdue them only if convenient.  So don’t sweat it.  Go on.”
 
   “The name he used was Korbel, a magician of Arondael, but they think he was lying.  Not that it mattered to them; they were paid to do, not to ask questions.  They are uncertain who he worked for, but they each, independently, believed him to have been hired by Prince Parrin of Byrne. Their pay was also in Byrne currency.”
 
   “Where’s Byrne?”
 
   “It is a city in the northeast of the former kingdom of Rethven.”
 
   “Former?” I asked, surprised.  “What happened to it?”
 
   “Oh… Yes.  It has been some time.”  She paused for thought.  I suppose summarizing eighty-odd years of history takes a minute.
 
   “First, there was the end of the kingdom.  The death of the King of Rethven, without a clear male heir, brought chaos.  The self-styled Church of the Light had a major upset in its leadership shortly before this, and the revelation of corruption by dark forces did much to destabilize it and weaken its influence.  When the Dukes of Rethven started to argue over the succession, the Church lacked the power to keep them peaceful; wars for the throne began.
 
   “It was… let me think… fifteen?  Seventeen?  Quite a few years before any real peace settled over the land again.  By then, cities had declared themselves princedoms, with attendant lands, towns, and villages surrounding them.  It has remained so—except for a few smaller, individual wars and border disputes—until six or seven years ago.”
 
   “What happened then?”
 
   “One of the cities began to produce powerful engines of destruction.  I have not seen one, but they are described as great bronze rams of potent magic; they vomit forth thunder, fire, and iron.  They can smash down walls and destroy gates, or so it is said.”
 
   “The city of Byrne?” I guessed.
 
   “Indeed, my angel.  It has been expanding its holdings in recent years and has considerable territory.  It may manage to become the center of a new kingdom.”
 
   “Wait a second,” I said, and thought back.  During that dream-duel, Hagus had said… what?  “One of the people who tried to kill me mentioned that he had a special dispensation from the King of Rethven.  Would that be the ruler of Byrne?  Or the current ruler of the old capitol, Carrillon?”  She shrugged and looked apologetic.
 
   “I am not privy to all the details.  I have paid little enough attention to these matters, save as they applied to the princes of Baret and Vathula.  In general, we are safe enough here from such things.”  She smiled in memory.  “Coastal cities have occasionally sent ships and men to test us.”
 
   Tort chuckled, a vicious, evil sound.  I couldn’t have done better.
 
   “They do not like landing here,” she said. “Their big ships must put out smaller boats to let soldiers row ashore.  Sailing farther east, where the cliff diminishes to something easy to scale, will allow them to land unopposed.  They have tried this, but during their march overland they have encountered difficulties with the grassmen.”
 
   “Grassmen?”
 
   “The people of the plains.  The men of the grasslands.  They are quite fond of attacking invaders for metal and other gear.  Anything they capture and cannot use, we always buy from them.  They do not defend us, as such, but we encourage them to be… a natural hazard, shall we say?”
 
   “Fair enough.  Okay.  So, probably-Byrne hired a magician to come here and stick me with magical bolts.  What was the spell, anyway?”
 
   “Rather clever,” Tort said.  “There is a healing spell that will stop bleeding by causing the blood to dry and clot quickly.  You know it?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “This is a much more powerful version.  At a guess, it would dry and clot the blood within your body very suddenly, possibly weakening you and causing you to become stiff.  At night,” she added.  “I do not know what it would do to a living man.”
 
   “Get a pig and try it,” I suggested, cutting a bite out of something unidentifiable.  “Tonight, after my appointment, we can try it on me in controlled conditions.  I think I better be prepared for this; someone else may decide to use it.”  Tort nodded.
 
   “I will see to it.”
 
   “What other magical crap did he have on him?”
 
   “Several minor implements of no major import—boots that repel water, a cloak that warms or cools, a ring for the storing of power—things most real magicians regard as mundane.  Professional wizards, even, might have them.
 
   “The unusual things—or unusual thing; they are a set—would be the bracelets.”  Tort smiled and pulled back her sleeve to reveal one.  “These are quite the prize.”
 
   “What do they do?”
 
   “Several things.  You know how difficult it is to perform a gate spell?”
 
   “Yes.”  I remembered a small herd of cattle and a whirling pool of blood.  “The power requirements are ridiculous.  And the spell isn’t easy, either.”
 
   “Quite so.  These help in many ways.  One of its functions is at least partially like an enchantment; it draws in magic.  It does not do anything with it, however.  Instead, it simply stores it in the gems for later use.”
 
   “Seems like an obvious way to build up power,” I said.
 
   “It is not,” Tort assured me.  “To draw power into a magical function is one thing; to simply draw it in and store it is quite another.  The technique is unbelievably subtle and usually results in many failures before such a device is created.  With your permission, I will be studying it for months.”
 
   “Go ahead.  What else does it do?”
 
   “Another enchantment forms a local gate.  Not both ends of a portal, obviously, but it forms a temporary locus for a gate spell, making the actual spell immeasurably easier—something that a magician with sufficient energy reserves might actually be able to use.”
 
   “Aha.  Sort of a portable archway for the gate spell to lock on to and use as a terminal point?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Any way to tell where he was trying to go?” I asked.  “Even some idea of how far, if we can’t tell where or which direction?”
 
   “I am afraid not.  The bracers constantly draw in power to build up a charge; this disrupts the more subtle traces of spells cast on or through them.”
 
   “I can’t always count on my enemies making things easy,” I mused, around a mouthful of probably-not-chicken.  “Oh, well.  Anything else?”
 
   “One more.  The third function seems to encourage the bending of the world.  When active, it tries to distort the fabric of the world ahead of the user, making it easier to use the League Step spell.  It would also, of course, make a gate spell easier, since the effective distance between the two points would be lessened.  At least, I think it would.  About gates, I am but a novice compared to the masters of the old Empire.”
 
   The League Step wasn’t exactly teleportation, but it was close.  I recalled a magician who used it to meet me… how long ago?  The spell was like a warp drive, compressing space itself in front of the user, making each step forward cover much greater distance.  It was tricky to use, since starting and stopping needed to be done in an area of fixed, non-stretched space, but it could multiply the apparent speed of the traveler.  Very similar to the legends, back home, of the seven-league boots.  One of the big drawbacks, though, was the need to be cautious around anything that might be considered an obstacle…
 
   “And these bracelets were on some guy that the prince of probably-Byrne sends to ambush me in the streets at night?  Was this magician rich and stupid?  Or just stupidly overconfident?  Or maybe just fatally ignorant?”
 
   Tort held up a wrist and looked at the bright jewelry.
 
   “These may be new,” she said, thinking aloud.  “I have never seen such work, nor heard of it, save in legends.  He may have been testing them in the field, to determine their weaknesses.  If not new—if he or his employer found a cache of ancient devices—these may still have been out to be tested.  Or, as you say, he may have been overconfident with his devices.”  She paused, obviously startled at her own thought.  “Or… my angel, were you observed while this attempt on your life took place?”
 
   “I… hmm.  I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I didn’t see any scrying distortions, but I could have missed one in the rain.”
 
   “Perhaps this attempt was not a test of these,” she shook one wrist, “but a test of you, as well.”
 
   “Great.  Just great.  The last thing I need is competent assassins sizing me up!”  I sighed.  “Any ideas why the Prince of Byrne might want me dead?”
 
   “I am sorry, my angel, but the hirelings did not know.  They did not even know who they were to kill, much less why.”  Tort shrugged.  “They were concerned only with being paid.”
 
   “We probably need to find out more about Byrne.  Come to that, we probably need to find out more about all the cities in Rethven.  As much as I hate the idea of being a politician…”
 
   “I shall see to it,” Tort assured me, smiling warmly.  “My angel has such terrible problems.”
 
   “I think so,” I countered, smiling back.  “But about the hired muscle.  Did they know anything else?”
 
   “I am sure they do, but they do not realize it.”
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “I feel certain that they know far more, but they are thugs, bullies.  They have heard and seen things that they do not know are significant, because they are significant to us, but not to them.”
 
   “That’s a problem.”
 
   “Not so, my angel, if you will allow me to draw forth their memories.”
 
   Hmm.  I remembered this from nowhere in particular—again.  The process would replay their memories like playing back a virtual reality program, but the spellcaster would live through it exactly as if experiencing it.  In so doing, it would wipe that chunk of memory from their minds.  The process was also rather painful, and, occasionally, killed the subject.
 
   On the one hand, I don’t like torturing people.  On the other hand, they did try to kill me.  I was planning to kill them anyway.
 
   “Do it.”
 
    
 
   I spent what was left of the early evening making a pest of myself with the shipwrights.  They were used to making fishing boats for trips out on the Circle Sea.  Applying the same requirements to a canal boat was silly.  It doesn’t need to handle waves.  It doesn’t need to use a sail—although, as I thought about it, there might be times a sail would actually be helpful.  All it really needed to do was be hydrodynamic, have a good cargo deck and hitching point, and wheels along both sides—can’t have it rubbing against the side of the canal, after all.
 
   There was much headscratching and more than a little muttering, but by the time I was done they were well on their way to building a canal barge.  All I did was encourage them, really, and check on their progress.  It helped that the woodcutter I’d met, Timon, had a half-dozen laborers helping him, thanks to my program for the rehabilitation and employment of the city’s homeless.
 
   It’s almost a New Deal.
 
   I also breezed through the smithy to meet Kavel and his family, at least briefly.  My main purpose was to double-check and reinforce the spells on his forge and to order some parts made.  Having given some thought to the bellows system, I decided to have a drum-based intake fan built.  Rather than use a back-and-forth movement to pump a pair of bellows, a hollow cylinder with intake blades—rather like a jet engine—could be cranked at high speed to produce airflow.
 
   Kavel and his sons got the idea without any trouble.  They went right to work on it.  I was impressed.
 
   The wagonwrights, on the other hand, were still struggling with the plow design.  It wasn’t really all that difficult, at least to me.  I wanted, basically, a chariot.  Attached to the back end of it, a row of plowshares would carve four (at least, in the prototype version) furrows at once.  This would let the ploughman sit up front and steer the horses, while a pedal-lever would let him lift or lower the plowing portion on the turns.
 
   They had some trouble with the idea of a wagon that low to the ground.  Apparently, they had never heard of a chariot before.  Worse, if it didn’t have an axle running under the thing, how would it stay up?  And if you make the wheels tiny enough to let the axle run under the wagon, it won’t roll through fields; it will just mire itself.  Madness!  Utter madness!
 
   (“I told Orville and I told Wilbur and now I’m telling you:  That contraption will never work!”)
 
   I refrained from pointing out I’d built more complicated things with Legos.
 
   Instead, I did a lot of drawing on the wall with charcoal, carved a little, and reinvented medieval suspension systems.  They were suitably impressed.  It’s easy when you already know how.
 
   All this kept my mind off my appointment with Tamara.
 
    
 
   I hid from the sunset in Tort’s house.  It seemed a good place to be if anything went wrong after my transformation.  I’m not usually concerned, but a lot of weirdness happened the night before.  As it was, nothing unusual happened.  My heart stopped beating, I stopped breathing, and my flesh started to cool to room temperature.  If anything, my transformation byproducts were lighter than expected; I only felt filthy, not completely disgusting.
 
   Finally, something goes right.
 
   After my transformation, I cleaned up with spells, sharpened my fingernails, shaved, and got ready for some flaming experimentation.  It might be important in the very near future; Sparky might be in a fighting mood by now, and Amber would be at Tamara’s upcoming… funeral?  Demise?  Passing?  Departure?
 
   I need a word for it.
 
   A candle burned my finger several times and I came to some conclusions.  Fire burns me just fine.  Even when I’m paying attention and concentrating on not being burned, even a candle can be painful.  Bronze’s flames were equally unaffected.  Hers aren’t magical in themselves; they’re perfectly normal fires generated by magical means.
 
   A magical fire, on the other hand, burns me just as well as normal flames.  I can’t seem to do my fire-deflecting trick with either kind.
 
   Well, nuts.
 
   I see only two real options.  First, it may be that I’m just not trying hard enough.  When I see impending incineration about to hit me, it’s possible I tap into reserves of power that I cannot consciously access—or, at least, that I haven’t figured out how to consciously access.
 
   Second, it’s possible that I’m doing everything right, but I’m only resistant to divine fire.  That, too, makes a sort of sense.  Gods aren’t supposed to smite other gods, but anything the lower orders do to you is your problem.
 
   I’m not sure which of these options I like better.  They both have terrible implications.
 
   I don’t even have a crown, and already my head is uneasy.  Great.
 
   To be on time for my appointment, I magically put a glossy polish on my black armor, added the fanciest cloak I could find, and made sure I was looking as close to regal as inhumanly possible.  Then I went to the Temple of the Grey Lady.
 
   The place was mobbed.  Well, crowded, anyway.  I wasn’t sure if Tamara knew the place was surrounded, or if she cared, so I didn’t try to disperse the crowd.  Instead, Bronze paced forward, slowly, giving people plenty of time to make way.  They were surprisingly quick about it.  I’m not sure if that was for my benefit, or if they were just familiar with Bronze.
 
   I dismounted at the doorway and Bronze occupied it.  Tamara and Amber were waiting for me just inside.  Tianna was nowhere in sight.  Tamara wore a silver gown, Amber an orange-and-red one.
 
   “Good evening,” I offered.  Tamara smiled at me and held out her bony old hands.  Amber merely nodded, expression unreadable.  I couldn’t even tell what she was feeling when I looked through her flesh; her spirit was just a bright thing, shining.  Her eyes seemed to glow, slightly.  Was that from someone using her as a window?  Possibly.  I doubted one goddess would actively manifest in the house of another.
 
   I took Tamara’s hands and kissed them.
 
   “Are you ready?” Tamara asked.
 
   “Am I ready?” I echoed.  “How about you?”
 
   “I have been for some years, dear one.  I have only waited so long for you,” she told me.  I nodded and turned to Amber.
 
   “Are you okay with this?”
 
   “It isn’t my decision,” she replied, coldly.  I was impressed.  Fire-witches aren’t known for their command of ice.  I still couldn’t tell if she was angry at me, at Tamara, or at mortality in general.
 
   “Maybe a better question to ask is if you want to be here for this.  I’m okay with it,” I added, hurriedly, “but you aren’t required to observe, and I respect that you may not want to.”
 
   “Tianna insisted on saying goodbye to her grandmother,” Amber said.  “We’ll stay.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “Chamber pot.”
 
   “Ah.  We’ll wait, then.  Tamara?  Do you want everyone else in here?”
 
   “No, but thank you for asking.”
 
   We moved to the altar while Bronze stayed in the doorway.  Underneath the softly-smiling gaze of the statue, I wondered if the Grey Lady was actually paying attention.  I suspected that She was.
 
   Tianna came pelting back into the temple, trailing yellow flutters from her dress and ribbons of it in her hair.
 
   “Sorry, sorry, sorrysorrysorry.”
 
   I smiled at her and beckoned her over.  Amber held out her hand and Tianna took it.
 
   “Remember,” Amber told her, “this is not ours to do.  What he does now is the transition beyond the borders of our authority.  Your grandmother has to go back around to the beginning.”
 
   “I remember,” Tianna said, with a tone that said that she was both tired of hearing it and annoyed about the fact itself.
 
   I sat down with Tamara on the stone bench in front of the statue.  No blood grooves in this one, I noticed.  People seldom die on a convenient schedule, so this was a more symbolic altar than a practical one.
 
   Tamara took my hands in hers.
 
   “Tort always called you her angel,” she said, softly, using the word arhia.
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   “I never thought you were an angel,” she said.  “I never thought of you as a man, either.  Not really.  I could not shake the idea that you were a monster, no matter what the Mother wanted.”
 
   “I have trouble with that myself.  It’s okay.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   I grinned at her, showing teeth.
 
   “I woke up and had these,” I told her.  “Little things keep changing.  So, yes, I keep thinking of myself as a monster.  I’m also a man, though.  Sometimes, that’s hard to reconcile, even for me, and I live in this skin!  How much harder is it be for you, just looking from the outside?”
 
   “Were you always this understanding?” she asked, head cocked to one side.
 
   “Probably not.  I don’t know.  I’m a terrible judge of myself.”
 
   “You always were.”
 
   “Oh, thank you so much.”
 
   Tamara laughed, a sound that might have come from her throat a hundred years ago.
 
   “You are who you are,” she said, “and you have your purpose.  My purpose here is done, and I am tired.  Shall I rest now?”
 
   That question hurt me more than I can say.
 
   A few weeks ago—remember, I’ve been asleep for eighty-seven years; it seems like a few weeks ago to me—Tamara was young, beautiful, and about to have my children.  Sure, we had some religious issues, but it was like living with an interfering mother-in-law.  We would work it out.  We were a couple, at the very least, and I felt we were more than that…
 
   Weeks, and not many of them.  I could easily measure it in days, if I cared to.  That’s only enough time to wound my heart, not heal it; not even enough time to let it scab over, much less scar.  I drink the blood of others.  Who drinks from wounds in the heart?  The gods?  Demons?  Or does it just drip unregarded and unwanted?
 
   Now, my lovely Tamara, it’s time to die.  And I get to be the one who kills you.  Or, let’s be kind.  I’m the one who is meant to take your soul from your body and escort you to the realm of the dead.
 
   Murderer of my beloved?  Or psychopomp for her?  Can I convince myself that I’m doing her a favor?  Or am I actually doing her a favor, and I just don’t realize it?  What does happen to the soul of an excommunicated fire-witch when she dies?
 
   Whatever happens to it, I decided that Sparky wasn’t going to get any say in the matter.
 
   “Yes,” I said, softly.  “Come with me.”
 
   She put her arms around me and I hugged her close.  She put her head on my shoulder.
 
   “Tort’s angel,” she said, softly, “and my monster.  We both love you.  Amber and Tianna do, too.  Amber will learn to show it.”
 
   “She gets that problem from me, I think.”
 
   “I am certain she does.  You will be there for both of them, even so?”
 
   “I’ll do my best to watch over them,” I assured her.  She nodded into my neck.
 
   “I am ready, my monster… and my angel.”
 
   I gently extended my psychic tendrils to either side, like unfolding wings.  The room seemed to turn grey as they spread wider and wider, thickening, darkening.  I enfolded her like dark fog rolling over a meadow, engulfing her entirely in the incoming tide of black.  A bright spark of white in a vast expanse of night, gleaming brilliantly, the painful pinprick of light left after a sun burns down to the core.  Streamers of radiance swam out from it, spinning off like an accretion disk in reverse, shrinking it further, but making it burn brighter, ever brighter.
 
   My teeth touched her skin, my tongue slid across the flesh, and blood gently flowed.  I bit deeper, slowly, and the blood seemed to flee her body, hurrying into me.
 
   Everything went away.
 
    
 
   We were in the blackness together.  I held her in my arms like a bride being carried over a threshold.  She looked young again; her hair was a bright flame and her face unlined, more beautiful than I remembered.  She laughed as the color slowly faded from her, glowing like the sky at sunset and fading to night.
 
   The old woman stood in front of me, holding out her hand.  She smiled at me.
 
   “I knew this moment would come,” she said.  “Well-met, Halar, one of the Lords of Night.”
 
   Tamara and I both looked at her.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   “That is the Grey Lady,” Tamara said, softly.  The elderly figure nodded, still smiling.  She looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite remember where I’d seen her before.  In a great, gilded temple, I thought.
 
   “And you’re going to take Tamara wherever it is she’s supposed to go?” I asked.
 
   “I must do as I am meant to.  We each have our purpose and function.”
 
   Tamara’s colors faded slowly, turning her into a monochrome figure, all black and white and shades of grey.  I set her on her feet and she held my hand.
 
   “Maybe so,” I allowed, “but, if you would be so kind, explain the purposes and functions involved here.”
 
   “Are you planning to be difficult about this mortal?” asked the Grey Lady.
 
   “I’m not planning to be, but I want to know what she’s getting into,” I told her.  “I’m not going to blindly turn her immortal soul over to someone I’ve never met without some assurances.”
 
   “Halar,” Tamara whispered, “this is the Grey Lady.”  As if that meant anything to me, and as if I should care.  I ignored her.
 
   “So,” I went on, “if you would be so kind as to explain a bit, I’ll do my best to be cooperative.”
 
   “Why should I?  She is here.”
 
   “But so am I, and she’s mine.”
 
   “Oh, really?” asked the Grey Lady.  “You interest me strangely, godling.  Do you think you can keep her from me?”
 
   “Nope.  But you might wonder if it was worth the fight.”
 
   That stopped her for a moment, and it shocked Tamara.
 
   “You know you will lose, but you will challenge me anyway?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t want to challenge you.  I just want a couple of questions answered.  Which one sounds like more work?”
 
   The Grey Lady looked at me, unsmiling and thoughtful.
 
   “You are clever,” she said, finally, “and bolder than I thought.  What is it that you wish to know?”
 
   “Tamara, here, is about to die.  What happens?  How are you involved?  How am I involved?  What’s supposed to be the ‘natural order’ of things?”
 
   The Grey Lady folded her arms together and pressed a finger to her lips in thought.  Tamara squeezed my hand, looking scared.  I squeezed her hand as well, hoping to reassure her.  She didn’t seem reassured, but I suppose I can’t blame her for that.
 
   “All you want,” said the Grey Lady, “is to know the truth about the mystery of death for the race of men.”
 
   “If I’m involved in sending people there, or through, or whatever, shouldn’t I know what I’m doing?”
 
   “It is true that you are no longer a mortal man,” she mused.  “Yes… yes, I choose to tell you.”
 
   “Thank you.  Please do.”
 
   “When the Lords of Night came to this world with men, they consumed the power of men’s blood and souls.  The blood fueled their bodies and the souls fueled their powers—or so it was believed.  The soul merely passes through a Lord of Night.  What your kind truly fed upon were their lives, their experiences, not their souls.  You constantly… emit?  Yes, you emit the soul-stuff from yourself, purged of all experience and life, so that it may rejoin the great ocean of light, refined and purified, to be reborn.
 
   “Without the Lords of Night to aid them—whether through such feeding, or in the manner you have chosen for this one—their living souls must journey to the underworld, there to travel in darkness and cold, reliving their lives piece by piece, leaving each moment in glittering crystals, frozen behind them.  There, the things that live beyond the edge of the world devour the frozen crystals of memory and hunger for more.
 
   “My purpose is to see to it that souls given into my care reach the underworld without incident.  They do not wander the lands of light to haunt the living, nor are they captured and used by magicians or sorcerers.  They arrive safely and quickly, there to be refined and returned to the great soul sea, the ocean of light, and be reborn.”
 
   I looked at Tamara, a black-and-white image of youth and beauty.  She smiled sadly and nodded.
 
   “I will miss you,” she said.
 
   “And I, you.”  I turned to the Grey Lady.  “So, if I consume her soul, it’s quicker?”
 
   “It is.  It is also painful.  If you will take my advice, do not do it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You are still full of soul-stuff.  It emerges from you, like your breath set aflame.  It will take some time before you are done with Zirafel and the Golden Temple.”  The Grey Lady smiled and held out her hand.  “Please, let me take care of her.  She has been a good priestess, both kind and gentle to those who come to my care.  I promise, she will not suffer more than any other soul, and less than most.”
 
   A Goddess just asked nicely.  She even said, “Please.”  And She didn’t have to.
 
   I looked at Tamara.  She looked at me.  She seemed unable to speak.  We stayed like that for some time, recognizing the last time for what it was.  It was hard, extremely hard, but I let go of her hand.
 
   “Goodbye,” I whispered.
 
    
 
   Lights.  Taste.  Touch.  The Temple of the Grey Lady.  The body in my arms.
 
   I licked at the wounds, just to be neat, and laid her pale, pale body down on the altar.  I folded her shrunken hands together and adjusted her gown and hair.  I stepped back.
 
   A tiny hand insinuated itself into mine.  I looked down at Tianna.  She looked up at me.
 
   “Why are you sad, Grandpa?”
 
   “Because I’m selfish.”
 
   “Selfish?”
 
   “I’m going to miss her.”
 
   “Oh.  But you’ll still be here when she comes back,” she pointed out.
 
   That caught me by surprise.  Clever girl.  I hadn’t thought of that.
 
   “True, but she won’t know me.”
 
   Amber moved up to the other side of Tianna and took her hand.
 
   “Come along.  We’re done here.”
 
   “No,” I said.  Amber and Tianna both looked at me.  “You’re not done.  I want her cremated.”
 
   “We can do that tomorrow,” Amber said, and I held up my free hand.
 
   “We’re not doing it at dawn or sunset.  The Mother was pis—was angry with her, so we’re not going to do this where she can be offended by having to watch.  You can do it right now, in front of the Grey Lady and me, or I will.”
 
   Amber looked at me with an unreadable expression.  Not neutral, but an expression I simply couldn’t read.  Even watching her spiritual interior didn’t help; it was still all bright white and yellow, like looking into a star.  Did her eyes give off a fiery glint?
 
   Tianna, on the other hand, didn’t have her mother’s sense of hesitation.  I saw the bright flare of spiritual light between Amber and I, and Amber’s expression turned to one of surprise.
 
   Tianna’s hair blazed.
 
   Amber wanted to say something, but she checked herself and watched, eyes narrowed as she observed Tianna’s actions carefully.
 
   Fire bloomed on the altar, first orange, then yellow, then white, blazing higher and higher until I wondered if the beams of the roof were going to have problems.  They did.
 
   I raised my free hand and started working.  Immaterial tendrils shot up, untouched by the flames, to shake and pry at the shakes and shingles of the roof.  I gestured with a very basic spell, punching the roof, as well.  A hole opened as a chunk of roof gave way, debris flying up or deflected to the sides; dozens of tiles slid down the pitch of the roof outside.
 
   I hurried around the altar, hands upraised, to wrap it in a makeshift circle of power, extended upward in a cylinder, through the roof.  This containment reflected heat, raising the interior temperature further while shielding the structure of the building itself.  Now the flames could roar up unimpeded.  I stirred the column of air inside the containment spell, making the flames spin, whirling as they shot skyward.
 
   The heat didn’t seem to bother me.  Interesting.  Tianna doesn’t generate mundane flames, apparently.
 
   Bronze stepped back out through the doorway as wind started to whistle in, swirling madly around the room.  Ashes stirred and flaked away in the center of the flames, dancing in the air, spinning in a vortex up through the roof and into the sky.  A column of fire, a whirlwind of flame and ash, rose toward the stars.
 
   In minutes, Tianna burned the body to ash and the wind sucked it up, scattering it into the sky.  Tianna let out a huge breath and the flames died.  I let go the whirlwind spell and the wind died with it.  Amber relaxed her vigilance; I think she was worried about Tianna losing control or losing focus.
 
   I knelt beside Tianna.  She was covered in sweat everywhere but in her hair; that was perfectly dry once it was extinguished.
 
   “Thank you very much, Tianna.  That was very well done.  Even Firebrand couldn’t have done better,” I told her.  She looked pleased at the praise.
 
   “You’re welcome,” she replied.  She sounded tired.  I stood up again.
 
   “Thank you both.  I appreciate you being here.  I know Tamara was glad to have you here, too.”
 
   “I would not miss the opportunity to say farewell to my mother,” Amber said, “and Tianna, her grandmother.”
 
   “Shall I see you both back to your home?”
 
   “Yes!” Tianna said, just as Amber said, “No, we’ll be fine.”
 
   “But Mom!  I want to ride!”
 
   “It’s no trouble,” I added, “and Tianna seems tired.”
 
   “Oh… all right,” Amber gave in.  We stepped outside.
 
   The crowd had spread out to get a look at the fire-fountain coming through the roof.  I made a mental note to have the hole fixed.  When the crowd saw us, everyone knelt.  A wave of descent spread out from us like dominos toppling.  Amber barely blinked.  Tianna stood still and stared.  I don’t think anyone ever knelt to her before.
 
   I was very pleased to notice that people went to one knee, not both.  I was less pleased and more confused at the gesture.  Some used both hands, fingers interlaced, thumbs back along the temples, as though shielding their eyes from wind or rain.  Others used only one hand, placing it like the brim of a baseball cap.  Either way, they looked down, hiding their eyes from us.  I’d seen Parva do it, and a few others.  I wondered whether it was meant for me or for Amber.
 
   I helped Tianna up onto Bronze, bounced up behind her, and swung Amber into place behind me.  Amber wrapped her arms around my chest, pressed her face to my back, and squeezed.  Tianna kicked her heels and jerked on Bronze’s mane.
 
   Bronze humored her by rearing up, pawing at the air, blowing fire, and galloping off.  She was very good about not stepping on anything soft, but headed through the thinnest section of the crowd—the people got out of her way, and she went slowly enough to let them.  Once free of the crowd, we circled around much more swiftly to get back to the Temple of Flame.  Tianna, of course, screamed the equivalent of “Whee!” the whole way.  Amber kept quiet and hung on as though her life depended on it.  I don’t think she likes to ride.
 
   We sat on Bronze for a bit just outside the house.  I chatted with Tianna for a moment while her mother pulled herself together.  When Amber slid down Bronze’s side, I dismounted and helped Tianna down.  We said our good-nights and the two of them went inside, Tianna talking a mile a minute while Amber pretended to listen.
 
   Outside, the wind was picking up and smelled like rain.  I stroked Bronze’s nose.  She seemed amused, then nuzzled me when she caught my mood.  A tongue like a hot metal file stroked the side of my face just in front of my ear.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She turned sideways to me so I could mount.  I bounced up onto her back and she set out at a walk.  If I wanted to talk about it, she would be happy to listen.
 
   “It’s more than one thing,” I told her.  “It’s that I’ll miss Tamara, sure.  That’s a big thing.  For me, it’s like we were just settling in about a month ago.  Now she’s aged, died, and left behind a grown daughter and a granddaughter.  I’m not adjusted to that yet, and the thing with Amber is just awkward and weird.”
 
   Bronze understood.  Chalk it up to being a piece of me on four legs.
 
   “Then there’s my conversation with the Grey Lady.”
 
   That was news to her.  She perked up her ears to tell me to go on.
 
   “The implications are staggering.  She as much as told me that I was doing my job.  My job as a Lord of Night.”
 
   That was very interesting, of course.
 
   “Now, I’m wondering.  Why am I here?  The place is getting on fine without me.  Sure, maybe I can help, but they don’t need me, not like a boatload of emigrants did when I took them out of Rethven.  I’m thinking that maybe, just maybe, I really should go home.”
 
   Whatever I wanted to do would be fine with her.  But wasn’t this place home?
 
   “I don’t know.  With Tamara gone… with almost everybody I knew gone… it doesn’t feel like home.  I mean, it’s fun to redesign a city and improve the local technology and play with assassins—sort of—but I miss being able to send out for pizza, call friends up on the phone, surf the internet, order things online, all that stuff.  Medieval is nice, in a retro sort of way, but I also miss my technological society.”
 
   Of course, Bronze had never encountered a technological society, but if I liked it, it had to be good.
 
   “I just came here to get a bunch of unpleasant jerks off my back, avenge Sasha, stop the repeated attempts on my life, that sort of thing.  And I have, I guess.  At least, I don’t think anyone here will come after me across dimensional barriers, so if I go home, that should end it.”
 
   That was for me to judge, but Bronze would happily test it with me, if I wanted.
 
   “I just… I don’t know.  Maybe I should look into a way to go back.”
 
   If I wanted to, that was what we would do.
 
   “But I still think I could do some good here.”
 
   That’s true.  I could do that and go back when I was done.
 
   “Plus, I did promise to be as good a king as I can manage.”
 
   She agreed that keeping one’s word is important, yes.
 
   “I didn’t promise to stay, though.  I could just get things on a good track and let them all just carry on, couldn’t I?”
 
   If that was what I wanted, Bronze was behind me all the way.
 
   “Maybe I will.  I’ll think about it.”
 
   I went on for a while and she walked us all over town while I did, avoiding people as she did so.  She’s an excellent listener, but not much of a talker.
 
   “No real advice for me, hmm?”
 
   Naturally not, but she would happily listen to my troubles and stomp, kick, or torch anything that would make my life easier for being stomped, kicked, or torched.
 
   Oddly enough, that did make me feel better.
 
    
 
   Back at Tort’s, the place was quiet.  Tort had gone to bed, the servants were asleep, and my three knights were passed out in exhaustion.
 
   I clucked to myself at their state and made sure their spells were fresh and running well.  I could see the flowing life inside them and the ways their bodies were changing.  It all looked pretty good…
 
   I had an idea.  If I can copy-and-paste a mirror image of Tort’s foot for her body to grow a new one, can I copy-and-paste the pattern of my muscle fibers into someone else for their body to grow into?
 
   Maybe.  If their own cells are growing it, there’s no rejection issue, as with a transplant…
 
   I’m not doing that until I can explain it to someone and get their informed consent.  I suspect I’ll get volunteers for any project I want to try, though.  Still, I want to experiment a little before potentially risking someone’s disfigurement or death with my wild idea.
 
   Instead, I made a few minor adjustments for bone and muscle density, tendon strength and mountings, and some improved lung function.  Added to it, a little encouragement to develop their voluntary nervous systems could add a bit of speed to their reflexes, maybe even their rate of learning for physical skills.  They were coming along nicely.
 
   Tort left out for me a rather awful map and a number of handwritten notes.  
 
   Maps around here aren’t artistic things with accurate representations of features in scale; they’re lines on parchment that are more like directions done in icons rather than words.  I mean, a line for your route of travel, a few triangles for mountains, some curves for hills, a square for a town, and some wavy lines for the river you have to cross—maybe with a couple of lines parallel to the road for a bridge—and absolutely no idea of how long it will take to go that far.  That’s not what I call a map.
 
   Is the lack of any sort of compass partly to blame for the lack of cartographic art?  They can navigate by the stars, but without a compass to provide a steady bearing, does that change how they perceive—or fail to perceive—the geography?  North is vaguely that direction, west is toward the sunset… if they don’t have a way, or don’t have a desire, to nail down directions more precisely, can they make accurate maps?
 
   The map I looked at implied they couldn’t.
 
   I flipped through the notes, reading.  One note told me Wallin came by and Tort checked him over; he was doing well.  My cancer patient’s worst complaint was about his sinuses.  I’m going to call that a win and feel good about it.
 
   I also read a bit about the trade between Mochara, Baret, and a couple of the other coastal cities.  Baret was the one we traded with the most, since it was easily the closest.  Our boats could make port there without much travel and with no customs troubles.  Other cities occasionally had merchants come to us when those cities weren’t trying to do something militaristic and unpleasant to us.
 
   Our main exports are food, magic, and education, all of which generally required other people to come here to make a deal.  Our other exports were varied.  One of our crops was a flax-type plant, and we made a lot of linen cloth; we make good underwear, apparently.  Dazhu furs were also very popular, but we bartered for the majority of those from the plains tribes, which raised the export price.  A spicy pepper plant grew on this side of the Eastrange, but very sparsely; the ground-up powder was amazingly popular.  We also produced the highest quality steel available, even if it wasn’t in any great quantity.  We also have an excellent dark beer.  To my surprise, we didn’t export much of the beer.  It went bad rather quickly, so shipping it was a problem.  I recalled something about bottled beer being pasteurized, or something, and resolved to check my memory banks for more details.
 
   To my surprise, we did not have a deal with the magicians’ academy in Arondael.  They didn’t like the idea of a bunch of tinkering madmen being “educated” to pull at loose threads in the fabric of reality, much less such people being sent to study with them.  Magicians memorize highly efficient, carefully-worked-out spells that will do exactly what they want and nothing else.  Wizards make things up as they go along, hopefully remember how they did it, and occasionally get unexpected side effects.
 
   Magicians think that’s dangerous, and I certainly see their point.  It’s particularly dangerous, in fact, with the power levels at which magicians can operate.  Explosions aren’t so bad; that at least eliminates the idiot responsible.  Blowing holes in the barrier between the world and the Things that live in the darkness outside the world… well, that also eliminates the idiot responsible, but it has some rather more far-reaching effects.
 
   Arondael doesn’t particularly like us because there’s nothing worse than a lot of wizards trying to unweave the world without regard to how to put it back together.  Luckily, we do have a pair of full-time magicians—now one magician—keeping a lid on a town full of those irresponsible, crazy wizards.  At least, that’s Arondael’s overall viewpoint.
 
   It’s also possible that they don’t really want a sudden influx of muddy boots in their great library.  They have a good thing going in their highly-enchanted city; adding a lot of beginner magicians could upset the status quo.
 
   I paged through the notes slowly, not really hurrying.  It was a good night and a sad one, all at once, and I was feeling decidedly ambivalent about even being in it.  When I finished, I sighed—no need to breathe, but sighing is still necessary—and decided to check on the progress of the sorting in my headspace.
 
   The place was still a mess, but a mess of stacks, rather than a simple sea of papers.
 
   “You’ve got a lot done,” I observed.
 
   “Indeed, sir,” he replied.  “Your nap the other night was most helpful.”
 
   “It was?”
 
   “It eliminated distractions.”
 
   I didn’t want to consider what my brain was doing while my soul was out.  The fact that it apparently continued doing anything at all was disturbing enough.  If I hadn’t come back, would my body have eventually gotten up?  What would be driving it?  Would there be anything inside at all?
 
   “Ah.  I see.  I think I see.  More processor cycles to run the sort.”
 
   “Something like that, sir, yes.”
 
   “Can I help?”
 
   “Certainly, sir.  Parallel processing will go much more quickly.”
 
   I started shuffling through piles.  It was tedious, but needed doing.  I hated it; the part of me that tackles that kind of job was already on it.  The rest of me disliked it.
 
   I considered a page and the information on it.  In here, it was a physical object—sure, it’s just an objectified piece of memory, but I could treat it like a physical object.  Could I use a spell on it as though it really was a physical object?  Nothing leaped out of my extended memory to say it was a bad idea, but it was possible nobody had ever tried it before.
 
   After reading the page and picking out some key words and phrases, I set about crafting a seeking spell.  It didn’t need to reach beyond the confines of my headspace, of course, but I wanted it to register multiple hits, and to fetch to me, headspace-physically, all the hits it got.
 
   I warned my sorting butler about what I was doing.  He provided me with a large stack of papers.  I focused on that alone, rather than the whole room.
 
   Okay.  Everything involving “Erensian wine.”  Come here.
 
   The stack barely moved.  Four pages lit up, slid out of the stack, and fluttered into my hand.
 
   “Butler?” I said, slowly.
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
   “We are going to make a lot of progress tonight.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Tuesday, May 4th
 
    
 
   It’s been a few days and my headspace is much clearer.  The sorting process went a lot faster after we—that is, I—added automated tools.  It’s a good question whether I was using some other functions of my brain in the search-and-sort technique, but I think the spell was doing the actual work.  I’ve already got a lot of my brain processing old data.  The spells I came up with are, I think, independent of the processing power of my brain.  Very limited, yes, but very useful.
 
   I feel a lot better, and I remember things without having major cognitive dissonance, now.  I still don’t know what I know, if you follow me, but at least when I realize I know it, I just know it, and then I know I know it.
 
   Well, that was clear.  I need a better vocabulary.
 
   Tort’s foot is almost done.  The foot has grown almost to the toes, but we’ve had to slow the process down a bit.  She cracked a bone in her hand by banging it on something.  Her existing bones are losing some of their strength as they supply calcium to the new ones.  We mended her hand easily enough, but if her bones are that fragile, she needs time to build them up again.  She’s not happy about it, but is philosophical.  Regrowing a foot at all is a miracle; to wait another week is nothing compared to never.
 
   She can stand.  She can walk.  Her balance is still shot; toes are important, as is practice.  But it’s working.  The first time she took a few steps on her new foot, I had to hold her hand for balance, then hold her while she cried.  I don’t think I’ve ever made her happier, which makes me happy; she makes me think I might be a decent person after all.
 
   I’m also pretty pleased with my knights and would-be knights.  We have, counting my three, one hundred and eighty-one people still in the training group.  I’m pleased to say that the female twins—Malana and Malena, descendants of either Caeron or Caedwil; accounts differ due to some excusable confusion—have managed to keep in the running through grit, determination, and a dogged persistence.
 
   After their secret got out, however, they did run into a bit of a snag with the male chauvinist attitude.  It is still a rather patriarchal society, I’m afraid, and no one liked the idea of females with weapons, armor, and training.  Women aren’t property, as such, but they’re still not far from it.  Daughters aren’t exactly sold, for example, but it is still the custom to give an expensive gift to the father of the bride.
 
   More specifically, for my would-be knights, fighting has always been a man’s job; it’s not for weak and vaporish women.  It’s just not done.
 
   It is around here, dammit.  I put my foot down.  Or, rather, lifted someone’s foot up.  I held him by an ankle and lifted him off the ground while I yelled at him.
 
   He started it.  Don’t yell in my face, that’s all I can say.  It makes me grumpy.  So does spouting your prejudices as though they were cosmic truths.  While I agreed with him in principle that women should not be fighting, I’m not going to make it a law.  If they want to, they should have—correct that; they do have—the right to try.
 
   Not only am I the quasi-human monster, I’m the King.  I got my way.
 
   I think I made it clear that there is no different term for male or female knights.  There isn’t a knight and a knight-ette.  Any woman that qualifies as a knight will be treated as a knight, and anybody who has a problem with that can quit right now and run really, really fast down to the docks, because he will need to catch a ship immediately.  Why?  Because if he was still in town after sunset, I was going to find him and take a long, hard look at his soul.
 
   Strangely enough, that seemed to terrify people a lot more than any threat of violence.
 
   After that, I let the former loudmouth up, announced that he had a royal pardon, put a healing spell on him, and did my best to be a jolly chap and encourage everyone to just pretend the girls—excuse me, these two cadets—were any other candidates.
 
   “Look, it’s a Royal Edict.  I say so.  Got it?”
 
   They got it, and that ended all argument.  At least I made my point on this very clear.  I’m no chauvinist (usually), nor all that fond of feminists (usually).  I’m an equalitarian; if you can do it and you want to, that’s your business.
 
   I’m sure there’s a word for what I am.  Actually, there are lots of words for what I am.  I just don’t care for the ones most people use.
 
   I made a mental note: If I use the Royal Prerogative of “Because I Say So,” they’ll take it as gospel and go on, and I should avoid using it.  Being able to punch through an oak door is one thing; being obeyed is power.  It should never be taken lightly, nor abused.  Ideally, I shouldn’t even get used to it, because that way leads to abusing it…
 
   Anyway, I knew it would take a little while to file off the rough edges of equality.  It’s not as easy as it sounds, treating someone as an equal when all your cultural mores say otherwise.  There were some bobbles while we sorted that out, but nobody died.  That’s the main thing.
 
   I also put people in categories: resistant to the idea, neutral, and gallant.  I have a spreadsheet, now; I drew it up while I was in my headspace.  It’s a big poster, more of a chart, really, but it works.  I’m getting more of a feel for who meets what qualifications.  Maybe it won’t do me any good, but I feel better having the information laid out in an organized way.
 
   Since Amber and Tianna keep coming by to watch and heal people, they got to hear my lecture on gender equality.  Amber seemed surprised at my attitude.  Tianna stuck out her tongue at the fellow who was so upset at the idea of a female knight.  She instantly wanted to learn how to use a sword, which took both Amber and myself to explain that she had more important things to study.
 
   Amber was not pleased that I promised to show Tianna the basics later, if she was a good girl and listened to her mother.  Fortunately, we’ve already had the argument about whether or not looks can kill and she didn’t choose to rekindle it.
 
   Someone also raised a question about money.  I learned that the two Orders of Knighthood—technically, just one, the Order of the Sword of Karvalen; the Order of Shadow is a subset of the Order of the Sword and closer to a cult than I really care for—were supported by the State.  That is, Amber paid them as the only full-time, professional military.  Amber was still paying them, despite my political position.  The new knights-in-training, however, were not being paid.
 
   I spoke to Amber about it.  She agreed, cautiously, to see to it the new guys also got a stipend.  I don’t think she liked the idea that I could impose new expenses on her government.  Or, rather, she didn’t like the idea that I could waltz in and spend money like it was my government.  I can, and it is, but she doesn’t want to hear that.
 
   We’re going to have to have a political discussion one of these days.  Not looking forward to it.
 
   The trainees are also expanding their repertoire.  Kelvin runs them through their paces every morning, but afternoons are spent beating on each other.  It’s easy to tell who the former knights are; they mow through everyone else.  I’ve reinstated the rank of “Sergeant,” promoted Kelvin to it, and left everyone else at “cadet.”  Kelvin’s just too useful to have no formal acknowledgement of his contributions, so now he carries a sharmi—a short sword, kind of like a Roman gladius—and I’ve got him a black half-cloak, edged in silver, as symbols of his rank.
 
   I’m considering making the sharmi and spear the standard weapons of the infantry.  The Romans used gladius and pilum to good effect for a thousand years; why not here?  Of course, that’ll throw off the whole idea that a sword is a symbol of rank, but it might be worth it.  We can use other symbols, maybe—plumes on helmets, colored cloaks, stuff like that.  Things you can see on a battlefield.
 
   On the other hand, my three, Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar, are more than holding their own.  They’ve were well-trained in the first place, and now their physiques… well, I’ve had to buy them new clothes.  “Teenager growth spurt” just doesn’t do it justice.
 
   I’m hoping they can be examples for everyone; they’re human.  I’m the Monster King and nobody should have any expectations about keeping up with the unnatural creature of darkness.  But they can look at Kammen as he runs along an obstacle course and think, “If he can do it, I can do it!”
 
   I also note that Torvil is the one with something to prove; he’s constantly trying to outdo everyone, including himself.  He’s never happy with his progress; he always wants to be stronger, faster, better than the other guy.  Kammen doesn’t much care about being the best at anything; his source of happiness is being in the thickest part of the fight.  And Seldar, well… if he were the biggest one, I’d call him the big brother of the three.  He looks after both of them, tries to keep them from doing anything obviously stupid, and doesn’t judge them while he’s helping to put them back together.
 
   I’m starting to understand them, I think, and the depth of their friendship.
 
   Another change, to judge by the looks they get, it that the guys have become even more appealing to the unmarried ladies of Mochara.  I notice a lot of young women with braids tend to appear wherever those three are.  (Little girls wear their hair loose or tied back until they hit puberty; unmarried women wear a braid; married women wear those hair-bag-hat things.)  This hasn’t bothered Torvil or Kammen in the slightest, but I think it bothers Seldar.  He’s still either shy or awkward, and appears to be serious about his sort-of girlfriend.
 
   Seldar has continued experimenting with the spells we worked out.  He can’t handle massive power expenditures to make them last for days, but he can crank out one or two spells in the evenings to help whoever is doing the worst.  Torvil and Kammen try to help him, mainly by supplying some of the power; they don’t know any of the spells well enough to be of real assistance, but they’re learning.  The effort of helping Seldar also seems to count as exercise in the wizardly sense.  The three also do some work on the… well, “wimpiest” people, first thing in the morning.  It’s a weak version of the steroids spell, but it runs most of the day and seems to help.
 
   Their example is heartwarming where it isn’t outright touching.  They’re the only people on the field with sashes, so everyone else watches them intently, trying to figure out what it is about them that earned a knighthood.  The fact that my three are actually trying to live up to some impossible ideal of being a knight is catching on, except that no one else realizes that the ideal knight is impossible.
 
   I had to go off and have a moment by myself.  I’m trying not to show tears in front of the men.
 
   The usual attitude in this culture is more of a competition with each other than cooperation.  While competition does help somewhat with building skills—they regularly fight each other with wooden weapons—it doesn’t help as much as teaching each other.  The school of hard knocks has its place, but being beaten on shouldn’t be the only way to learn.
 
   My guys are helping the trainees, and they’re showing initiative.  I’m probably more proud of them than I should be.  I can’t help it.  Either they were raised right or I’m a better influence than I thought.
 
   I also note that there are four men who seem to be acting as assistants to them.  Three are much older, but all four have some resemblance to the person they salute.  Apparently, having an actual rank is turning out more important than seniority; family comes to the rescue.  I’m pleased that my personal guard have got themselves advisors.  I’m even more pleased that my knighting them and promoting them to personal guards hasn’t caused a permanent problem with their family lives.  Ever since the Usurper Incident, I’ve worried they might not be welcome at home.
 
   On a similar note, I’m also pleased that not one of my personal guard has put in a good word for any relative.  There hasn’t been any indication that “Hey, maybe my dad would make a good knight.”  They’re keeping out of it and letting His Majesty make up his own mind.  I appreciate that.  And, since I’ve seen the results of how my three were raised, I think that their relatives are definitely on the short list despite some headstrong and hasty tendencies.
 
   Tort found a dozen or so volunteers to start fields around Karvalen.  Bronze and I hauled them out there, along with a lot of seed and hand tools.  With our new four-bladed plow, we made short work of tilling a vast amount of land.  With the four canals dividing the area around the mountain into quadrants, it seems reasonable to use a four-field rotation scheme, so we started on the southwest quadrant.
 
   Bronze and I tractored all night to get things started; I’m glad I remembered to have the special moldboards for high-speed plowing.  Without her, the volunteers hitch up a four-horse team and go for a walk.  Compared to a conventional plow, they make a lot of progress.
 
   Bronze is still amazingly smug; they haven’t yet done a third of what we did.  I love my horse.
 
   After testing the plow, though, I’ve got some ideas for an improvement or two in the prototype.  That can wait until next year, I think.  But if we put three plowshares on a frame in front, set for double-width furrows, then offset three more in the back, we could get six furrows without overloading the structure of the mountings!  And I think the shape of the plowshares could stand some refinement, too; the things they’re using strike me as little better than curved knives.  I must remember to sketch some ideas for Kavel (mental note again: paper!)… or, has he studied enough wizardry to have a headspace?  Must inquire.
 
   We also need an extra-large jumbo grinder.  Days in the sun have made the corpses of my initial dazhu breakfast somewhat less than pleasant.  A grinder could help turn the wastage into compost.  I’ve got Kavel working on it.
 
   Add to that some dead mountain cats.  While they will scavenge, they obviously prefer fresh meat; I think the mass of dead animals lured several down from the Eastrange.  They reminded me of tuva, at least superficially—they had striped markings like a tiger, but mostly in dark brown and tan.  They were also longer than I would have thought, with bodies more adapted to springing than to chasing.
 
   I didn’t think they would pay any attention to me, not with that much meat lying around.  While I was inspecting the mess I’d made, one of them sprang at me; Bronze put a hoof through its face.  The rest stopped eating and stared at us, their tails were held low and the fur was all bushy.  They seemed less than happy to see us.  Bronze snorted fire at them and they bolted for the mountains.
 
   I don’t think cats like us.
 
   On a happier note, Kavel’s going to have to get more help.  There’s so much for him to build!
 
   His gearing on the new blower for the forge is wonderful.  It works extremely well with one of his kids cranking it.  With the heat-transfer spell to preheat the air going in, as well as a heat-reflecting spell inside it, the thing easily melts steel.  He doesn’t even need the ceramic jars!  I’ve never seen a smith so happy.  Just wait until I work out the details on a spell to filter out some of the nitrogen from the air as he cranks the blower; that will increase the percentage of oxygen, making the furnace even hotter.
 
   I gave him some suggestions on alloying, as well as a pile of unknown metal lumps from the mountain.  If I remember properly, some alloys involve some extremely small amounts of added metals.  We’ve got a methodical process for testing combinations of metals.  I expect most of them to be wasted effort in the sense of producing something new and useful, but worth the experiment just to eliminate that particular recipe.  Like Edison and the first light bulb, we’re just going to keep trying new combinations.  Just wait until next year and we’ll have a dozen sorts of specialized steels.
 
   We really need another good smith.  So much of what I want to do involves metalwork.
 
   Maybe I could go home for just a little while and pick up a few reference manuals.  Something like a handbook of materials and a few textbooks on mechanical engineering.  Possibly a few sample items to copy.  Maybe even some books on the history of technology.  Maybe an actual plow from an old barn, somewhere.
 
   Other worries are less science and more art.  I try to spend an hour or so every day out in the market square, just so people can see me, get injuries and diseases fixed, and make appointments if they—or someone close to them—is planning to die.  I get a lot of nice thank-you’s from various people I’ve helped, as well.  The gentleman who grew a new eyeball—his name is Danvon—came by to show it off and put his forehead on my boot, much to my inward embarrassment.
 
   I also get quite a number of young ladies with chest complaints.  Usually, it’s a breathing problem, but they have no trouble taking deep breaths when I ask them to.  Strangely enough, I’ve only found one of them, ever, to have an actual chest cold.  Still, I check to be sure before sending them on their way.
 
   Yeah, I know what they’re doing.  I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested or, in some cases, tempted.  But I’m busy, and I don’t feel like having additional complexity added to my life right now.
 
   I miss Tamara.  I miss Sasha and Shada, too, come to that.  But Tamara I miss the most, because I just lost her.  I’m not in the mood for a relationship.  That part of my life is… quiet.  It needs time to be quiet and still, all by itself, while the rest of me goes off and does other things and gives it space.
 
   I’m trying.
 
   People are also asking me to lay down the law.  People are coming to me for resolutions of disputes, settlements of arguments, and decisions on public or national policy.  They want Royal Edicts to require or forbid things that can be outright weird.
 
   One lady thinks it ought to be illegal to wander the streets at night.  Claims she can’t sleep knowing that strangers might be just outside her house.  I wondered if that should include watchmen, nightsoil collectors, and similar non-daytime occupations.
 
   A guy complained there ought to be a law against distilled alcohol—everyone should drink beer.  We produce a lot of beer around here, but not a lot of hard alcohol, so it wasn’t incredibly unreasonable.  It takes a lot more determination to get blind-staggering-drunk on beer.  On the other hand, I recall other experiments in abolishing hard liquor.  It also turns out he’s a brewer, and his shop is next to a distillery.  I suspect he may have an ulterior motive for his request.
 
   Another guy wanted me to make it illegal to let women contradict or argue with men.  I think that might be hard to enforce even if I was stupid enough to try it.  It might also be more likely to get me killed than anything I’ve ever done, and there’s stiff competition for the number-one spot.  No.
 
   There was also a guy wanting to establish laws about marriage, and he had a long, long list.  Only opposite-sex marriage.  No bride or groom under the age of fourteen.  (In Rethven, it was legal for a father to allow a daughter to marry at the age of ten!)  Some means of independent support required for a married couple.  Ceremonies requiring witnesses and written records.  Brides must be pregnant by the groom beforehand.  Special colors for those hair-bag things to denote how many children the couple have.  No re-marriage in case of divorce, but allowed for widows or widowers.
 
   That last made me think that murders would be the preferred method of divorce.
 
   I listened politely to his marriage ideas while killing off a nasty infection. I promised to think about it.  I didn’t say I’d think about it and shudder in horror, but I could have.
 
   Funny thing.  The requests for royal edicts seemed bent more toward changing what other people could or could not do, rather than things that affected the people making the request.  None of it was “Please make it a law so I’ll stop doing something I know I shouldn’t.”  It was all “Please make other people stop doing things I don’t like them doing.”
 
   So far, most of it seems to be king stuff.  There has been very little god stuff.  Well, some of it has been borderline; I gather it’s traditional to get the King to bless newborns, marriages, and so forth.  I’m not sure if that’s an example of the Divine Right of Kings or direct religious belief.  I’m prepared to play along with the Divine Right part, considering the alternative is much worse.
 
   They don’t seem to have a lot of direct requests for miracles, though.  Maybe it’s hard to walk right up to someone they might think of as a deity and ask for favors.  Could be the less religious are the ones asking the king for things, while the more religious are just praying and hoping I’ll listen.
 
   I do know people are praying.  How do I know?  When the sun goes down, I can hear them.
 
   This is another example of how weird my life can get.
 
   It’s at least an hour after sundown.  I’m looking over a copy of the spell Tort uses to distribute her aging among several subjects, and I think I see a way to make it work with plants.  I have an advantage in this sort of thing normal mortals don’t, obviously.  While the aging process won’t be distributed on a straight division scale, she can have a garden, greenhouse, or whole stretch of forest.  Trees, for example, should last much longer than dazhu.
 
   In the midst of my studies, I have a nasty feeling, like something awful is about to happen.  I’m anxious and worried, and I have no idea why.
 
   No assassins anywhere around that I can detect, and it’s damned hard to hide from me when I’m alert and actively looking.
 
   What’s bothering me?  I have no idea.
 
   Then it hits me.  It’s not my anxiety; it belongs to someone nearby.  I can feel someone’s terror.
 
   Boom.  Out the door, down the street, zipping through the night like a streak of dark.  Right into a really nice part of town, actually.  I knock on the door, repeat the process, and finally give up on anyone answering.  I know exactly where the terrified person is—no, where the terrified people are—and I can see the shuttered window above me.
 
   I jump, boing, straight up.  Second floor.  A quick twist of tendrils, the latches come undone, the shutters open, and I’m inside.
 
   It was a very upscale neighborhood.  The kids were sharing an actual bed, rather than on pallets on the floor.  They were hiding under the covers.  They were all scared.
 
   “What’s the problem?” I asked.  There were muffled screams.  One of them, the oldest, looked out.  I obligingly held up a hand and provided some light.
 
   “It’s the King,” he whispered.  Covers flew aside.  Three kids, aged four, six, and seven, all goggled at me.  The two younger ones looked skeptical.
 
   “He’s not very big,” said the middle child.  The youngest nodded.
 
   “I’ve been on a diet,” I replied.
 
   “You are the King, aren’t you?” asked the oldest
 
   “Yep.  And you’re scared of something.  What is it?”
 
   The youngest, a girl, said, “There’s monsters under the bed.”
 
   I looked under the bed.  It was the underside of a bed.  Unless the mess under there concealed vorpal dust bunnies, it didn’t look dangerous.
 
   “I don’t see any,” I admitted.
 
   “They don’t come out in the light,” said the eldest.
 
   “Okay.  Stay right there.”  I doused my illumination spell and looked under the bed again.
 
   Eyes looked back at me.  A lot of them.
 
   I lowered the blanket for a moment and thought about what I just saw.  It was dark under there, and a lot of various sorts of eyes gleamed in that dark.  Normally, I don’t see darkness; it just rolls away as night falls, leaving me in a shadowless, colorless existence.  Yet, it was still dark under the bed.
 
   I looked under the bed again.  Yep, the same eyes.  Several blinked at me.
 
   I didn’t know what to say.  Total loss for words.
 
   At first, all I knew was that someone was desperately afraid.  I saw no reason I couldn’t fix that by pummeling the cause into non-terrifying jelly.
 
   When the problem turned out to be a “monster under the bed,” I planned to fix the problem by convincing the children that the “monster” was gone.  The idea was the same, but relied on pretending to pummel, rather than actually committing an act of violence in their defense.  If I slid under the bed, made banging and thumping noises, and the bed lurched a bit, the kids would assume it was a nasty fight.  Then I could slide back out, dust my hands together, and say, “So much for that!”
 
   There really is a monster under the bed.  Even for me, that’s weird.
 
   I currently live in a magical universe.  Could a creature evolve to exist under the beds of frightened children?  I suppose anything is possible, but this seems silly.  What the hell kind of ecology could it have under there?  Are there really dust bunnies twitching their little dusty noses as they hop about, looking for dust carrots and dust cabbages?
 
   I looked at the eyes.  They looked back.  At a guess, they were as nonplussed as I was.
 
   Could it be that the thing was simply created, rather than a product of evolution?  One dark night, some precocious young wizard’s apprentice was afraid of strange noises and invented it?  Or maybe the belief of millions of frightened children acted on the magical nature of this world to form it out of their collective fears?
 
   “Are you the monster under the bed?” I finally managed to ask.
 
   “Who wants to know?”  It was one of those gravelly voices, deep and raspy, with strange clickings at random points, like mandibles.  It almost sounded like a chorus of voices, somehow.  Maybe it was more than one monster answering at once.
 
   “I’m the monster that isn’t under the bed,” I said, trying to be reasonable.  The eyes blinked a lot and several of them narrowed.  I don’t think it liked my answer.
 
   “…yeah.  I am.”
 
   “Problem?”
 
   “You’re not supposed to see me,” it said.  “You’re too old.”
 
   “Speaking monster to monster?”
 
   “…I see your point.”
 
   “I’m going to suggest that you go away.”
 
   “And when I don’t?” it asked, belligerently.
 
   “I’m going to come in there and kill you.”
 
   The eyes widened.  There was a long pause.
 
   “What kind of monster are you?” it asked.
 
   “The one that owns the place.  I’m the King.  And what kind of monster are you?”
 
   “Are you stupid?” it asked.
 
   “Call me stupid again,” I advised it.  “Go ahead.  Call me stupid, and refuse to answer my question.  Go on,” I urged.  “Do it.”
 
   It muttered something incomprehensible.
 
   “Well?” I asked.
 
   “I’m the monster under the bed,” it said.
 
   “I thought so,” I agreed.  “Now beat it.  This is my territory.”
 
   “You can’t expect me not to hunt anywhere in your whole kingdom.”
 
   I really didn’t like that.  I’m a little intolerant where the welfare of children are concerned.  And the word hunt doesn’t make me a happy vampire in that respect.
 
   “Yes, I can.”
 
   “No, you can’t.”
 
   I drew my sword.  I flicked it with a fingernail and it chimed beautifully.  The glowing eyes under the bed widened.
 
   “You’re not serious!” it said.
 
   “Have you ever had to fight anything that wasn’t a child?” I asked, coldly.
 
   “You wouldn’t dare!”
 
   I really don’t understand why anyone uses that phrase.
 
   I slid under the bed.  It was a lot roomier than I expected; I landed on my feet.  It seemed to be a much larger space—like moving through a doorway instead of stepping into a closet.  The whole place was shadowy, grey, indistinct, but now I could see.  I immediately realized this was a strange space, not just a strange place, and I had crossed a border by sliding under the bed.
 
   This answered some of my ecology questions, but raised several more.  How many sub-realms does a magical universe have?  How many pocket dimensions?  Sub specie spatia?  Whatever you want to call them?  Are they connected pockets on the primary universe, or independent universes all their own, with bridges connecting to major universes, or to each other?  How are they connected?  What rules apply in them, and how drastically can those differ from a universe they touch?
 
   If there are other things living in them, is there a Closet Monster, too?  Or are they just different locations for the same type of monster in the same continuum?  Maybe there’s a Darkened Hallway Monster, and a Wardrobe Monster, a Creepy Basement Monster, and an Attic Monster.  Did the Sock Croc lurk in laundry basins, hoping to snatch an unwary sock and drag it down under the soapy water to feed on it?
 
   I had a monster in front of me.
 
   It was about the size of pony, but it looked more like a sea urchin composed entirely of arms, with eyes and mouths everywhere in between.  It had insect eyes and mandibles, gleaming cats’ eyes, red wolf eyes, drooling animal mouths, and, of course, a huge variety of ugly arms.  Some of the arms were hairy, muscular, almost-human arms; others were more monstrous, including crablike claws, taloned arms, scaly ones, tentacles with suckers, and the whole variety of unpleasant monster hands.
 
   It grabbed at me and I stepped back, thrusting, stabbing holes in three different hands… err, claws… um… three extremities before it could blink.  It obviously didn’t face anything but children; it didn’t know how to deal with an actual combatant.  Something oozed from the wounds as it jerked back its… well, I’m going to call them “hands.”  The ooze was dark brown and smelled a bit like musty socks.  It screamed and more of its hands clutched at the bleeding holes in the wounded ones.  Distantly, I could hear the kids screaming, too.  The monster sounded agonized; the kids sounded scared.
 
   “I mean it,” I began, and it interrupted me by springing at me.  I moved aside as though it were in slow motion, grabbed one of the nearer appendages, and added considerably to its momentum.  It landed with a heavy thud and rolled, arms flailing everywhere—and when something with that many arms flails, it flails really well.
 
   When it came to rest, one of its eyes looked at the point of my sword at a range of about half an inch.  I was aiming at a large, compound eye, so it could see the sword from up close and multiple angles all at once.  It froze, staring at the point.  A black tendril of my power rippled down the length of the blade, like a blood-groove.  I exerted a little effort and it fairly radiated darkness, becoming visible even to normal sight.
 
   While we stood there, I tried to get a grip on myself.
 
   “Now, look,” I told it, “I don’t want to kill you.  I don’t even want to be unreasonable.  But I cannot allow you to terrorize and eat children in my kingdom.  I absolutely will not stand for it, and I will kill you.”
 
   “But… but… but I don’t eat children,” it whined.  That sounded promising.  I could see why it sounded so strange; it spoke with multiple mouths at once.
 
   “What, exactly, do you eat?”
 
   “Fear, of course!  What, you think I actually eat the little twerps?”
 
   “You don’t actually grab children and drag them under the bed to eat them?”
 
   “Of course not!”  It sounded offended.  “That’s stupid!”  It checked itself and added, nervously, eyeing either my blade or the tendril on it.  “That is, the idea is stupid.  Not you.”
 
   “Understood.  Go on.”
 
   “Well, I don’t eat people.  They wouldn’t be afraid after that, just dead.  I gotta scare them.  That’s what I do.”
 
   “Hmm.  You cause people to be afraid, and you feed on them being afraid?”
 
   “Well, yeah.  What else would I do?”  It shrugged.  That’s a lot of shrugging.
 
   “Can you feed on any other emotion?”
 
   “Not really, no.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It’s the way I am.  Frustration tastes nice, too, but you can’t live on it.”
 
   “Does it have to be children?”
 
   “They’re the only ones afraid of me.”  It seemed more than a little accusatory when it added, “Usually, they’re the only ones who can see me.  The frustration is usually from the parents, see?”
 
   “Also hmm.  But, if a grown-up was afraid, you could feed on that?”
 
   “Well… yeah, I guess.  I don’t see why not.  But they can’t see me.  They don’t believe in me.”
 
   I lowered my sword.  It relaxed a little.
 
   “All right.  Are there more of you?  Or are you the only one?”
 
   “I’m the only one, so far as I know.”  It waved a few hands, airily.  “There are other things like me, yeah, but I’m the monster under the bed.”
 
   “Okay.  Do you have a name?”
 
   “What for?” it asked.
 
   “If there’s only one of you, I guess that’s a good point.  Do you talk to other things, like closet monsters?”
 
   “Not usually.  He lives in closets and wardrobes.  We don’t really see each other much.”
 
   “Look, I’ll feel better if I can call you something besides the-monster-under-the-bed.  That’s a description, not a name.”
 
   “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “How about I call you ‘Fred’?  Not because you look like a Fred, but because it’s shorter.”
 
   It shrugged again.  It was still impressive.
 
   “Okay by me.”
 
   “So, if you’re the only one, do you appear under lots of beds at once?”
 
   “How?  There’s only one of me.”
 
   I didn’t feel like getting into a discussion on bilocation, so I skipped it.
 
   “Silly question.  Forget it.  So, how many beds will you visit in one night?”
 
   “Six?  Ten?  Depends.”
 
   “That gives me an idea about how much you need to eat.  I think we can work something out, if you’re willing to eat the fears of adults.  Can you do that?”
 
   “If it’s scared, I can probably get by,” it agreed, cautiously.  “But I already told you, adults don’t see me; they don’t believe in me.  They only believe in what they can see, and they don’t see me.”
 
   “Sometimes, that’s even scarier.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “There’s no fear like the fear of the unknown,” I pointed out.
 
   “And if they don’t believe in me, how does that help me?”
 
   “What if you made a noise under an adult’s bed, then weren’t there to be seen?  If they can’t see you, then they know something is there, but they won’t know what it is.  How terrifying would it be, for example, if you were to whisper their name, and then they couldn’t see you?”
 
   “Huh.”  It thought about it for a minute.  “That could work, but how do I manifest under an adult’s bed?  They don’t believe in me, remember?  Besides, how would I know a name?”
 
   “I’m not just a monster, Fred.  I’m also a wizard.  I bet we can work out a way for you to find your way under a grownup’s bed.  And, since there are people in the world who deserve to spend a sleepless night wondering what’s crawling around under there that they can’t see, I bet I can get you names, too.”
 
   “Huh.  Okay, let’s say I go for this.  What’s in it for you?”
 
   “If I get you a name, you go visit them until I tell you to stop.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Plus, you don’t terrify children.  Ever.”
 
   “I dunno.”
 
   “Please?  It’ll save me from having to kill you, which I really don’t want to do.”
 
   “…I could get used to the idea.”
 
   We sat down and hammered out a deal.  Well, I sat down; it sort of crouched on the lower arms.
 
   I had no idea whether or not I could trust Fred to keep his end of the bargain.  How trustworthy is a monster when you aren’t looking at it?  Then again, I like to think I’m trustworthy, so I really had to give him at least the benefit of the doubt.  We reached an agreement and I introduced him to the concept of shaking hands; I then had to point out that I didn’t have to shake all of them.  I wasn’t against it, in principle, but there was no way I was shaking the slime-oozing tentacle.
 
   With our deal sealed, I cast several spells for him—little things, really, but they would help him make his presence felt.  Then we generated some suitable banging, thumping, screaming, and a final, gurgling death-cry.  Fred was actually quite good at that; he’s heard a lot of terrified screams, and he’s got a whole chorus of mouths to use.  Fred went off to find a bed somewhere else, leaving me amid the dust bunnies.
 
   That was interesting.  He left, and I was under the bed.  I didn’t even have to lie down; I was just oriented properly to fit in the “real” space.  Was that a courtesy on his part, or did it have something to do with two masses occupying the same space?  Come to that, did the extradimensional space travel with him as a field he generated, or did he move it into contact with this universe?  It did seem to act like a pocket universe with him as the sole occupant.
 
   I crawled out from under the bed.
 
   Ha.  For a minute there, I was a monster under the bed.  Maybe that’s why the kids stared at me with wide eyes.
 
   “No problem,” I told them, standing and dusting myself off.  The two youngest believed me instantly.  The eldest looked dubious.
 
   “Go ahead,” I told him.  “Look under.  You’ll be fine.  I took care of it.”
 
   He was even more dubious, but the other two laid down over the edge and bent to look; they confirmed the lack of ugly.  He looked, then, and seemed amazed.
 
   “Now, which one of you was hoping I’d come and help?” I asked.  They all admitted it.
 
   “You’re the protector of children,” the eldest said.  He even sang me a bit of song about how children call on me and I rescue them.  The other two nodded furiously.  “I didn’t know it would work.”
 
   Well, they weren’t wrong.  And I considered Linnaeus lucky that he was already dead.
 
   “You shouldn’t have another monster under the bed,” I told them.  “Now it knows better than to do anything in my kingdom.  Now, you three get right to sleep.  Okay?”
 
   They agreed and immediately flumphed into the blankets.  That’s the technical term for plopping into bed and throwing the blankets over your head, you know.
 
   I stepped out the window and rapidly disappeared into the night, terribly embarrassed.  True, I just did a nice thing for a bunch of children, but I expected to have something more along the lines of a demonic monster or something.  Not a quasi-imaginary beast.
 
   That’s when I realized my psychicness—another technical term—was getting stronger.  I could listen for people thinking at me—okay, okay, praying, if that’s what you want to call it—and actually hear them.  I had mixed feelings about having such a sixth (or seventh, or eighth…) sense.  It might be good for getting a feel for public opinion, granted, but it also meant that I was going to have urges to go out and randomly help people.
 
   I spent a little time in Tort’s lab, just sitting and listening, trying to get a feel for what I was hearing through my ears and what I was hearing… well, any other way.  The ears were easy; I could wrap myself in a silence spell better than any earplugs.  Whatever else I heard was not, therefore, sound.  And, yes, I heard a lot of things, kind of like those background thoughts at night while you’re trying to get to sleep.
 
   A lot of what they wanted was pretty nebulous.  Good harvests, good health, long life, happiness, prosperity, all that stuff.  I was working on all that stuff already—
 
   Whoa.  Hold it.
 
   When I woke up, I pretty much started doing everything I could to make life better around here.  Is that why I immediately wanted to help Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar become knights—because that’s what I felt I was supposed to do?  Did I start building and enhancing a kingdom because people were sending out psychic waves to encourage it?  Did that play on my natural impulses and encourage me to move very quickly into making this little piece of the world a better place?  Has it been going on for nearly a century, telling me that I need to make things better?
 
   Once they knew I was really here, did the psychic encouragement increase, since they knew their prayers might get answered?
 
   I sat quietly in Tort’s lab and rubbed my temples.  It wasn’t that the people were controlling my mind, or even doing anything invasive.  They were just… wanting.  And I was hearing it.  At worst, I was being my usual, helpful self without the pesky requirement of people actually asking me to help.  If I could look at it that way, it wasn’t so bad.
 
   I do need to pay more attention, though.  I can’t let public opinion run me.  I’m also going to have to listen more and see what I can learn about my kingdom.  That might do some good, provided I take the time to look into what they ask for and especially why they want it.
 
   As for kingdom-things that needed work, there was also the whole financial thing.  The mountain produced gold and silver, which are good mediums of exchange, as well as copper, tin, and iron, which are good for production.  This was very handy, since I planned to take over paying the military from Amber; I didn’t want any questions about who they worked for.  Of course, feeding them isn’t the problem, really; making sure they’re armored, armed, and mounted is.  We have the metal and can get the horses, but diverting those resources into that particular use eats up cash.
 
   I was sitting down to dinner, thinking about money and chilling a cup of water with magic.  As ice started to form, I had a brilliant idea.  I dashed out to bother a jeweler after hours and I bought some diamond chips.  These I brought home and gave to Tort, then finished dinner.
 
   That evening, she provided me with her mental library of spells and I provided some innovation and knowledge of carbon crystallization.  Between us, we put a diamond chip in a heap of powdered charcoal and left it to slowly absorb carbon, crystallizing it around the diamond seed-crystal.
 
   It’s coming along nicely.  It’s surprisingly simple when you know how a diamond is put together.  It’s just a regular pattern that repeats over and over.  I’m still proud of it.
 
   This, of course, means I have to worry about having the same problem Spain had with importing silver from the New World: Inflation.  Fortunately, that wasn’t an immediate problem, but one I needed to bear in mind for later.
 
   On the other hand, I hoped I wasn’t causing immediate problems for Tort and for Thomen.
 
   After dinner, Bronze took me to the mountain to for some quality time talking with the stone.  Afterward, when we came back, we were outside Tort’s place as I was putting Bronze in her stable.  There’s not a lot of care or maintenance on her; make sure she’s got a good supply of combustibles and some metallic snacks, that’s about it.  I paused because I heard raised voices from inside the house.  Well, I have exceptionally sharp hearing; I usually ignore conversations going on inside nearby buildings, but this was like shouting in my face.
 
   “And he’s the King!  I know!” Thomen said.  It wasn’t a shout, but it was a forceful statement.  Tort’s reply was less forceful, but still intense.
 
   “Then you can understand!”
 
   “No, I can’t!  I’ve never understood!  Fourteen years, Tort!  Fourteen years, and you still wear a braid!  If it’s not the longest braid in history, it’s only because you cut your hair!”  Then, slightly more calmly, “I’ve never asked for more than you could give, you know that—”
 
   “And I have been pleased to give you what I could,” she interrupted, “and to take what you would give.  But now that is over, as you should know.”
 
   “I don’t know it!” he said, sounding exasperated.  “What is it about him?  You were only a little girl when you knew him.  How can you love him?  How can he mean that much to you?  Is it because he’s the King?”
 
   “His station is irrelevant.”
 
   “Then it’s his teeth?  He’s older than you, while I’m too young?  He won’t grow old?  Or he can make you live forever?  Or is it just that he’s your angel and that’s all it is?”
 
   “He is my angel,” Tort replied, “but that, too, is irrelevant.”
 
   “Then what?” Thomen demanded.  “Now that he’s here, what’s changed?  Why is it that he shows up and everything has to be different between us?”
 
   “Nothing has changed between us.  You mean as much to me as you ever did.”
 
   There was a long pause.
 
   “I see,” Thomen said.  “Finally, I see.”
 
   “Thomen, no, that is not…”
 
   “No, don’t say it.  Don’t say anything.  You’ve said enough.  More than enough.”
 
   “If it matters, I do care for you, very much.”
 
   “No, I don’t think it matters, because I don’t think you do.”  A door slammed.  I stayed in the stable with Bronze until the outer door slammed and the boots stomped away up the street.
 
   Then I thought that maybe I should go back to the mountain for the rest of the evening.  That way, Tort could finish crying.  But, most important, I could pretend that I’d never heard a word.
 
   Yeah, that sounded like a good idea.  Bronze and I went back to the mountain.  I spent the rest of the night looking over a pile of sand and making it do things.
 
   Sand castles!
 
   Well, sand castles and sand combatants.  I used the sand as a physical medium for making play-soldiers and terrain.  It moved where I wanted it to and shaped itself to my wishes.  Think of it as magical doodling while thinking about things.
 
   The things I was thinking about were not the things on my mind.  Instead, I thought about the cadet knights and how they would work on a battlefield.  The sand helped with that by giving me something to use as a toy battlefield.
 
   One thing I didn’t have to worry too much about was the cavalry aspect of being a knight.  We had horses, but they were the lighter, faster horses usually found in the plains, not the brutes needed for big men in steel plate wielding twenty-foot poles.
 
   Oddly enough, cavalry, in the traditional knightly sense of lowered lances and shining full plate armor, was pretty much unused in Rethven and completely unknown in the Sea of Grass east of the Eastrange.  Their ideas of combat riders were a bit different.
 
   Most of the grassmen, or the people of the plains, were horse archers.  That’s how they hunt, and they’re very good at it.  They never need to close with their targets and go hand-to-hand.  Even when they attacked and harassed invaders from Rethven, it was always a case of putting arrows into people and then vanishing.
 
   On the other side of the Eastrange (or, The Teeth of the World’s Edge), in Rethven, cavalry was much less common.  Horses are expensive targets, and by the time you spend the money to breed something big enough to carry all that armor, train it, and actually buy armor for both man and beast you’ve spent a small fortune.  Plus, it needed all that armor; it was easy to hit.  Worst of all, any hedge-wizard could do horrible things to your horse, armor or not, and that made things very expensive very quickly.
 
   Second, all that armor meant they were slow.  Compared to a running infantryman, a fully-armored knight and horse was a two-ton juggernaut that would run him down if he was lucky, or put a lance through him and let him die later if he wasn’t.  The problem for the knight, however, was surviving to get to the infantry so they would run.  It took forever to charge across open ground, especially while attracting every arrow, quarrel, sling stone, and thrown rock in range.  Even if the knight did make it—and groups of them certainly could—the infantry tended to scatter left and right instead of running directly away.  This presented a problem, since two tons of horse, rider, and armor don’t turn worth a damn at speed.
 
   Actual infantry in melee tended to use long-hafted weapons and adopt pack tactics; the people behind and to the sides did the attacking—usually at the lightly-armored legs of the horse—while the people in front packed themselves together and presented a bristling porcupine of spears.  Shortly after that, the guy in the really heavy armor, now on foot, tended to get mobbed.
 
   At least, that was the case with disciplined troops; militia and peasant levies, on the other hand, were ideal targets for this kind of cavalry.  They didn’t have the discipline to stand there and face the juggernaut, so they ran and got cut down from horseback.  That was the bread-and-butter of armored cavalry—shattering superior numbers of low-quality troops.
 
   The last of the major problems for heavy cavalry was that they tended to bog down in anything but flat, solid terrain.  Going downhill wasn’t so bad; going uphill just made things worse.  Rocky terrain was awful for the horses, and anyone who prepared the ground against cavalry simply dug holes about knee-deep.  And as for rainy weather… anyone who thinks horses in armor can go through mud better than a four-wheel drive should consider Agincourt before getting too cocky.
 
   The net result was that after all the time, effort, and money invested in training, armoring, breeding, and so on, the “traditional” knight was somewhat limited in application—rather like a tank, in some respects.  This led to them being somewhat rare, and thus made hard to train them together to fight as units; they tended to go off and be heroes on their own.  Dead heroes.  They just weren’t worth the expense when a nobleman could spend the same amount and get fifty or a hundred times as many regular infantry.  You just don’t build a high-cost unit like that and send it out to get slaughtered.  Like most specialized units, it desperately needs to be supported by other types of units—infantry, archers, siege engineers, the works.
 
   As for me, personally, I’m kind of an exception, as my survivability is much higher.  That’s Bronze’s fault.
 
   So, while heavily-armored knights on horseback had certain definite advantages in specific circumstances, Rethven never really relied much on them.  They were a specialized unit, mostly used when the terrain was flat, mobility was important, and brute striking power was required.  Crag Keep was a good example; charging across that bridge to attack or counterattack—just to help clear the bridge—was typical.  Opening the gates to let Rethven infantry face viksagi infantry wasn’t a good idea.
 
   Rethven’s usual “cavalry” was something more like “mounted infantry.”  They were men in light to medium armor who rode up to battle, dismounted, and formed into standard infantry units.  This let them cross open ground quickly, or reach an unexpected position, or exploit a sudden vulnerability much more quickly than a standard infantry unit.  It was also a lot cheaper in terms of horse breeding and training.
 
   I think heavily-armored knights might be more useful than the standard Rethven school of military thought may believe.  Mobility like that is a major asset on a battlefield—not so much in urban fighting, maybe, but definitely on more open ground.  The armor is still the problem, partly in the expense but mostly in the weight.  If there’s a way to get the weight down without sacrificing protection, maybe a horse wouldn’t need to be specially bred for size to carry it all.  A unit of such knights could exploit breaches in the enemy line and wreak havoc.  Or just flank the enemy unexpectedly quickly.  Or… well, there are lots of possibilities.
 
   The key to mobility is the lightness of their gear.  Steel isn’t ideal for that.  Titanium, maybe?  Or aluminum?  If we could make the armor light enough, I would have to worry about the cavalry aspects of knights.
 
   So, while my soon-to-be knights are trained to ride and fight from horseback whenever possible and practical, they are really best at getting into a pitched melee on foot and hammering the other guys.  They regard horses as expendable accessories to battle:  Ride up and either create a breach until your supporting infantry can arrive, or exploit a breach to move past the enemy to a vital target—an enemy commander, for example.  In doing so, kill everything you can until your horse goes down, then start killing things while on foot.  Since they don’t have to charge into battle under their own steam, they can wear heavier armor, et cetera, et cetera.
 
   Fair enough, for now.  Kelvin is making them as deadly as possible from a martial skills standpoint.  Tort is helping them learn to be specialist wizards—battle wizards, if you like.  Seldar and I are making them physically impressive.  We’ve come a long way, and there’s room for improvement, especially as battle-wizards.
 
   It’s amazing how much magic they do know, though.  Show them how to punch a man across a room and they’ll punch anything they can.  Punch them from across the room and they start getting good at blocking them.  True, this is still new to them, but they’ve been practicing.  They stand a good chance of deflecting anything they see coming.  I’m quite pleased.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, May 5th
 
    
 
   When I came back to Mochara, Tort was all smiles and sunshine, glad to see me.  She was dressed very nicely; the outfit hugged her hips and her long braid was wrapped around her head, held in place with a jeweled, silver chain.  She would not have been out of place in an old Robin Hood movie, apart from the staff.
 
   I made no mention of coming back the night before and she didn’t mention Thomen.  Instead, we had a discussion about magical gateways.  We talked about how to open a portal between two places.
 
   We’re good at not talking about things.
 
   Tort, as it turns out, is not much help on gates.  She hasn’t really studied them; apparently, they aren’t a major topic in Arondael and T’yl wasn’t an expert, either.  While magical gateways can be convenient, they’re also kind of dangerous.  Most magicians strongly prefer to use space-bending spells, like the League Step, or magical transportation devices, like flying chairs or saddles that generate giant birds of smoke.  You know, mundane methods of travel.
 
   On the other hand, she did confirm what I thought I knew about gates.  Basically, there are three main factors to opening a magical doorway: Distance, size, and similarity.  The farther away they are, the more power it takes.
 
   If you’re not interested in gate mechanics, you can skip this with no loss.
 
   So, we want to go from Point A to Point B.  The farther apart they are, the more space we have to fold to get the two points to be congruent.  Once we have them overlapping, it’s just a matter of deciding which side you want to be on.  (That’s not actually how it works, but it’s a convenient lie.  It seems to work like that, which is close enough.)  The farther away it is, the more power it will take; crossing from one universe to another is, of course, the farthest distance you’re going to find.
 
   Now, how big an opening do you want?  Something you can send columns of sixteen through for an invasion?  Or something a little less overwhelming—say, a window you can dive through to escape the angry nightlord you’ve just failed to assassinate?  I don’t know for certain, but I suspect the power requirements go up directly with the surface area of the interface.  Let’s say that magical units are MUs.  If you have a gate opening one meter on each side, you have one square meter.  If it takes, say, a million MUs to open that gate, it will take four million to open a gate two meters on a side—the surface area of the opening is four square meters.  And if you want a gate three meters on a side, that’s nine million.  Four meters is sixteen million MUs, and so on.
 
   I can’t prove it, but it feels right, based on the effort I’ve gone to in the past.  Heck, I can’t even tell you what one MU is; I just made it up for the example.  For now, let’s say one MU is the minimum power it takes to have a spell exist at all, even if it doesn’t do anything.
 
   Let’s not get into whether or not magical power comes in photons or elementary particles.  Most people can’t even manage to wrap their heads around light being a particle and a wave.
 
   So, the distance you want to travel and the size of your gate are obviously important.  But now let’s look at the correspondence between the two points.  As long as we’re using hypothetical MUs, let’s say take the cost of the size of the gate—one million—and multiply it by some factor for distance.  Let’s say we divide the distance in kilometers by a thousand.  So, two thousand kilometers away is a multiplier of two, so that one-meter gate going two thousand kilometers costs two million MUs.
 
   Note that anything under—very roughly—a thousand kilometers doesn’t give you a discount.  There seems to be a certain minimum threshold in required power.  Like running through a rubber sheet, if you don’t break through the sheet, you don’t go anywhere.  If you do break through, you’re going to go past it.
 
   With me so far?  Good.
 
   Your job can be made a lot harder by not having a good receiving point or landing zone or whatever.  Ideally, you have two identical gateways, one on each end.  That way, when the gate forms, the two sort of blend in together, overlapping, temporarily becoming the same gateway—one at this end, one at the destination.  The closer the two correspond, the less additional effort you have to expend to get them to sync up.  If they’re identical, there shouldn’t be any additional power input required. If they’re not, you’re in for another multiplier—maybe a few percent, maybe twice as much, depending on how similar they are.
 
   It is very bad to not have a gateway on both ends.  If you only have one, it has to temporarily exist in two places at once.  I could take a gateway, open it to the middle of a desert, and the doorway I used would be present both at home and in the desert at the same time.  If you pried it out of the wall, later, you might find sand stuck in the fibers of the wooden frame.  That’s not only tricky, it’s exhausting, and will cost you about three to five times as much power.
 
   At minimum, you want at least a chalk outline, or a line in the sand, or scratches on a wall.  Something.  Anything.  This “minimum effort” will still cost you enormously more in the gate spell, itself, but at least you’ll be able to get a connection.
 
   Of course, there is one worse case—and this is absolutely the worst-case scenario of all—you can open a raw hole from one point to another.  That’s not only incredibly expensive in terms of power, it’s outright dangerous.  You’re basically playing with the structure of the space-time continuum with your bare hands.  Things from outside the world can leak in around the edges, and that’s bad for your fingers, not to mention your vital organs, loved ones, and the world in general.
 
   This, in the magical community, is generally regarded as bad form.  Outside the magical community, it’s regarded as being in league with the powers of evil and will get you nailed to a cross and set on fire by any survivors of your diabolical summoning of Things from Beyond.
 
   I don’t know how much more expensive that is, nor does Tort, and we decided not to test it.  If I had to guess, I’d put the multiplier in the ballpark of somewhere around thirty to fifty or thereabouts.
 
   Now that we know how awful it can be, there are a few ways to make the whole thing a lot cheaper.  The Great Arch of Zirafel was designed to operate with its twin in Tamaril, sister-city to Zirafel, on the other edge of the world.  You could use either arch as a destination point, if it wasn’t active—that is, you could go there from the Tower of Ice, the Mountains of the Sun, or anywhere in between—but if you activated the Great Arch to go elsewhere, it automatically tried to connect with its twin.  It would take incoming calls from anywhere, but you can’t call out except to the other one.
 
   They were designed and built to link specifically to each other.  As a result, once the initial connection was made, the two arches formed a sort of expressway between opposite edges of the world.  So efficient was this connection that they found it simplest to leave it open all the time, rather than reestablish it every day.
 
   I think there’s a way to be even more efficient.  It should be possible to create dedicated gateways, ones that only work when the connection is established between them and them alone.  While the Great Arch in Zirafel and Tamaril could be used as target points, a dedicated arch/door/whatever would actually resist being used unless it was linking to its twin.  That would be least versatile, but it would be the best possible efficiency for linking two distant points.  I seem to think I might remember a hint of research from Zirafel on that subject… Obviously, such research was done by a very small minority.  Say, two people, maybe three.
 
   No wonder the Empire was huge.  It effectively had one capitol city, but it existed simultaneously on opposite ends of the world.  I just wonder why they didn’t build the arches as dedicated to each other.  Maybe they foresaw a need to use them for other purposes, on occasion.  Or maybe they were planning to include other cities with their own arches.  Not enough people knew for me to have any real memories of it.
 
   Of course, that was also still connecting two points in the same universe.  Getting me home is kind of like upping the maximum distance cost by an order of magnitude.  It’s hard to get much farther apart than other universes.
 
   (As an aside… How many universes are there?  Could I wind up in one by accident?  Or are there only two?  Theory says that there should be several, possibly an infinite number of universes.  If I considered the conditions I wanted to find, could I scan through the multiverse and pick out a universe that I liked?
 
   (If there are an infinite number of universes, does that mean that any universe I can imagine is out there, somewhere?
 
   (The implications are staggering.
 
   (No.  Focus.  Where was I?  Getting home.  Right.)
 
   To get me home, we were going to need a massive charge just to bridge the reality gap, to say nothing of establishing a gateway on the other side.  It can be done; I’ve done it.  Magicians in Rethven did it; it involved the accumulated effort of decades of work and some extremely powerful enchantments by magicians in service to the Hand of Light, but it can be done.
 
   So, some quick math.  A small gate—one square meter?—is a million.  The distance is astronomical, so let’s say it’s a multiplier of a hundred.  We’re up to a hundred million.  Now, if I have to open a gate with only the gate on this end and no destination gate, it’ll go up to about three hundred million of those hypothetical MUs just to make the connection
 
   How many MUs in a herd of cattle?  I don’t know.  I connected a whirlpool to a doorway, which isn’t ideal, but it’s better than nothing.  Plus, the door was heavily enchanted to be a gate, anyway, so it provided some unknown amount of charge once the connection was established.
 
   As for maintaining the gate, it takes about as much power to keep it going as it does to start it.  That’s a good reason to not keep it open.
 
   Anyway, that’s the short version of Gate Metaphysics 101.
 
   On a more personal note, I am definitely planning to go home.  I’m just not sure for how long.  Tianna is very pleased to have a grandfather.  I suspect Amber is often busy with her duties as a priestess and as the head of state for Mochara.  I haven’t had a chance to gauge Amber’s feeling about me being the ruler de jure, and maybe de facto, and probably some other Latin words I don’t know.
 
   We haven’t even had a political discussion, yet.  I wonder if I can ignore all that and let it continue to be a non-issue?  If I continue to ignore it, will it continue to be a non-issue?  Or will it just wait to jump me in a dark alley and mug me for my political aspirations?
 
   At least Tianna likes me.  Again, I blame my horse.  Tianna is delighted to ride anytime Amber will let her, and I am delighted to take her for rides.  Tianna also remembered my promise to show her the basics of swords, and I have.  She’s very quick, both in the sense of learning quickly and in being very fast.  She’s not going to be a female warrior, but she might surprise the hell out of someone who expects her to rely solely on setting her assailant on fire.  Amber doesn’t like it at all, but simply gives me that thin-lipped look that means she disapproves but will tolerate it until it interferes with something more important—i.e., anything.
 
   I’ve also encouraged Tianna to spend more time with her letters and numbers.  She can read, but she’s not very good at it.  Her math skills are atrocious.  Teaching her that sort of thing doesn’t earn me Significant Looks from her mother, though.  I think Amber is secretly pleased about that, at least.
 
   Bronze is still forming new lumps and dents.  She’s starting to look as though she has a saddle and stirrups.  She looks as though the sculptor wasn’t finished with them, obviously, but they become more pronounced by the day.  I suspect all the bareback riding as we gallop back and forth from the mountain is helping.  The contours fit me just fine; Tianna still needs someone to help hold her on.
 
   At least, I think she does.  Bronze can certainly hold on to her with the wire of her mane, but I’m not sure how that would work out in an accident at any speed over a fast walk.  What she needs is a seat belt and a crash helmet, which I do not have for her.  On the other hand, if Bronze steps in a hole at sixty miles an hour while I’m taking Tianna for a ride, I’ll be the airbag.  As long as we can avoid being killed outright, I feel confident we’ll get better.
 
   We stay on the canal road, just to be safe.  Bronze has stepped in a hole before.  I’m very pleased I was already dead.  The crash was not pleasant.
 
   Oh!  Rather startlingly quickly, I have a boat for the canal.  I keep forgetting everyone here knows some magic, usually something to help them with their trade.  Cobblers, bakers, masons, boatwrights, everyone.  Kavel sings to the metal he works—family tradition, apparently—and Timon’s wife talks to the seedling plants to help them grow.
 
   It’s not really much of a boat, as such, but it floats, it’s long, and it’s narrow enough to have two of them go opposite directions in the canal.  I accepted it as a rough draft to be refined and have the boatwrights working on a new one with improvements.  They’re starting to warm up to the challenge, I think.  Clinking money seems to help.  They really are quite good at fishing boats; this is stretching their skills a bit, though.  They’re learning things as they go, making these canal boats, so I can’t complain.
 
   Let me think. What else?
 
   No new assassination attempts, so that’s to the good.  There was a scrying spell that started watching me, but I poked it with the magical equivalent of a sharp stick.  It imploded on itself and went away.  Nothing since.
 
   Maybe—just maybe—since I’m minding my own business, other people are minding theirs.
 
   I realize that’s stupid, but it’s a nice idea, isn’t it?  Allow me my delusions.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thursday, May 13th
 
    
 
   It’s been a busy week.  Well, I should expect it to be; I’m injecting new life into a long-abandoned, haunted mountain covered in city out in the middle of nowhere.  It’s a big project.  It needs agriculture, industry, infrastructure, and a whole lot of people.  But it also has to be hospitable to life; there’s more to a city than just ways to keep the rain off.
 
   Lights.  I never thought I would ever have so much trouble with lights.  Coming from a technological society, I just flip a switch.  Lights are easy, right?  Well… no.  Not when we’re talking about public lighting on a city-wide scale.
 
   The city, as a whole, is very close to a circle four miles across.  To illuminate this in a way that doesn’t involve hanging another sun in the sky is tricky.  But illuminating the outer city isn’t the hard part.  The inner city—the various tunnels and caverns and halls inside the mountain; the undercity—that’s tough.  See, the surface of the mountain doesn’t compare to the volume.  That is, the exterior is all one layer of city.  The interior has multiple layers, stacked, all through the mountain and even going down below the nominal ground level.  The outer city is over twelve square miles; the inner city is more than four times that!
 
   I’m trying to light up Manhattan.
 
   Twice.
 
   By hand.
 
   Illuminating the subterranean portions of the mountain is a class A-prime headache.
 
   “It’s magic!” I hear you cry.  “Just make spells for that!”
 
   Yes, that’s sort of the plan.  But here’s why it’s complicated:  Magic is another form of energy.  It can be used in a very versatile fashion, to either guide, convert, or directly transform into just about any other type. When Tort electro-fried that guy in the street, she did a direct transformation of magical energy into electrical energy.  Yes, it was a prepared, pre-charged spell, stored in her staff, but it was still a conversion of magic to electricity.
 
   A typical wizard won’t—or can’t—do that; he doesn’t have the capacity to channel that much raw magical force, and he doesn’t know a highly-refined spell for doing it efficiently.  He might prepare such a spell in advance, though.  Doing it spontaneously would take a magician’s ability to focus large amounts of magic into a single spell and a very efficient spell in the first place.
 
   I can do that, too, and I do know spells for that sort of transformation, but it seems wasteful.  My usual trick is to take existing forms of non-magical energy and use magic as the converter, not as the actual power source.  As a result, I spend much less power on my lightning bolts, but it takes me longer to do them—I scrounge up energy from the environment, and that takes time.
 
   Yes, I do sometimes just dump immense amounts of raw power into spells when I’m in a hurry.  Guilty.  But that doesn’t mean I like doing it.  It’s exhausting and makes me hungry.  Hungry in a not-good sort of way.
 
   Illuminating hundreds of miles of tunnels is a gargantuan task.  It requires no small amount of power, and I just don’t have anything lying around that will work.  Oh, I can put a layer of frequency-altering spell along a piece of wall and have it turn, say, infrared into various wavelengths of visible light, but that’s barely a glow, at best.  These tunnels are, basically, caves.  Warm caves, yes, but the walls aren’t known for radiating excessive heat.  Usually, the heat flow is the other way; the warm air has heat flow into the wall, not the other way around.
 
   That fact did gave me cause to think.  The place is much warmer than I might expect.  We also have hot water and amazing levels of air circulation.  All these things take power, so where does it come from?  And can I use it to light the place?
 
   So I spent a night communing with the mountain to find out how that works.  The mountain is, as I said, alive.  Initially, I just dumped a lot of power into it.  Later, so did Tamara.  This brought it to life, at least temporarily.  Eventually, it should have gradually slowed down to the same pace as any other rock—that is, it should have gone back to “sleep” until something charged it up again.
 
   Somehow, while I was in my long slumber, I was inside and in some form of contact with the mountain.  I taught it to be a city, but I also taught it how to be alive.
 
   Now, the mountain doesn’t talk, as such.  It’s more of an empathic communication.  It sends me ideas, images, feelings, concepts.  We don’t “talk” in words.  So, when it told me that I taught it to be alive, I got a lot of very strange and frightening impressions.  When I stopped communing with the mountain, I went down to examine the source of these impressions in more detail.
 
   I kept going down.  Then down farther.  I left behind the civilized areas and started down a long, slowly-curving tunnel, pausing every hundred yards or so to open another pivot-door.  I had the strange feeling that these doors were here for a reason, and were utterly useless.  Turns out, I was right.
 
   The tunnel spiraled down until it reached what I can only describe as the heart of the mountain.
 
   Well, maybe I can do a little better than that.
 
   When I started pushing open the final pivot-door, air surged forward around me, whistling through the narrow opening, rising to a roar as it widened.  Even so, I felt a wave of heat radiating through the open door like the open door of a furnace.  The room beyond was hidden by a wall of stone, but something illuminated the chamber.  Between that blocking wall and the door, a narrow balcony ran left and right.
 
   I stepped onto the balcony and felt the heat even more.  I peered cautiously around the balcony wall, careful not to touch it.  The room was enormous, even—dare I say it?—cavernous.  Air roared upward through scores of holes in the floor, each the size of a sewer lid.  There was a much larger hole in the center of the room, maybe ten or twelve feet across, holding a black sphere of force.
 
   I swung the door shut behind me.  Without that blast of air to cool me, the heat started baking me from all directions.  My feet started to complain about the heat.  I wrapped myself in a spell to reflect heat and felt much better about being in here.  Well, physically more comfortable.  Emotionally, I was still on edge and unhappy.
 
   A sphere of blackness hovered in the center of the chamber, half above the floor, half below.  The whole ceiling was a wide, giant, inverted cone of rock, peppered with thousands of small holes.  It narrowed downward toward a glaring blaze of white light, there in the center of the black sphere.  It was a bare pinprick of intolerable brightness, shining white and hot and harsh, glaring more painfully than an electric welder, yet too small even to see the source.  The light was a needle driven into the eyes, even through layer after layer of dark globes.  It was like nothing I had ever seen before.
 
   Except… except… I think I have.
 
   It was familiar, as though I dreamed of it… or dreamed it…
 
   Yes.  I dreamed this.  Now, what is it?
 
   I looked at it carefully, passively examining what looked like my handiwork without ever touching it.  Whatever I had done, it represented enormous power, and I didn’t want to accidentally discover that it was also fragile!
 
   It wasn’t fragile.  The spells weren’t spells, but enchantments.  In my dreams, I constructed these in a style I can only describe as “ruggedized industrial.”  When people say “They don’t build ’em like the used to,” well, this is how they used to build ’em when they meant it to last.
 
   Everything else about it was more frightening.
 
   The mountain was alive, all right.  It had a heart, it had circulation, it even breathed.  It was a living thing on an inhuman scale.
 
   I crept closer to one of the lesser openings in the floor and peered down into the hot rush of air.  Yes, as I thought, the room continued below; the floor was merely a divider, running around the distorted torus of the open space in the cavern—a mammoth heat-transfer device, warming air as it rushed up through the holes.  This was the central furnace for the mountain.
 
   From below, the floor was a reverse of the ceiling.  A giant, cone came up and the point disappeared into the black globe of force, toward that microscopic inferno.  Thousands of small holes let air from the outside into the lower room, heated somewhat as it moved through the lower cone, warmed even more through the “floor” of large holes, and heated further in the small holes in the upper cone as it rose rapidly throughout the undercity.
 
   This air and heat circulation was important, but it was just a byproduct of the reaction.  Or, I should say, reactor.
 
   The spells involved were mostly containment, conversion, and conduction spells.  Huge amounts of energy were produced in there, which was a good thing; the conversion spells turned most of it into that vital energy, that vitality, the mountain needed to sustain its mineral life.  Not a soul, nothing like that; but energy of movement, of quickening—the stuff that makes you feel alive and energetic, bright-eyed and alert, bushy-tailed and ready to go.  That stuff.
 
   Again, that conversion isn’t something wizards can do.  Even magicians might not be able to do it; I don’t think they have spells for it.  It’s like telling someone to mix their paints to produce a color they can’t even see.  They would have to put on special goggles just to see that color.  
 
   I can see it, and I can use it.  That’s one reason I’m pretty sure I did this.
 
   Anyway, the conversion from electromagnetic to vital energy is also woefully wasteful; it hurt to see just how much energy was wasted.  I suspect most of that wastage is because I’ve never sat down and worked with that spell to refine it.  It seems to relate to the quantities involved; the more you try to convert at once, the less efficient it is.  In tiny amounts, my spell works very well.  It just doesn’t scale up worth a damn.  Maybe there’s a better way to do it, and I haven’t taken the time to examine the fundamental principles involved.
 
   This thing, on the other hand, represented a workaround and a way to handle the enormous output.  Instead of one conversion spell enchantment, there were hundreds, all placed concentrically around the reactor spells, absorbing almost everything.  What penetrated the first, innermost converter-globe hit the second, and what got past that hit the third, and so on.  This vital energy, along with leftover heat, was then transferred into the cones and the floor, moving vitality through the mountain as through a silicate circulatory system.
 
   Even after all those hundreds of layers of absorption and conversion, there was still an enormous amount of energy.  The outermost spells acted as a wavelength shifters, moving all the high and low-frequency stuff toward the infrared range, the better to heat the surrounding rock and air—which was a great relief to me; I have no desire to find out what ionizing radiation does to vampire tissue.
 
   Inside the rock, itself, lines of magical conduction spread the heat evenly through the cones and the middle section, including the holes, causing the flow of air to pick up much more heat than it normally would.  Which, incidentally, effectively cooled this central region.  Without them, the point of reaction would first melt, then boil the stone.
 
   These “leftovers,” after the transformation of electromagnetic energy into vital essence, still produced more than enough heat to act as the central furnace for an entire city.
 
   And the white light?  That shining, intolerable pinpoint of light?  That was the miniscule remnant, even after all that absorption, conduction, and conversion.  That unholy blaze of eye-searing, blinding radiance was the leakage.  That was the waste product.  That was the fraction of a percent of the total output that wasn’t worth the effort to convert into something useful.
 
   In the center of all that energy absorption and conversion, the heart of the mountain, that infinitesimal pinprick of unbearable light… that was a matter breakdown.  The spells in there defined a microscopic locus of space smaller than a pinprick, narrower than a hair, narrower than a single cell.  Magical walls of force formed channels, allowing only a microscopic stream of superheated air to rise through the central portion.
 
   Think of an almost-blocked funnel, sucking in a stream of air all around the outer edge, narrowing to a point where only the faintest stream of gas might squeeze through.  In that miniscule area, everything in any atom, every minute particle, broke down into wavelengths of electromagnetic radiation.  Direct conversion of matter to energy.
 
   I looked beyond the light and the past the other spells to the heart of the reactor.  A single enchantment continuously broke down the fundamental nature of the matter flowing through it.  It turned mass into energy.  A tiny amount of matter, to be sure, constantly fed into the locus of effect, but it was enough power, properly applied, to burn a hole in the world.
 
   At least now I know how the mountain gets hot water.  It could have hot anything, if it wanted.
 
   The main reason I know this is my handiwork is because no one else would ever think of matter as sticky energy.  It was amazingly simple and beautiful; it was so simple it scared me.  If it’s that easy to unzip the fundamental fabric of matter and turn it into energy…
 
   Oh, yes; I can move mountains.  With this sort of setup, I can make mountains fly.  Or disappear in enormous mushroom-shaped clouds.
 
   This spell is dangerous.  It’s not like a vitality spell—that’s my trick, and only I can do it well.  But this was simpler than building a nuclear device back home, without the need for nuclear material.  Any physics graduate with a machine shop and materials can build you a nuclear bomb.  The hard part is getting the plutonium or uranium.  This thing just needed matter.  You could use lead, or gold, a bucket of water.  It powers a mountain with air.
 
   Imagine a world where anybody could construct their own, personal, nuclear weapons, as often and as many and as big as they liked.  That’s what this spell was.  It could be taught in half an hour, cast in a few minutes—a few seconds, if you were in a hurry—and potentially destroy the world.
 
   Not just kill everyone on it, mind you.  Destroy it.  Leave an asteroid belt where a planet once swung along its orbit.
 
   I didn’t dream this.  I nightmared this.
 
   I’m very pleased that the mountain has a heart; truly, I am.  I want it to live!
 
   And now I plan to hide the mountain’s heart, keep it a secret, and seal it off so that no one ever finds out about it.  We’ll find some other way to illuminate the corridors.  We’ll make candles out of dazhu fat.  We’ll use torches and oil lamps by their thousands if that’s the way it has to be.  But the heart of the mountain is officially a State Secret as of eighty-seven years ago.  This scares me about as much as the idea of turning people into vampires and letting them loose on the world.
 
   I got the impression that the mountain was very forthcoming with me, but also very nervous.  It didn’t like showing me its naked heart, and that made me feel both very privileged and moderately safer.  If it was barely willing to show me, it would never show anyone else—and I made it a point to mention this to the mountain the moment I finished fleeing that chamber.
 
   It sealed all the doors behind me as I went back up.  The doors just started merging with the rock of the walls.  I knew the mountain was closing the tunnel, as well, shrinking it down to nothing, burying its heart in a mile or more of granite.
 
   That isn’t deep enough, but I guess it will have to do.
 
   Wait.  Is there anything deep enough?  The world is flat.  It’s a plate.  If the mountain suffers a heartbreak, will the world shatter like… well, like a dropped plate?
 
   I invented exactly the right word:  I nightmared this.  Now I know how Oppie felt at Trinity.
 
   It still didn’t solve my illumination problem, though.  Aside from raw, magic-turns-to-light spells, I’ve got nothing.  There’s a magician-refined light spell that’s very good at making light, but I wonder how much magic it uses.  Using thousands, maybe tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands of them worries me a little, but I’m not sure why.
 
   Still, it’s the best we’ve got.  I think I’m going to go with the idea of several major light spells—variations on my line-of-light-along-the-ceiling trick.  With those providing the major illumination in corridors and other public areas, we can then add some point-sources to brighten intersections and larger chambers.  Maybe a few dormant light spells that only activate if it gets dark… emergency lighting?  Hmm.
 
   Cities are more complicated than I thought.  They’re really machines for living in, not just collections of buildings.  This is going to take some planning and work—make that “more planning and work.”  All this, I apparently managed in my sleep.  Now I’m awake and the puzzle I assembled in my sleep has some issues that need to be addressed.
 
   Well, I wasn’t at my sharpest.
 
   I’m working on it.  At night, I walk through the mountain, learning more about its layout and finding my way around.  What corridors need constant lighting?  Which ones are more business-hours-only things?
 
   Tort spoke with her wizards—well, my wizards.  Mochara’s wizards.  The wizards she helped to train—about it.  She’s taught them the best lighting spell she knows, of course, but an actual enchantment is something they don’t do all that much.  Now they’re practicing their enchanting skills and we’re gradually building up a stock of various objects that will shine brightly in the dark.  Oil lamps, seashells, colored pebbles, one sleep mask—it might be a blindfold; either way, I suspect whoever did that one has a sense of humor—and other miscellaneous doodads we can mount in hallway niches.
 
   I haven’t seen Thomen since I overheard the argument.  I don’t know if he’s still running the guild of wizards or if Tort has taken charge of it.  I’m tempted to find out, but I also don’t feel right about sticking my nose into their personal affairs.  I’m supposed to be the King and keep the good of the kingdom in mind.  A major player like a wizards’ guildmaster isn’t someone I can ignore, especially when he has feelings for the kingdom’s chief magician.  I can rationalize it easily, but I really don’t want to.
 
   I’m just not cut out for the Kinging business.
 
   On a lighter note—ha, ha—we’ve confirmed that we can, in fact, make a diamond grow.  Tort is, I think, legitimately impressed.  I get the feeling she sometimes pretends to be more impressed or amused or whatever, just to please me, but not this time.  I gave her a diamond the size of the first joint of her little finger, and she seemed impressed.  I’m pleased.
 
   It isn’t fast with the experimental spells I’m using, but it works.  I’ve played with it and have a dozen slightly different techniques; those are running now.  I’ll see which ones are working the fastest in another week or so.  When I have a winner, I plan to enchant a box and put it on a shelf in a chimney.  The smoke will provide carbon, the heat will provide binding energy, and the spell itself will catalyze crystal growth.  At least, that’s how I think it works.  It seems to.
 
   This makes me wonder.  Starting with a seed crystal, I can grow a diamond.  If I had other examples, could I grow, say, carbon nanotubes?  I don’t have any to copy,  but if I can grow them, can I make carbon fiber armor?  It would be a lot lighter and could be even tougher than the stuff we’re using.  I don’t have details on the structure of that sort of material, but I guess I could lay out different patterns and try to grow some, see which ones stand up under stress… kind of like making molecular building blocks, I suppose.
 
   That’s another reason to go home, at least briefly.  I need reference manuals; I teach computer science and elementary physics, not chemistry and metallurgy!  What alloys do I need for better swords?  How do I make these alloys?  Do we have to do it with magical forges, or do I just need advanced tools?  By the way, how well does modern body armor stand up against medieval weapons?  Are the police using knife-proof full-body armor?  How about sports players?  Is there martial arts armor made from modern materials that would actually stand up to sharp threats?
 
   Speaking of threats…
 
   In the evenings, Tort hosts us to dinner; that is, my knights, Kelvin, and I.  It’s turned into a sort of informal cabinet meeting.  Tort tells us about the magical goings-on, Kelvin reports on the progress of the trainees, and my personal guard individually report on their progress.  It’s an almost-formal occasion.  Tort dresses up for it, which made me feel that I ought to, which convinced everyone that it was required.
 
   I’m wondering if I can alter the fashions of Karvalen just by wearing different clothes.  If I started wearing a top hat, would everyone else take it as a fashion statement?  I don’t really want to find out.
 
   Dinnertime also gives me a chance to stick in my two cents about what I expect from knights.  I’m drawing heavily on the Boy Scouts, King Arthur, and Virgil Samms.  Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar listen intently and try to understand.  Kelvin tends more to ponder what I’ve said and consider how to encourage the correct line of thinking in everyone else.
 
   Kelvin is a leader.  I’d nominate him for King if I thought I could get away with it.
 
   Anyway, Kelvin was talking about getting a horse killed out from under himself when a wizardly type did something to it during a raid or invasion or whatever by one of the coastal cities.
 
   “You know,” I said, “everyone in Mochara is a sort-of wizard.”
 
   “True, Sire.  But that’s no help to the horse.”
 
   I munched on something—I forget what—and considered that.
 
   (As an aside, I bit my tongue rather frequently, at first.  On the plus side, my teeth make shredding something I’m chewing very easy.  I don’t have to chew nearly as much as I used to, which, statistically, should lower my chance of biting my tongue.  On the other hand, sharp teeth.  Biting my tongue is still painful and extremely annoying.  I try not to talk with my mouth full, and not just for reasons of etiquette.)
 
   “It should be,” I mused.  “Can you deflect or disrupt a spell coming at you?”
 
   “I can,” Seldar offered.  The rest shook their heads.  Tort didn’t bother to answer that.
 
   “Maybe we need a new practice drill,” I offered.  “Tort, is there something relatively simple for defensive purposes?  Not just our usual blocking spell, but something that will work on, say, something that’s trying to freeze my heart?”  Happened once; that’s why it sprang to mind.
 
   “Their defensive block will already do that,” she pointed out.  “It is a simplified version of Daeron’s Shield.  We could call it ‘Karvalen’s Parry,’ if you like.  The difficulty is in remaining alert to the magical forces so one can see the attack coming.  It is difficult to focus on the material and immaterial worlds at the same time.”
 
   “What can we do about that?”
 
   “Use the original Daeron’s Shield, not the simplified version,” she said, seriously.  “The Parry is a direct attack on the incoming spell.  Daeron’s Shield takes longer to cast, but it protects the wearer by reacting violently to incoming spells.”
 
   “How does that work?” Seldar asked.
 
   “The power in the Shield attacks the spell as it crosses the Shield’s protective layer, disrupting it.  You do not have to see it coming; the Shield simply reacts when struck.  At least,” she added, “until it is struck enough times to expend all its energies.”
 
   “Is it hard to teach?” I asked.
 
   “It is far simpler than the disruption spell you wear, my angel.  Less effective, perhaps, but simpler.”
 
   I looked at Kelvin.  He looked thoughtful, then shrugged.
 
   “I think they will learn it, Sire,” he said.  “Those who can master it quickly will be an inspiration—and tutors—to those who do not.”
 
   “Do you think that might have saved your horse?”
 
   “Indeed, it might have.  Of course, once dismounted, I disemboweled the wizard responsible.”
 
   “When was this, anyway?”
 
   “A few years ago.  I think it was the city of Formia that sent troops down the coast to land, then march to our gates.  They had a number of wizards hired on to help defend against blasts of fire.”  He smiled, slightly.  “That does seem to be a problem for invaders.”
 
   “I imagine it is,” I agreed, thinking of Amber.
 
   So, we’ve got a new practice drill.  Every morning, first thing, they’ll put up their magical shields as a way to exercise their mystic muscles.  They are also responsible for re-casting it whenever it goes down, because everyone is also expected to throw a few Glabrus’ Fists about as the day goes on.
 
   They seem to be getting it through their thick, macho skulls that they need all the help they can get.
 
   I think part of it is that my guys are an incredible example.  Everyone is trying to match my three, and that’s not easy.  My prototypes—excuse me, personal guards—do things other people simply can’t do.  But everyone knows it’s not actually impossible, just very difficult, so they try harder.  My the three supermen are actively trying to make everyone else capable of the same feats.  They’re not bragging about it; they’re saying, “You can do it, too!”
 
   I think the cadets realize they need every trick they can get… and each other.
 
   In the process, they’re losing some of the macho, me-first, death-or-glory attitude.  I don’t think I can be more pleased about that.  Teamwork is essential!
 
   So much to do!  At this rate, I’ll never go home permanently; I’ll just visit to surf the Internet, order stuff, and maintain a bank account.
 
   On the plus side, at least I’m not bored.
 
    
 
   Today, I had my first Official Visit from another principality.  Word is starting to get around that the long-absent King of Karvalen is back.  I should probably expect more political overtures.
 
   An ambassador from Baret arrived to discuss some trade possibilities.  Since I don’t have an Official Office in Mochara, Tort has volunteered her house to be the Royal Residence, and we set up her visiting room as an audience chamber.
 
   If it didn’t involve three days of travel, I’d have met the man in the Hall of Gold in Karvalen—the shiny-ceilinged main hall.  Someday, that’s going to make a seriously huge impression on a visiting dignitary.  Not today, though.
 
   Lord Melvin—I kid you not:  Lord Melvin—was the second son of the current ruler of Baret, a Prince Banler, descendant of Baron Xavier.  He strongly resembled the old baron, too, but he acted more like Peldar.  That is, he was a trifle on the short side, solidly built, and tended to have a supercilious, I’m-nobility-and-don’t-you-forget-it air.
 
   He looked around Tort’s sitting room and sniffed.  I don’t think he approved.
 
   Without waiting for permission, he produced a cloth from one sleeve, dusted a perfectly clean chair, and seated himself.  He gestured to Pilea, the housemaid, to bring him something.  She glanced at me—not at Tort, since this was a formal, official occasion; smart girl—then hurried off to fetch the wine.  Tort sat quietly to one side and wore a fixed half-smile plastered on her face.  It was a perfectly believable, bland smile, but her eyes glittered.  I think she felt insulted.  I know I felt insulted on her behalf.
 
   “Well, Lord Melvin,” I began, “welcome to the city of Mochara—”
 
   “I would hardly call it a city,” he interrupted.  “But, I suppose, it’s the best you can do out on the frontier.”
 
   “We do our humble best,” I agreed.  “To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?”
 
   “I’ll come right to the point.  Baret is not enjoying the most peaceful year in its history.  Wexbrey has been skirmishing with Tirondael and there have been raids into Baret lands.”  He accepted a glass of wine from Pilea and sipped it without even glancing at her.  “That, and a number of other cities have been pressuring my father, the Prince, to open up the Caladar river to ships, despite the disastrous consequences this would have on the city as a whole.  As a result, we have more soldiers than before, and soldiers cost money.  We will not be paying as much for steel this year.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He blinked and set the wineglass down.
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “I said, ‘Okay.’”
 
   “I haven’t told you what we’re willing to pay.”
 
   “And I’m not interested,” I told him.  “You seem to misunderstand the nature of a commercial transaction.  We have the commodity; you have the money.  We’ll tell you how much the steel costs.  Then you can decide whether or not to pay our price.  I’m sure we can sell it elsewhere.  Wexbry or Tirondael, just to pick two at random.”
 
   There was a frozen moment of silence.
 
   “You do realize that my father will not take this well?”
 
   “I guessed.  But, after I finish talking with him, perhaps he’ll send someone better qualified as a negotiator.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You’re arrogant, rude, and have no idea how commerce works.  I have no idea what made him think you were qualified for this job.  Furthermore,” I continued, “you’ve insulted the King of Karvalen.  Mark that: the King.  I’m not a prince.  I’ve been a king since before your father was born.”
 
   “I’d heard you were claiming that.  You don’t look old enough.”
 
   I smiled at him, deliberately.  He stared at my teeth.
 
   “I was also the Court Wizard to Baron Xavier Baret, so I know the place,” I told him.  “If we can find a diplomatic negotiator, I’ll work with your father on making the Caladar river in Baret something ships can use, to our mutual profit.”
 
   “Really?” he asked, still off-balance from the teeth.  He couldn’t seem to look away.
 
   “Really.  But don’t let it concern you; I’ll send all this via message to your father and ask him to send someone worthy of speaking to a king.  You may now leave my primitive backwater of a town and never return to it.  Good day.”
 
   I turned my attention to Tort.
 
   “So, has anyone considered a water-wheel for the canal spill outside of town?  I think it would be very useful as a mill, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, my King,” she agreed, keeping her eyes locked on me.  Neither of us looked at Melvin.
 
   “Excuse me?” he said.  I turned my head to regard him.
 
   “You are dismissed,” I pointed out.  “Leave us.”
 
   “But there are still matters—”
 
   “The King of Karvalen,” I cut him off, “has dismissed you.”
 
   “Baret’s interests in your kingdom are yet to be fully discussed.”
 
   “Very true,” I agreed.  “On the other hand, my kingdom has no interest in discussing them with you.  Send word to your father for instructions, if you must, but be aware that I will be sending him a formal complaint about the ill manners of his ambassador.  Naturally, as an ambassador, you are free to leave unharmed, rather than being flogged for your insolence.”
 
   “You wouldn’t dare!”
 
   I cocked my head at him and thought about it.
 
   “Why do people say that?” I asked.  “I don’t understand it.  It’s like demanding whatever it is actually be done.  It’s tantamount to daring me to do it.  I just don’t get that.  I mean, I’m easily strong enough to grab you, take you over my knee, and give you the spanking a loudmouthed brat deserves, and there’s not a thing you could do about it, aside from go home and cry to your daddy.
 
   “And I would,” I continued, putting on my Kingly Aspect face and tone again, “but, as I said, you are an ambassador.  If you will not leave under your own motion, I will have my personal guard place you on your ship as gently as is consistent with getting rid of you.”
 
   “You haven’t heard the last of this,” he declared, standing.
 
   “Oh, probably not.  Your father will probably have something to say about it when I speak to him about what a lousy ambassador you are.  The next time you’re in my kingdom and you insult the King, you won’t be able to cower behind your rank, because you will not be recognized as an ambassador, just a foreigner.
 
   “Now,” I finished, “one final time:  You are dismissed.  Take the hint.”
 
   He got out, huffily.  Tort smiled to see him go, then frowned at me.
 
   “We do benefit from trade with Baret,” she pointed out.
 
   “And we’ll continue to trade with them.  But, if you’ll excuse me, I need to make sure the Prince of Baret is aware that his son is a nitwit.”
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “Dealing with someone like Melvin,” I explained, “means dealing with a subordinate, and one who thinks that he’s in a position of power.  He talks as though he’s in charge.  On the other hand, when the King of Karvalen talks with the Prince of Baret, that’s a very different thing.  We’ll have a conversation, he’ll pick a new ambassador, and we’ll work out a deal on a more equal footing.”
 
   I paused and glanced at the closed door.
 
   “And, maybe, Melvin will learn a lesson, soon.”
 
   “Does my angel have plans for him?”
 
   “Not me.  But I’ll talk to Fred.”
 
   “Fred?”
 
   “You met him a long time ago,” I said, “when you were very little.  But he works for me, now.  I don’t think you’ll need to meet him again.”
 
    
 
   I borrowed Tort’s mirror—a big, three-foot thing in the lab—and did some scrying through the Eastrange.  If Bronze and I could navigate through the craggy mass down by the coast, I would cheerfully just go visit Baret.
 
   It was a frustrating experience.  There is a major flaw in all distance-viewing spells.  The viewpoint can be established wherever you want, but, once established, it’s fixed.  The spellcaster needs reference points to define the location of the sensor.  That’s why a scrying sensor appears next to a wall, or on a spire, or beside a road.  It has to be someplace the spellcaster can “think” it, which means a location.
 
   This is not normally a problem; most of the time, a wizard or magician pings something with a detection spell, puts a scrying sensor near it, and looks around.  If they want a closer view of something, they just cast the spell again, parking the new sensor next to whatever it is they want to look at.  They don’t really need anything else.
 
   What I wanted to do was look down at the Eastrange while moving the sensor, like using a helicopter drone to scout the route.  To do that, I had to rewrite large chunks of one of the distance-viewing spells and add some additional controls.  Since I was using a mirror, I wrote them for use with a mirror.  I don’t think it will work too well with a crystal ball, though.  Maybe I’ll edit it later, if I need to use one.
 
   Looking through Tort’s mirror, I scribbled symbols and lines on the wall around it, using a piece of chalk.  It took a few edits before I worked the major bugs out, but it was serviceable, if not terribly precise.  As usual, that’ll do for now.
 
   Yes, I thought I could get through the Eastrange, at least between Mochara and Baret.  I’m not sure any other ground-based creature could go that route.  Even Bronze would only make it through with a gravity-shifting spell to enhance a couple of jumps.  It wouldn’t be easy or quick, but it could be done.
 
   So much for casually going to visit.  It might be worthwhile to cut at least a footpath and build the two bridges it would need… but later, later.  Right now, Plan B.
 
   I used the mirror again to reach for Baret.  If they still had a court wizard, he should have something similar enough to resonate with Tort’s mirror.
 
   Yep, contact.  The mirror’s reflection swam, then cleared to reveal a familiar room.  A lot of the furniture was different, but I recognized the floor; I spent a lot of time lying on it while chalking outlines and diagrams.  I even recognized the diagrams, although they were done in someone else’s handwriting.
 
   I rotated the view and was pleased to see another mirror—probably the wizard’s scrying mirror, which was exactly what I’d hoped for.  A crystal ball would have done as well, but a bowl of water would be problematic if it wasn’t filled already.
 
   With a little more work, I set up a resonating spell, one to make the other mirror vibrate in tune with mine.  I could see and hear there, but unless someone came by and sent a scrying spell back along mine, it was all one-way.
 
   I learned quickly not to shout.  The resonating spell made the other mirror’s repetition of my shout sound loud at this end, which caused my mirror to vibrate in sympathy, which… well, magical feedback is no more pleasant than electronic feedback.  I’m just glad I cut it before it shattered one or both mirrors.  I resolved not to do that again.
 
   After that, it still took several minutes of asking “Hello?” into the room, but someone eventually came in.  She was moderately tall—about five-ten, maybe five-eleven—and had bright green eyes that reminded me of a cat.  Her face was pretty, too, but the rest of her was concealed under a shapeless, baggy gown or robe.  She waved her hands and chanted at me for a moment, casting spells on her end of the connection.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked, without preamble.
 
   “I’m the King of Karvalen,” I replied, “and I’d like to talk to the Prince of Baret, please.”
 
   “That’s silly,” I was told.  “There hasn’t been a king in Karvalen for generations.”
 
   I smiled.  I could learn to like having sharp teeth.  They’re almost like having a photo ID.  People look at them really hard for several seconds, then finally agree that I am who I say I am.
 
   “I’ll… I’ll… uh…”
 
   “Please let him know that I’d like to talk to him, at his convenience.  If he can’t talk right now, I’ll be happy to make an appointment and call back later.”
 
   “Uhm.  Yes.  Of course.  I’ll go do that.  Wait right here!”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “I mean, that is, please wait, Your Majesty, while I carry out, uh…”
 
   “I’ll just wait here while you run along,” I suggested.
 
   I tweaked the spell and shut off the sound from my end, kind of like hitting a Mute button.  Tort, standing by the door, looked about ready to burst.
 
   “Go ahead and laugh,” I told her.  “I’ve got the sound turned off.”
 
   She did.  I grinned at her.
 
   “Hey,” I protested, “it’s not that funny.”
 
   “It is, my angel,” she countered.  “You are still smiling.”
 
   “I don’t have anything in my teeth, do I?  Broccoli?  Bloodstains?  Small animals, desperate to escape?”  I grinned wider.  Tort thought that was the height of hilarity, but she laughs at anything I think is funny.  Either her sense of humor is seriously skewed, or she’s biased.  Possibly both.
 
   Movement in the mirror attracted my attention.  I signaled Tort, who kept quiet, and I turned on the sound.  The lady wizard was back.
 
   “His Highness, the Prince, bids me say that he would be very pleased to speak with Your Majesty in an hour’s time, if that meets with Your Majesty’s approval.”
 
   “Works for me.  I’ll call you back.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I waved a hand at the mirror and hung up.
 
   “She was a good deal more polite than the princeling,” I noted.  Tort agreed.  “Got anything on the Prince of Baret?” I asked.
 
   “He is an older man, still in good health, and was something of a fighter in his youth.  I believe he is content with his role as a leader, rather than a warrior, but I do not know that for certain.  He seems to have the welfare of his people at heart, rather than personal glory or wealth.”
 
   “Sounds like a family tradition,” I noted.  “I like him already.”
 
   “He has three sons and four daughters.”
 
   “Whoa.”
 
   “Indeed.  Two sons by his first wife, three daughters by his second, and a son and a daughter by his third.”
 
   “That’s impressive.  Three wives?”
 
   “Yes.  The third is still alive; the other two were lost to fevers.”
 
   “I’d think a prince could afford to have a fever cured.”
 
   “You forget, my angel, that the Church of Light no longer offers… well, ‘routine’ is hardly the word for the acts of gods, but let us say ‘common’ healing of its members.  Other gods now attempt to fill that void, but they are hardly the equal of a great institution, and they make greater demands.”
 
   “Ouch.  That makes it sound like I’m partly to blame for his wives’ deaths.”
 
   “Only in the most indirect fashion.  Disease is ever with us, I am afraid.  Wizards can heal some maladies—or, rather, strengthen people who have such maladies until they run their course—just as Amber may fan the fires of life within a person.”  Tort sighed.
 
   “Had he asked it of us,” she continued, “we would have come to him and done what we might, but he did not.  Perhaps he did not wish to appear weak, or to give the Mother of Flame a foothold—well, a toehold—in his city, or to be beholden to us.”  Tort shrugged.  “He is a complicated man, I think, and I know for certain only that I do not know him well.”
 
   “I’ll bear that in mind.”
 
    
 
   Prince Banler of Baret had a definite family resemblance to his grandfather, Xavier.  He was a bit taller, perhaps, and certainly broader in the shoulders, but his face had the same jaw, the same chin, the same eyebrows.
 
   “King Halar,” he said, nodding to me through the mirror.  I nodded back.
 
   “Prince Banler.”
 
   “I am told you wished to speak with me.”
 
   “Indeed I did.  Are we private?” I asked.  His eyebrows rose.  He turned aside and gestured to people out of the line of sight.  A moment later he turned back to me.
 
   “We are.”
 
   “Great!  Nice to meet you.  Sorry for the surprise, though.  Would you be good enough to call me by my name?  I get tired of people being formal all the damn time, and I don’t really have anyone of similar station over here.”
 
   “Really?” he chuckled.  “All right… Halar.  Call me Banler.  I take it this isn’t a formal meeting, then?”
 
   “Nope.  I did want to mention a couple of formal-ish things, but I hope we don’t have to be bogged down by protocol while we discuss how to enrich both our domains.”
 
   “You interest me.  Do continue!”
 
   “Well, I thought I might mention, first of all… one of your sons, the current ambassador.”
 
   “Is he all right?” he asked, suddenly leaning forward.
 
   “He’s perfectly fine, and I think he’s on his way back.  He’s an ambassador; I guarantee that nothing would have happened to him even if he was far more rude than he managed.”
 
   “Rude?”  Banler frowned.  “I distinctly told him to be on his best behavior!”
 
   “He seems to think that means to be as snotty and arrogant as it is possible to be.  As King, I was offended.  I was offended as a private individual, to say nothing of my court.”
 
   I didn’t mention that the court in question consisted of Tort.  I’m sure Torvil, Kammen, Seldar, and Kelvin would all be just as annoyed with Melvin.
 
   Banler looked slightly grumpy.
 
   “Should I ask?  Or should I just exile him to someplace cold, damp, and muddy?”
 
   “I don’t think that’ll be necessary.  Nice to think about, but not necessary.  He seems to think that he’s a princeling, and therefore superior to any barbarian kingdom out on the frontier.  If you wouldn’t mind, do you have anyone else you trust to be a representative out here?  Or should I just carve a road through the mountains so we can meet in the middle?”
 
   “I can always send—” he began, then did a small double-take.  “What did you say about a road?”
 
   “If that’s more convenient for you than sending a representative by ship, of course.  We can carve a trail through the Eastrange, along the seaward side of the mountains.  Maybe set up a little diplomatic stopover point in the middle where we can send people halfway, rather than sail around the Eastrange.”
 
   “I think I like this mirror thing, actually,” he said.  He placed a hand on the surface of his mirror, like putting a hand on a window, before he leaned back in his chair.  “This is… rulers can actually talk to the other ruler, without all the pomp and ceremony, and without the risks of travel.  I like this.”
 
   “Oh.  Sure, we can just do this, then.”
 
   “But about this road…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You could carve a road through the Eastrange?”
 
   “Sure.  It wouldn’t be any harder than making the mouth of the Caladar navigable.  Say, do you still use the waterwheel I came up with for pulling the sludging chain through the river outlet?”
 
   “We do.  But slow down.”
 
   “Sorry.  What did I fly past?”
 
   “More than one thing.  Let me get this straight, first:  You can make a road through the Eastrange.  One that doesn’t go through Vathula.”
 
   “Sure.  We could have it start in Baret, travel up through the mountains while sticking to the southern side of most of them, and have it come down in the plains on the eastern side, no problem.  From there, it’s a short trip to Mochara, and then a pleasant canal ride up to Karvalen.”
 
   Banler looked at me with a calculating expression.  He tugged at his lower lip with thumb and forefinger, thinking.
 
   “Let’s say you can.  All right.  You also mentioned making the mouth of the Caladar navigable?”  He tried to sound casual, only curious.  He didn’t quite manage.
 
   “Well, sort of,” I began.  “Ships would have to pass through water gates in your city, of course—you’ll probably want to charge them a fee for that—and constructing the ship lane will take up a lot of space alongside the existing river tunnel.  But we could do it.”
 
   I could see him doing the math in his head, or trying to.  I think the numbers were rolling up higher than he could believe.
 
   “You know,” he said, slowly, “my grandfather told me stories about his court wizard.”
 
   “Jon was a good teacher,” I said.  Banler made a pfft noise.
 
   “You know who I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, I probably do,” I admitted.
 
   “If a magician from Arondael came to me with these ideas, I’d be skeptical.  I’m sure he’d want something big in return.”
 
   “And you’re wondering what I want?”
 
   “I’d be a fool not to, and my father didn’t raise any.”
 
   “Okay.  How about this: Karvalen gets to use the road and the waterway without hindrance or fee.  Anyone else you can charge whatever the market will bear, but anyone with a Royal Writ from Karvalen has an express ticket straight through, no questions, no problems, no argument.  And, looking to the future and all its possibilities, I’ll even go so far as to say that if—if, I say; I understand there are some wars going on over on your side of the mountains—if Baret ever winds up as part of the Kingdom of Karvalen, that guarantee of passage will do for its yearly tribute or taxes or whatever it’s called.”
 
   I was a little worried about that last part.  I wasn’t certain how he’d take the notion that his Princedom might someday be part of a kingdom.  It would mean a demotion for him, busted from prince down to lesser noble—duke, count, baron… something.
 
   He didn’t take it badly.  He just continued to tug on his lower lip and look thoughtful.
 
   “If you build such a road,” he said, slowly, “you would need to safeguard this end of it.”
 
   “Not necessarily.  I’ll be happy to leave that to you.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant, but I thank you for your confidence.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Never mind.  Say that I agree to all of this.  How long will it take to make this road and ship lane?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I confessed.  “It could be weeks.”
 
   “Weeks!?”
 
   “Best guess,” I told him.  “The road, first; I’m not sure about the shipping lane.  I’d have to look it over and I’ve got other irons in the fire.  Best I can do.”
 
   He leaned back in his chair, looking at me strangely.  I waited.
 
   “I find myself torn,” he said.  “I want to not believe you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I don’t think it’s possible.”
 
   “So don’t believe me.”
 
   “The trouble is…” he began, and paused.  “I think I do believe you.  I think you can do what you say.”
 
   “I know I think I can.  I also know I could be wrong.  But I believe what I’m saying, if that’s any help.”
 
   “Maybe.  But the fact that you believe you can do it is impressive enough.”  He sat up straighter.  “Very well.  I’ll find someone else to send to Mochara.  I also accept your offer of a road along the southern reaches of the Eastrange, and a ship lane from the sea to the river.  I agree to your proposals.”
 
   “Excellent!  I’ll get started on that stuff, probably the road first.  That’ll make the shipping lane easier.  You might want to look over the districts alongside the waterway in advance, though, and see which side would be preferable for tearing down.  It’ll eat up a lot of real estate, I’m afraid.”
 
   “I will.  But there is one other thing…”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “Did Melvin explain what’s happening?”
 
   “Not in any detail.  I told him I wouldn’t be selling him any steel, however, if he was going to be a prick.  Not my exact words, obviously, but you get the point.  I’d be happy to sell you some steel, though.  I get the impression you need weapons?”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “Would you be interested in some military aid?”
 
   Banler nodded.
 
   “Either that was a very shrewd guess, or you really are some sort of unholy fiend.”
 
   “Jury’s out on that one,” I admitted.  “It depends on who you ask, and if they’re on my bad side or not.”
 
   “From what I hear, most people don’t stay on your bad side for long,” he said, seriously.  “Let’s put this in practical terms.  What will it cost me?”
 
   “I’m tempted to say that you’d owe me a favor, but if I’m an unholy fiend, that’s a bad deal for you.  How about we sign a formal alliance between our realms, instead?”
 
   “You’re no fiend,” he assured me.  “I accept.”
 
   “I’ll talk to my people.  But how do you know I’m not a fiend?”
 
   “A fiend,” he explained, “wouldn’t have considered how I feel about owing it a favor; it would have just held me over the barrel until I signed in blood.”
 
   “Hmm.  You have a point,” I admitted.  “Can I get you to sign the treaty in blood?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, so much for that notion.  Looks like I’ll have to live with not being a fiend.  So, road first, then shipping lane, then alliance?” I asked.  He nodded.
 
   “I’ll talk to my people,” he said.  He looked at the mirror at his end with a perplexed expression.  “How do I shut this thing off?”
 
    
 
   That evening, after a brief stop in the bathroom for sunset, I explained the deal to my cabinet.  They seemed to think it was a good deal, all things considered.  Moreover, I made arrangements to have sets of mirrors made, each set as close to identical as possible, so we could enchant them; one set for Karvalen and Baret, another set for Karvalen and Mochara, and a third set for Mochara and Baret.
 
   I’ve reinvented the telephone.  Well… sort of.
 
   Kelvin had questions about the road, though.
 
   “Will not the people of the Eastrange have something to say about that?”
 
   “Possibly.  However, I plan to avoid any populated valleys and avoid digging any tunnels.  With luck, they won’t even notice it’s there.  There’s not a lot besides rock face, scattered trees, and, in some places, sea spray on the southern sides.  If they do notice,” I shrugged.  “I’m a Dark Lord of the Night, am I not?”
 
   “Very true.”
 
   “Do you think we need a canal up to the foot of the mountains?  Or should it just be a road the whole way?”
 
   “The journey to the mountains is not a long one,” Tort advised.  “Mochara is slightly to the west of the capitol, so it is only an hour or two from Mochara to the Eastrange.  At least, with a good horse.”
 
   “I agree,” Kelvin said.  Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar just shrugged; I don’t think they had ever been there.
 
   “That’s settled, then.  I’ll see about arranging a road that direction, tonight.  Tort, how’s the wizards’ guild doing on the enchanted lights?”
 
   “Fair,” she said, shrugging.  “They are growing in skill only slowly, and they are easily exhausted by this labor.”  She sounded almost disinterested.  “Wizards are poor at both stamina and power, so it will be some time before they produce even simple enchantments in any quantity.  Assuming they are all making the attempt.”
 
   Yep, I decided, I’m sticking my nose in.
 
   “Maybe I should have a word with Thomen about getting them some extra training.  Come to that, where is Thomen?  I’ve been thinking that you have enough to do without having to ride herd on the wizards, too.”
 
   “I presume he is at home,” Tort said, dropping her eyes to the table.  “I have not spoken with him in some time, though, so I do not know for certain.”
 
   “Okay.  Have someone invite him over tomorrow night for the next meeting, would you?”
 
   “Of course, my angel.”  I’ve heard her sound more enthusiastic.
 
   “Excellent.  Guys?  How’s the magical training coming along?”
 
   The three looked at each other and Seldar spoke.
 
   “I would say that it goes well, Sire.  We are all grown quite proficient at striking things afar… less so with blocking such.”  He absently rubbed his shoulder.  “I am, possibly, the quickest with a wizard’s parry, but it is no certain thing.”
 
   “The Shield is much more to everyone’s liking,” Kelvin offered.  “I have them practicing both, however, on the notion there will come a time when a Shield fails and one must block a magical attack.  Does this meet with your approval, Sire?”
 
   “It does,” I told him.  “Yes, that’s a good thing.  If we need to, I’m sure the wizards could use a hand in pumping energy into their enchantments.  That should help build mystical muscle for anyone who seems to be a bit underdeveloped in that area.”
 
   “Just as you say, Sire.”
 
   With that, the cabinet disassembled, Tort went to bed and I made the rounds through Mochara; a few people were getting on toward their expiration date, but nobody seemed due to check out immediately.  Good enough.
 
   Bronze carried me to Karvalen.  It’s a heck of a commute, in medieval terms, but not so much on a magical fire-breathing golem horse.  I’ve spent more time on a one-way commute in a car.  How far it is in actual distance terms is something I keep meaning to measure.  If only Bronze had an odometer…
 
   I was most of the way there when I saw a small party camped out in the southwest corner of the canals.  They had a couple of rather fancy pavilion tents and were parked squarely in front of the lake-bridge to the city proper.  We swung to the right to cross the southern canal.  I wanted to circle the mountain and check on the city’s security.  The people already living in Karvalen had the pivot-gate shut, so the city was probably not in the process of being invaded.  Probably.
 
   I partly recognized the banner, though.  It had my device in the upper left, an orange diagonal stripe, and a hollow, silver circle on a black field in the lower right.
 
   Zirafel’s heraldic references did not include these symbols.  It did, however, supply me with the knowledge that a noble house was claiming descent from mine.  Interesting.
 
   While circling the mountain, Bronze took a walk in the lake to cool off.  When she got down to a level where fire-breathing was no longer a requirement, we finished our circuit and went toward the encampment from the north.  As we approached the canal bridge over the western canal, I put a light spell over my head.  I didn’t intend to sneak up on them; I just wanted to talk to them and find out what they wanted.
 
   I also made sure I had a deflection spell going.  I’m not a complete idiot.
 
   They were quite willing to come out and talk.  Six of them appeared from inside their tents.  They were all somewhat short and swathed head to toe in blackened mail and many shades of grey.  They didn’t walk out of their tents so much as they flowed out, like blots of ink in water.
 
   Elves.  Strangely enough, I’ve never met a nice elf.  All of the ones around here seem to be cruel, nasty, vicious, evil bastards.  Either there are no nice elves, or they just don’t want to have anything to do with me.  I really hope there are nice ones, somewhere; I would hate to think that only the bad guys have that much grace and style.
 
   Bronze stopped about twenty feet away.  They flowed into a kneeling position, hands crossed over their faces, palms out.  If I had any idea about the significance of the gesture, it was buried somewhere as-yet unsorted.
 
   The moment I saw elves, I expected to see Bob.  It irked me that he wasn’t among them.
 
   I sighed to myself and fired up a translation spell; I wasn’t sure if I knew their language or not, nor if they knew any of the languages I spoke.  I was about to find out, but I wanted to be prepared.
 
   “Rise.  Which one of you is in command?”
 
   They lowered their hands.  Five of them shifted to one knee while their leader stood.  She was the tallest of the lot, about five-foot-four, and removed her ornate helm to hold it in the crook of her elbow.  Her hair reminded me of molten silver as it cascaded down in loose waves.
 
   “This servant is the commander of these,” she said, in a clear, musical voice.  Everything about her was amazingly, even disgustingly, beautiful.  She was definitely not a human being; she was something else entirely.  I was attracted and repelled at the same time.  She was probably at the bottom of the uncanny valley.  She was human enough to be beautiful, inhuman enough to be disturbing.
 
   I didn’t need the translation spell to understand her.  Answering in elf-language wasn’t something I wanted to try; I didn’t feel competent to speak the sixty-vowels-together thing.  I could understand it and that was good enough.  I decided to leave the spell running, just for the occasional concept-connections it provided.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.  She told me.  I waited until she was done.
 
   When Bob told me his real name, I thought it might have some cultural significance; I was right.  The longer the name, the more the elf has done in its life.  It’s kind of a synopsis of their deeds and serves as a reminder of who they used to be as well as who they are—presumably important in a race that stops aging when they reach adulthood.  This one was very good at the harp, archery, swordplay, painting, raising poisonous snakes, flaying living victims without killing them, and was particularly expert at making enchanted leather from the skin thus obtained.  There were other things, but the rest was a bit gruesome.
 
   I could have coped quite well not knowing any of that.
 
   “I don’t suppose you have a short, easy-to-use name when not being addressed formally?”
 
   “Of course, Dread Lord.  This one is known as Salishar.”
 
   “Good.  Why are you here?”
 
   “Your servants have come to bear a message from the Dragonsword to its master.”
 
   “Firebrand!” I exclaimed.  “Where is it?”
 
   She backed away a step and gestured briefly with the crossed-hand-over-eyes thing again.  Apparently, my display of strong emotion made her nervous.  I looked closely at the rich complexity of her elf-spirit and saw a lot of anxiety.  Well, how many nightlords has she ever met?  We’re legends, after all.
 
   “It lives in your city, Vathula, and works with your servants to slay those who would resist an empire.”
 
   “That’s what I’ve heard,” I agreed.  “Good, good.  Is it happy?”
 
   “This one believes so, Dread Lord.”
 
   “Okay.  So, what’s it got to say?”
 
   “It bids me say that if you wish it so, it will be pleased to be reclaimed whenever you come for it.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you just bring it?” I asked.
 
   “It did not offer to be transported, lord, and this one would not dare attempt to bear it without leave.”
 
   Good point.  If Firebrand doesn’t want to be picked up, asbestos gloves won’t save you.  It would take a full-coverage fire suit and fast reflexes to avoid being broiled.
 
   On the other hand, Salishar’s anxiety level skyrocketed when she said it.  Contemplating the idea of being incinerated might do that, but not to that degree.  Her nervousness seemed odd and unusual.
 
   “Where’s Bob?” I asked.  “I would expect him to deliver this message, as well as a status report.”
 
   “This servant regrets deeply that the chief of all your servants is engaged in battle beneath the mountains, Dread Lord.  He begs the forgiveness of our Dread Lord and prays that you will come to his aid in the campaign against those who live beneath the mountains, but not beneath the banner.”
 
   She was too stressed.  There was nothing physical, not so much as a nervous glance, but her spirit was a chaotic kaleidoscope.  I looked over the rest of them.  On the outside, a sphinx would hate to play poker with them.  Inside, they varied from agitated to nervous to borderline panic.
 
   I thought about it for a minute, just looking them over and wondering.  The more I looked at them without saying anything, the more nervous they became.
 
   Bronze took a step forward, then another, then another.  After a moment, she lowered her head and stretched her neck to sniff at Salishar’s face.  Salishar stood absolutely still, as one might when being sniffed by a dangerous animal that seems more curious than angry.  The rest took a single, gliding step back, giving Bronze room to obliterate Salishar if she chose.
 
   Bronze finished her inspection, raised her head again, and snorted in disgust.  That was enough for me.
 
   “Go back to Vathula,” I told them.  “Tell Bob I want him here on the third night, in the first hour after sunset.”
 
   “Dread Lord,” Salishar said, “his duties are extensive and demand—”
 
   “Does he have a duty beyond obeying me?” I interrupted.  She was silent.  “He’ll be here because I order it,” I told her, in my best I’m-the-dark-lord-around-here tone.
 
   “Yes, Dread Lord,” she agreed.  She and her retinue genuflected and started packing up.
 
   I left them to it, went over the bridge, and around the mountain.
 
   As I rode, I considered the wall around the base of the mountain.  It was a great fortification, but it was a long ride around to the main gate.  As far as holding off invaders was concerned, it was beautiful.  For people coming and going from a city, it was awful.
 
   I could add a gate on the circle of the outer wall at every halfway point between the four canals.  A few small boats could act as ferries between the gates and the shore, making any morning commute from city to fields that much easier.  Later, if we actually became a bustling metropolis, cargo could take the road over the bridge while people could come and go via the ferries… maybe I should add a road around the outside of the lake, as well?  Yes, probably.  Another thing to address when I’m communing with the mountain.
 
   My people saw me coming and opened the gate as I approached.  They were all awake and armed with whatever they could find, mostly farming implements, but several had hunting bows and there were even a few crossbows.
 
   “Majesty?” asked Cormon, the straw boss of the farming crew.  “Are they gone?”
 
   “They’re leaving.  I’ll check on them later, to make sure.  You locked up when you saw them coming?”
 
   “Yes, Majesty.”
 
   “Good.  From now on, I think we should stay inside the mountain.  I know it’s a longer walk to get to the fields, but it’ll be more secure.  What do you think?”
 
   “We’ll walk,” he assured me, deeply sincere.  “We’ll be happy to walk.  We would be delighted to have a morning stroll through the city.”
 
   “Let’s get everyone moved in.”
 
    
 
   Once we relocated our quarters, I started spying.  A shallow pan of mercury makes a pretty good mirror; I used it as the focus for a scrying spell.
 
   The area just southwest of the main bridge was abandoned.  I turned my viewpoint as though I was standing there, looking around in a full circle.  No sign of them was to be seen, so I moved north, past the canal, and started looking for them along the path to Vathula.  I still didn’t see them.
 
   Frowning, I raised my viewpoint altitude, looking down over a larger and larger area.  Eventually, I did find them, but not on the northern path.  They were just entering the mountains, following the road on the north side of the west canal.  I zoomed in to look more closely, as though I were only a few hundred feet above them.  They all seemed to be there.
 
   When they reached the head of the canal—that is, a large pool under a wide, rocky, foamy waterfall; this was the source of the western canal’s water—they simply rode around the wide, flat perimeter of the pool and under the overhang, through the curtain of water.
 
   Huh.  Well.  The Eastrange has so many communities underground, the mountains are practically hipster.  I shouldn’t be surprised they have tunnels everywhere.
 
   My viewpoint swooped down and went through the spray of water.  Yes, it was a tunnel.  It looked artificial and somewhat rough-hewn, but it was tall enough for a horse and rider, as wide as the waterfall—maybe thirty feet, maybe a little less.  Bronze would easily fit if she kept her head low.  It ran for several yards with a slight upward slope, then crested and started down and to the right.  The floor was mostly solid rock, but a thin layer of dirt held imprints of hooves.  It didn’t look as though this particular tunnel saw a lot of traffic.
 
   I dismissed my spell and sat back to think.  What made them so nervous about Firebrand?  Well, more nervous than they should be—it’s an awfully scary sword, I grant you.  Or were they nervous about me?  I admit, Linnaeus seems to have laid it on a bit thick, and I did put on a good performance the last time I was in Eastgate, if I do say so myself.  That could have grown into a terrible legend, I suppose.  Or were they worried about delivering messages from Firebrand and Bob, instead of those two coming to greet me in person?  Did they think I would kill the messengers for the “discourtesy” of Bob not showing up to personally greet me?  Just how terrible a “Dread Lord” am I supposed to be?
 
   I don’t know.  I just don’t know.
 
   I filed it away under “Unexplained” and got to work.  Tonight, I planned to spend some time talking to the mountain about the possibility of new roads.  Discussion about a training room for knights might also happen.  After that, maybe some rooftop gardens… and maybe a water source higher up the mountain, flowing down one side?  Or all four sides?  Some water gardens would be nice—swimming pools, perhaps, and maybe some park areas lower down?  Places for water wheels would be nice, too, for grinding grain, pounding pulp for paper, hammering steel…  A medieval industrial revolution might be possible, but it all hinged on what we could do with a living mountain.
 
   I’m going to go talk to the mountain.  This might take all night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Interlude
 
    
 
   “So, that didn’t work,” Tyrecan observed, waving a hand to close the scrying mirror.
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Rakal, he’s not going to simply come visit, not even if his sword invites him.  He knows someone is trying to kill him.  Parrin’s an idiot if he thinks we can lure him here.”
 
   “Parrin didn’t order it.  I did.”
 
   Tyrecan sat down in an ornate chair, staring at Rakal.  He crossed his legs and laced his fingers together, white eyes narrowed in suspicion.
 
   “Maybe you should explain.”
 
   Rakal paced back and forth in front of the crackling fireplace.
 
   “Look, Parrin says he can get that monster to come to him, right?  If he does, what then?  We were promised the secret to immortality, but how many people have tried to use his blood for that?  Fifty?  A hundred?  How many arcane battles have been fought over it—not just in Arondael, but with bitches from Kamshasa, or even the mentalists from the East?  Just locally, not counting arcanists from other traditions, how many magicians have fought with each other over the last few drops of it?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Tyrecan admitted.
 
   “How many have died over it?”
 
   “I don’t know that, either.”
 
   “A lot.  The conclave of Arondael issued an edict over it.”
 
   “I heard something about that, but I didn’t pay much attention.”
 
   “Exactly.  My point is that so many magicians have died just fighting over the resources to do research—how does Parrin know he can find the answer?  He’s not even a magician!  Come to that, how do we know that if he gets the monster to come to him, Parrin can really capture it?”
 
   “He has powers I don’t understand,” Tyrecan pointed out, “but you already know I have my doubts.”
 
   “I’ve seen things like it,” Rakal said, darkly.  “It makes me suspicious.  The more I find out about Parrin, the less I trust him.  He reminds me too much of sorcerers I’ve known.”
 
   “I don’t trust him too much, either.  But I’m also over three hundred years old.  What happens to me—or to you; you’re even older—if we don’t find something better?”
 
   “That’s why I haven’t quit this alliance.”
 
   “The alliance you’re trying to double-cross?”
 
   “I thought that if we could get the monster to come here, we might manage to capture it ourselves.  I’ve got hundreds of corpses with demons inhabiting them; we might be able to capture it.”
 
   “Ah.  That’s why you had Keria order the elves to lie like that.  You wanted it to take bait in Vathula, rather than in Byrne!”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Are you insane?” Tyrecan demanded, hands slamming down on the arms of the chair.  “Have you not seen the ruins of the Hand compound in Telen?”
 
   “He had lots of time to prepare a spell,” Rakal said.  “I could have done something similar myself, given a week or two of preparation.”
 
   “No doubt.  But could you have then invaded the place?  And opened a gate?  And fought the embodied Devourer?  And then fought the hordes that poured in through the hole in the firmament?”
 
   “No,” Rakal grudged.  “Not all at once.”
 
   “Neither could I.  Not even the two of us together.  Not even the three of us, when Hagus was alive, and with your demon-corpses, and with all the armies of Vathula, and with your Keria-corpse thrown in.  Luring that monster here is the stupidest idea you have ever had, and you’ve had your share!”
 
   Tyrecan and Rakal glared at each other for several seconds.  Dark crackles, like black sparks, flickered through Rakal’s hair.  Bluish light glinted in Tyrecan’s eyes.  
 
   Finally, Rakal broke the silence.
 
   “All right,” he said, quietly.  “All right, I had that coming.  Maybe I’m overestimating our powers.  I still say we can’t trust Parrin.”
 
   “Well, of course we can’t!” Tyrecan agreed, sitting back.  “We’re just running out of options.  So, tell me when you plan to go off and do something like this.  Neither of us trusts Parrin; are we going to trust each other?”
 
   “I suppose,” Rakal said, sighing.  “I think we have to.  It’s not like immortality is something only one of us can get.”
 
   “I agree.  Which brings us back to the question of what do we do now?  Hope it shows up and kills the army?  Parrin said he wanted the Vathulan forces quashed.”
 
   “You heard it,” Rakal said.  “It wants Bob to come to it and report.”
 
   “We can’t let that happen, can we?”
 
   “I’ll say not.  There’s no telling what that elf knows or has guessed.  He could shoot down everything we’re trying to accomplish here.  We can’t even let it talk to the Dragonsword.”
 
   “Can we stop the monster?  If it takes it into its head to simply make contact with either of them…”
 
   “Already dealt with.  I am highly proficient with barriers and wards.  In my line of work, I have to be.”
 
   “I imagine.  But I haven’t noticed any.”
 
   “I didn’t want the wards interfering with your work.  They’ll activate as soon as someone triggers them.  Or something, in this case.”
 
   “And if the monster just breaks your wards?  It has a magician of its own, you know.  Plus, it has powers nobody’s seen since the War of Night.”
 
   “If then,” Rakal muttered.
 
   “If then,” Tyrecan agreed.  “Well?”
 
   “We evacuate to Byrne through that one-shot gate spell we set up in the dungeons.  And I’m sure you have a backup plan for escaping.  I do.”
 
   “Lerondal’s Cloud Ship,” Tyrecan said.  “The spell is moored to a tower.  All right.  So, it didn’t take you up on your offered bait.  What now?”
 
   “We’ll just have to carry on with Parrin’s plan.  Keria’s got the army; I’ve got Keria.  We send a lot of troops after the thing that lives in Karvalen.”
 
   “I hope Parrin knows what he’s doing.  What’s the monster going to do against an army?  Especially with those special sling bullets?”  Tyrecan paused in thought.  “Does Parrin know about those?  Or the horse-killers?  Or the Lifting Rope?”
 
   “I don’t know what Parrin knows.  He didn’t ask about how they were armed, armored, or equipped.  He just said to throw them at the monster’s mountain,” Rakal admitted.  “It may just be a trick to get the monster killed.  Parrin seems to hate it so much!  That’s another reason I wanted to try and lure it here.”
 
   “But it’s not coming,” Tyrecan pointed out.  “We can either go along with Parrin’s plan, or we can quit now and start looking elsewhere for a cure for old age.”
 
   “And Parrin’s plan still might net us the blood of a nightlord,” Rakal finished.  “Yes.  I know.  I don’t like it.”
 
   “Neither do I.  So, we send the army?”
 
   “They’re already on their way.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sunday, May 16th
 
    
 
   Spiders.
 
   I was thinking about how to make better, lighter armor, and I had a brilliant idea.  Spider silk.  It’s stronger than steel, even stronger than Kevlar.  The problem has always been how to get it in quantity.
 
   So, to get spider silk, I got spiders.  I’ve collected dozens of them and laid spells on them to convince them to weave a very specific web.  They’re working together in blissful arachnid harmony—as opposed to a cannibalistic arachnid slaughter—to weave webs of unprecedented thickness.  That is, a multi-stranded cable of spider silk.  It’s about as thick as heavy thread.  It’s mostly the non-sticky form of webbing with just enough sticky strands to help it hold itself together.  As thread, it’s a trifle clingy, but mostly it just behaves like thread.  If they can produce enough of it, I’ll get it on a loom and we’ll see how it behaves when it’s made into cloth.
 
   Feeding them is easy, though.  I roll out tendrils of power, scoop in a hundred or a thousand insects, drain their miniscule lives, and dump the bodies into a clay jar.  I have people feed them at least once a day and then collect the day’s thread production on a spool.  My spiders are well-fed and industrious.  I suppose, if one can use the term to describe something with a brain that small, they’re happy.
 
   Tort and I finally had a chance to get together and experiment with the spells on the crossbow bolts.  Remember my assassins?  I didn’t.  I completely forgot about them until Tort asked me if I wanted to keep them.  Well, I’ve had a lot on my mind; perhaps I can be excused.  I also tend to regard people trying to kill me as, well, normal.
 
   That’s not normal.  But it is the way I am.  I should get over that.
 
   So, the crossbow bolts.  I had Tort shoot me in the hand one night.  It was an unpleasant sensation, to say the least.  It nailed my hand to the wooden wall, no problem.  The spell, however, locked up my hand and part of my forearm.  It didn’t go numb at all, just solidified as the blood coagulated.
 
   I tapped my little finger a few times, experimentally, but it didn’t shatter.  Locked up solid but not, apparently, frozen; it was more of a crystallization, really.  Important distinction.  It loosened up again much more quickly than a piece of meat thawing, though, and didn’t seem to have any lasting aftereffects.  Just the same, we decided not to test it on my torso.
 
   We tried another one on a chicken.  Well, I say a chicken; it’s a bird with short legs, small wings, and a rather chunky body.  It doesn’t swim, it doesn’t really fly, and probably wouldn’t survive for long without human intervention.  It tastes a lot like… well… chicken.  Maybe it’s more like a dodo bird.  I wouldn’t know; I’ve never seen a dodo.
 
   Anyway, when I shot the bird, the blood tried to crystallize, but only managed to thicken, reaching the consistency of pancake batter.  Watching the spell work, I could see the living metabolism resisting it.  The chicken wasn’t solidified, but the spell didn’t do it any good.  At least it didn’t bleed to death; the wound clotted off almost immediately.
 
   As a weapon, it was actually moderately clever.  Anywhere it hit me would cause inconvenience or immobility.  If they were out to capture me, rather than kill me, this would work very well, indeed.  Of course, if they immobilized me, killing me would also be easy… someone was thinking ahead, here.  My ability to move quickly is one of my stronger supernatural traits.
 
   As for the prisoners, Tort has been keeping them in the jail.  Mochara’s city guards have a nice basement under their headquarters; it has several cells.  And, for people they particularly dislike, there are several holes in the floor; these have heavy, metal lids, a trickle of water running down the inside, and no sanitation to speak of.
 
   I don’t think they like assassins.  That’s just a guess.
 
   Jaret, however, is not in the cells.  I said to treat him like a guest, and he’s been trying very hard to be a well-behaved guest.  He’s also been trying very hard to avoid me.  I think he suspects I don’t like him, and I’m utterly heartbroken at his attitude.  On the plus side, he’s been good for confirmation of what Tort has… extracted… from the other prisoners.
 
   She called it “extracted.”  I haven’t pressed her for details.  I can remember enough “extraction” techniques from Zirafel to be certain that I don’t want to learn any new ones.
 
   There are two kings in the old kingdom of Rethven—well, two main contenders.  The more militant and conquest-oriented is the Prince of Byrne; he’s got a weak claim to the throne by virtue (?) of being descended from a bastard son of the former king’s grandfather, which makes him… what?  An illegitimate cousin?  Second cousin?  Something like that.
 
   The other contender for the crown is the Duke of Carrillon.  He has a slightly better claim on the ancestry end of things; he’s descended directly from the original Duke of Carrillon, who was rumored to be a bastard son of King Relven, the last king of Rethven.  What makes his claim more practical is that he holds the capitol, the palace, and the royal regalia—throne, crown, and scepter.  He seems more willing to enjoy ruling his much-diminished kingdom than he is to re-conquer the rest of it.  His strategy, if I may call it that, is to use more peaceful methods, such as marriages, treaties, and trade to bring outside areas into closer alignment with his political viewpoint.
 
   The one that wants me dead—at least, as far as the hired help knows—is the Prince of Byrne, doing business as the King of Rethven.  The thugs are aware that they could have been deceived, but I have to ask myself why anyone would bother.  If all went well, there would be no problem.  If things didn’t go well, they were likely to be killed on the spot.  Surviving to be interrogated—or “squeezed,” as Tort put it—was quite unlikely.
 
   Still, another tally mark for the Prince of Byrne.  I may have to see what he’s up to, just for my own peace of mind.
 
   I’ve also relocated the Royal Forges and my cadet knights to Karvalen.  They’ve packed up their families and moved into the mountain without a single qualm about it being haunted.  When His Majesty the Demon-Slaying Hero and Lord of Night says he took care of the haunting, that seems to settle the matter.  They’ve picked out their quarters and everyone seems more than a little pleased in almost every respect.
 
   Almost, anyway.  They seem a little put off by the large, steaming baths; very much a holdover from Zirafel, these bath-caverns.  Not something they really go for in Mochara or Rethven.  It’s taking some getting used to.  So far, they’ve simply segregated two caverns, one for women, one for men.  I’m not arguing; they’ll sort it out for themselves.
 
   Kavel has also moved right in.  The mountain has caverns apparently made to be forges.  He’s quite pleased and has already set up shop, complete with new blower and everything.  He likes the stone molds for swords, axes, and other flatware; it speeds up the process of forging the things, somehow.
 
   And, having mentioned it, I recall how it helps.  Lots of weaponsmiths in Zirafel.  Their chief export was Civilization.  It was pricey, but the barbarians paid in blood.
 
   I also remember what those pagoda-like pillars on the top of the mountain are for.  They’re chimneys, vents.  Wind causes an updraft, sucking air up from inside the mountain.  The heart of the mountain heats air, pushing it upward, but these are on the other end of that process, pulling air out.  Very helpful, actually, once we got a forge lit.  Smoke goes straight out.
 
   Charcoal.  We need charcoal.  Lots of it.  I’ve spent a lot of time and effort in making the forge as efficient as possible—heat reflection, thermal radiation adjustments, heat-transfer recycling, the works—but we have to burn something, and wood has so many impurities…
 
   Fortunately, we have a guy who makes charcoal professionally.  I picked his brains on how it’s made, had the mountain build him a charcoaling facility, and brought him a couple of tons of trees.
 
   I mentioned that to Timon, in Mochara.  He didn’t have that many seedling trees on hand.  I’ve got him doing nothing else for the next little while, and I’ve planted all his current seedlings.  As soon as we have more ready, I’ll plant those, too.
 
   I’m an ecologically-minded “green” vampire.  Said like that, it sounds silly, if not stupid.  But I don’t feel silly for planning generations in advance.  Immortality problems, remember?
 
   The mountain, helpful soul that it is, has also provided an internal gymnasium with all sorts of fixtures—ladders, balance beams, a wall-climb, a swimming pool, and so on—and I’ve been thinking up new wrinkles.  I’ve added a rope-climb, marked out a running track—my, but they do despise running; I can’t say I blame them—and other elements of an obstacle course.  I’ve spent a while reviewing every war movie I could think of, looking for tortures… I mean, “training.”
 
   One of their new exercises is a balance thing.  Some large logs have been cut into two-foot sections.  These are stripped and smoothed so they roll well.  We put three or four in a row, so they can all roll, one after the other.  A good kick to the nearest one sends them all rolling along the floor.  The objective is to kick them, then run along the tops of the rolling logs until you get in front of them all.
 
   They do it in armor.  It helps avoid broken bones, but not twisted ankles.  Win some, lose some.
 
   Cadets also help with plowing.  Farmers get to use horses with the multi-bladed plow; the cadets get to haul a regular plow as a team.  The horses get hitched up for the duration; the cadets get to rotate, since they can’t all pull at once.
 
   I put a guy named Paddew on the plow for steering.  He’s probably the smallest man on the field.  He wasn’t a knight when I woke up; he was a farmer.  He wanted to be a knight, though, and joined in when trials started.  He’s not the strongest, nor the fastest, and definitely not a swordsman; his best martial skills are with staff and spear.
 
   What he really has going for him is enough heart for a herd of horses and the wolf pack chasing them.  He ran with us, climbed with us, hauled with us… if he ever gets into a real fight, the enemy will have to do more than behead him; they’ll have to dismember him.  Even then, the hands might crab their way forward to attack.  He just doesn’t stop.  He impresses me.
 
   He makes me think of a guy I knew, back home.  He was barely passed the initial physical because of his height and weight; he was awfully short and skinny.  But he passed and came back from boot camp because he gave everything he had to anything they told him to do.  Up a rope?  He attacked the rope.  Cross a river?  He parted it.  Fight someone with the padded staff?  It was a fight to the death.
 
   Yes, Paddew reminds me of him.  What was his name?  It’s in the pile of memories somewhere, I’m sure.
 
   Paddew wasn’t happy about having to steer, but I pointed out two things: First, it was an order, and second, he was the only one who knew how.  Anyone else—everyone else—might swing a sword better, but this was something he alone knew how to do.  He seems ambivalent about it, but the chance to be the most skilled person on the field—and vital—really helps his morale.
 
   Interesting note.  They seemed less than enthusiastic when I announced this new team- and muscle-building exercise.  Then I looped the leather straps over my own shoulders, took the lead position, and started dragging a plow through the dirt.  There weren’t any fistfights about who got the second-man spot on the rope, but it was a close thing.
 
   What was it Patton said about an army being something like spaghetti?  You can’t push it, you have to pull it?  I think he meant something about leading from the front.  It seems to be working.  This isn’t about getting any actual plowing done.  It’s about working together as a team, which is something they need work on.  Well, teamwork and cardio.
 
   There was some laughter from spectators.  I invited them to come try it.  The laughter went away.
 
   I spent that day pulling a plow with them while Bronze watched.  Bronze is amused.
 
   Bronze and I have also gone through the Eastrange, scouting out the route from Mochara to Baret.  Most of it is something a man can walk along, albeit with some difficulty.  A few places were so steep they required Bronze to kick a foothold into a mountainside with every step.  In theory, an army could go that route, but only in single file, and at a crawling pace.  At least, until it came to either of two nasty gorges.  Then they’d have to climb down, avoid being smashed and drowned by waves on rocks, and then climb back up.
 
   I think we could build stairs down one side and up the other for each gorge, but that would shoot down the idea of carts and wagons.  It wouldn’t be a road, it would be a footpath.  At least, I wouldn’t call it a road; Rethven roads barely deserve the name.  We’ll just have to build bridges.
 
   That might be easier than I thought.
 
   I asked the mountain about the canals and their attendant roads.  It’s started extending a new road from the end of the southern canal, heading westward.  After two days of work, it’s managed to… how do I put this?  The seaside wall of Mochara is made of stones, stacked and mortared together.  Well, it was.  Now, it’s all one solid piece of stone as the mountain has… incorporated?  Subsumed?  Merged with?
 
   At any rate, it’s all one big rock, now, and a narrow strip of rock seems to be oozing westward, widening gradually as the leading edge progresses.  It seems slower, now, as it moves along the ground instead of through the stone of the wall.  Does it matter whether it’s moving through stone or soil?
 
   I plan to get a wagonload of gravel and lay a line of it down for the mountain to follow, just to see if that speeds up progress.  If not, it’ll be weeks before the road reaches the Eastrange.  But if the mountain can grow a road, it can grow bridges.  That’s my hope, anyway.
 
   I spent more than one night with the mountain, trying to be sure it understands about bridges.  I really hope this works.
 
    
 
   I was expecting Bob to visit me today.  He didn’t make it during the day, which wasn’t terribly surprising, so I was on my covered patio-terrace-balcony-thing as soon as sunset stopped prickling.  I looked north and west, expecting to see him and his escorts.
 
   Well, if Bob was in that bunch, he was certainly taking his security seriously.  They were streaming out of the tunnel behind the waterfall, running to catch up with the guys in the lead.  My current estimate put them at two thousand, give or take, with more still pouring out and no signs the flood might let up.  It looked as though they were grouped in company-sized packets—maybe two hundred infantry apiece—each led by a mounted officer, an elf.  These ten or so lead companies were entirely orku, with a few ogres attached to them.
 
   Their equipment was interesting.  Their armor was higher in quality than I recalled, both in design and in materials.  It seemed to consist mostly of brigandine and chainmail.  They were all armed pretty much identically—one-handed axes with a pick on the back of the head, like cross between a military pick and a battleaxe, or a shortened guisarme-voulge—and carried metal body shields.  Auxiliary weapons had some variety, but usually included a sling.
 
   The ogres were also armored, but had no shields.  Instead, they carried tree-trunk clubs appropriate to their size, currently slung over their backs to leave their hands free.  Twenty-four of them—four groups of six—hustled along, each group carrying an iron-capped ram.
 
   Behind this vanguard, streaming out of the tunnel, were galgar, all dressed in lighter armor and carrying small crossbows and big knives, hustling to catch up.  Even farther behind, there were companies of mixed races, more militia than army.  And they still kept coming out.
 
   I watched for a while.  At a steady jog, they finally dumped about twelve thousand troops onto the road. They didn’t pause to regroup, just streamed east at their best speed, not waiting on the stragglers.
 
   In all of that, there was no sign of Bob; and with my eyes, at night, I would have picked him out, no problem.
 
   That’s no escort.  That’s an invasion force.
 
   Next on my list, I thought, is to get Kavel to make some big, loud alarm bells.
 
   I settled for casting a mental sending spell to everyone in the mountain:  Wake up!  We may be attacked within the hour!  Get up!  Get dressed!  To arms!
 
   Having done that, I then thought about Firebrand and assembled a spell.  Much like a location spell, it would range outward until it hit the target, but I didn’t need it to be strong enough to echo back the location.  I just needed it to make contact at all.
 
   I pumped power into it, aimed it generally northward along the Eastrange, and chucked it as hard as I could.
 
   FIREBRAND!
 
   Contact!  Shock, surprise, pleasure.
 
   Boss!  You’re awake!  About time!  Where are—
 
   And a sizzling crackle threw mental sparks all along our connection.  The connection dropped like a cell phone down a mineshaft.
 
   That wasn’t a lack of signal.  That was interference.
 
   All right, second choice.  I cranked up my communication spell again and focused on Bob, this time.
 
   BOB!
 
   Crackling.  Interference.  Someone was using the magical equivalent of active jamming.
 
   I looked westward at the oncoming horde.
 
   It was a good thing I was already dead; I didn’t have to fear for my life.  All I had to fear for was the lives of everyone in the city.  And my corporeal existence, but I’m kind of used to that.
 
   At least I know there’s an afterlife.
 
   I looked again at the horde.  I wasn’t comforted.
 
    
 
   After a brief discussion with my personal guards and Kelvin, we decided that holding the city was impossible.  We just didn’t have enough people to man the walls.  If the invaders were smart, they would simply surround the place and attack from all sides at once.  That would overrun us in less than an hour.
 
   As cities go, it’s a tough nut to crack.  If you can’t defend it, though, any fortification is just a bunch of rocks to climb.
 
   “If we don’t defend the city,” Kammen asked, “what do we do?  Defend the inner wall?”
 
   “I’m thinking that, yes,” I said.  “We have enough people for that, and we can make getting those rams up to the gate a serious problem.  Unfortunately, the rams are small enough they can actually use them on that little piece of road in front of the gate.”  I added, “I’ll be redesigning that.”
 
   “We are not well-supplied with arrows,” Kelvin pointed out.  “We are not well-supplied in any respect, I should say.  It is a magnificent fortress, but it is garrisoned as an outpost, no more.  We have barely taken the city; we do not have a firm hold on it.”
 
   “We could retreat to Mochara,” I suggested.  Kelvin nodded, thoughtfully.
 
   “As much as it pains me to give ground to an enemy, I fear I must agree.  Although they might pursue us,” he said, “I think it more likely they would occupy the mountain.”
 
   There was some spirited debate about that.  Nobody liked the idea of retreating—running—from the oncoming horde.  On the other hand, nobody liked the idea of making an heroic last stand, either.  Or, rather, they liked the idea of an heroic last stand, dying at the very last after building a mountain of corpses, but were open to other suggestions.
 
   I already knew what I was going to do, but it helps to let them work around to the only feasible solution themselves.
 
   “Okay, that’s enough,” I said.  They quieted and listened.  “You four know me well enough to answer this question.  Do I give orders a lot?  Or do I usually make requests?”
 
   They agreed that I usually asked, rather than commanded.
 
   “We take them as orders,” Seldar pointed out.
 
   “You are the King,” Torvil added.
 
   “And I appreciate your loyalty in that regard.  Now, when I do give a direct order, what does that mean?”
 
   “Since Your Majesty makes an issue of it,” Kelvin said, “I presume it means you want it obeyed, without argument, without question, and without hesitation.”  The other three nodded agreement.
 
   “Good.  I now order you to gather up everyone in the mountain, take all the horses, and escape in the longboat.  You are charged with saving the civilians’ lives.”
 
   They looked as though it was physically painful, but they clenched their teeth and saluted.  I dropped my illusions so that I reverted to my nighttime coloration.  They’ve seen it before, but they still shudder with something like fear every time.
 
   “And,” I added, smiling, deliberately showing a lot of very sharp teeth, “I’ll take care of the army.”
 
    
 
   There were a lot of arrangements to be made, but we worked quickly.  The civilians fit on the canal boat; the draft horses hauled it down the southern canal.  The knights either rode in the boat or rode their horses, depending on whether or not they had a horse.  It was a tight squeeze to get everyone headed south, but we managed.  The group headed off at about the speed of a fast walk, but they had a head start and could keep going like that indefinitely, or until they reached Mochara.
 
   While everyone evacuated, I took a moment to give the mountain some orders.  Rather than take the time to merge with the stone and discuss things, I built a spell structure, put my commands into it, and had the spell play that back for the mountain at geological speeds.  Close off the air vents in the great hall.  Shrink the internal corridors, both in height and width.  Put a ridge along the walls, next to the pivot-doors, so they only open one way.  Adjust the pivot-doors themselves; tilt the pivot axis just a trifle, and make them ever so slightly out of balance so they gradually swing shut on their own.
 
   With that done, I double-checked my armor, defensive spells, and guts.  All seemed in good order, aside from that terrified little spot somewhere around my stomach, so I mounted up on Bronze.
 
   The canal road on the south side of the western canal dead-ends in a rock wall in the Eastrange.  The army was therefore marching along the north side.  That meant to get to the main bridge across the lake-moat, they either had to ford the canal or cross at the canal-bridge.  While orku, elves, and ogres could do it without too much trouble, galgar and any of the shorter races would have to be assisted.  I was pretty sure horses—normal horses—wouldn’t manage it easily or quickly, if they could do it at all.
 
   I picked my spot at the highest point of the arched bridge over the western canal.  I worked on my defensive spells while Bronze walked us out there.  I raised a deflection spell, because the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune and hostile people bother me.  I also wrapped Bronze and myself in my gravity-warping spell and took the time to tighten it down to about fifty percent of normal gravity.  When we ran—I certainly planned to run—I hoped we could pound over the lake-bridge and simply jump over the wall.
 
   The outer wall needs more gates.  Mental note.
 
   I drew my sword and held it across my lap.  Everything was going to go just fine.  Everything.  I kept telling myself that, all the while being thankful my palms don’t sweat when I’m dead.
 
   Then we waited.  We were both tense, but Bronze felt a little eager.  Well… maybe I had a little anticipation, myself.  I don’t like fighting; I just do it when I have to.
 
   Or do I?  Taking stock, I have to wonder… Am I actually starting to enjoy this?  Me, the untenured professor and computer programmer?  When did that start?  Does it come with being a human-hunter?  Or with being a king?  Or is it just part of human nature, brought out and to the fore?  Or all those lives I’ve swallowed from cultures that regard killing someone as an acceptable solution?
 
   I shelved it.  Now is not the time for introspection.
 
   The vanguard, led by an elf I didn’t recognize, signaled a halt.  The column clanked to a stop, or mostly; a squad or two kept going, circling around the mountain at a jog.  The rear of the column took the opportunity to do some catching up.  They were still strung out almost all the way back to the Eastrange, but now they were gathering together.  Most of them looked tired; at a guess, they came a long way very quickly.  Three days isn’t much time to throw together several thousand troops and march them anywhere.  I was impressed at their speed and organization.
 
   The elf in command—or just the unlucky guy who had to do the talking—urged his horse forward at a walk.  The rest of the elf commanders closed in on the front of the army and formed a line behind him—quite a bit behind him.  I noticed Salishar among them.  The leader came to a stop at the foot of the bridge, twenty or thirty feet away, because his horse refused to go any farther.  He struggled with it for a moment before deciding that maybe it had a point, and this was close enough.
 
   Bronze looked at it; she was not in a domesticated mood.  The horse really didn’t like that.  It kept shifting and trying to back away.  The elf had to work to keep it in place.  Unable to approach and unwilling to dismount, the elf raised his voice.
 
   “Are you the one called Halar, King of Karvalen, once the Lord of Vathula?”
 
   Oh, this is going to be interesting.
 
   “Who are you?  —your short name, if you please.”
 
   “I am called Zaraneth.”
 
   “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Zaraneth.  I am Halar,” I admitted.  “I am King of Karvalen.  I was not aware that I was no longer lord of Vathula, however.  Who claims lordship of that city?”
 
   While I spoke, I looked past him at the soldiers.  The orku elite troops in the vanguard carried magical objects.  Mostly the size of golf balls, the things had spells I didn’t recognize.  Magical missile weapons, probably.  Grenades?  Bombs?  Whatever they were, the orku loaded slings with them and held them ready—not actually swinging them, but loaded.  I could see more than a little fear in their spirits.
 
   Good.
 
   The elven commanders carried enchanted weapons and wore enchanted armor.  Typical.  Elves don’t really do spells, but they are masters of craft.  They build or make things that contain power; it’s their talent.  Magical swords, glowing amulets, sparkly wands—the elves are the ones who mastered the art of making material objects magical, or making magic into material objects.  If the elves are Auguste Rodin, humans are still making messes with modeling clay.
 
   What I found more disturbing was the distortion effect of scrying points.  A dozen or more people were watching and probably listening, but their points of view were scattered all over the place, most back behind the line of elves.  That wasn’t a safe distance for them, but they obviously didn’t know that.  Besides, shattering their spells would probably precipitate open hostilities…
 
   Who are these observers, anyway? I wondered.  I would have thought everyone knew my feelings on this sort of thing by now.  Or are they just counting on using the army as cover?
 
   “The Queen of Vathula,” Zaraneth replied, “holds dominion over all the mountains and all that lies beneath them.  Including this one,” he gestured toward my mountain.  “It was stolen from the range and moved here.”
 
   “Oh, is that all?” I asked.  “I presume she wants it back?” Zaraneth blinked at me, surprised.
 
   “She does.  Do you intend to return it?”
 
   “Hell, no.  I’m just more used to people trying to kill me because they think I’m a blood-drinking, soul-sucking, unholy fiend of darkness.  A simple political conflict is refreshing, in its way.  Annoying, but refreshing.  I’m pretty certain I feel ambivalent about that, but I haven’t made up my mind.”
 
   Zaraneth looked troubled.  Obviously, he wasn’t going to the effort of keeping his expression under rigid control.
 
   “I ask you directly:  Will you surrender the mountain to the Queen of Vathula?”
 
   “That depends.  Who is she?”
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “What’s her name?  Is she an elf?  Is she human?  Where does she come from?  That sort of thing.  Sure, she’s usurped my throne in Vathula and become a queen; I get that.  But who is she?”
 
   “She is Queen Keria, the Undying.  She was once a magician of Arondael.  Now she rules Vathula and all its attendant lands.”
 
   “Ah.  I remember her.  Technically, she does die, repeatedly…” I shrugged.  “Nevermind.  Okay.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Thank you for answering my question.  That was polite of you.  I appreciate it.”
 
   “Will you now surrender the mountain to us?”
 
   “What happens if I refuse?” I asked.  His jaw tightened.
 
   “We will take it,” he said.  I rubbed my chin with my left hand and looked thoughtfully at the army behind him.  I momentarily considered asking, “You and whose army?” but I restrained myself.  The answer was obvious and he wouldn’t get the joke.
 
   “No,” I said, pretending to a calm I didn’t actually have.  “You didn’t bring enough troops.  But I tell you what.  I will offer you terms, if you are prepared to hear them.”
 
   He paused, as though in thought.  He seemed to be listening.  Watching closely, I thought I could detect a faint shimmer in the air behind him as his horse kept moving around.  A scrying sensor?  Possibly.
 
   “I am empowered to hear your terms,” he stated.
 
   All right, let’s see just what you’re really after—is the mountain your real goal, or is it just a pretext to come after me?
 
   “All or nothing,” I told him.  “Your Queen will forsake all claim on this mountain and swear an oath to me that she will lay no claim on any lands outside the Eastrange, nor restrict me or mine from moving along the surface of it.  In return, I will release my claim on Vathula and the Eastrange and all the attendant lands directly beneath it.
 
   “If she does not accept these terms, then I will destroy her,” I added.  “Those are my terms.  What says your Queen?”
 
   There was a long pause.  Maybe he was thinking, or maybe someone behind him was thinking.
 
   Truthfully, I was bluffing, but I wasn’t about to tell them that.  I wanted to see how determined they were to invade.  This was a good offer, a very good offer, one that should be tempting, no matter what their ultimate objective.  Especially when they added in the possibility that a legendary figure might take an active hand in hunting down the supposed queen.
 
   He raised his fist and finally allowed his horse to back away.  Behind him, about a hundred pieces of ugly began whirling magical rocks.  The dozen or so elves produced elaborate recurve bows and nocked arrows.  More troops started hustling to the right, headed toward the mountain, presumably to go around it.
 
   I wondered if Zaraneth was going to say anything else.  Maybe a concise, “No,” or even a more lengthy, “Your offer is rejected.”  Maybe a remark about how it was my last chance to surrender, or something.  Anything.  Instead, his raised hand moved, opening with a blade-like gesture.  This must have signaled the archers; they raised bows and shot me.
 
   Items for future reference.  First, elves are good archers.  Second, they’re clever bastards.
 
   The arrows were not high on my list of concerns.  My deflection spell was a monster, capable of deflecting bullets, to say nothing of something as slow and cumbersome as three feet of wooden shaft.  Even if a several hundred arrows saturated and overwhelmed my deflection spell, I was in full armor, and both slings and arrows seldom do more than attract my attention.  Admittedly, magical arrows might be a real problem if they hit me, depending on how they were magic; but under normal circumstances, my real concern is reserved for people who can cause me structural damage.  Axes, swords, and similar implements can remove body parts or sever the connections I need to move around.  A rain of arrows is about as bothersome, therefore, as actual rain.
 
   I was somewhat surprised when most of the arrows punched right through my deflection spell.  Sparks leaped and scattered as the first two or three met my deflection spell and disintegrated, shedding bright discharges in all directions.  The spells on those arrows disrupted my deflection spell and expended the power from it to the point of complete collapse.  When it failed, the rest of the swarm—inches, at most, behind the lead arrows—came right through.  Most of them rang off my helmet, gorget, or shoulder armor; I took four of them in the upper neck and mouth.  Only by great good luck did they all miss my eyes.
 
   With an arrow through my windpipe, I found myself hindered in my ability to say something profane, obscene, and mixed of equal parts vulgar and heartfelt.  Possibly with a hefty dash of blasphemy and scatology.
 
   Even before I got past the thought of swearing, Zaraneth completed his gesture, bringing his arm down in a slashing motion toward me.  The orku behind him launched their sling missiles in a massive volley.
 
   The world slowed down as I went into hyperdrive.
 
   Bronze started moving sideways, a very un-horse-like maneuver, especially at that sort of speed.  We needed to get out of the line of the incoming attack, and leaving the bridge backward would keep us in the footprint of the incoming missiles.  So, sideways, toward the mountain, and into the canal.
 
   But first, slingers.
 
   The arrows were magical and designed, apparently, to take down a deflection spell.  Knowing that, I figured that someone had planned this out.  Therefore, whatever the spells on these sling stones, someone thought they would be useful against a nightlord.  I didn’t really want to test it.
 
   No, let me rephrase that:  I really didn’t want to test it.
 
   I gestured with my left hand, a sharp thrust to my right and up, across the descending mass of missiles, extending a thick cluster of dark tendrils.  A quick burst outward, an expanding a net of tendrils, flickering black in the night air.  A sharp sweep from right to left.
 
   I wasn’t sure if the missiles would be defended against this sort of thing, but it was worth a try.  Turns out, it worked; tendrils brushed missiles aside like a broom sweeping aside gravel.  This diverted a lot of them, probably even most of them, but the simple mass of the flung avalanche was too great to wholly sweep aside.  Of those that were still about to intercept me, I slapped several aside with the flat of my sword; they didn’t seem to have any effect on the blade.  Several also clanged off Bronze, harmlessly.
 
   But my reflexes betrayed me.  With my left hand, I slapped one aside as it headed for my face.
 
   And, of course, I was wearing a defensive spell that disrupted other spells.  Which, of course, had been completely unaffected by the arrows; they only took out my deflection spell.  So, when the iron ball I slapped aside was hit, the magic in it came undone.  Turns out, the magic was acting as some sort of containment for something; with the magical containment disrupted, the ball exploded.
 
   Oh, yes; someone had planned this out in detail.
 
   It’s hard to render a nightlord unconscious, but it can be done.  All it takes is catastrophic harm and maybe a little bit of brain damage.  This qualified.
 
   The next thing I knew, I was in the water with a massive clamp affixed to my right shoulder.  I was in front of some sort of ram as it shot through the water.  The rushing of the water held me pinned to the front of it…
 
   Right.  Got it.
 
   Bronze and I were in the canal.  She had my shoulder in her mouth, keeping me stable against her chest as she ran through the water.  I didn’t have my sword, but that was a minor problem.  I still had pieces of arrows in my face—another minor problem.  My armor all along the front was battered enough for Thor to have used it as a target for the hammer throw; so what?
 
   I was also missing my left hand almost to the elbow.  That annoyed me.  It would grow back, yes, but it was going to take time and a lot of blood, neither of which I felt I could afford just at the moment.  I also couldn’t see to the left.  Judging by the feeling of pain and movement, my regeneration was trying to spit a piece of shrapnel out of my left eye.  Various other locations, scattered all along my front and left, were also in the process of forcing bits of metal back out the way they came in.
 
   We were almost to the end of the canal.  Bronze tossed her head and flung me up and over the canal lip on the right; that hurt a lot, but she knew I didn’t mind a bit.  I landed, rolled to my feet, and was instantly astride when she leaped out of the water.  I also got a good look at her.
 
   I found myself suddenly less annoyed and much, much more angry.  Bronze’s neck and upper shoulders were scarred and marred by the explosion and shrapnel.  It didn’t bother her in the slightest, but I felt an instant, overpowering anger.  I could barely put the thought into words about how much someone was going to pay for that.
 
   Bronze, on the other hand, was dismissive of the minor scratches and just pounded for the bridge at full gallop.  I got a grip on myself and took the opportunity to look around.
 
   Behind us, the mounted elves were giving chase, but they were barely past the canal bridge and the troops were slowly following.  Had I only been out for… what?  Five seconds, maybe?  It seemed so.
 
   Other squads of troops were making directly for the lake-moat.  I didn’t see any rafts, but I saw rope and grapnels.  So it was a race between Bronze making a circuit of the city to the gate and a bunch of guys on foot climbing the walls to run through the streets.  I knew where I was putting my money.
 
   While Bronze did the running, I did the spellcasting.  I don’t like being blown up, much less being blown up by a weapon that uses my own spells against me.  Since we were rapidly opening the range, I didn’t worry about a deflection spell.  Instead, I tried a variation on my spell-disruption defense.  Instead of using it as a sort of form-fitting armor, I cast one as a fan.
 
   Wrapped about with dark tendrils, I held it with my mind.  I turned in the saddle to look at the army and direct my spell.  I swept it through the pursuing elven horsemen, but nothing exploded.  Then I waved it through the infantry following them.
 
   Yes, the enchantments holding all that force were deliberately fragile.  Of course; the elves wanted the spell to fail when it encountered a disruption shield.  Soldiers suddenly discovered that carrying grenades can backfire.  A rapid-fire series of explosions stuttered through the ranks of the elite orku slingers, sending body parts in different directions and shrapnel through everything else.
 
   I kept juicing the disruption spell and waving it through the ranks even after the explosions stopped.  There was no harm—to me—in robbing them of any other magical gadgetry fragile enough to be broken.  Bronze crossed the bridge and I felt her preparing to leap.  I held on.
 
   The gravity-bending spell was still working, and Bronze is one hell of a jumper.  With gravity distortion to help, she an clear an immense distance in the broad jump, but a vertical jump is still tricky.  A ten-foot wall was nothing; a twenty-foot wall we could have cleared.  But thirty feet… We hit the wall high up, almost at the top, and if I’d cared to jump for it, I could have made it.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   We fell with a horrendous shrieking of metal hooves on stone all the way down.  We clanged abominably when we hit, but Bronze stayed upright.  I don’t think I broke anything in the landing and I held on somehow.  She was already powering forward as soon as her hooves touched, maybe a hair sooner.
 
   I dismissed her gravity-bending spell; we might need the traction.  I kept mine going, since I wasn’t doing any of the running.
 
   There was no pursuit in sight when I glanced behind.  I would have been quite surprised to see anything keeping up with us.  Ahead, there was only the curve of the road.  I also remembered to look up.  No, nothing was flying overhead, either.  We were going to make the gate, head up through the city, and get inside the mountain.  That was all that mattered.  That was the key to the plan.  As badly wrong as things had gone, the plan could still work…
 
   I plucked bits out of my face.  A jagged bit of iron from my eye socket, splinters in my cheeks, a few arrowheads… being dead makes surgery of that sort possible even on the back of a horse at an insane gallop.  My morale was much improved by the time we came into sight of the city gate.  I still couldn’t see out of my left eye, but I could talk without spitting or slurring.
 
   We were first to the gate, as I expected, but a contingent of haggard, panting orku were knee-deep out there in the lake-moat.  They weren’t moving out to swim the moat; they were standing on the floor of the lake to get as close as possible while still using slings.  They weren’t aiming at us, though.  They were launching all their missiles at the massive city gate.  The pivot-gate was easily ten feet thick and more than fifty feet long.  It would take rams or explosives to destroy it, and I expected the slingers to be launching the latter.
 
   Nothing happened.  They had been launching missiles at it for two or three volleys already.  The road had dozens of small, cubical missiles littering it, but the gate was, at worst, possibly scratched.  I didn’t think the mountain was even aware it was being attacked.
 
   I was more concerned with the missiles.  In the dark, I have no color vision; I don’t know what they were made of.  They were definitely enchanted, though, and I thought it was with some type of force spell, kin to the one that put shrapnel through my favorite skin.
 
   Landmines, I thought.
 
   As though we shared that thought—and we might—Bronze immediately planted all four hooves on the stone and leaned backward.  She skidded, hooves screaming and raising sparks like a rooster-tail of blue-green lightning.  I risked my seat by holding on with my legs and gesturing with both arms.  My shortened arm directed tendrils like fingers to slap my spell-disruption fan down in front of her.  With my right hand, I gestured hard to sweep things out of her path.
 
   It would have worked.  I know it would have.  It did work.  I just didn’t account for the fact that mines were still falling from the sky; the mine-laying bastards could use them as bombs, too.
 
   One of the flying missiles hit Bronze in her right foreleg, just above the fetlock, right in the feathering.  There was a thunderous sort of whump noise, a terrible, screaming sound of rending metal, and we were tumbling.  Bronze flipped toward her front right, skidding and rolling.  I bounced clear in my lowered gravity and managed to not go over the tall curb between the road and the lake.
 
   I landed on a few of the things, but nothing happened.  I picked myself up.
 
   Bronze plowed into several of the things, and I got to watch.  Chunks of her disappeared in the thunderous, rent-metal clanging.  The sound was from a sudden compression of everything within three or four inches of the impact point.
 
   Since they didn’t go off on me, they were obviously designed to kill Bronze.  People were not only out to kill me, not only out to use my own defensive spells against me, but were actively trying new ways to hunt down and kill my horse.
 
   The damage was gruesome.  Effectively, Bronze had several bites taken out of her—legs, shoulder, rump, ribs, neck… she was even missing an ear and that part of her head; that one barely missed taking an eye with it.  Her condition was awful.  One leg was intact; the other three were chopped to different lengths.  She couldn’t run, as such; she could only kick and flail forward, frantically clanging and clanking along, spouting fire from every wound like a damaged furnace.  She scrambled toward the gate on one good leg and three shortened ones.
 
   My heart, cold and unmoving thing that it was at the moment, hurt to see her.
 
   I cannot, even now, explain how I felt.  I can’t even remember it properly.  I’ve been angry.  I’ve even been out of my head with hunger—a sort of berserk state that I don’t like to contemplate.  But this… I don’t know.  Rage is such an inadequate word.  Fury isn’t even close.  Wrath of angels, or wrath of god, perhaps.  Rivers turning to blood, plagues of locusts and boils, hail like boulders.  I was certainly willing to rain fire on a city and turn anyone involved into a pillar of salt.
 
   I don’t like torture; I’m generally against it.  Having said that, understand that I had a burning desire to teach someone in detail about the phrase “a fate worse than death.”
 
   I lashed tendrils into the air, toward the slingers.  I could seize and drain them, but it would take much too long at that range, and I had missiles to deflect into the bargain.  Instead, I covered Bronze as she made it to the edge of the pivot-gate and pushed her way through.  Once she was out of the line of fire, I lashed the slingers with tendrils.
 
   They had some sort of defense.  My tendrils flickered over them like raindrops on glass.  It didn’t hurt them and it didn’t hurt me, but I couldn’t reach them.  It was as though their skin was simply hardened against my tendril-touch.  If they were closer, maybe I could force my way through it, or analyze the sort of protection involved and counter it.  As it was…
 
   I followed Bronze inside and shoved the gate closed.  We really need a way to lock the thing.  I would have run a finger along the gate edge to seal it, but the mountain was already busy with more important things.  Add it to the list.
 
   Turning from the gate, I saw Bronze had already crossed the huge, open area of the gate courtyard and started up the street toward the peak.  Rather than running in a loop around the mountain, she was taking corners, going up in a zigzag; that would be faster in her condition.
 
   I wanted to get under her neck and support her front, taking the load off her shortened front legs so she could move more quickly.
 
   I didn’t.  From my position at the gate, I saw some sort of assault force flying straight for the mountain’s upper courtyard.  They were already halfway up the mountain and rising higher.  It was one elf and a platoon of lightly-armored orku, about twenty combatants altogether.  They were holding on to what looked like a rope.  The rope was horizontal and taut; they hung from it as though hanging from a crossbar.
 
   If they cut us off from the main door, this was going to end badly.
 
   I knew it in the instant that I saw them, and Bronze knew it.  She was already going flat-out, but it would still be a while before she made it to the upper courtyard.
 
   But I might beat them there.  I could certainly get there before they sorted themselves out and set up to hold the entrance.
 
   I leaped to the top of a building and started jumping, wishing I’d learned Tort’s flying spell.  I pumped power into my gravity-distortion spell, decreasing gravity’s hold over me.  It would burn out more quickly, but I didn’t care about it lasting all night; I cared about it lasting the next few minutes.  I hurtled over streets, flung myself up to rooftops, dashed across the flat outer precincts and started bounding upward through the inner.  I bounced up the central section like an enraged flea.
 
   The elf saw me.  His expression was gratifying in the extreme: terror.  On the other hand, he started concentrating on the flying rope.  It started rising a trifle faster, but must have been near its capacity.
 
   It was going to be close, but I felt I might have a very slight advantage.  The city gate is on the northeast arc of the city; the mountain’s inner door is on the north face.  The enemy troops were floating up from the western arc, about a quarter-circle off from the inner door.  That gave me about a forty-five degree advantage to help offset their head start.
 
   I was right.  It was close.
 
   The final leap was a killer; my direction of approach meant I had to clear a long, vertical section of wall above the road to the upper courtyard.  I gave it everything I had and still didn’t quite manage to reach the top.  On the other hand—my right, as it happens—I did grab at the rock face when I hit it.
 
   My talons ripped right through the leather portion of my gauntlet and dug into the rock.  I hung there for an instant, surprised at myself; I didn’t know I could do that.  I didn’t have time to be surprised, though.  I yanked myself upward while kicking against the stone with my feet, wrenching a scream from my throat as it felt I was wrenching fingernails from my hand.  I sailed up, almost exactly vertically, and I burned out the rest of my gravity spell as I tilted it to change the direction and drew me back down just inside the upper wall.  I hit and rolled with an awful racket of armor, sprang to my feet, and ran for the door.
 
   The platoon of orku came around the mountain the other way.
 
   I didn’t stop at the door; I shifted back into hyperdrive and everything else went into slow motion.
 
   In bowling, one of the techniques is to put the ball between two pins.  This causes them to carom off in different directions and go spinning into other pins in a chain reaction.  I did my best to emulate a bowling ball in the open mob of charging orku.  I clipped one with my left shoulder and slashed my still-healing fingertips through the neck of one on my right.  Blood sprayed from the wound, helping my fingers enormously, but I was already past him and deflecting off another victim as I headed for the rear of the group.
 
   The elf, coiling the magical rope of flying, dropped it when he saw me.  It hadn’t reached the ground, yet.  He drew his sword as I approached; he must have been incredibly fast.  I lashed at him with tendrils but, of course, he was protected by that psychic-armor-skin spell I’d seen earlier.  Well, I couldn’t drain him, but I could wrap tendrils around his sword and take it off its line…
 
   His swordpoint met my left pauldron, screamed against it, scored it, and deflected upward.
 
   I met him in direct, central impact and bounced him off the inside of the upper courtyard wall.  He didn’t bounce as well as I did.  He made a few snapping sounds, a sort of crunching noise, and flopped to the ground.  I, meanwhile, went back through the orku still standing and wreaked havoc.  In seconds, I chased down all of the screaming, running targets.
 
   With everyone either down and groaning or undeniably dead, I sprang to the top of the wall to look for Bronze.  She was still hammering her way determinedly upward like a broken infernal engine.  Nothing was anywhere near her.  No aerial forces were in sight, and the more mundane wall-climbing sort of invaders were just now getting inside.  Unless they had magical, inflatable horses with them or some modular motorcycles, nothing was going to catch Bronze.
 
   At least, nothing at the moment.  If they had more surprises, I wanted to see them coming.  I stayed right where I was and watched with all the keenness of my remaining eye.  If it moved, flickered, or seemed out of place, it was not going to escape my notice, not now.
 
   As it stood, though, I held the upper courtyard secure; Bronze would make it well before the opposition.  That was exactly what I wanted, even if it was a less-than-perfect trip to get to this point.
 
   I hopped down and dragged bodies, living and dead, through the door and into the great hall while the spilled blood slithered and flowed over to me.  The door kept drifting closed, which pleased me immensely; the mountain had already achieved that much.  As I dragged them in, I didn’t bother biting anything at that point; the blood kept oozing out of all the wounds and flowing directly to me.  It didn’t even stain the courtyard.  That was good enough for the physical portion of my feeding, at least for now.  My left eye started to work again during this, at least well enough to see a little, and it kept getting more clear and focused as time went on.
 
   With a little close-up examination, I figured out how to break the shielding spell on the ones still alive.  It was an amulet, not a spell, so it was just a matter of physically taking it in hand and breaking it.  It stung to touch it, but it wasn’t a defensive measure, just a side effect of the central focus of the spell.  I broke them in two, one by one, and drained the former wearers of enough vitality to keep them unconscious.
 
   I even took a moment to make sure the elf wasn’t about to die; I wanted him alive, provided it wasn’t too inconvenient.  Aside from the broken ribs and punctured lung, the rest of his injuries weren’t immediately life-threatening—just painful.  I set his arm and both legs and tack-welded the bones together, but didn’t bother to actually fix them.
 
   I popped back out for a situation update and did a fast circuit of the upper courtyard, salvaging the magic rope en passant.  No major changes.  Bronze was far in the lead and looked likely to stay that way.  A contingent of commandos was headed for the city gate, presumably to let everyone else in.  The door would just swing open for anyone who bothered to push, but they didn’t know that.  Things were progressing in a satisfactory manner.  At least there were no new surprises, yet.
 
   Back in the great hall, I hastened my blood intake by simply ripping the heads off of the corpses and stomping on their chests repeatedly.  Dead blood is colder, thicker; it doesn’t burst with life like a living victim.  It nourishes without pleasing, at least when it’s fresh.  It goes old and stale about as quickly as it cools.
 
   As I moved an empty one to stack it on the others, I noticed a small spot of distortion.  It was up high, in the balcony area, with a good view of the entire hall.  I spotted it anyway, mainly because I was being exceptionally vigilant, but also partly because I’m trying to get into the habit of looking up more often.
 
   I gritted—well, clenched—my teeth.  I warned and warned them, and they just don’t listen.  Why does no one listen to me when I give them a warning?  Do they not take me seriously?  Or do they not believe I have the power to follow through?  Or the will to do so?  Or are they just confident they can counter anything I try?  Why do I even bother if it never does any good?  Do they think I’m too nice a guy to do anything awful?
 
   Never push a nice guy.  Nice guys turn into the scariest sons of bitches when you push them too far.
 
   I grabbed one of the living but more badly-wounded orku, turned my back to the scrying spell, and started working.
 
   I once opened a gate by accident; I sent a scrying spell toward the gate while the gate was reaching toward my dimension.  The scrying spell acted like a ground, diverting the gate to my scrying pool.  It should work the same way here.  Someone was scrying into my mountain, so a gate spell should easily track back along that magical connection and open an actual portal between here and there.  I wouldn’t even need to know where “there” was.
 
   Then, with a hole in space established, I could direct something particularly nasty through it.  With any luck, I might even kill the caster on the other end.  Later, I’ll concoct something truly vicious, so if this isn’t a sufficient deterrent, the next one will be.
 
   First things first.
 
   I wrapped my spell around the living victim, bit his throat, and sucked the blood out of him in one long, sudden surge.  I folded his spirit—his soul, if you like—in a web of dark tendrils and caught it, compressed it, pureed it, and pumped it into the spell.  It’s a nasty, evil thing, this sacrificial magic technique; it was outlawed in Zirafel and is still outlawed in every kingdom of the world that I know of.
 
    The technique is supposed to take a piece of the user’s soul along with it whenever it’s used.  There’s some debate as to whether or not that applies to bloodsucking fiends, though.  At night, it’s an open question as to whether or not I qualify to have a soul.  And, if I do, do I keep adding to it whenever I eat someone else’s?
 
   It was a risk I was prepared to take.  I didn’t have a choice.
 
   Opening any gate, even a small one, even a simple, space-folding one, is something no one does lightly; even professional magicians spend a lot of time and effort in preparations.  I, on the other hand, have an uncanny ability to take all the power of a living being, yank it out, and shovel it into a spell like coal into a steam engine.
 
   With my tiny gate spell built and charged—but not yet activated—I worked on the second portion of my plan.  The firepits in the great hall were all lit and burning brightly.  That made four sizable fires for me to use.  I visited three of them; I wanted at least one left alone for a later portion of my overall plan.
 
   I ripped bracers off some of the orku corpses, then set one plate of metal on the edge of each firepit.  Each bracer became the focus of a spell to gather and contain the energy of the fires.  Each firepit would charge the magical capacitor with heat—all the heat put out by the firepit, concentrated and stored.  Later, when I released the spell, all that energy would be dumped instantly throughout the steel.
 
   Assuming the spells could hold it all.  If they overloaded, they would fail.  But a safety cutoff would take time to develop… later, later.  I’d over-build the structure of the spells and take the risk.
 
   That done, I started fanning the flames, urging the air to move down one side of the firepit and up the other, making the wood blaze brighter and hotter.  The more burning that got done, the more energy would be stored—again, assuming nothing blew up prematurely.  In for a penny…
 
   Outside, Bronze started up the final leg of the road, the long stretch above the last intersection, leading up to the inner courtyard gate.  This street ran against the flat cliff face of the central peak of the city.  Invaders were still crawling their way up the city streets.  The main gate was now open; elven riders had reached it and actually tried to open it, rather than waiting for someone inside to do it.  Oh, well.  They’d already proven they weren’t stupid.  Unwise, perhaps, but not stupid.
 
   Back inside, I had a nasty thought and immediately set to work on it.
 
   I built a magical matrix around each of my armor-bombs.  This plucked oxygen out of the air and held it in a three-dimensional, crystal-like lattice, forming layers over the surface of the steel bracers.  When all that thermal energy vaporized the steel plates, the expanding cloud of vaporized, superheated metal would have a lot of concentrated oxygen to mix with.  With a little luck, I would have the first use of steel as an explosive, or at least an incendiary device.
 
   While that started sucking in oxygen, I went out to greet Bronze.  I opened the courtyard gate as she made the final leg of the trip, swung it shut behind her, and used a couple of the daggers from the corpses to wedge it.  Not that it needed wedging; we were well ahead of the pursuit.  I just wanted everyone coming this way to think I was desperately trying anything to keep them out.
 
   I got my shoulder under her head and lifted.  I walked forward, supporting her front, while her one good leg, in the rear, hopped along.  We went inside and I lowered her gently down to her shortened forelegs.
 
   She eyed the living prisoners, but didn’t set them on fire.  I’m not sure I would have had that much restraint.  I know I wouldn’t have tried to stop her if she chose to torch them, or just crush them.  But Bronze is a nicer person than I am.
 
   Okay, time to do things I didn’t want observed.  Therefore, time to end the observer.
 
   I gathered up the plates, now covered in what looked like a pale blue glass, and headed for the door again.  The flames in those three firepits had burned up most of their fuel, reducing them to little more than glowing beds of coals.  I have no idea how many joules are stored in wood, but several pounds of wood provided heat for each metal plate.  I was confident that the concentration would be sufficient.
 
   For the next bit, I stood under the balcony and therefore not in visual range of the scrying sensor.  I cast another gravity-altering spell to make sure I could make the leap.  I nested the curved metal plates together, prepared everything else for immediate use, and made my move.
 
   I stepped out from under the balcony, jumped straight up, and activated my gate spell.  A crackling ring of distortion, blackness, and flickering rainbow lightning appeared, overwhelming the scrying sensor as the hole in space opened.  It was about ten or eleven inches in diameter and revealed a youngish-looking man, brown hair, white eyes, wearing dark blue robes.  He looked familiar; I wondered where I had seen him before.  He barely had time to look startled—he didn’t have time to look terrified—before I slam-dunked three metal plates through the opening, bashing him in the face and knocking him down.  As I started falling, I simultaneously jerked the containment spells loose and slammed the portal.
 
   I landed lightly, hoping the bright white light I’d glimpsed not only flash-fried him, but set fire to the room.  If I was lucky, maybe it also blew out any windows.
 
   Any more scrying windows?  No, not a one to be seen.  Good.
 
   I kicked swords and daggers under the door, wedging it thoroughly.  Then I grabbed the living bodies and lined them up, side by side.  Spell latticework surrounded them; black lines of soul-draining tendrils connected to energy points in their bodies.  While they lived, power would flow from them into the spell; while they lived, they were generators, putting more power into a holding spell while I prepared the main one.
 
   Some rules of science still work when applied to magic.  For example, there’s a direct correlation between area affected and power requirements:  the larger the volume, the more power it takes.
 
   Keeping observation out of an area the size of a city is a titanic job.  To the best of my knowledge, blocking out scrying spells through a volume of space as large as a whole city has never been done.  And that’s just a temporary spell; I didn’t have the time or power to make such a thing an enchantment.  A barrier spell would need a massive charge to work even once.  Every scrying attempt would peck away at it, costing the barrier an equal amount of energy to block it until it dropped below the critical level and the barrier failed.
 
   But I didn’t intend to make a barrier.  I intended to create interference.  Instead of blocking the view, this would transmit an image of my choosing, much brighter and stronger than a picture of the darkened interior of a mountain.  That would cost almost nothing as it blocked scrying attempts.  It would also save power in that it simply piggybacked on the channel of the scrying spell and jammed it with another image.
 
   As for what image to send, I didn’t have any good ideas.  I mean, a picture of a rude gesture is hardly in keeping with my image as a hero, king, nightlord, or angel.  I had a bad moment or two while I struggled to think of something.  A mushroom cloud?  Nobody would understand it.  An accretion disk around a black hole?  Ditto.  Something out of a porn movie?  Distracting, but probably not a deterrent.  A simple, bright, white light?  Someone would notice the under-image; something as simple as sunglasses would bypass it.
 
   I finally settled on a flaming eye.  It was vivid, intimidating, and could easily be made to “look around,” as though it was looking back at the viewer.
 
   More important, it was the only thing I could think of that didn’t seem stupid.  Cliché, yes; stupid, no.  It was a busy night, I was still injured, and I’d just recovered from shrapnel in the forebrain.  Don’t judge me.
 
   Once I had the mountain-city defined in terms of space, I could draw a magical sphere around it all.  That would be the border of the spell’s effect.  I would hook that into the image-transmission spell and dump power into the whole thing to bring it on-line.
 
   Then I sat down on a nostril of the dragon throne and waited.  The longer it took the attackers to get up here, the more living energy would be siphoned out of the prisoners and into the spell.  I also had time to take stock of our damage.
 
   It was a good thing I’d managed to drink dinner.  Closing wounds is one thing; regrowing lost body parts is another.  My left forearm was regrowing, but slowly.  It already projected farther than the remains of the elbow armor.  At that rate, I should have a hand again sometime tomorrow night.  If things went very well, I might be able to speed that up… but not right now.  I might need every bit of magical force I possessed.
 
   Bronze clanged over, awkwardly, to put her head in my lap. She laid it there carefully, so the open, missing section was upper most and didn’t leak flames onto my leg.  I tried not to cry; it would be a waste of blood.  I stroked her nose and talked to her.
 
   “You were superb,” I told her.  She flicked her remaining ear in agreement and nosed at my shortened arm in sympathy.  I tried harder not to cry and noticed that bloody tears weren’t wasted; they just soaked into the skin of my cheeks.
 
   In one respect, our injuries were similar.  We weren’t in pain, just annoyed at the loss of functionality.  I’m not sure I could have taken it if she was actually hurting.  I was more than a little upset that she was damaged—more upset at her damage than my own, certainly.  For my part, I was annoyed.  On her behalf, I was enraged.
 
   “I’m going to kill them all,” I whispered into her remaining ear, “and then I’m going to get you a whole lot of molten copper and tin.  Any parts we can find out there are going into the vat.  I’ll put you back together if I have to build a furnace big enough for you to stand in.  If I thought it would do you good, I’d bathe you in their boiling blood.”
 
   She knew that.  Never doubted it.  She was in no hurry, and I should get on with everything else that needed doing.  She would wait as long as necessary.
 
   My horse is a better person than I am.
 
   I was still working hard at ignoring a twisting, burning rage in my middle.  Someone was going to pay for this, and pay dearly.  “And wherein Rome hath done you any scathe, let him make treble satisfaction…”  Treble?  Seven-fold.  Maybe exponents should be involved.  Scientific notation.  On the other hand, I wasn’t sure there was anything I could do to whoever was responsible that would hurt this much.
 
   Whoever was responsible?  Who am I kidding?  Keria.  Queen Keria of Vathula.
 
   While we waited, I spent a little power to make sure we were both wrapped in Tort’s disruption spell. While I hoped the mountain was about to be shielded from direct observation, it was very important that directional spells, things that could locate us like a compass locates north, should not work.  They only had to last until the next sunset, but I still overbuilt them a bit.  Safety first.
 
   It took the invaders quite a while to get through the city and up the mountain.  Maybe they were concerned about being ambushed, or they paused to regroup before attacking the upper courtyard.  It was past midnight before I heard the pounding and scraping at the courtyard gate.  They would be through that in a minute, then another few minutes to reach the inner door and ready their assault…
 
   Bronze lifted her head and I stood up.  At my nod, she scrambled off to the metals room.  I set to work on shielding the mountain.
 
   The base spell was pretty well charged.  I disconnected the elf from the matrix; I had another use for him—maybe more than one, come to think of it.  Then I gathered up power of my own, forced it into the spell, and, one by one, bit and fed on each of the orku.  I drained their blood, drank them dry, and drew their living essence from them.  As quickly as I consumed them, I poured the power of their lives into the spell.
 
   This is different from sacrificing a life directly into a spell.  When I drain something living, I gain something in terms of a power reserve.  It’s much less effective than sacrificial magic, but it’s also less morally questionable.
 
   The spell surrounded me, expanded, moved outward in an invisible sphere, passing through stone and steel and flesh.  It would take even more power to shape it to the mountain, so I let it expand in a sphere, lowering it into the floor, moving the center down, deeper and deeper, as it expanded outward.  Street by street, building by building, it grew like a soap bubble; less material than that; more powerful than a wall of iron.  Vital force made it grow.  Living souls, transformed through me into magical energy, pumped it up, strengthened it.  It flowed outward, rippled, solidified at the outer wall, hardened, surrounded the mountain, cloaked it in power, hid it from prying eyes from the highest peak to the darkest depths.
 
   I laid the empty, desiccated husks against the inside of the great hall’s outer door, just to annoy the invaders.  They would force the door against the wedges, then have to shove wedges and bodies.  I doubted they would use the rams when the door was already opening, but the mountain was already alert to start repairs if they did.
 
   I slung my elf over one shoulder and hustled down to my chapel.  The elf I laid out on the altar at the foot of my statue.  I stripped him naked as a peeled banana and proceeded to flesh-weld his arms to his sides and his legs to each other:  Elf sausage.  I then built a new spell, tying it to the vital power centers in the elf’s body.  His life force would regenerate over time as he rested.  All the excess over the current amount, however, would siphon off, trickle down, and feed the living essence of the mountain.  It didn’t need it, but the point was to keep the elf unconscious.
 
   I climbed into my drawer, slid myself into the base of the statue, and dropped into rapport with the stone.
 
   I’m not sure I’ve ever had a busier night.  And now the real work starts.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Interlude
 
    
 
   Rakal finished binding the entity into the corpse.  The corpse sat up and turned its head to look at him.  He gave it orders and it obeyed, rising from the worktable and walking from the room.
 
   A servant of the more mundane sort hurried into through the open door and threw itself on the floor, tapping its forehead on the ground three times.
 
   “Speak,” Rakal commanded.
 
   “Master, there is a fire!”
 
   “Then put it out,” Rakal snapped.
 
   “It is in the chamber of the seer, master!”
 
   Rakal bit back a sharp reply.  A fire?  In Tyrecan’s chambers?
 
   “Where is the Dragonsword?” he demanded.
 
   “The Sword of Kings sits upon the dais, next to the throne, master.”
 
   Frowning, Rakal stalked swiftly from the room, robes almost fluttering.  He ascended the stairs to the main floor, then crossed to Tyrecan’s tower.  He could already smell the smoke.  A few floors later he had to order the stairs cleared of the curious; orku and galgar shuffled past obediently, trying not to touch the magician.
 
   Rakal gestured and muttered.  A wind rose up the stairs, flowing past him and into the fiery room.  Smoke and flames wavered and hurried toward the blasted-open windows.  Various items of broken furniture, thrown against the walls, were still aflame.
 
   As was Tyrecan.
 
   Rakal gestured the flames down, down further, down into embers, and finally into nothingness.  He waited until the room had cleared and cooled in the magical wind, then examined the body, or what was left of it.  The upper torso was mostly missing, but some parts of the head remained—charred bits of skull and a few scorched teeth.
 
   Whatever it was had shattered every mirror and scrying crystal.  The bowl of visions was bent and partly melted.  The other implements of Tyrecan’s specialty were in similar condition.
 
   Rakal gave orders to have the room cleared and cleaned, then continued his climb to reach the flat roof of the tower.  He found the skyboat spell and activated it.  Mist gathered together in the shape of a long, low ship.  He stepped aboard as it bobbed next to the tower top, then sailed at great speed to the northwest, shedding bits of cloud from his transport as he pushed the spell to its limits.
 
   The cloud-boat, diminished into no more than a cloud-canoe, settled on top of another tower.  Rakal dismissed the remnants and descended.
 
   Prince Parrin received the magician immediately.
 
   “Well?” he demanded.  “You could have just called.”
 
   “I do not feel comfortable scrying right now.  Even less comfortable in Vathula.”
 
   “Oh?” The Prince raised an eyebrow.  The eyebrow spoke volumes.
 
   “You wanted an army sent after the—the nightlord.  I had Keria give the orders; they went.  Now, somehow, Tyrecan is dead—you don’t want to smell what’s left.”
 
   “And what is it doing now?”
 
   “I’m afraid to look,” Rakal admitted.  “It might see me and do what it did to Tyrecan.”
 
   Prince Parrin sighed and ended in a coughing fit.  When he finished, he glared at Rakal.
 
   “Fine.  I’ll have Belosh take a look, since you’re afraid.”  The Prince rang for servants, gave the necessary orders, and sent for refreshments.  Rakal sat and joined the Prince while they waited.
 
   Belosh, a wizard in the Prince’s employ, came into the room shortly thereafter, white-faced and shaking.
 
   “My lord,” he said, bowing deeply.
 
   “Report.”
 
   “My lord,” he repeated, and swallowed.  He clasped his hands together to stop their trembling.  “I essayed the vision you ordered.  I saw no mountain, nor any soldiers.  Instead, I saw only a realm of darkness and fire, with a huge tower, all of black stone.  Atop it burned a great, lidless eye of flame, and it… It looked at me, my lord!  And then it looked past me, all around, as though seeking to identify the room in which I stood!  I banished the vision, my lord, but I fear it may have seen enough to find this place.”
 
   The Prince sighed heavily and coughed.  He dabbed at his lips and noted again a trace of blood.
 
   “Lidless eye of flame, hmm?  That sounds familiar.”
 
   “You knew of this thing?” Rakal demanded.
 
   “What?  No, it’s not some power he has, or an entity on his side.”  The Prince paused for a moment, thinking.  “Well, I don’t think it is.  Even if that entity existed, the two of them wouldn’t get along.  No, it’s some sort of illusion, I think.  I just recognize the description.”
 
   “Then how did Tyrecan die?” Rakal asked.
 
   “Fire?” Prince Parrin said, smiling coldly.  “No, I suspect that our prey has eaten a good portion of the army, hopefully causing indigestion.  Maybe not, though, if he’s expending power like that…”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Oh, he probably used Tyrecan’s scrying portal to open a gate back along it and attack him.  Maybe with a fireball spell, or just a fuel-air explosive.  I don’t know.  It seems reasonable for him.”
 
   “A scrying spell can be used in reverse to target a spell?” Rakal asked.
 
   “Of course.  The magical connection acts like a grounding—no, nevermind.  But the plan is proceeding, yes?  You sent all the armies of the Eastrange to Karvalen?”
 
   “All of them?  No.”  At Prince Parrin’s lowered brows and beginning snarl, Rakal hastily added, “There was no time to gather them all.  He’s tried to bespeak the Dragonsword and I had to shield it.  Any delay might have seen him in Vathula.”
 
   The Prince’s snarl diminished to a sneer.
 
   “Well, we can’t have him so close to your precious skin, now can we?” he asked, rhetorically.  “Fine, then.  What was the last word on the attack?”
 
   “I believe they have invaded the city.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “That is all I know.  Tyrecan was monitoring.”
 
   “I want to know how he deals with that army,” Parrin said, flatly.
 
   “You believe he will?” Rakal asked.
 
   “I know he will.  Eric is a fool, but a clever fool.  He will find a way and I want to know how he does it!”
 
   “As you say, my lord.”
 
   “Good.  You have Bob locked up?”
 
   “Yes.  He will be no trouble.”
 
   “Also good.  Now, have you found a way to contain that damned psychic sword?”
 
   “Yes.  The case is being prepared even now.  It is not an easy thing to cage.”
 
   “I didn’t ask if it was easy,” the Prince snapped.  He rubbed his temples with his fingertips.  “All right,” he continued, more mildly.  “Get it muzzled.  I have some arrangements to make, then we’ll have it try to escape.  Mmm.  And use Keria to assemble the rest of the undermountain army somewhere southerly—someplace in striking distance of Mochara or Baret.  I’m not sure which one I want threatened, yet.”
 
   “You plan to let the Dragonsword escape?” Rakal asked, dubiously.
 
   “No, I plan to have him come get it.  It shouldn’t just escape.  It’s part of your idea to use it as an inducement.  I want him to go to Vathula and take control of the place once its military is depleted.  That will add to his distractions without adding to his power.  Plus, it’ll be useful to me for him to own the city, later.”
 
   “I don’t like being so close to the nightlord, especially if it winds up holding that sword.”
 
   “You can use Keria to hold him off while you escape,” Parrin said, as though explaining things to a child.  “Her usefulness will be at an end by that point.  Send her in to try and kill him when he gets there, but make sure he doesn’t capture her for questioning.  Now get out.  I have princes to intimidate.”
 
   Rakal rose, bowed, and departed for Vathula.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Monday, May 17th
 
    
 
   I slid my drawer out again in the late afternoon.  I was filthy, tired, and hungry.  I still didn’t have a left hand, and it hurt like hell.  Never mind that it wasn’t there; ghost pains are no less painful than physical ones.  On the other hand—or, rather, building up to that hand—my left arm had grown considerably.  If I hadn’t had several corpses to provide fresh blood, I wouldn’t have regrown as much of that arm as I did.  By sunrise, my regeneration had restored it almost to the wrist, so that was to the good.  It will probably finish later tonight, provided I can find enough blood.
 
   That, I reflected, should not be a problem.
 
   I swung my legs over the side of my slab and sat up, feeling both a profound sense of déjà vu and an awful headache.  At least I could see out of both eyes equally well.  A little exploration with my fingertips failed to find any scars anywhere on my face, so I was pleased about that.
 
   The smell, however, was still disgusting.  The more regenerating I do at night, the worse the transformation byproducts are in the morning.  This was a lot of damage.  Going down to negotiate with the oncoming army may have given the mortals time to escape, but it wasn’t the wisest thing I’ve ever done.  It wasn’t the most foolish, either—there’s some pretty stiff competition for that.
 
   On the plus side, things went perfectly after I made it into the secret drawer.
 
   I was one with the stone of the mountain while the invaders streamed in like ants.  I felt them through the stone, crawling like insects all over my skin and inside my caverns.  The largest of them came in no farther than the great hall; the tunnels were only about man-height by then, making the passages difficult for the biggest ones, the ogres.  The ogres would have to almost crawl down them, and there was no real point to that.  A crawling ogre is at a serious disadvantage.  I figured they would be left as a sort of rearguard, to prevent my escape, and I was right.
 
   The rest of the invaders scattered throughout, seeking my flesh-and-blood self.  Their plan was obvious: find me, swarm me, and bury me in bodies.  They weren’t even in much of a hurry.  They could afford to waste a hundred or a thousand troops in keeping me cornered.  When dawn rolled around, they would know exactly where I was and would easily overwhelm me then.
 
   I’m sure they were confident.
 
   So they spread out like a dark wave, flowing through the whole of the undermountain like the subterranean dwellers they are, to locate me, raise the hue and cry, and close me in.
 
   Once they were suitably dispersed, all those doors—now weighted and balanced to close by themselves—suddenly started to merge with the stone of the mountain again.  The seams between door and doorframe vanished, turning doors into walls.  Foot-thick slabs of granite no longer opened at a push; they stayed rock-solid against all the force the invaders could bring to bear because the rams were still in the great hall.  Walled-off corridors became sealed caverns.  Rooms became prisons.  Everything, everywhere, was cut off from everywhere else.
 
   Then the walls thickened, millimeter by millimeter.  Corridors shrank as the walls closed in.  Rooms grew smaller as the stone around them closed in, sealing them tight.
 
   And then we stopped.  Twelve thousand or so troops, scattered and divided inside the mountain, trapped in squads and platoons, sometimes just ones and twos, all locked in cells without doors.  Let them crawl down a two-inch ventilation hole if they wanted out.  Let them stab and hack and hammer at the walls; the stone would grow back more quickly than they struck it.
 
   The ogres in the great hall did have those rams, though.  Those could bash their way out through the main door.  That was why I left four firepits smoldering and one burning.  With the ventilation in the great hall sealed completely shut, the fires and the ogres used up their air rather quickly.
 
   Ogres aren’t renowned for their intelligence.  They are generally about as smart as a genius-level potato, possibly even a really intelligent fern.  They make up this lack with brute strength and savagery, qualities most useful when given direction by someone else’s intelligence.  With simple orders—“Keep that door shut and kill that guy if you see him,” for example—they don’t need much supervision.
 
   Until something goes wrong, as it most certainly did.
 
   A few troops were still in the outer city when I climbed out, but it was a minor tingle on the skin of the mountain.  Maybe a hundred?  Certainly no more than that.  There was nothing above the top level of the city proper—no one on the road to the courtyard, nor anywhere above it.
 
   Tomorrow, the mountain and I are going to have a long, long talk about redefining the defenses.
 
   Today, however, I planned to take it relatively easy.  There was a clear route from the shrine to the great hall.  It twisted a lot to avoid pockets of captives, but it would do.  The mountain was already unsealing the doors in the great hall and restoring normal air flow through it.
 
   First, however, a cleaning spell.  I reeked.  It was almost as bad as the first time I woke up in that drawer.  I’m no withering violet to demand hot showers and shampoo, but given the opportunity to not smell like a week-old corpse…
 
   Once I had that sorted out, I burned the filth and directed the smoke and stench up through the exhaust air vent.  This lightened my mood considerably.
 
   Next, the elf.  He was still alive and likely to remain that way.  I checked him over with some care and disconnected him from the mountain.  Since it was daytime, I used a spell to see his life; the force of it immediately started to rise.  I connected him to the mountain again and let his vital force drain into the stone.  It would keep him unconscious and out of trouble.
 
   I walked up to the great hall.  Sure enough, the hall was still full of smoke and noxious fumes.  Huge bodies lay clustered by the outer door.  As I said, ogres aren’t smart.  They did notice that they were choking and tried to get out; several of their clubs were shattered into splinters where they tried to beat through the wall.  Only one of the rams looked used, but the impacts were too far to the left; they were trying to beat through several yards of mountainside, not the door.  The mountain had already healed the cracks and gouges they made.
 
   I dragged huge bodies, one by one, away from the outer door, regretting my hand deficiency; I could have dragged two at a time.  I tried to be patient as I cleared the door.  A good shove opened it and even more fresh air poured in.
 
   It was a beautiful afternoon.  Having survived a full-on assault by an army might have enhanced my appreciation of it.
 
   Still, it had rained sometime that morning, lending a clean smell to the air.  The sun was out, the skies had a couple of bits of white fluff, the blue backdrop was vivid, and the plains stretched away in greenish-gold splendor.  It was well worth the labyrinthine walk up from the shrine.
 
   Perhaps even more delightful, there was no one waiting to kill me.  Not so much as a single orku or galgar.  Of course, they might just be hiding in the city; they hate bright light.  But I didn’t see any, and no one was actually trying make me shuffle off my semi-mortal coil.
 
   No matter.  I took a pleasant walk up the stairs to the upper slopes, poked around a bit for berries and fruits—not much to be had, unfortunately, but every little bit helps—and wandered back down again to go back inside, munching all the way.
 
   I didn’t bother to save anything for my elf-sausage.  It might be a nice day outside, but I was still plenty pissed off about last night.
 
   In the metals room, Bronze was doing very well.  One foreleg looked welded to the wall where copper oozed out.  Upon consideration, it looked more as though the mountain had trapped her leg in a fissure.  But as the copper came out, it formed more leg, as though she was pulling her leg slowly from a crack in the wall.  At that rate, she should have two whole legs—one rear, one front—before nightfall.  Admittedly, it might be a while before the copper leg became truly bronze again—or truly Bronze again—but it was a start.  Heating her up to the softening point and a lot of running would probably help.
 
   Would it be helpful to give her actual joints?  Hinges, for example, for her knees.  Or would that work?  A hinge involves separate pieces of metal.  Bronze is a single, contiguous piece.  Then again, that suit of armor T’yl enchanted is multiple pieces… and it’s a different order of golem—a robotic golem, rather than piece of living metal.  Hmm.  A living being has a knee joint that connects two bones, but the whole thing is still part of the overall system…
 
   We’ll look into it later.  Messing with her anatomy while she’s pulling herself together isn’t a good idea.
 
   I spent some time petting her and explaining how pleased I was with her work.  She was entirely satisfied to have helped.  She was also more than a trifle annoyed with the weapons used against us, though.  I assured her that some strategic intelligence was high on my list of things to do, and that someone was going to die horribly.  She was content with that.
 
   I also fed her whatever she wanted from the other metal piles.  She didn’t really like eating large quantities of metal, but she forced it down because it was good for her.  I presume there was a lot of tin, but she ate quite a lot from more than one pile, including the gold and silver.  She even drank a very little bit of mercury.
 
   Obviously, she’s a peculiar alloy of bronze.  I’m not certain I can even call it bronze.  I suppose it doesn’t matter.
 
   While she continued to pull a copper leg out of the mountain, I went back down to the shrine.  No changes, no problems.  I checked the city’s spell to prevent scrying; that was also in good shape.
 
   Looking at the elf-sausage, I had an idea.  I looked at the globe of light floating near the ceiling.  It was one of the enchanted lights the wizards guild had produced, so I wasn’t intimately familiar with it.  I summoned it down to me and examined it.  I didn’t exactly take it apart, but I unfolded the magical matrix and poked around with it for a while.
 
   Any enchantment draws in ambient magic uses that power to perform its function.  In this case, magic gets converted to electromagnetic radiation in the visible range.  That’s not how a local magic-worker would explain it, but, fundamentally, that’s what a typical light spell does.  It doesn’t take a lot of magical power; the actual energy content of typical illumination is pretty low.  But the magical power it takes in—the enchantment sections of the magical construct—doesn’t have to be shunted through the magic-energy-to-light-energy converter section.  With a couple of magical leads, the power it takes in can be rerouted to another spell.
 
   I’m talking about it in wiring terms.  Translating that into magical terms—magical symbols, a mandala, the proper words and gestures—was a bit more complicated.  I had one big advantage: I knew exactly what I wanted to do.
 
   I kludged something together and tested it on a fresh lighting spell; it appeared to work.
 
   I then wired it up to my anti-scrying spell and watched it run for a bit.  Yes, it was a small trickle of power, especially given the size of the spell in question.  Still, it was a steady stream of power flowing into the spell, and that was a good thing.
 
   Eventually, someone would probably come up to the city and try to break the spell; sadly, spells are relatively easy to ruin.  In the meantime, this would make it even harder to overtax it with repeated scrying attempts.  Every time someone tried to look through the barrier, it would expend power to send a bright, fiery image back to the source point; this would help recharge it between attempts.
 
   Then again, the power level in my scrying defenses looked the same as when I first cast the spell.  Was it more efficient than I thought?  Or had no one even tried, yet?  Come to that, did the guy who was spying on me in the great hall manage to survive?  Or did his boss—assuming he had a boss—demand a report and discover a corpse?  Or did the smoke coming from his laboratory make someone wonder what was going on?
 
   Given what I tried with the last spy, it was possible no one has even tried to see inside the mountain yet.
 
   I really wish I knew if I’d fried him rare, well-done, or extra crispy.  If he was alive, he might be arguing against trying again.  That would be a good thing.  On the other hand, his charred corpse might also make a good argument against trying again.
 
   Still, I remembered him from somewhere.  He did look familiar… maybe a family resemblance to someone I knew?  Possibly.  Likely, even.
 
   Okay, so I could take an enchantment’s energy-gathering components—let’s be inaccurate but simple: a magical power generator—and connect it to a spell.  The generator was much too small for the spell, but, kind of like wiring up solar panels for the house, it was a little bit extra that just kept coming in, decreasing the overall bill.  It really needed a much bigger power source.
 
   On the other hand, I had an elf-sausage.  I tried running his vitality through another of my kludged-together conversion spells and feeding it into the scry-shield.  It worked.  I had to fiddle with it to avoid sucking the life completely out of him, but it worked.
 
   Seemed fair.
 
   With that sorted out, I went back to the metals room and Bronze.
 
   Bronze is an enchanted statue, not just a spell, so she draws in ambient magical power on her own.  On the other hand, that enchantment is, fundamentally, a containment structure for living, vital force.  The enchantment is what makes her magical; the vital force is what makes her alive.
 
   I’m not going to get into whether or not she has a soul.  I’m both ignorant and apathetic about that: I don’t know, and I don’t care.
 
   She regenerates that vital essence over time in some fashion I don’t understand, much like a biologically-living being does.  I started the process going by pouring the lives of several horses and a bit of mine into her during her creation.  I didn’t really understand what I was doing when I made her, and I’m not sure I could do it again.
 
   Today, I added more from my own storehouse of physical vitality.
 
   She didn’t like it.  She didn’t want me to go to the trouble.
 
   I don’t often tell her to shut up and do as she’s told.  Actually, I can’t think of a single occasion I ever have, until now.
 
   “You’re wounded,” I told her.  “I’m fixing you.  Yes, I know you’re fixing yourself, but I’m going to help, because I want to help, and you’re going to let me, because I want to help.  Don’t argue with me.  Just suck it up and get better as quickly as is metallically possible.  Got it?”
 
   Can a horse look sheepish?  Yes.
 
   I settled down next to Bronze and drew circles, symbols, and lines on the floor.  I would transfuse some of my living force into her while I rested.  It meant I wouldn’t really rest; it was like working at a constant level, just enough to keep me feeling tired.  Kind of like pedaling one of those generator-bikes at a pace that keeps your heart rate up, but isn’t exhausting.
 
   I had a nap while Bronze regenerated.
 
    
 
   Sunset woke me early on in the process, still alive.  I sat up slowly, tired and still hungry.  I disconnected my transfusion spell to Bronze and stretched.  Most of my physical needs would self-correct in a bit, but it was an ugly sunset.  Hot needles stabbed through me and especially through my nonexistent hand.  As darkness fell outside, black tendrils of spiritual force extended from the end of my arm, writhing into the shape of bones, blood vessels, nerves, muscles.  They formed a nightmare hand of writhing, tight-knit tendrils, quivering at the end of my arm.  I flexed it, opening and closing it, almost fascinated enough to ignore the sunset.
 
   The sunset felt like a thousand electric sparks crawling over my flesh, making it twitch and ripple.  I didn’t quite convulse, but I did tremble and shiver violently throughout the process.  Oozing, gooey sweat formed a yellow-grey layer over my skin.
 
   The sunset finished.  All my miseries diminished with the last arc of the sun on the horizon, faded as it crept lower, and vanished when darkness fell.
 
   Slowly, everything settled into the normal silence of a nightlord’s corpse.  My tendril-hand unraveled, withdrew.  I wondered for a moment if I could have used it like a hand if I hadn’t been so distracted.  Was that my body’s way of marking out everything that needed to be fixed?  Did that happen every night, internally, as my regeneration took stock of how I didn’t match what I was supposed to be?  Or was this just a reaction to actual missing pieces?
 
   I got up, careful not to breathe, and cleaned myself thoroughly.  I didn’t bother with my disguise spells; it was going to be that kind of night.
 
   Bronze had two functioning legs.  The other front leg was already partly recovered, leaving only that and one rear leg to finish.  I was very pleased.  It was obvious from the color where the legs were repairs instead of originals, but she was certain that would fix itself.  A number of dents and dings had also filled in.  She was still missing an ear, but the damage no longer looked like a fatal head wound.
 
   I stroked her nose and cheek.
 
   “Are you going to be okay here while I go kill everything?”  She nodded.  She didn’t like me going alone, but she, too, wanted them dead.  Hers was a simple desire to make them dead; my emotion had cooled from a roaring fire to bright coals.  I tried not to let that interfere with my thinking.
 
   “I’ll bring you back anything they have that isn’t iron,” I promised.  Some bronze belt buckles or copper coins, possibly; those would be fine.  She likes crunchy bits with her combustibles, the way most humans like condiments on their food.
 
   I made a mental note to get her something flammable to munch on, too.
 
   I wrapped a set of requests in a spell, pushed it into the mountain, and left it to its work while I went to get my sword out of the canal.
 
   When I opened one of the outer door, there was a lot of clanking and scuffling.  I stuck my head out to see what was waiting for me and found about half my knights in the upper courtyard.  They had an impressive collection of captured weaponry, all of it pointing at me.  I stepped outside and they shifted from attack stances to salutes.  I beckoned to Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar.  They approached and did the one-knee, fist-to-floor thing.
 
   “Get up.  Didn’t I tell you to get everyone back to Mochara?”
 
   They traded a glance.  Torvil answered.
 
   “Sire, you ordered us to see to the safety of the people.”
 
   “By taking them to Mochara,” I added.
 
   “No, Sire.  You only said to see them to safety.  Once they were safely away from the enemy…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Well… it was pointed out that we were leaving you to do battle alone.”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Yes, Sire.  Those with horses chose to return; most of the rest continued to escort the people down the canal.”
 
   “Hmm.  And what have you been doing since you got back here?”
 
   “Killing the enemies of our King.”  There was murmured agreement from everyone.
 
   Actually, I thought that might be a good thing, but I didn’t want to encourage them.  Still, how many of the opposition might have been outside when I locked the mountain down?  A hundred?  Two hundred?
 
   “How many did you find?” I asked.
 
   “One hundred and sixty-two, by our count,” Torvil said.  “We have not lost anyone, but a few are still sorely wounded.”
 
   “I see you managed to get hold of some real weapons.”
 
   “We saw a number of dead orku along the western canal,” Torvil told me.  “We salvaged much from them, then went hunting for smaller patrols.  We overwhelmed each of them and took their weapons, as well, rather than attempt an attack in force.”
 
   “And we kicked their balls up between their ears!” Kammen added.  There was enthusiastic agreement from the rest and a few blades waved in the air; I half-expected a oo-rah! from someone.  To be fair, it was a little bit impressive.  I might be dismayed that they went into battle before they were ready—well, before I thought they were ready; I was obviously mistaken—but they did a good job.  A damn fine job, in fact.
 
   “Fine,” I sighed, pretending to an unwilling agreement.  “All right, you can make yourselves useful.  Torvil, send someone down to the western bridge and search the canal for my sword; it’s probably between the bridge and the mountain.  Also, look around for some iron shot.  If you find any with magic in them, bring them here, but be careful; the magic is very fragile and instantly deadly if it fails.”  I held up my shortened left arm.  “You’ll be careful, right?”
 
   “Yes, Sire!” he assured me, staring at the injury.
 
   “Good.  Also, send someone else down to the main gate to collect any of the square-ish things—the magical ones.  While you’re at it, if you find any pieces of my horse down by the main gate, I want those brought up, too.  Any questions?”
 
   “No, Sire,” he lied.  He had a lot of questions, just none he was willing to ask.
 
   “Go.”  He went.  “Kammen, do we have any prisoners?”
 
   “Nope, Sire.  Sorry.  They didn’t care to be captured.  And, ah, nobody really wanted to, I guess, Sire.”
 
   “Well, it’s your first engagement, so I suppose I can let it go.  In the future, it’s usually a good idea to capture anyone that looks like he’s got some level of rank.  They may know things.  Got that?”
 
   “Got it, Sire.  I’ll let ’em know.”
 
   “Good.  How are we on defenses?”
 
   “We’re manning the inner courtyard; we can hold that.  The city?  Sorry, Sire, but you’ve got a big-ass city.”
 
   “I noticed.  We really need more people.  Okay, keep a lookout for anyone sneaking up or sneaking away; you may have a few stragglers that haven’t been found and dealt with.  Do we have the manpower for that?”
 
   “I’d think so, Sire.  I’ll get on it.”
 
   “Go.”  He went.  “Seldar.  Where are the wounded?”
 
   “We have them in some of the higher houses, with guards.  We thought it prudent to keep them from the upper courtyard lest something deadly emerge, Lord of Deadly Things.”
 
   “And now I have,” I joked with him.  “Let’s go.”
 
   The first few buildings along the downward road were probably intended as houses; they had running water and toilets, anyway, so they made good hospitals.  A dozen men and two women lay on pallets on the floor.  Mostly stab and slash wounds, with a few blunt traumas and breakages. I double-checked the healing spells on everyone, then held class for anyone interested in the finer points of flesh-welding.
 
   “To work with a surface wound is one thing.  To work on deeper wounds, we really need a complex of two or three spells.  One to see what you’re doing, a second spell to manipulate things you don’t want to cut your way in to touch, and a third that actually does the flesh-welding.
 
   “It does work on bone,” I pointed out, “but it’s tricky when you can’t actually see or touch what you’re trying to do.  If you don’t know a spell to look through flesh, learn one!  In the meantime, if you absolutely have to, you can make an incision, like so, but always cut along the lines of the flesh.  That will make it easier to seal it again once you’ve mended the bones a bit.  
 
   “Also, have a care about where you fasten the flesh together.  I’ve seen some awful scars from bungled jobs; make sure you’re attaching the severed ends of the same muscle back together, rather than one muscle to another!
 
   “Very important, remember that the arteries and veins have to be kept intact.  If you cut one, you have seconds to weld it back together, which is why having an assistant is always a good idea.
 
   “Now, note here that bones are not solid all through.  You have to weld them together carefully, because they form a sort of tube…”
 
   Once class was over, I dismissed the healthy and sat down next to Beltar.  Someone had done a good job getting the arrows out of him and sealing the holes.  The stab wounds were similarly treated.  And, since I had just finished putting his leg back together, he would get to keep it.
 
   “Just as a point of curiosity,” I said, settling comfortably next to him, “how did you get so mangled?”  As we spoke, I continued with the after-work on him, threading a fine-meshed net through his system to catch infections.  I was pretty sure he would be okay… after a while.
 
   “Some of the galgar were retreating toward the mountains, Sire.”
 
   “Right.  And?”
 
   “They were getting away, Sire.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “Some of your enemies were escaping, Sire,” he clarified.
 
   “Ah.  And what did you do?”
 
   “Sir Seldar was kind enough to let me ride double with him when we returned,” Beltar said.  “He was dismounted, tending to wounded in the battle for the city bridge.  When the galgar on the west bridge broke and ran, I pursued them and attacked.  They turned to battle, and the delay allowed others to catch them,” he finished.  I nodded, finishing my antibiotic working and checking his healing spell.
 
   “How many did you kill?” I asked.
 
   “Uh… none, Sire.”  He added, “The horse kicked at least three.”
 
   “None?  Why none?”
 
   “I have no sword, Sire.  The horse was my only weapon,” he said.  I think I stared at him.  He blushed and added, “I stabbed one with an arrow.”  He tapped a former wound in his arm.
 
   It took me a minute to realize what he was saying.  Apparently, he pulled an arrow out of his arm and used it like a dagger.  When I fully grasped it, I still couldn’t think of anything to say.
 
   “I’m going to partner you with a guy I know named Paddew,” I told him, finally.  “I think you two have a lot in common.”
 
   “As you wish, Sire.”
 
   “You get some rest.  I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   “As you wish, Sire.”
 
   I moved over to the girls, sat down in between them, and looked at them both.
 
   “Well, do you still want to be knights?”
 
   They nodded in unison, as though puppets on the same string.
 
   “Good.  We’ll start work on your sword style.  Are you trained as wizards?”
 
   “Just the things we’ve learned here,” said… one of them.  I may need to get them some sort of ID tags.
 
   “All right.  I may have an idea.  Wait a moment.”
 
   I stepped into my headspace.  The place was looking much better.  My butler-ish persona was still sorting, but it was all on shelves, now, rather than stacked in piles everywhere.  I considered it to be excellent progress.
 
   I nodded to him and he nodded back, still sorting.
 
   What I wanted was something like him, but with a few small changes.  What I needed was a teacher, one who knew a lot about fencing, or, even better, about the weapon styles of the female dama.  Someone who could train people to use light, fast weapons; we have enough people who already understand the basics on big, hacking ones.
 
   Somewhere in my head is all the technical information of how to fight in a style that de-emphasized brute strength.  I mentioned this to the butler and he pulled four volumes down, placed them on the desk.
 
   Right.  Got that.  Now I need someone to teach someone to use that knowledge.  This wasn’t going to be pleasant.
 
   I knocked on the trapdoor to the basement.  Something knocked back, a heavy, thudding boom.
 
   “All right, listen up,” I said, loudly.  “I have a strong teaching sub-personality down there.  I need that, along with both a ruthless drive to improve, as well as a tolerant and patient aspect, mixed together.  The rest of you need to stay right where you are, especially the really angry parts—I have plans for you for later, so just hold on for a little bit.  
 
   “And, just to be clear, if anything gives me any grief, I will shine enough light down there to sunburn camels.  Does everything understand that?”
 
   There was some shuffling and snarling, a lot of shifting around, then a brisk knock-knock-knock.
 
   I opened the trapdoor cautiously, ready to play King of the Hill and start knocking my personal Things back down the stairs.  It was unnecessary, though.  A tall, handsome fellow bowed up at me on the steps.  He looked like a Musketeer, straight out of the court of Louis XIII, complete with plumed hat.  I beckoned him up and closed the trapdoor behind him.  
 
   I didn’t like the other things I saw in the light that fell through the trapdoor.  They were looking at me and obviously gauging both my determination and the height of the stairs.  None of them looked friendly, and the one in the lead looked as though it were crouched to spring up the stairs.  It was hard to tell; it was all chitinous and had numerous, multi-jointed limbs.
 
   The bolt snicking home sounded very nice.  The thud on the underside of the door did not.  Then all was quiet.
 
   “You needed someone to teach fencing and similar sword styles?” asked my avatar.  He had a good voice, too.  I noticed he didn’t have his weapon out.  Either he trusted me to keep the Things below, below, or he didn’t care one way or the other.
 
   “Yes,” I agreed, “but not to me.”
 
   “I am uncertain how I will be able to help anyone else,” he observed.
 
   “That’s the fun part.  Hold on to those books, will you?”  He picked up the volumes and held them in one arm, watching me curiously.
 
   For my part, I visualized/conjured a large, old mirror frame, one of the free-standing kind.  Within it, I put a plate of glass, rather than a silvered mirror.  I looked through the glass at the fencing teacher, then reached into the glass and pulled him out of it.
 
   Now there were two of him.
 
   I repeated the process and there were three.
 
   “There we go,” I said.  “Just what I wanted.  Thanks.”
 
   The original and the duplicates looked at each other for a moment.  The original put the books down on the desk.  The other two continued to hold theirs.
 
   “I take it that you have finished with my services?” asked the original.  The other two looked interested.
 
   “Well, for now, yes.  I suspect I’ll be teaching a lot of things to a lot of people, so I’ll still need you.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   I slid the bolt back quietly and held up three fingers.  He nodded and prepared himself.  I counted down with my fingers—three, two, one—and opened the trapdoor.  He drew his blade as I counted and dove into the opening as soon as I swung the trapdoor up.  Something snarled and there was a lot of shouting, snarling, and screaming.  I slammed the trapdoor and bolted it again; the door jumped as something hit it hard from below.
 
   I sat on the trapdoor while it jounced a few times, hit repeatedly from below.  Eventually, whatever it/they were decided I had a lid on the situation.  Meanwhile, I was trying not to think of the things I glimpsed.  My personal demons are worse—to me—than the Things from Beyond the World.
 
   After a few moments more for gathering my nerve and my wits, I folded my legs and sat right where I was.  I smiled at the duplicated avatars.
 
   “You two—I’m going to magically strengthen you somewhat and take you into someone else’s headspace.  There, I want you to work with them to teach them everything you know about fighting.  Can you do that?”
 
   “Of course.”  They spoke in unison, and sounded identical.  They even looked at each other with the same startled expression at exactly the same time.  Perfect for a set of twins.
 
   “Two important things.  First, make sure you stay out of their personalities; they’re unique individuals, and I’d like them to stay that way.  You’re just there to advise, not to control or even influence.  Got that?”
 
   “Yes, my lord.”  That’s eerie.  You’d think I’d be used to it.
 
   “Second, they’re probably not very good at accessing their headspace.  You may have to work with them in their sleep, in their dreams, so they have something to practice the next day.  Does that sound doable?”
 
   “I don’t see why not,” they said.  I felt myself starting to get a little creeped out by my own creations.  They seemed a little uncomfortable with each other, as well.
 
   “Good.  I’ll check in later to see if you’re having any problems.  Meanwhile, brace yourselves; I’m about to add some reinforcement to your existence.”
 
   I worked on them for a while, trying to make them stronger—things I do in my headspace are purely imaginary, after all.  What I wanted was to make them “real enough” to survive a transplant into someone else’s headspace.  Even after I worked on them, they weren’t complete personalities, just a few facets of mine.  They were complete novices at anything besides their field, but they were excellent at what they did.
 
   Back outside my headspace, Malana and Malena and I all joined hands.  I gave them a lesson on constructing a mental study, with some emphasis on having a fencing strip instead of a magical laboratory.  It went well; they were quick to learn.  I suspect it helps that they simply did anything I said without question.  I gave Jon headaches by constantly needing to know why I was doing something.  It also helped that I cheated a bit; I’m powerfully psychic, and I projected strongly to help them get the idea.
 
   When they each had a basic mental study, I brought my mental constructs across and introduced the girls to their fencing coaches.  They were delighted.  Well, he’s an awfully handsome guy.
 
   Back in the physical world, I let go of their hands and we all opened our eyes.  How long did that take?  An hour?  Maybe less.  Working at the speed of thought for a mountain takes forever; working at the speed of thought for a person is much faster.
 
   If I ever encounter a true, artificially intelligent computer, will I have to speed up to think at it?  Assuming I can link with it at all, that is.  Interesting question.  If I live long enough, maybe I’ll find out.
 
   “Now you know everything you need to know,” I told them.  “You still aren’t skilled, though.  It’s like reading about riding a horse without ever seeing one.  You may know everything, but that doesn’t mean you’re going to sit in the saddle properly, or that you’re not going to be in pain after a hard day of riding.  You’ll need to practice relentlessly.  Can you do that?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty,” they chorused.
 
   “We’ll see,” I said.  “I’ll be watching.”  They didn’t seem entirely pleased by that, but nodded their agreement.
 
   Outside, a rider waited to deliver to me my sword and a sack of iron shots.
 
   “We searched most thoroughly, but only found fifteen, all in the canal,” he told me.  “There seem to be lots of pieces, though, Your Majesty.  There are many bodies with dozens of iron fragments in them, and some thousands of iron pieces scattered about.”
 
   “I suspected.  I wasn’t sure there would be any left intact.  What about the square things?”
 
   “Awaiting you in the upper courtyard, Sire.”
 
   I went up and examined everything.  It was a clever effect, really, and actually pretty simple.  The magic in the things simply stored power.  In this case, momentum.
 
   Take an iron ball about the size of a golf ball.  Hit it with a hammer.  Normally, it bounces, rings, possibly dents.  In this case, nothing happens; the hammer comes to a sudden and shockless halt.  All the energy of the blow vanishes, tucked away in the containment spell.  Now get a trio of big guys with sledgehammers and let them go at it for a while.  Still nothing; the ball just sits there.
 
   Now break the spell and let all those hammerblows loose inside the ball, and all at the same time.  It’s going to be bad for the ball and anybody near it.
 
   The cubes were much the same, but with a slight tweak; the hammerblows were released, not inside the cube, but around it—everything within a few inches would get compressed by those forces.
 
   The first would be really useful against soft targets, like me, but would only scratch Bronze.
 
   The second type, however, would rip pieces off anything they hit, such as Bronze.
 
   Yeah, someone was gunning for me and wasn’t kidding.  As if I needed to be told that.
 
   I could probably duplicate the elf-made magic with a spell.  Building a spell structure capable of handling that kind of load, however, would exhaust most wizards—one spell a day, maybe less.  A magician could probably do a dozen before calling it quits.  It also depended, of course, on how powerful a force one wanted to contain.  The spells would have to be powerful enough to store all that force within themselves.  Maybe I could figure out a way to store all that energy in the material of the object, rather than in a purely magical force-containment…
 
   Were these things easy for elves to make?  Were they so skilled they could mass-produce the things?  Or was this a stockpile built up over the past eighty-seven years?  If so, what else was waiting in the arsenal?  Did they have dozens of specialized weapons, or just these two?  If they had more, were they keeping them in reserve, or would they have sent them along?  If they only had the two types, should I expect to see them in even greater numbers around Vathula, or did they send all of them here?
 
   The arrows were probably on the same order.  A magical object designed to be launched at a deflection spell and to disrupt it, instead of being deflected, is not a simple piece of work.  They only fired a dozen at me; they had more on hand, I’m sure.  I’ll find out for certain when I interview the elf prisoners.
 
   Speaking of which, I should probably go and formally take some prisoners.
 
   I called my three over and looked around for Kelvin.  I didn’t see him, so I asked about him.
 
   “He is with the people headed south,” Torvil said.  “He said someone should carry out the King’s implied command.”
 
   “Hmm.  Good for him.  But for you… I’m about to go back inside.  Close the door and guard it.  Don’t let anything in that you want to keep alive.”  I paused to look at each of them in turn.  “And, most important, stay out.  I’ll come out when I’m done, but no one else goes inside for any reason.  Screaming stones, earthquake, stars falling from the sky, the sun turning to ice or the moon to blood—you still stay aboveground.  Any questions?”
 
   Kammen raised a hand immediately.
 
   “Yes, Kammen?”
 
   “Any of that likely, Sire?”
 
   “Likely?  No.  Possible…” I trailed off, then shrugged.  “Well.  I’m off.  Hopefully, I’ll see you all in the morning.”  I gathered up the three pieces of Bronze they had recovered and went inside.
 
   They shut the door behind me.  It sounded as though someone hammered a spike or something under the door to wedge it.  Smart.
 
   First off, I checked the bodies.  The ogres had been dead for too long; their blood wouldn’t even crawl over to me.  I tried tasting them, but it was like biting into rotten meat.  They were probably still—technically—biologically edible, speaking strictly from the standpoint that they were “meat,” but they were useless to me as vampire chow.
 
   Everyone else in the mountain, though, was still alive.
 
   For now.
 
   I made a quick run to the metals room to give Bronze her recyclable body parts.  I left them on the floor for her; she didn’t want me to watch what she did with them, so I didn’t.
 
   The mountain was already thinning the containment at the doors.  From the outside of a cell, I could see the seams between wall and door.  The seams penetrated almost all the way into their cells.  All that was left, from the inside, was a thin veneer of stone that concealed the door.  The mountain easily removed that paint-thin layer almost as soon as I touched any door I wanted to open.
 
   Everybody wanted to surrender.  Everyone tried to surrender.  They did not succeed.
 
   The first room, the first large group, heard the grinding of the stone door and threw themselves on the floor, kneeling and knocking their foreheads on the stone.  They begged for their lives, begged for mercy, promised obedience, swore their loyalty, offered their weapons.
 
   Heads cracked against heads, walls, my fist, my feet… I was the whirlwind in the darkness.  Black lines of power whipped around me, lashing at everything like a jellyfish in a blender.  It was hard, so hard, to pull my punches, to not kill everything I touched.  I managed it.  Well, mostly.
 
   When everything was down and unmoving, I produced my salvaged magic rope, looped it around ankles or wrists, and dragged my unconscious prey along the smooth stone floors down to the gate room.
 
   I don’t have actual gates in there, of course.  I just have openings that could become gates.
 
   I’ve seen the Great Arch in Zirafel.  I also remember things about it from the people who worked with it, studied it, and maintained it.  Building the basic design of the gate enchantment is a complicated thing, but I knew how to do it.  I could enchant the arch in the wall, in theory, but I needed a dozen magicians to help supply power to the enchantment spell.
 
   All those living, breathing, sapient souls fed me; I fed that power into the fundamental structure of that enchantment.  I ripped the lives right out of their bodies, shredded them through my dark and hungry spirit, and burned away what I didn’t want as though smelting ore into metal.  I hammered that energy, forged it, shaped it into lines of power.  Chalk on the stone glowed white.  My voice echoed down corridors of living stone and in ethereal planes.  Every gesture sizzled with energy, leaving flickering afterimages behind.  I cared nothing for the power reserves of my new enchantment, only for the strength, the solidity, the structure of it.  I meant it to be a portal between worlds, and I built it for that purpose.
 
   Chalk diagrams burned.  Smoke drew itself into sharp-edged lines of power, expanding and unfolding, larger and more intricate by the moment.  Lightning-like flashes of rainbow color rippled across the arch, first along the actual arch, then across the open space.  Prismatic light shone from the structure, illuminating the room in a rippling coruscation of colors.  
 
   The archway seemed to deepen, the area within fading like fog.  Beyond were a thousand, a million scenes, all mixed, jumbled, fragmentary.  A mile-high spire of dark stone.  A grassy lawn.  A forest with a tiny unicorn.  A crack in the earth, balefire red glowing from below.  Stars in the dark.  A bustling cityscape amid towers of glass.  Images from anywhere, everywhere, and gone.
 
   The shining, polychromatic light writhed faster, blurred into a brilliant white.  Like a liquid, it seemed to swirl about the room, draining into the arch.  The arch took on a gleaming aspect as the light sank into it.  And then the light was gone, leaving only an arch of shining, intertwined lines in the stone.
 
   Now I have a gate.
 
   I sat down on the raised lip of the pool and took a moment.  It’s not every day I put on my demigod hat to burn souls like magical fuel to make something ridiculously powerful.  It doesn’t exactly wear me out, as such.  It’s hard to describe.  I think it’s more of an emotional thing than anything else.  I’ve just done something impressive and it’s time to sit down and evaluate myself and what I’ve done.
 
   Everything seemed in order.  Good.
 
   With that sorted out, I went back up and started working through the rest of the rooms.
 
   I captured all the elves—fourteen of them—and turned them into elf-sausages like the first one.  Along with the elf-sausage, I wired all fifteen of them together down in the gate room to feed more power into my new gate.  I also kept two dozen orku and thirty galgar alive, all of whom joined the elves at hard labor in the concrete wall.  The enchantment was done, and built as solidly as I could make it.  It still needed a lot of energy to charge it before it would be functional.
 
   Everything else died.
 
   A dozen in this room.  A trapped pair in another.  One group of eighty, armed and organized, saw me open the door and threw themselves on their faces, begging for their miserable lives.  I dragged lines of force with me as I moved through the room, dark tendrils of power that lashed through flesh and spirit to make souls bleed.  I would enter a room, tendrils lashing, sword slicing, freeing blood and souls to feed me and my magic.  Those with amulets—a small fraction—found that a monomolecular edge goes right through armor, flesh, bone, and stone with a startling lack of resistance.
 
   Blood poured from the bodies, flowed rapidly to me and over me, sheathed me in delicious crimson life faster than it could sink into my flesh.  It swirled, almost impatiently, and vapors of crimson mist leaped into the air, following the dark lines of power into my body.  Souls drained from the bodies, whirled briefly through my darkness, vanished into my spirit.  Misty streamers of blood surrounded me, orbiting close and swirling into my flesh; bright stars of souls whirled through the darkness and sank into the void at the center.
 
   My left hand was back before the night was well-started.  But I still remembered the way fire blew out of Bronze’s ribcage, the way she desperately wobbled and weaved and clanked her way up the city road on four mismatched legs, and the line of destruction that came within a finger’s width of her eye.
 
   Say what you like about me.  I’m a creature of the night.  I’m a blood-sucking parasite on humanity.  I’m a monster of necromantic, even hellish nature.  I’m a predator, or an abomination, or whatever.  Fine; you’re entitled to your opinion.
 
   But also say that I don’t want to hurt you; I don’t even want to bother you.  Leave me alone and I’ll do my best to leave you alone.  And, just in case there was any doubt, yes, I am capable of love.  I don’t express it well, and most of the time I don’t even realize that I do love, nor how much.  It’s a failing I have, and I know it.  
 
   Hurting the things I love also hurts me.  Hurt me through the ones I love and I will hurt you until I don’t feel it anymore.
 
   Yes, I know.  I should learn to forgive.  I try.  I really do try to just let things roll off me and ignore them.  But some things I can’t ignore.  Some lines should not be crossed.  My patience and my tolerance are, I like to think, pretty decent… but they have limits.
 
   I’m not proud of what I did that night.  At least, not without some caveats.  I’m proud of my ability to do it, sort of, but I’m not proud of the rage that let me do it.  I’m proud that I can love someone—yes, my horse, Bronze—enough to be moved to such extremes on her behalf.  I’m not proud of what I actually did.
 
   Deep down, I’m a nice guy, I think.  At least, I want to believe that.  But I know for a fact that I’m also an incredibly vicious and deadly thing.  Make of that what you will.
 
   I worked most of the night, carving steadily through twelve thousand lives.  Not all at once, as in the sudden flood in Zirafel, but bit by bit, a dozen here, a dozen there, like taking drink after drink, rather than downing a whole bottle in one go.  Blood poured and flooded room after room, sometimes ankle-deep.  Even the last few drops from a dismembered corpse would flee the flesh, bead on the floor, and roll after me as though afraid to be left behind, all alone.  I waded through it, lakes and rivers of it, and it drained into me, sucked away into I know not where.
 
   Where does it go?  Nearly twelve thousand bodies, each pouring out four or five quarts of blood.  That’s around twelve thousand gallons.  That’s sixteen hundred cubic feet—between five and six hundred times as much volume as my whole body.  Am I just bigger on the inside?  It’s a physical substance; it has mass and volume.  It can’t just vanish!  Or is there some sort of magical conversion that goes on?  Do I digest blood into something else?
 
   Where does it go?  That’s going to bother me.
 
   When all was said and done, the night was almost gone, but I felt… less angry.  Maybe somewhat satisfied.  Was the killing of these thousands enough?  No, not at all.  They were tools:  used like tools and smashed like tools.  I wanted the one who used the tools, the hand behind them.  But, now, perhaps, I didn’t need to go rushing off to find that hand.
 
   Once again, the hand is my enemy.  Ha.
 
   I did take some satisfaction in one fact.  Somewhere, someone was wondering what happened.
 
   Twelve thousand troops marched off to kill Bronze and to kill me.  It vanished utterly, gone into caverns that should have been their preferred fighting ground.  They went in with a clear mission and more than enough force to accomplish it.
 
   They were never heard from again.
 
   Whoever you are, wherever you are, you will never know why or how.  How much comfort will that bring you in the long, silent hours of the night?
 
   The empty halls echoed with my laughter.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Tuesday, May 18th
 
    
 
   A little after sunup, I sent a message to Tort about Our Glorious Victory.  I also asked her to bring herself, T’yl’s soul-crystal, and a bunch of other things to Karvalen.
 
   The mountain is doing a wonderful job of putting the internal caverns back in order.  It’s a big job, but it’s coming along very well.  We’ve added a little more height to the tunnels—mainly for Bronze’s convenience; I want her able to move around in here—and the doors are balanced properly again.
 
   I’m also making some changes to the outer wall, mainly by changing gates and bridges.  We’re adding—the mountain is adding—three new bridges across the moat, in between the mouths of the canals.  Three new gates go with the bridges, but each of the outer gates will face a cardinal direction, directly in front of the canals, just to deter battering rams.  Sure, it’s a traffic annoyance, but a huge improvement over having only one gate.  This should allow traffic to come and go fairly easily while retaining a fair amount of security.
 
   Another change is the type of gate.  They will still all be massive pivot-doors, but they will pivot vertically instead of horizontally.  At rest, the upper portion will be another part of the city wall, just with a deep pit in front of the gate itself.  We’ll get some winches so we can pull the upper portion down into the city, where it will fit into a depression in the entry courtyard behind it.  The bottom section will come level with the road outside, forming the actual road and enabling surface traffic.  Locked in place, it will look like just another section of road.  Pull the locking pins and it will slowly swing upward to become a section of wall with a pit directly in front of it again.
 
   It’ll be a while before all that gets sorted out.  The mountain is busier than ever before, and it’s working on a new road, too.  It’s delighted to have something to do, though.  Every time I touch the stone and try to listen to it, I can hear what I think is a sort of joyous humming.
 
   It find it strangely touching that I can make it so happy.
 
   I’ve also repurposed one of the caverns for use as a compost pile—a mammoth, gigantic, humongous compost pile.  We should have several professional farmers here soon, along with the body-grinding machine I wanted.  Once we have the equipment and the manpower, we can start on making actual compost.  For now, it’s just a place to stack the corpses.
 
   Along with other civic improvements, the mountain is starting wellsprings somewhere high up, near the upper courtyard.  Four lines of rooftops, zig-zagging down the mountain, are growing longer gutters and slowly forming a series of channels where we can put waterwheels.  We’ll actually have to build the wheels, and the gearing to use them, but at least we’ll have ready-made places to mount them.
 
   How much of the water will be used to drive waterwheels, and how much of it will go to sanitation, water gardens, and the like?  Can we put the waterwheels up high, then let the downstream portion be used as drinking and washing water?  Or should one of the four aqueduct channels be devoted to industry?
 
   Great.  I have to think about these things, now.  What I need is a civil engineer and a city planner.
 
   I’ve also repurposed a series of deep tunnels in the undermountain for farming.  I’ll make sure they have adequate magical lighting by the time we finish putting a layer of dirt in them.  Well, at worst I’ll have it done by the time we have sufficient compost to make it worth planting anything.  Why?  Because I don’t want to have the outer fields burned during a war and discover we’re running out of food.  I also don’t want to find someone’s figured out a way to seal the mountain and suffocate us all.
 
   I can’t imagine why that would be on my mind.
 
   Kelvin has come back with almost everyone on the barge.  A few people decided that living in Mochara might be preferable and walked the rest of the way.  I can’t say I blame them.  I did have a few words with Kelvin about why he continued on when everyone else wanted to come back.
 
   “I understand my duty, Sire,” he said, obviously surprised at the question.
 
   “Maybe I don’t,” I admitted.  “What do you see as your duty?”
 
   “I’m a soldier in your service, Sire.  You give orders and I obey them.  It is not my place to judge those orders nor to interpret Your Majesty’s intent.  You said to see to the safety of the people.  It was my purpose, duty, and pleasure to do as you commanded.”
 
   “Good for you,” I told him.  “Now, go get my personal guard and spread the word.  I want everybody in the great hall the day after tomorrow, at noon.”
 
   “Sire,” he said.  He saluted and hurried off.
 
   My cadet knights seemed very subdued this morning.  Dragging several thousand corpses—surprisingly light and very dry corpses, to be sure, but corpses nonetheless—down through the tunnels and stacking them for later dismemberment seems to have a sobering effect on people.  I’m guessing, of course, but I think they’re realizing just how awful a monster I am.
 
   I accept the repercussions.  The bastards who hurt Bronze are dead.  I regret nothing.  In fact, I intend to go further and have words—possibly Words of Power—with the people who sent them.  Not immediately, no; I’m over the worst of my temper.  Bronze is recovering, and as she does, my temper improves.
 
   When she’s fully recovered, will I still be angry?  Or merely annoyed?  Or will I care?  I’m not sure.
 
   On the nicer side of the king, however, most of the wounded are at least on light duty instead of bed rest.  They get to stand guard and keep lookout, but no heavy lifting.
 
   Beltar, on the other hand, is still recuperating on his back.  He’s been moved to interior quarters—carried there by my order; he’s not allowed to walk.  I’ve also ordered him to stay there, because he would get up and try to help if I hadn’t.
 
   A dozen separate volunteers came to me, individually, to ask if they could be his healing buddy.  That is, to be connected to him magically so their bodies could help his to heal faster.  They all had the same reason, too.  They didn’t pity him in the slightest; getting wounded is only to be expected.  It’s part of the job.
 
   No, they were impressed.  He was never a knight, not even before I unwittingly opened up for tryouts.  He was “just” a civilian, and a scrawny, skinny, weakling of a civilian, at that.  Even so, he never hesitated, but chased down a bunch of enemies that were, as he viewed it, escaping.  Not to kill them; not to gain the glory of defeating them; just to slow them down enough that people who could defeat them would catch up to them and kill them.
 
   He knew it was likely to get him killed.  He went anyway.
 
   No, it definitely wasn’t pity.  It was respect.
 
   So I let them help.  I handled the spells personally and set them at a pretty high level.  They take hour-long shifts because it taxes their systems a lot more than a normal linkage.  The connection is such that they are unconscious throughout, then wind up wrung out and exhausted by the end of their shift, but they seem pleased.
 
   Beltar doesn’t.  After I had Paranos connected and out cold, I asked Beltar what was wrong.
 
   “They shouldn’t be doing this,” he told me.  “I’m not worth all this trouble.”
 
   “You know,” I lied, conversationally, “I’ve sentenced men to hard labor for the crime you just committed.”
 
   “What?” he asked, shocked.  “What did I—?”
 
   “You just told me that I’m wasting my time and that I’m wrong to be doing this at all—helping them to help you.  That’s insubordination at the very least.  An argument could be made for treason.”
 
   “I didn’t… I mean, I…” he stammered.
 
   “Shut up,” I told him, not unkindly.  “You’ve earned their respect, so you don’t get to decide if they’ll honor you for it.  Learn to accept it with good grace.”  I patted him on the shoulder and didn’t mention I had trouble with that very problem.
 
   “Beltar, you demonstrated bravery to a degree even they think is exceptional, possibly bordering on stupid,” I told him.  “You got the impression, back when you showed up that first day for tryouts, that they didn’t think you could be useful.  Right?”
 
   He nodded, silently.  I pointed at the unconscious Paranos.
 
   “What does he think?” I asked.  Beltar had no answer.  I went on.  “If he thought the same thing today you thought back then, would he be lying there to help carry the load of healing of your wounds?  No.  He’s starting to see what I already know.  So are all the rest of them.”
 
   “What do you know, Sire?”
 
   “Have you forgotten what I am?” I asked, quietly.
 
   “No, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Not a king,” I corrected.  “Not a title.  Do you remember what I am?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, almost whispered.  I smiled and nodded.
 
   “Good.  Remember that, because it means I can see your soul.  I know the shape of it.  I know the colors and the texture and the strength of it.”  I smiled, careful to keep my teeth hidden.  “It may be housed in a body as frail as my grandmother’s—well, not anymore; you’re coming along nicely—but that’s got nothing to do with the man inside.  I know what you are.”
 
   “Then, what am I?”
 
   “Worthy.”
 
   I got up, shifted the remains of my armor a bit more comfortably, and smiled at him.  Tears were leaking from the corners of his eyes as he stared at the ceiling.
 
   “Try to rest,” I told him.  “You’ll need it.  You have to live up to your potential.”
 
    
 
   Bronze is feeling much better.  While I don’t actually have a forge big enough for her to stand in, I don’t think it will actually come to that.  The one we were using seems useful enough.  She can’t climb inside, but she can stick any one of her legs into it.  I’m afraid I’ve gone through our entire supply of charcoal, but the mountain is slowly squeezing out coal in another room.  Bronze let me know that it’s quite good coal; delicious, in fact.
 
   Her legs are back in shape.  The color is looking good; not quite perfect, but not bad.  The craters in her body are now just large dents, and the missing ear is starting to re-form.
 
   She’s not a hundred percent, but she feels that everything wrong is merely cosmetic.  I agree, but I still don’t like the cosmetic problems.  It’s like taking your car into the garage for some powertrain work and finding a scrape all the way down one side.  I do not like seeing her marred, scarred, and battered.
 
   One good thing, though, is that she’s finished the complete saddle and stirrup arrangement.  It looks as though the sculptor included them deliberately.  So there’s a small plus against the big minus.
 
   I’ll be interrogating my elf-sausages when Tort gets here.  I just hope she doesn’t think any less of me when I get unpleasant with them.  I know something about how these creatures think.  They respect power and ruthlessness and the willingness to use power to dominate others.  I intend to give them every chance to recognize that I have power, and to assume both my ruthlessness and willingness to use that power on them.
 
   I’m not sure I can keep up that kind of façade for long.  Then again, maybe I should have Bronze in the room with me.  If I start to go all soft and wishy-washy, I can look at the lump that isn’t yet an ear.  That will remind me of why I’m doing it.
 
    
 
   While waiting for Tort, I’ve taken the opportunity to have a little sit-down in my headspace and sort out my mental study.  The butler-me has managed to tidy everything up, and we worked together to deal with the recent mess from the deceased army.  There wasn’t much to that; everything they knew usually had something similar already on file.
 
   On the other hand, they did leave behind some remnants.  Language, for one.  I’m pretty sure I can reliably speak all of the languages used under the Eastrange.  I’m also dead sure about their cultural tendency to respect power.  They also all have—had—an awareness that they were serving the Dark Queen of Vathula, the self-styled Empress of the Undermountains.  I got the impression she was overestimating her domain a bit, either because she hadn’t actually brought the whole thing under her rule, or because some of her subjects weren’t too well-behaved as subjects.  Maybe both.  There was definitely a lot of conflict still going on down there.
 
   There’s also a feeling that I get about their sudden desire to surrender to me.  It was more than just the realization that they were trapped and divided up into bite-sized pieces.  I had, somehow, managed to get the very rock and stone of the mountain to obey me.  For races of people who live much of their lives underground, that’s like having the sky as your personal friend, complete with lightning, whirlwind, and meteorite hail.  If I had opened chasms all around the army and caused walls of fire the shoot up from the earth, that would have made almost as much of an impression.
 
   Having a mountain that does what I tell it to is apparently a pants-wettingly terrifying thing to them.  It’s something that makes knees go weak and hearts start to flip-flop.  They already think of nightlords as quasi-deific—a sort of low-grade angels of darkness, perhaps—but this kind of thing is worthy of at least demigod status, possibly full-on god-mode.
 
   Strangely, I have no qualms whatsoever about impersonating a god insofar as those races are concerned.  Maybe that makes me a bad person, but I just don’t like them very much.
 
   Still, it’s a pity I can only do it at my mountain.  That sort of intimidation could be useful if I have to go down into the Eastrange.
 
   Anyway, we have my headspace organized and looking almost tidy.  That seems wrong, somehow.  I never think of my own mind as an orderly place; I always picture it as having scattered notes everywhere.
 
   Although, to be fair, I do have a full tray on my desk with a “To Do” label on it.
 
   “Good work,” I told my butler-ish persona.
 
   “Thank you.  It is a pleasure to have something clearly necessary to do.”
 
   “Er, yes.  I suppose so.  Is there anything else that is… clearly necessary to do?”
 
   “Not in here, sir.  Therefore, if you will excuse me, it is now time for me to return to the basement of your subconscious mind.”
 
   “Ah.  Of course,” I agreed, dreading it.  Tort might be right about this sort of thing being a quick route to crazytown.  I might have to consider turning that door into floor again.
 
   We set ourselves to make it as quick and possible.  Having a door to my subconscious is a useful but dangerous thing.  Having it open appears to be extremely dangerous.  I have a number of personal issues and a lot of repressed anger, guilt, and other unpleasantness.
 
   I whipped the door open; he dove forward into the things on the stairs.  They had simply camped out on the stairs and waited, the clever things.  The butler landed on some of them, dislodging a few and disrupting the balance of others.  One, lying low at the very top, lashed out and grabbed me by an ankle with its tentacle.
 
   I kept my foot planted, resisting the pull.  Using the trapdoor itself, I slammed it down on the thing’s head and tentacle, twice.  It let go with a wail and withdrew; I slammed the trapdoor completely shut and bolted it again.
 
   The wailing and snarling seemed very loud.  I stayed on top of the trapdoor for quite a while as they slowly quieted.
 
    
 
   With my head in good order—or as good as it was likely to get—I started reviewing everything I knew about nightlords, vampirism, and the creation and control of my kind.  I also looked up everything I didn’t know I knew on souls, both containing them and handling them.
 
   I’ve got two big projects in mind.  One for dealing with the Empire of the Eastrange, the other for T’yl.
 
   I started to make some arrangements in my shrine, but found that it was in use.  Quite a lot of people made it a point to spend time there, which kind of eliminated it as a room for experiments.  Ah, well.  There are lots of other rooms, but I decided my second choice would be the gate room.  I could leave some of  my captives wired into the gate, others into the scrying shield… maybe I could connect some of them to a lighting spell?  Now there’s an idea!
 
   Down in the gate room, in addition to the niches I wanted, I noticed a couple of changes.  The pool was still just a round pool, but now full of water.  That was fine and dandy.  The arch, however, was no longer in the wall.  The wall had retracted from it, flowing back and away, leaving it a free-standing arch of what looked like intertwined, mirrored wire.
 
   It looked like the Great Arch of Zirafel.  I suppose that shouldn’t be surprising; I drew rather heavily on the knowledge from Zirafel when I made it.  I just wasn’t sure why the mountain didn’t want to touch it.  Was it unstable?  Or alive?  Or was it just a bad idea to turn it on while it was embedded in the rock?
 
   Whatever the reason, I wasn’t going to argue with the mountain.  I started stowing my prisoners more securely.
 
   Alcoves had already formed in the walls.  They were sized for the various types of prisoners.  I un-sausaged the elves and moved each one into a niche.  Some work with the stone made it flow over them, mummifying them, cocooning them in rock.  It was like dunking them, naked, in cement.  Naturally, I left some openings; they had to eat, drink, breathe, and excrete.  With their arms down and to either side, in the rock, I had a hole develop down to their wrists; you never know when you’ll need to get blood out of the stoned.
 
   I repeated the process for the orku and galgar prisoners.  It took a while.
 
   Then I unhooked Zaraneth from the vitality siphon and waited for him to recuperate from exhaustion to consciousness.  When he woke, his eyes moved all around because his head was held firmly.  He took in his situation and said nothing.
 
   I didn’t say anything, either.  I just held up a bowl of soup and a reed straw.  He drank it without comment.  I set the empty bowl in the niche underneath him and explained things.
 
   “I’m not as angry as I was,” I began.  “I’m still angry enough that I might kill you out of hand and use someone else if you give me any hint of a reason.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”  I liked that.  Nothing but a straight, simple answer.  Nobody ever accused elves of being stupid.  Sadistic, cruel, and callous, yes, but not stupid.
 
   “In a little while, I’m going to ask you questions.  You’re going to give me answers.  I’m going to put you back to sleep and then ask the same questions of everyone else here.  Anytime I get answers that don’t match, I will use unpleasant methods to determine the truth.  If that uses up some of you, I don’t mind.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”  If he was frightened, he hid it well.  On the other hand, his simple, direct answers seemed to indicate that he understood just how awful things were; he had no desire to see how awful they could get.
 
   Which, come to think of it, was still pretty damn awful.  I was still carrying around a lot of animosity.
 
   “Good.  Are you still hungry?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll see to it.  Do you have any requests or questions at this time?”
 
   “Is it possible that I will survive this?”
 
   I stroked my chin and thought.  He didn’t ask if it was likely, just if it was possible.
 
   “What do you mean by ‘survive this’?” I asked.  He didn’t seem to like that I needed him to clarify his question.
 
   “Will I live?”
 
   “It’s possible,” I admitted.  “The odds depend on your answers—not on whether you tell me the truth, but on what the truth is.  It won’t take much to make me… well, you know.
 
   “Although,” I added, “not telling me the truth will definitely result in your body being used in experiments involving the reanimation of corpses.  Also… do elves have souls?  Well, whatever you use for a soul is likely to suffer for quite a long time.”
 
   “I understand.”  His voice trembled, but his expression was carefully neutral.
 
   “Good.  Anything else?”
 
   “Is there anything I can do to enhance my chances of survival?”
 
   “Cooperate as fully as you are capable.  Until I finish my interrogations, I’m not sure what else I want from you.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Then it’s time for you to sleep.  We’ll talk more later.”
 
   I re-engaged the life siphon and he faded away, struggling for consciousness the whole time.  I don’t think he expected to wake up.  I kept the siphon running at a higher-than-normal level until I was sure he was well and truly out.
 
   I had a grand total of fifteen elf captives; I repeated the process on each.  Why not?  I need practice intimidating people.  Their reactions were similar in that they all agreed to be good little captives on pain of horrible, gruesome, prolonged, eventual death.  Salishar, in particular, was quite composed during the conversation, aside from a constant stream of tears, which we both ignored.  I almost pitied her, but, somehow, didn’t quite manage it.
 
   Eventually, we got the slumber party back into full swing.  With rations arranged for later in the evening, I started some other experiments with my orku and galgar captives.
 
   I once read a very informative document about vampirism, back when I was studying in Sasha’s library.  It did not give as many details as it might about the exact nature of different processes and transformations; it was more of a how-to manual—or a how-not-to, if you were trying to avoid being an undead creator—than a scientific paper.
 
   The orku and galgar were my test subjects.  My plan was to make vampires out of all of them, or try to, in every type of circumstance and process I could imagine.  Plus a couple of other unpleasant experiments that might prove useful.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, May 19th
 
    
 
   Tort arrived early this morning, before sunrise.  I expected her later in the morning, but was pleased she arrived so quickly.  She let me know she was outside my chambers; I realized that I probably needed to install some sort of system like a doorbell.  Knocking on a ton of rock doesn’t really work.  Maybe if the mountain makes a small hole, we can feed a cord through it and mount a bell on the wall.
 
   Yes, I can put a spell on my door.  I’m thinking in larger scales, here.  What could we do that would work for everybody?  Although, come to think of it, a spell to act like a doorbell wouldn’t be at all complicated.  Anyone capable of counting past ten without taking off his shoes could probably manage it.  I’ll think about it some more.
 
   I let Tort in and she immediately hugged me.  She was dressed in an embroidered gown of dark red; it was tight around the hips and cut rather low in the front.  She looked amazingly good in it.  I hugged her in return, of course.  She seemed awfully glad to see me.
 
   When she let go, she gestured to her companions.  They hauled in several sacks and boxes and a couple of large chests.  They set it all down, bowed, and left when she dismissed them.  I noted that more than one sack clanked.
 
   I shut the door behind them.  Once we were alone, she took a moment to subject me to intense scrutiny.
 
   “You are unharmed, my angel?” she asked.
 
   “I am now,” I agreed.  I held up my left hand, still missing some armor.  Kavel was working on replacement parts.  “There were some injuries, but they were all nighttime things.  Bronze had it harder.”
 
   “She is recovered?”
 
   “Almost.  She’s happy with her progress; I’m annoyed at the necessity.”
 
   “I imagine.  I have brought the things you have requested, and I bear messages, as well.”
 
   I started going through a sack of the right shape, hunting for Kelvin’s old sword.
 
   “Oh?  Like what?”
 
   “Amber wishes to discuss with you your views on immigration, as well as the movement of people from Mochara to Karvalen.”
 
   “I’m not looking forward to that.  Does she still think of herself as the ruling Princess of Mochara?”
 
   “I believe so.”
 
   “Great.  What else?”
 
   “A man named Flim has sent word that he is feeling well, but is not yet strong enough to travel all the way to Karvalen.”
 
   “Ah.  Thanks.  I’ll stop by and see him.”
 
   “There is also a length of stone that extends from the western wall, by the coast, and grows daily toward the Eastrange.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “This is your doing?” she asked, with a tone of one who wants to make sure of the facts.
 
   “I had a hand in it, yes.  I want it to keep going.”
 
   “Very well.  There is also some sort of change coming over the canal spillway.  It appears to be changing shape, and the current in the canal is rising.”
 
   “Hmm.  At a guess, it’s being prepared for a water wheel.  I don’t remember if I mentioned that idea to the mountain or if it just picked up on it.  I was thinking of building a mill there and using the canal water to turn it.”
 
   “I will see to it that no one interferes, then.”
 
   “Thank you.  And did you remember T’yl?”
 
   She produced a wooden case from one of the chests.  Inside, fitted into a padded niche, was his crystal.
 
   “He is here.  May I ask why I have brought him?”
 
   “Sweetie, you can ask me anything you want,” I told her.  “I may not be able to explain what I’m doing or why I’m doing it, because I might not understand it too well, myself, but you—you—can always ask.”  Tort blushed hard enough that I thought her ears might catch fire.  I found Kelvin’s sword and sat down to consider the magic already in it.
 
   “Thank you, my angel.”
 
   “And, in answer to your question, I think I have a way to make him alive again.”
 
   “You what?”
 
   I looked up from the sword.  Tort’s eyes were huge.  All the blood drained from her face so quickly I thought she might faint.  She stared at me with openmouthed amazement.
 
   Ha.  Take that, Linnaeus.  A thousand of your legendary lies, and I can still surprise people!
 
   “Yep.  I figure I can take the soul out of someone’s body, then put another one in it.  I’ve tried something like it between a couple of galgar and orku, and it seems to work.  They screamed a lot when they finally opened their eyes, of course, but I think that’s mainly from realizing what happened.”
 
   Tort sat down heavily.
 
   “I suppose,” she said, slowly, “that this is only to be expected.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You are a nightlord.  You can take souls from the flesh and send them on.  Why not take them from one flesh and put them in another?  Upon reflection, it does not seem impossible, or even unlikely.  There is… a certain logic to it, I suppose.  Yes.”
 
   “I thought so,” I agreed.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, and repeated it more strongly.  “Yes, my angel.  Of course.  It was merely the surprise at the thought of you holding the power to undo the doom of death.  I had only thought of you as a door that led in one direction, not both.”
 
   “Doors usually work both ways,” I pointed out.  “To be fair, I only think I can do this with people who are still alive.  In T’yl’s case, he’s still right here.  I’m not sure it would work if we called him up from the netherworld.  But I have a different project that needs your particular expertise,” I told her.  Her demeanor brightened immediately.
 
   “How may I be of service?”
 
   “I have some elf captives.  I intend to interrogate them, and I’m just pissed off enough to handle it myself.  I’d like you there to watch what goes on, check their honesty, and keep me from losing my temper.”
 
   “I do not think I can keep you from losing your temper,” she advised.  “Anything that pushes you to that point probably deserves what it is about to receive.”
 
   “But you can tell me when I’m starting to get to that point,” I countered.  “I’ll understand, though, if you’re not comfortable watching me be an evil bastard.”  A thought occurred to me.  “Or if you’re not comfortable being too near me when I might get a bit more angry than is safe,” I added.
 
   “These elves… they are part of the force that invaded?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I am quite comfortable with it, my angel.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’m pleased about that,” I admitted.  “At any rate, let me give you the details on what happened…”
 
    
 
   I entered the great hall at noon.  A massed body of men formed ranks and came to attention, drew salvaged swords and saluted.  I’ve been trying to impress on them that a member of the military is a special class of citizen.  Kneeling and doing that fist-on-floor genuflection is all right, I suppose, but soldiers salute; they don’t genuflect.  They’re getting it, mostly, and Kelvin has helped pound in the protocol.
 
   They held their salute.  I returned their salute and they lowered their weapons, laid them on the floor, and stood to attention again.  I strode up over the snout of the dragon throne, between the horns, and settled into place like a traditional dragon-rider.
 
   I ruthlessly suppressed the sudden memory.  Someone, sometime, had known about people who rode dragons.  But that wasn’t something I wanted to focus on right then.  Later.  Probably much later.
 
   Among the cadets there were few visible signs of the battle, aside from Beltar’s absence and a some dings around their armor.  The magical signs of healing spells were visible, but those were the equivalent of red badges of courage.  My own armor was mostly mended of its various scuffs, and Kavel had handed off the repairs to Galar, our new armorer.  I expected a new bracer and gauntlet by the end of the day.  As a result, I was missing my left arm’s armor, but I was otherwise looking rather formal, right down to the full cloak and sash.
 
   In Rethven, ruling lords wore gold tassels; nobility who stood to inherit a title wore silver.  Everyone else just wore red tassels, the same color as the sash.  In Karvalen, the custom of wearing tassels at the end of the sash went out of style with the lack of noble families.
 
   Mine are black.
 
   What does that mean?  I don’t know.  I asked Tort and she just smiled and told me not to worry about it.  For her, I can do that.
 
   So I took my seat and told everyone to stand easy.  They relaxed, mostly, but wondered silently why we were here.
 
   I held up a sheathed sword, complete with scabbard, belt, and baldric.  It was all loosely held together with a red sash.  They knew, then, why we were here.  A hush fell on the room, and I thought it had started out silent.  Every eye in the room looked hungrily at the weapon.  Sure, they all had swords taken from enemies in battle, but that wasn’t the same thing.  That was why the weapons were lying on the floor, rather than sheathed at their sides.
 
   “A knight,” I began, “has certain responsibilities, as well as certain liberties.  He has the High Justice; he can mete out punishment or mercy in the pursuit of justice, and in accordance with the will of his King.  In his life, he must comport himself in a manner that brings honor to his kingdom, his king, his house, and himself.  In peace and in war, he must not only lead and inspire men, but be an example to them in the proper way for a soldier of the King to conduct himself.
 
   “And, as we have seen so recently, a knight must use his initiative and his judgment in accord with circumstances in order to carry out the will of his King.”
 
   I paused to sweep everyone with my gaze.  I had their full attention.  I’ve never had a classroom so riveted on me.
 
   “A knight takes his life in his hands every time he disobeys his King,” I said, softly.  “If he is wrong about what he thinks is the will of his King, then he has betrayed his King.  Perhaps the King will be merciful, and pardon him.  Perhaps the King will see that what was done, was done for the good of the Kingdom, rather than fulfilling the King’s will.
 
   “But the only people who can reasonably expect mercy for that disobedience are knights, because the King has chosen to entrust them with the authority to make those decisions in his absence.  The King trusts their judgment.  The King trusts them.
 
   “And there is the burden of a knight.”
 
   I wasn’t sure I could hear breathing.  I know I could hear the heavy thud of heartbeats.  I gestured to my personal guard.  The three of them marched along the front rank to Kelvin, then escorted him up to me.  They stayed a step behind and down while Kelvin reached the top step and stood before the dragon’s head.  They all went to one knee and planted a fist on the floor.
 
   “Kelvin, surrender your sharmi.”
 
   The room sucked in a breath.
 
   Kelvin, unconcerned, unbuckled the belt, wrapped it around the sheathed weapon, and laid it on the dragon’s snout.  He returned to his fist-on-floor position.
 
   “What is your oath?” I asked.
 
   Kelvin, looking at the floor, began to speak.
 
   “To my King—”
 
   “Stop!” I commanded.  “You do not swear to the floor!”
 
   Kelvin raised his head and looked me squarely in the eyes.
 
   “To my King I swear loyalty and bravery,” he said, as magic started to crawl around him.  “To the Crown I swear to be just and fair as far as my mortal wisdom will allow.  At my King’s command, I swear to grant mercy, or to withhold mercy; to take life, or to grant it; to harm those from whom my King shall lift his grace; to heal and help those upon whom my King’s grace shall descend.”
 
   I drew his sword and echoes of it rang through the hall.  Then I violated all precedent for a king.  I gestured Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar to join Kelvin on the top step.  Then I said:
 
   “While you serve me, I will honor you, respect you, and ask no service of you that will bring dishonor to my house or to yours.  I will heed your councils, that we may find wisdom together.  I will stand with you to defend those who cannot defend themselves.  I will be faithful in love and loyal in friendship.  I will uphold justice by being fair to all.  I will forgive when asked, that my own mistakes will be forgiven.”
 
   Crawling lines of magic circled me as I spoke.  I didn’t feel them, but I could see them.
 
   “This is the oath of kings, and I give my oath now to you.”
 
   I moved forward, stepped down from the dragon’s head, stood before Kelvin.  He held up his hands and I laid his sword in them.
 
   “Rise, Sir Kelvin, Knight of Karvalen.”
 
   The rest of the day was one hell of a party.
 
    
 
   Nightfall saw the party still going on, albeit more a widespread celebration than a feast.  It wasn’t just for Sir Kelvin, of course; it was also for the first victory over invaders.
 
   It’s hard to slip away quietly when you’re a king.  Fortunately, the party was fairly scattered by then, mostly divided into a bunch of smaller parties.  I also have the excuse of sunset.  Enough people are familiar with my peculiarity that I can excuse myself without putting a damper on a gathering.
 
   Tort also escaped about that time and joined me down in the gate room.  Bronze was waiting for us, keeping watch over my whole prisoners and prisoner parts.  I didn’t want any of them skittering away.
 
   “You have been busy,” she observed, looking around the place.  I saw her look long and hard at the archway, then her lips thinned as she looked over the not-exactly-alive prisoners.
 
   “Yeah, I suppose I have,” I agreed.
 
   “I do not think I understand some of these spells.”
 
   “You’re not alone.”
 
   I explained about draining the vitality out of living prisoners to add more power to the scrying shield and to the gate.
 
   “It’s like putting them to work at hard labor—they may as well be useful,” I finished.
 
   “Indeed.  This is nightlord magic, I take it?” she asked, leaning close to a semi-entombed subject.
 
   “I’d have to say the spell is, yes.  I guess you could argue that the mountain is, too.”
 
   “And this one is unconscious because he is too weakened to be otherwise?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Very good.  Your technique with structure is improving.”
 
   “Why, thank you,” I said, and meant it.  I think she referred to the chalked symbols of the original spellcasting; Jon had a lot to say about my awful penmanship, but if it was improving, so much the better.  “I have your example to follow.”
 
   “And what is the purpose of these?” she asked, indicating some of my other experiments.
 
   “I decided to get a little more detailed on the how and what of being a nightlord,” I explained.  “I’ve tried turning several living things and several dead things into nightlords, as well as seeing what happens when living nightlords become dead ones.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yep.  Apparently, you can turn a live someone into a nightlord without much trouble.  If they get killed during the day, they pick up and keep going at night.  Dead people don’t seem to react at all if you try to transform them.  But if you kill a live subject that hasn’t completed its transformation, it’ll still animate at night, but the spirit that moves it is of a different order.
 
   “What I think happens,” I went on, “is that you get a shadow of the original occupant—basically, a flawed copy, left over as an imprint on the brain.  If the subject dies after the first few hours, this is good enough to make it walk and snarl and feed—at least, it will try to bite, but not much else.  The longer you wait, the closer the process is to complete, the better the copy.”
 
   I morosely regarded a pile of twitching heads.  Jaws worked; eyes rolled and blinked.
 
   “It also means that what I was taught was wrong,” I added.
 
   “Wrong about what?”
 
   “If you die as a nightlord—well, during the day—it appears that you’re actually dead.  What gets up at night doesn’t have a soul; it’s just a copy of your personality and memories, sustained by feeding.  Whoever was in there gets evicted and whatever is left just carries on.  I can see how it would be hard to tell, though, especially if it’s been alive for a long time.  The copy gets better with age.”
 
   “My angel,” Tort began, hesitantly.  She placed a tentative hand on my forearm.  “May I ask… why did you do this?  Why the interest in this particular subject?  Why now?”
 
   I patted her hand reassuringly.
 
   “I wondered if I could create a variation in my species of vampire, one I could control,” I admitted.  “Back home, there are legends about vampires that have some sort of power over the ones they create.  Some sort of supernatural, occult, mystical thing that forces their… progeny?... to submit to the will of their creator.  They could be summoned, for example, across great distances, or forbidden to pursue some course of action.  I wanted to see if I could exert that kind of influence over one.”
 
   “…why?”
 
   I moved over to the raised rim of the central pool and sat down on it.  Tort stood next to me and put her hands on my shoulder.
 
   “I don’t… My thinking isn’t usually about war,” I explained.  She waited, silently.  “I think about other things.  I don’t like to think about dragging a few thousand people off to kill or be killed just because… well, just because I say so.  It’s just that I want to kill something, maybe a lot of somethings, while still not wanting to drag other people into it.
 
   “That’s what it comes down to, I think.  I want to hit something until it breaks, or kill until there’s nobody left.  I’m angry, Tort.”
 
   “I know,” she said, softly, and stroked my hair.  If she was in any way afraid, she didn’t show it.  “I know.  Who is it that deserves this anger?”
 
   “I think it’s Keria, the so-called Dark Queen of Vathula and Empress of the Undermountains.  I’m pretty sure she sent an army to kill me—but that doesn’t really offend me, as such.  It’s kind of par for the course, really, even if I don’t know why she did it.  I suspect she just wants to be Queen and is afraid I’ll show up and take over.
 
   “What pisses me off is that she planned this for a while, and she deliberately planned to hurt Bronze.  She didn’t just attack me, she attacked someone I love.  Deliberately.  With malice and intent.
 
   “I have a problem with that,” I admitted.  “So I started thinking about what could be done about it.  I don’t know of anything, besides killing her and everyone who had anything to do with it and anyone who might possibly be loyal to her.  If I don’t, she’ll just keep trying.”
 
   “But I can’t just order everybody in Mochara and Karvalen to take up arms and follow me into her city.  This is a personal matter.  I don’t want a war; I just want her to pick up her marbles and go play somewhere else.  Failing that, I want to frighten her so badly that she’ll never even think of risking my wrath.  And, if I can’t do that, maybe find a way to force her to go away… and, as a last option, just kill her outright and be done with it.”
 
   I gestured toward the pile of heads.
 
   “I wanted a weapon.  I didn’t find it.  So I have to come up with another idea.”
 
   “What was the plan?” Tort asked.  “Assuming you could make these things and control them, what could you do with them?”
 
   “I was thinking that if I sent a dozen or a hundred of them under the mountains to kill everything they came across, they would be, well, not unstoppable, but certainly a force to fear.  If I could then mentally recall them, I could destroy them, but keep the threat of doing it again in reserve.  Sort of a big ‘leave me alone’ sign, if you get what I mean.”  I chuckled, darkly.
 
   “It struck me as appropriate, in a way,” I added.  “She sent soldiers to kill me, so I would send them back as weapons against her.  At least, that was the idea.  It won’t work, though.”
 
   “I see they are still moving,” Tort noted.  “Surely, they are difficult to kill?”
 
   “Oh, certainly.  I could easily create a mob of quasi-mindless killing machines, but they wouldn’t be smart enough to avoid being captured, nor would they necessarily stay in the mountains.  I couldn’t exercise any real control over them, either, so I couldn’t summon them home.  I thought I might be able to exert my will over them, as creations of my blood and spirit.  Instead, I’d have to use spells, and under the mountains there’s no telling what they’d encounter.  They might get loose from that sort of control.”  I shook my head.
 
   “Too risky.  I don’t dare try it.  But I had to find out everything I could to determine if it was even possible.”  I shrugged.  “It was an idea, and if it had worked, the whole undermountain would stop being a problem.  As it is… I guess I’ll have to come up with something else.”
 
   “I see.”  She sat next to me and squeezed my arm.  “I am sorry you are sometimes an idiot.”
 
   “So am I,” I replied, automatically.  Then I realized what she said.  “Wait, what?”
 
   “I said that you are an idiot.”
 
   “Um.  Okay.  I provisionally agree with your assessment.  Could you, maybe, justify your opinion?”
 
   “You are the King, yes?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What happened on the night of the attack?  Did forces from another nation march on the capitol?”
 
   “Um.  Yes, I suppose they did.  They were after me, though, not the city, not really.  It was a personal matter.”
 
   “Then, you say that a foreign power tried to kill the King of Karvalen?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “And you have the ego to think it is a personal matter, not a political one?  You think that the kingdom as a whole will not want to counter-invade and wrest satisfaction from them for such insult?” Tort asked.
 
   “I wouldn’t think they’d really want to risk their lives for me,” I pointed out.  “I’m the blood-sucking monster that sits on the throne, you know.  I’m only King because I founded the place.”
 
   “You know,” Tort said, thoughtfully, “you do not look stupid.  Is it the armor, perhaps?  Does it slow the thinking processes?  Or did Firebrand do all your thinking for you?  Perhaps you are so used to seeing with supernatural vision that your heart is blind?  Could that be it?”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “You are quite amazingly correct.”
 
   “So, dragging a bunch of people off to defend the royal monster—”
 
   “Correct,” she interrupted, “in that you truly do not understand!”
 
   I stared at her.  She looked annoyed.  Her eyes were glowing from within, a faint crimson light.  I remembered, then, that a magician sometimes has little signs like that when highly emotional.
 
   And, remembering, I did not have a headache.  Excellent!
 
   “Um,” I said, helpfully.
 
   “Did you not listen when I spoke of your role in the kingdom?  Or did you not believe?”  Her look softened, then, and the crimson glow vanished.  “Or are you incapable of believing it?” she asked.  “You are the King.  Any of your knights would fight to defend you; most of your people would, as well.  Many would die to defend you, or offer themselves in your place.”
 
   “Then why are they all so formal and standoffish?  They don’t act like people who care about me.  They act like they’re fragile, and afraid I’ll accidentally break them!”
 
   “You are the King,” Tort reminded me, gently.  “Yes, you are the monster—but you are their monster.  If you were a dragon that lived atop this mountain and acted as their guardian and protector, they would love you no less.
 
   “You are also their King.  You brought their ancestors out of a crumbling kingdom, through darkness, fire, and water.
 
   “You are a Hero, and those are rare—and an old Hero, which is almost unheard-of.”
 
   She sighed, laid her head on my shoulder and squeezed my arm.
 
   “I do not know how I can convince you,” she said.  “I will give it thought.  But, for the nonce, please take my word: I swear to you, my King and my angel, that you are loved, more than you can possibly imagine.”
 
   I sat there for a while, thinking.  Tort seemed quite content to stay right there all night, if necessary.
 
   Could she be right? I wondered.  Could they just not know how to talk to me?  Or do they think that being formal is the way to talk to their King?  Is it a case of hero worship and kingship that makes them awkward and uncomfortable around me?
 
   Is that why my personal guard are so scared of failing as knights?  If I have a problem I can’t deal with, are they afraid that they will be expected to deal with it?
 
   Maybe not everyone is afraid of me.  Well, not just afraid of me.  Could they really be… what’s the word I want?  Amazed?  Intimidated?  Overawed?
 
   I’m not sure I believe it.  I’m not sure I can believe it.
 
   Why do I have so much trouble believing it?  Because… because if it’s true, then they really are looking up to me, trying to live up to my example.  And I’m not cut out to be King.
 
   Good reminder: I had better bloody well try.
 
   “Okay,” I finally said.  “I can try to… I dunno.  I’m not sure what this means to me, but it means something, and I’m going to have to let it process for a while.  It’s a lot to take in.  Being your angel is easy; being a king is not.”  I paused for a second.  “How am I doing at being your angel, anyway?”
 
   Tort squeezed my arm and stretched up to kiss my cheek.
 
   “You do very well, my angel.  And, as for my King, I will be here to help you.”
 
   “And let me know when I’m being an idiot?”
 
   “Indeed.  No one else is likely to do so.”
 
   “You make a very good point.”
 
   “I should hope so.”
 
   “All right, now that I’ve had a lovely time getting my self-image put through the wringer, I’d like to be distracted by something a bit more intellectual than talking about those feelings thingies.”
 
   “Naturally.”
 
   “When I started connecting living things to spells, basically using them as magical power-gathering nodes, I realized that their souls are tied into the flesh in particular ways…”
 
   Our discussion moved into technical realms, but the gist of it is that there are a lot of physical places in a body where a soul has to be connected, kind of like installing a computer network in a building.  You have to have power connections, data connections, routers, switches, personal computers (with attendant monitors, keyboards, and so on), and a server.  All of that has to be tied together and balanced—the power can’t be spiking or browning out, the data cables can’t be run next to power cables, and so on—before the computers will work together and the building network be on-line.
 
   In a human or humanoid body, there appear to be about a hundred and eight vital tie-in points for a soul.  Thirty-six of them are major connections—call those the power plugs.  The other seventy-two are less power-intensive, so call those the data connections.  You could argue it the other way around, I suppose, but that’s just how I think of it.  Then there are a bunch more little connections, most of which seem to manage a spontaneous linkage as long as the main links are established.
 
   The transfer process works a lot like a transplant operation.  Once you get the soul out of a body without killing the body—for most magic-workers, this is problematic; for me, it’s just tricky—you can then start removing the soul from another body (or other receptacle) to place it in the empty one.
 
   I discovered through experimentation that simply pouring a soul into an empty body like water into a wineskin isn’t the way to go about it.  You can’t just pump energy into the body like power into a battery.  The matrix of the entity tends to disintegrate quickly, too quickly for it to come to grips with its new container.  It has to be fitted into the new body and tied into it.  So, putting in a new heart is probably a good metaphor; souls just require less mopping if you botch it.
 
    Again, the trick is seeing the soul so you can tell what you’re doing.  For most people, it’s like doing that heart transplant operation blindfolded.  It probably isn’t even going to be a case of, “The operation was a success, but the patient died.”  It’s more likely to be, “Did anyone hear where that landed?  Feel around and see if you can find it.”  Of course, if it comes to that point, you probably need a new patient.
 
   “These three,” I said, indicating two orku and a galgar embedded in the wall, “are my two best cases.  The orku has the galgar’s soul in it; the galgar has an orku soul in it, and the empty orku was the donor for the galgar.  A little bit of musical chairs, there, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Musical chairs?” Tort asked.  “Chairs can be instruments?  Like bells?”
 
   “Not what I meant.  It’s a sort of children’s game.  I’ll show it to you, sometime.  But it takes an empty body to move the others around, that’s what I’m getting at.”
 
   “I see.  Like pouring water from one glass to another, you always need an empty glass.”
 
   “Yeeeeeees… but more complicated.”
 
   “Naturally.”  She examined my work.  “I do not see how they are any different,” she admitted.  “I suppose I should not expect to.”
 
   “Oh, they’ve been switched,” I assured her.  “They seem to be having some trouble adapting to their new bodies, though.  All they do is scream and gurgle and try to thrash about, but part of that is their terror; they were awake for the transfer, and it’s apparently somewhat painful.  Hopefully, it’ll be painless for T’yl, since he’s in some kind of stasis, rather than in a living body.”
 
   “I am certain he will appreciate that.”
 
   “No doubt, if it works.  Now, let’s interrogate some elves.  Then we can see about finding T’yl a new home.”
 
   “As you wish, my angel.”
 
    
 
   I kept Tort up past her bedtime, but she didn’t complain.  I think she rather enjoyed sitting back and watching, plying her spells to poke and pry at the subjects while I did the questioning.  I woke them up, one at a time, and had a series of little chats.
 
   It is utterly amazing how cooperative people can be when you put a pointy fingernail in front of one of their eyes and ask if that’s the one they want gouged out.
 
   We took notes for each interview.  Afterward, we settled down to compare them.  They mostly agreed, with a few minor discrepancies—opinions differed, as well as what rumors each one had heard.  Overall, they seem to have believed me implicitly about suffering horribly if they lied.
 
   I wonder if they could tell if I was telling the truth.
 
   Queen Keria, the Empress of the Undermountains, was definitely having some troubles with her titles.  Being Queen wasn’t the problem; ruling the entirety of the Undermountains was.  While the average unpleasant individual was definitely willing to bend the knee to a stronger power, they had a nasty habit of needing constant reminding.  A community of rugged, barbaric individualists would start eating representatives of the Crown instead of sending back tribute with them.  Which, of course, required an expedition-in-force to re-convince the locals that they were, yes, in fact, part of her empire.
 
   It was a constant struggle.
 
   Yet, despite this, she seemed to have a personal beef with me.  Rumor had it that we were once lovers and I broke her black little heart.  Other rumors included that I’d stolen something valuable from her—a magic cup, an enchanted ring, or some such; stories varied.  Another said that I had her heart in a jar, hidden away, and she wanted it back.
 
   The fundamental point, that she was after me on a personal level, was supported by the way she reacted to news of my presence.  She set her elven forces to crafting specialized magical weapons for the troops and called together a sizable portion of her standing army.  Several days later, she sent representatives to try and lure me into a trap; when that didn’t work, she came after me.
 
   Other things we discovered:
 
   Firebrand was apparently happy as a fiery clam in a lava flow; killing things was its chief delight.  It spent a lot of time in the northern reaches of the Undermountains as a symbol of the new imperial law and as a weapon of moderately-massive destruction.  It cut down on the local rebelliousness.  Recently, though, it had been recalled to Vathula.  They had no reason for it, only speculation that it involved me, somehow.
 
   The elven forces at Keria’s command were mostly here, my captives.  She had about thirty more in her service, but they were assigned to population centers, acting as governors and representatives of the Queen.
 
   Her armies were, potentially, quite formidable.  Her elite troops—the regular troops, the veterans with discipline and training—were mostly dead, however.  Another eight to ten thousand might be available, but they were the garrisons left behind to maintain the stability of her empire.  She could still raise a militia of many thousands more, but it would be somewhat inexperienced and unwieldy, as well as prone to desertion.
 
   She was also courting some of the Rethven realms, possibly for an alliance to expand her power on the surface, possibly to get trade opportunities.  My informants weren’t in the loop on that.
 
   One of the things they did know, however, was that Keria had at least three magicians in her service.  There were also a few shaman-like wizards for spells and elves for magical craft-work, but that was all.
 
   That struck me as peculiar.  I asked each of them about Keria, herself.  After all, she was once a magician of Arondael, even if she did quit to join a coven of vampiric immortality-seekers.  The answer was pretty much the same all the way around:  Maybe she was, but she doesn’t do that sort of thing anymore.  No one knows why.  Her prerogative, of course, as Queen, if she wanted to delegate all that.
 
   Which reminded me.  People had spied on me almost from the moment I woke up.  If Keria was short on magical muscle, who did it?  My prisoners didn’t know, but the numbers involved implied that, while Keria might have people trying to watch me, someone else was also interested.  And Keria could spy on me easily; elves can make magic mirrors, scrying bowls, crystal balls, and so on.  She didn’t have enough of them, though, to account for all the ones I’d seen in use at the same time.  
 
   They did recognize the guy in the blue robes, the one I bashed in the face with some superheated metal.  His name was Tyrecan, and he was a scrying specialist.  They didn’t know what happened, though; they hadn’t been in contact since the attack.
 
   They did confirm that Keria was probably the one watching during the incident at the bridge; she has a flat, hexagonal crystal that will work for both sight and sound with whomever she chooses.  That was the scrying distortion behind Zaraneth.  The rest of the scrying distortions were other people, probably trying to hide their observation in a convenient thicket of troops.
 
   As for how long it would take for her to assemble another attack force, their guesses varied from two weeks to ten weeks, depending on how big a force she wanted to field.  They all doubted that it would be anytime soon, if at all.  The total loss of an entire army was regarded as impossible, and therefore worthy of considerable deliberation before facing the cause.
 
   I plugged each of them back into the scryshield spell when I was done with them and let them sleep.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked Tort.
 
   “I believe them.  They were beyond terrified and barely holding their poise.  If you had so much as raised your voice, they would have lost control of their bowels.”
 
   “Yeah, I got that impression.  And, since they all pretty much verified each other’s story on most points, I think we can assume that not only do they believe what they’re saying, it’s probably close enough to the truth to give it some weight.”
 
   “I agree, my angel.”
 
   “Good.  Now, do me a favor?”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “Pick out an elf for T’yl.  I don’t know what he’d like.”
 
   “My angel?” she asked, puzzled.
 
   “If I’m going to put him into a new body, it ought to be one he likes.  Since I can’t actually ask, and I’m not going to do this sort of thing twice just for aesthetic reasons, I’d like you to pick out an elf body that you think he would feel comfortable occupying.  I never knew him well enough to judge, but you’ve known him for decades.  Surely you can guess at what he’d like.”
 
   “Anything that isn’t a female,” she promptly replied.  “He spent much of his early life in Kamshasa.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “It is a matriarchy.  He was not well-treated as a young boy, despite his talent for magic.  Perhaps because of it; only women are permitted the study of magic, or even of writing.  His talent was exceptional, however, and he learned many things before he escaped across the western deserts to the kingdom of Praeteyn.  He has not been fond of any females, except, possibly, for me.”
 
   “Ah.  But, among the male elven bodies… the tallest?  The shortest?  The one with the violet eyes?  What would he like?”
 
   “They are all immortal?”
 
   “As far as I know.  They’re elves, Tort.”
 
   “Then I would select the tallest.  I doubt he will care too much about the details of the appearance.”
 
   “Got it.”  I started un-cementing the victim.  “Do you want to watch?”
 
   “Not especially,” she admitted.  “You are working directly with soul-stuff, as I understand the process.  I will see very little of it, even if I do observe.  True?”
 
   “You have a point.”
 
   “Then, by your leave, I will retire for the night.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She walked over and tapped me on the shoulder to turn me around.  When I did, she hugged me and laid her head against my chest.  I put my arms around her and stroked her hair.
 
   “Please, my angel, remember that you are loved.”
 
   “I’ll remember,” I promised.  I didn’t promise to believe it, just remember it.  That was enough.  She let me go and breezed out.
 
   I shut the door and told the mountain I didn’t want to be disturbed.  The crack around the door went away.  Then I took T’yl’s crystal out of its case and regarded it.
 
   This was going to be tricky.
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   I rubbed my eyes and stretched.  Dawn doesn’t feel any better buried under a mountain, but at least I wasn’t hungry.
 
   To get T’yl a body, I removed an elf from stone storage, laid him out comfortably, disconnected him from the spell that sucked the vitality out of him, and magically started marking off the points where I would need to connect a soul.  True, there was one in the way, but I wanted to get ahead of the game and be prepared.
 
   When my donor body woke up, I reached in past the animal vitality, deep beyond the flesh.  I wanted the body to have all the vitality and energy it could; I just wanted it unoccupied.  If it was a car, I’d want it fully fueled and running perfectly before I put it in Park and yanked out the driver.
 
   It takes a while to really eat an elf-soul.  They can have hundreds, even thousands of years of experiences and memories.  Also, I wanted to make sure I got every last bit of it—to clean the body out completely—like licking the bowl clean after Mom finishes frosting the cake.  I took my time and did it right, going over it thoroughly, then back again.
 
   Putting T’yl into the empty vessel was still a challenging operation.  Unlike a living being, the crystal didn’t allow me to transfer connection points one at a time.  If I plugged him in, connecting various energy conduits in sequence, his essence would fragment.  As each point came on-line, it would try to move in time with the rhythms of the flesh.  Since the rest of the soul was held in stasis inside a crystal, that was a problem.
 
   I worked around it by treating a tendril like a piece of string.  I ran one tendril through an anchor point in the flesh, like a shoelace through an eyelet, and attached the end to a connector in T’yl’s soul that corresponded to that “eyelet.”  I repeated that process over a hundred times, until T’yl’s crystal had a whole web of tendrils stretched between it and various points throughout the elf-body.
 
   Once I had the major points connected that way, I gently pulled T’yl’s soul out of the crystal, handling it carefully to avoid accidentally gulping it down.  In many ways, it was like taking a mouthful of something and just moving it without actually swallowing it.
 
   As I pulled my tendrils back, they slid through the anchor points in the flesh and drew the soul into alignment, pulling the energy centers into the anchor points all at the same time.  With those held in place, I worked quickly to, well, tack them down, sort of—think of it as a few quick stitches to stop the bleeding.  That was the tricky part of the operation.  With over a hundred individual places where T’yl’s weakened, immobile soul needed to fix to flesh, it bled energy rather rapidly and disastrously.  I’ve never moved faster in a fight than I did then.  Connect here, I told it, again and again.  Lock to this place.  Fasten on to this energy center.  Flow into and out of the flesh, like so…
 
   With the initial stitches in place, I went back and carefully worked over each one to connect it properly.  I spent the rest of the night going through the body, making sure it was running and in balance, finding places where minor connections should go, even things that should naturally find their own way.  I wanted this to go as easily and comfortably as possible for him.  I even juiced the body with some extra vitality, just to make sure it wasn’t going to expire from exhaustion.
 
   Now, he’s floating comfortably in my gate pool—it’s still just a pool of water, after all; my effort has been on the archway—and seems to be sleeping.  It looks as though he’ll be all right, but I won’t know for sure until he wakes up.  If he wakes up.  I know I performed the operation correctly, but I don’t know what effect occupying the crystal may have had, if any.
 
   I guess we’ll find out.
 
    
 
   I had a couple of the guys get a stretcher; we’ve relocated T’yl to better quarters in the upper mountain.  I’ve put Tort in charge of nursing him back to health while I’m out.  And, for her safety, I’ve assigned a pair of cadet knights to guard duty.  I’m concerned that he might have some brain/mind interface problems and be confused about who he is; elves do have long memories.  I have personal experience on the subject of too much in the memory bank.
 
   My next plan was to head down to Mochara and see Flim, as well as take along a sack of gold and silver to buy more stuff.  The diamonds are still growing; even my best crystallization spell takes time.
 
   Oddly enough, the larger the diamond is, the faster it grows.  More surface area for binding carbon into the crystalline matrix, I think.  I’ve pushed several of them together to start forming one big diamond; it should grow faster, allowing me to simply take a chunk off whenever I need a bit.  That should actually be quicker than growing lots of small ones.  Well, unless I want to grow a lot of little ones, but there’s only so much effort I want to go to in the diamond department.
 
   As I walked out the door in the throne room, I saw the line of light from the morning sun and the shadow of the doorway tunnel.  That’s when the idea struck me.  Light that hits the ground is, effectively, wasted.  Why not use it?  A magical version of a fiber optic conduit, conducting light from somewhere—the courtyard floor, the outer wall of the courtyard, or even the face of the mountain itself—anywhere the light was hitting something, rather than illuminating… if I add in a frequency-shifter to move all the non-visible stuff into the visible range, there should be enough light hitting the ground to shed light through all the layers of the undercity.
 
   True, it’ll wax and wane along with the sunlight, but that just means we’ll have day and night like regular people.  Moonlight will still provide a sort of night-light underground… maybe I can tap into the waste heat coming out of the forge chimney to enhance the nightlight, too…
 
   It’ll be a big project.  I’ll need to bring back the whole wizards’ guild, I think, to get this done in any reasonable amount of time.  But the individual spells aren’t complex, aren’t even energy-intensive.  We can do this!
 
    
 
   Bronze and I headed down the mountain.  I asked her to take the zig-zag way down, rather than take the big spiral, to see if it was faster.  Sure, we can run at full speed if we take the gentle curve of the spiral street down to the gate; our speed is limited by cornering repeatedly if we head “straight” for a gate.  But the long way around is a lot longer…
 
   I think she goes the long way around because she likes to run.  If I want to get in or out in a hurry, I may have to include one long, straight street from the base of the central rise to a gate.  We can take a short spiral down from the inner courtyard, corner once, and hit a straightaway all through town.  I can call it the Kingsway and make sure everyone knows the clanging sound has the right-of-way.  She’ll like that.
 
   I took the opportunity to check on the outer wall progress.  The northeast gate was still the same; nothing was going to change there until we had other gates already created and working.  The other three were still coming along; the seams in the wall were all the way through, but the outer pits were still forming.  Maybe another two days and it should be ready for us to install winches and locking bolts.
 
   More stuff I’ll have to remember to get.  You never know how much stuff you need until you move into your own place…
 
   While I was meditating on this fact of life, Bronze carried me southward along the canal road.  I was jarred out of my preoccupation by the sight of an approaching knight.
 
   He was a big man and wore some of the shiniest armor I’ve seen.  Even his beer-wagon horse had shiny armor.  He had a body shield on his left arm, decorated with a coat of arms; I couldn’t make it out because of the angle.  Behind him, he had a squire with a mule-drawn cart and another horse following the cart on a lead-line  They were traveling at a walking pace.  Whoever he was, he was traveling in style.
 
   I also thought he was traveling in a semi-portable oven.  The sun was out, the morning warm, and he was probably sweating like a cheating husband in divorce court.  I was in regular clothes, but dressed warmly because Bronze creates a major headwind.  I planned to lose a layer or two of outerwear once I got into town.
 
   His visor was open, so I could see he was smiling as he raised a gleaming hand to hail me.  We thundered and clanged to a stop.
 
   “Well-met, traveler!” he greeted me.  “Are you about the King’s business?”
 
   “Well-met,” I replied. “Yes, I am.”
 
   “I thought so, for you ride his infernal steed.  Does the King reside in yonder mountain?”
 
   “Yes, he does.  May I ask whom I have the honor of addressing?” I inquired, politely.
 
   “I am the Hero, Sir Sedrick, third son of the Prince of Riverpool!” he announced, proudly.
 
   Riverpool… I remembered a bit about it from talks with Raeth and Bouger.  It was near the middle of Rethven, where the Dormer river split into the Dormer and the Mirenn rivers.  It had a large river harbor, hence the name.  It was a trading town, really, and quite prosperous, way back when.  It didn’t hold a lot of land; it didn’t need to.  It was one of the crossroads for the kingdom.  I wondered if it was still as prosperous after the Balkanization of the kingdom.
 
   “It is my honor and privilege to make your acquaintance, noble knight,” I told him.  I didn’t mention that he was a long way from home.  Doubtless he knew.
 
   “Indeed.  Now, hurry back and tell your master that I have come to challenge his evil.”
 
   I blinked at him for a moment.  How do you respond to something like that?
 
   “I’m sorry,” I told him, “but I can’t really do that—I’m on an errand.  But!” I hurried, holding up a hand to cut him off, “I can give you a token that will assure you entry into the city, so you may meet him directly, rather than deal only with his people.”
 
   He looked thoughtful for a moment, then agreed.  I dug into my pouch and pulled out a silver coin.  We don’t have stamping mills in Karvalen—not yet, not yet!—so we only have coin blanks.  We stepped closer, to sit side-by-side; his horse stood perfectly still while Bronze stepped up beside it.  I handed him one of my coins.  As he reached to take it I noted that, yes, the device on his shield might belong to a younger son of Riverpool.
 
   “This?” he asked, dubiously, turning the coin in his fingers.
 
   “I promise you, on my honor, that if you present this at the gate, they will listen to you when you explain where you got it.  They will then allow you into the city, even accord you all the honors of a guest.”
 
   He frowned, but he kept the coin.
 
   “Before you go,” I said, “if I may make so bold as to ask a question?”
 
   “You have done me a service, so I will permit it.”
 
   “How did you know I was not the King?” I asked.
 
   “You are tiny,” he replied.  “That giant beast of dark magic could be no other than his legendary steed, yet you are dwarfed by it.”
 
   “Ah.  Of course.  They do say size matters.”
 
   “Indeed.  Fare you well,” he bade me.  I returned his farewell and watched as he and his goods walked past me and away.  When they were a good fifty yards or so down the road, I looked at Bronze.  She turned her head to regard me with one eye.
 
   “What do you think, infernal beast of dark magic?  Should I be seven or eight feet tall?” I asked.  She flicked an ear:  You seem a good size to me.
 
   “Typical:  A girl trying to reassure my masculine ego.”  She snorted fire and her version of laughter.
 
   I took a moment to get out my small steel mirror and look in on Tort.  She felt the presence of the scrying spell and drew out a clear crystal to return it.
 
   “Yes, my angel?”
 
   I explained about Sir Sedrick.  She frowned.
 
   “Shall I have him killed?” she asked.
 
   “No, absolutely not!  Please accord him all the honors of a visiting knight.  Show him around, feed him well, put him up for the night, whatever it takes.  Be nice to him.”
 
   “But… my angel, consider.  From what you describe, I do not doubt that when word finally reached him, somewhere in Rethven, of the risen King of Karvalen he set out immediately.  Heroes do go a-questing, and you are the object of his.  Other heroes will seek the same; do you want to set this as a precedent?  He is here to kill you!”
 
   “Well, he can’t do it there while I’m in Mochara, now can he?  But if he’s comfortable there, he’ll stay until I get back, rather than riding all over trying to catch up with me.  Besides, I want to ask him why he wants me dead.”
 
   “My angel, he sounds like a Hero.  Does he need a better reason?”
 
   “Probably not.  I still want to ask him why he thinks I should be destroyed.  If it’s a good reason, I’ll have to take steps to guard against other Heroes.”
 
   “Very well; I shall send word.”
 
   “Thank you.  How’s T’yl doing?”
 
   “I am not sure.  There has been no change.”
 
   “I see.  Well, we’ll just have to hope.  If there’s still no change when I get back, I’ll look inside him and see if I can spot any mistakes.”
 
   “As you will.”
 
   “See you later.”
 
   “Farewell.”
 
   I cut the connection and we set out for Mochara again.
 
    
 
   My first stop was to see Thomen.  We halted in front of the guildhall and I went in.  The receptionists were still there.
 
   “Good morning, sir,” one of them said.
 
   “Good morning.  Is Thomen available?”
 
   “May we ask the nature of your business with the guildmaster?” the other asked.  I had a terrible feeling of déjà vu.
 
   “I’m the King of Karvalen, and I would like to hire the guild.”
 
   “Hire…?”
 
   “The guild.  As a whole.  Everybody in it.”
 
   They looked at each other.
 
   “You’re the King?” the first one asked.  I smoothed my tabard deliberately to display the symbol.
 
   “Yes, I am; I just shrank in the wash.  Hot baths, you know.  Now please go let Thomen know I’m here.”
 
   The first girl made a very low curtsey and hurried through the left door.  The other offered refreshments, boasting that they had ice if I cared for a cold drink.  I declined politely.
 
   The first girl returned quickly and showed me up to the second floor.  Thomen’s office, or workroom, was on the corner and overlooked two streets through windows made of real, clear glass.  The girl vanished back downstairs.
 
   “Good morning, Your Majesty,” he offered, and rose from his seat to bow.
 
   “Good morning,” I returned, and gestured him back to his seat.  He offered me one and we settled down together.
 
   “I am told,” he continued, sitting rigidly in his chair, “that you wish to hire the whole guild?”
 
   “Right to business?  Okay.  Yes, I have a large project I want to finish, and doing it alone will take a long time.  If I get help, however, we can knock this out in, at worst, a matter of weeks.”
 
   “Does this have anything to do with the strange growth of stone headed westward?”
 
   “Nope.  Well, only in the vaguest possible way,” I corrected.  “That road is an extension of the mountain’s stone, but my project is putting light spells inside the mountain’s undercity.  So, only vaguely related.”
 
   Thomen nodded, slowly.  He still seemed tense.
 
   “I see what you mean, yes.  Well.  We are, of course, happy to help in any way the King commands.  But you said ‘hire’?  Am I to understand that you… I mean, that Your Majesty intends to pay us?”
 
   “You don’t want me to?” I asked, surprised.
 
   “Oh, no!” he replied, quickly.  “No, no, no.  That’s not it at all!  We’ll gladly accept payment for our services!”
 
   “Then what’s the trouble?” I asked, perplexed.
 
   “Your Majesty does not intend to simply order it done?”
 
   “I think we have ourselves a failure to communicate,” I told him.  “Here.”  I handed him a large, heavy-duty pouch.  He nearly dropped it; it was full of gold coin blanks.  “I’m going to work on a project to illuminate the undercity with a new spell.  I will teach it to anyone who wants to learn it.  Anyone who does, and can successfully cast it, can have some of what I just handed to the wizards’ guild—you determine what’s a fair division.  I’ll need the spell cast several times, in different places, which is why I need the help to finish it; I don’t want to spend the next few years on it, you see.
 
   “Any questions?”
 
   He weighed the pouch.  He had to hold it in both hands.  Well, gold is dense.
 
   “What if a wizard only wished to learn the spell, not cast it?” he asked.
 
   “Then they can.  It won’t bother me.  But they only get paid if they actually help—I think they should get paid on the basis of how many times they cast the spell for me, but that’s up to you, as I said.  You’re the Master of the Guild.”  I paused and looked thoughtful.
 
   “Do you have a Royal Charter for your Guild?” I asked.
 
   “How?” he asked.  He had a good point.
 
   “Then we need to get one.  See about having it drawn up, will you?  I’ll sign it and put my seal on it.”
 
   He eyed me shrewdly, almost suspiciously.
 
   “Is that conditional on the Guild’s aid?”
 
   “What?  No!  You’re a guild.  You need a charter.  So we’ll sort that out.”  I pointed at the sack of gold.  “That’s me hiring the Guild to help me on a project.  I can’t hire a Guild if there isn’t one.”  I grinned at him.  “I can’t issue it a Royal Order, either, if it doesn’t exist.  So take what you can get, that’s my advice.”
 
   He shook his head in wonder.
 
   “I do not understand you.”
 
   “You’re not alone in that.  But do you understand the deal I’m offering, to hire help for my illumination project?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  Now, in your opinion, do you think anyone will help?”
 
   “My personal opinion?” he asked.
 
   “Of course.  I want to hear what you think.  You’re the man who knows these things.  Your opinion matters to me.”
 
   “I… think that quite a number of guild members will attempt to aid you.  A few who are not guild members may attempt to do so, as well.”
 
   “Hmm.  I hadn’t thought of that.  If they can learn my light-channeling spell, do you think they should be allowed to help?  Of course, I’ll want the guild to certify that they’ve mastered it, and to monitor their work.”  I smiled sadly at him.  “I’m sorry to load all this responsibility on you, but you’ll have to work out how much extra to pay a wizard who has that duty, too.”
 
   “I…” he paused, swallowed.  He set the heavy pouch down on a worktable with a clinking thud.  He worked his hands a bit to loosen them up.
 
   “Since we do not have a Royal Charter,” he began, “I suppose, technically, that we can allow… uh, probationary members to assist us, even if they are not actual apprentices in the Guild.  Just for the piecework.  I’ll have to write in some provision for that sort of thing, I think.”
 
   “You’re the Master Wizard of the Kingdom of Karvalen,” I told him, and his eyes widened.  “I trust you to work it out.”
 
   “Is that your official word on the matter?” he asked, staring at me.
 
   “Sure.  Got a crystal or something around here you can look through, but isn’t magical?”  He agreed that he did and dug around for a moment in a collection of boxes and drawers.  He produced what would probably become a scrying amulet:  a pendant with a flat, clear piece of quartz that would have made a good monocle.  I accepted it, laid it on a worktable, and scribbled around it for a few minutes.
 
   “Okay, stand over here,” I directed.  I propped up the crystal so I could see him through it as through a camera.  “You know how knights are given a sword when they’re knighted?” I asked, walking back over to him.
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Well, I’m thinking that, purely for symbolic purposes, I should give you your staff.  I know it’s really yours, but, for the ceremony of being put on the King’s Council and suchlike, would that work?”
 
   “Yes, although wizards will be reluctant to give up—wait, the King’s what?”
 
   “Council.  I need people to advise me, you know.  Shouldn’t the Master Wizard be on it?”
 
   “Uh.”
 
   “Look, we can settle all that later.  For now, just kneel and accept your own staff back from me, okay?  You’ll see.”
 
   Dazed, he handed me his staff and knelt.  I made sure we were aligned properly for the shot, activated the spell in the crystal, then laid his own staff back in his outstretched hands.  A little more work with the crystal, then, and it replayed the sequence and patterns of light that passed through it in those few seconds.  A crystal video record!
 
   “There you go,” I said, and handed it to him.  He looked through it and watched it loop a couple of times.
 
   “I find I don’t know quite what to say,” he admitted.  “Thank you?”
 
   “You don’t need to thank me, but I admit that I find that more polite.  You’re quite welcome.  Oh, and do you think you can establish a guildhall in Karvalen?  The population is growing rapidly, and I may need wizards on hand, myself.”
 
   “I shall definitely look into it while I’m there, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Thank you.  Now, if I can leave all this in your hands, I need to run.  People to see, things to do, places to go—a king’s work is never done.”
 
   “I have never heard that kings worked,” he offered.  “They have people for that.”
 
   “Maybe so, but I started out as a hero, not a king,” I told him.  He nodded.
 
   “I will do everything I can,” he assured me.  I thanked him again and left.
 
    
 
   Finding Flim was easy enough; I headed to Harbor Gate—the one in the southern wall of Mochara—and followed the wall to the west.  The giant crossbow was still propped up where I’d last seen it, but someone had removed the broken chain.
 
   Bronze wandered around the thing, grazing for broken links and splintered wood.  I examined it, considering the problems of scaling up a crossbow to something the size of a siege engine.  They were considerable, which is why most ballistae used tension in twisted rope for the power storage.  I also noticed that the thing didn’t have any magic in it; no spells to hold things together or enhance it in any way.  Someone was trying to build a gadget—a big gadget—the hard way.
 
   I can respect that.
 
   While I looked, a boy, about seven years old, approached me and stood there, watching me.
 
   “Can I help you?” I asked, eventually.
 
   “Are you the King?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “My Dad’s name is Flim.”
 
   “That’s good.  Is he around here, somewhere?” I asked.  The boy nodded.
 
   “He’s at home.  I’m Reth.”
 
   “I’m pleased to meet you, Reth.  My name is Halar.”
 
   “I’ve been told to call you ‘Your Majesty’.”
 
   “Oh?  Who told you that?”
 
   “Mom.”
 
   “Ah.  Then it must be the right thing to do,” I observed.  He nodded again.
 
   There was a silence while we looked at each other.  He stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it around.  I could feel Bronze laughing at me.
 
   “Um, does your mother live around here?” I asked.  He nodded.
 
   “She lives with my Dad.”
 
   “That’s very good.  Could we go there?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” he agreed.  We continued to look at each other.
 
   Bronze coughed some smoke along with her silent laughter.
 
   “Let’s go there now,” I told him.  That worked; he led the way.  Bronze went back to grazing.  I went across the street with Reth.  He went right in; I paused on the threshold, rather than barge in.  Moments later, a lady hurried into view.  She looked familiar; she had helped haul Flim over to the square where I’d set up shop for the evening.  She recognized me, too.
 
   Once we got past the frantic curtsey and the apologies for the state of her house, I finally got in to see Flim.  He was doing much better; he was sitting in front of a sand table, sketching.  He had a clay pitcher of water near at hand.  He also had a hand sprinkler, for keeping the sand damp so he could draw in it.  Half a meal lay nearby.
 
   “You really should eat,” I observed.
 
   “Woman, I’ll eat when I’m—” he began, then straightened.  I think he realized it was not his wife’s voice, even if it was something she obviously said a lot.  He turned easily and I was pleased to see he didn’t seem to be in any pain.  He looked at me and stared hard for a moment.  I recognized his weatherbeaten face; he had much better color, if reddened and leathery counts as a color.
 
   “You’ll recuperate more quickly if you eat,” I advised.  “Trust me.  I get distracted by things I’m working on, too.”
 
   He got out of his chair and went to one knee, fist on the floor.  I realized he wasn’t as old as I thought.  He was one of those people that age quickly to a weatherbeaten fifty and just stay there forever.
 
   “Your Majesty.”
 
   I tried really hard not to let that bother me.  I don’t like being formal all the time, or even most of the time.  After the third one in an hour, it gets annoying.  Any more than that and I get grumpy.  I really need to learn to ignore it.
 
   “Rise,” I told him.  “You are feeling well?  No soreness, fever, or other pains?”
 
   “I am well, Your Majesty,” he assured me, climbing to his feet.  He leaned on the chair to do it, though.
 
   “Still weak, or dizzy?”
 
   “A little weak, Your Majesty, yes.”
 
   “Eat more,” I ordered him.  He looked pained and a little desperate.
 
   “As you say, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Now, tell me about this giant crossbow.”
 
   “Majesty?”
 
   I rubbed my forehead for a moment, trying to phrase things properly.
 
   “Flim, you’re a citizen of the Kingdom of Karvalen.  That means you don’t have to call me ‘Majesty’ in every sentence.  You can use pretty much any respectful term during a conversation and I won’t mind.  If you were standing in my throne room to answer my questions before the court, you’d be calling me ‘Your Majesty’ all the time.  As it is, I’m trying to just talk with you, not conduct an inquisition.
 
   “So,” I concluded, “during this conversation, I want you to use a new and different term every time you say something—and you’ve already used ‘Majesty’.  Got that?”
 
   “I… yes, your… Magnificence?”
 
   “It’s a start,” I sighed.  “Now, tell me about this giant crossbow of yours.  What’s the problem?”
 
   At last, I touched a nerve.
 
   “What isn’t the problem!” he groaned.  He gestured me to the sand tray table and waved a hand over it.  “I’ve tried six different woods—you have to get a tree big enough to carve down into shape for the bow, see?  All of them break before they bend far enough to be useful.  And the chains!  I tried rope of all sorts, then braided ropes together, then went to chains… there’s nothing that will hold that kind of tension and still serve as a bowstring.”
 
   He stopped talking for a moment when he turned his gaze from his drawing to look at me.
 
   “Um.  My lord.”
 
   “I see your problem.  Got any ideas?”
 
   “Uh, yes.  There’s another tree coming in this week, a morat tree.  It’s a softwood, not a hardwood, but I tried all the hardwoods we have; maybe this will be a bit more flexible.  I’ve asked Wethel for a heavier chain, but he says he’s got a lot of new work, now that Kavel’s moved off to Karvalen… Sire?”  I nodded at him.
 
   “Good thought.  Have you tried laminating layers of woods together for the bow?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Here,” I said, and took his stylus.  “See, one solid piece, like this, gets a lot of stress when it bends.  See here, in the curve, how the outside is much longer than the inside?  It’s trying to rip itself apart.  But if we have a lot of thinner layers,” I sketched in the sand, “and they bend the same way, the slide next to each other, so the bending force isn’t so bad, and you don’t rip it apart.  The plains tribes do something like it, on a smaller scale, with the bows they use.”
 
   He stared at the damp sand like I’d just drawn something to summon demons.
 
   “That’s… That’s…”
 
   “It’s just a thought,” I told him.  “Tell you what… why don’t you try building small ones—say, things you can actually lift?  Models of the real thing, just to see how it all fits together.  You can probably build a dozen from just the wreckage out front; then you can figure out the ratio of thickness to length, what’s the strongest pull you can get, and so on.”
 
   “That will take time,” he said.  “Your Highness?”
 
   “I think that’s for princes and princesses,” I noted, “but you’re on the right track.  Anyway, I’m interested in these things.  What got you involved in this sort of project?”
 
   “Oh, my father was a merchant captain, uh, Kingness.  He never liked pirates, and when I was a lad I was forever taking things apart.  Since I couldn’t set foot on a ship without upchucking, he finally told me to work on building a bigger crossbow, one he could use against pirates.  So I started on it.”
 
   “He was a merchant captain?” I prompted.
 
   “Got taken by pirates, your lordship, about the time my eldest was born.”
 
   “Ah.  And you’re still working on these things?”
 
   “Yes, Sir King.  He left behind a lot of money.”
 
   “Good.”  I already noticed that the place was very nice, well-built and well-furnished.  But it was also all rather weathered, getting on toward worn.  I doubted there was anything, aside from clothes, that was younger than the younger son—and most of it from Flim’s father’s time.
 
   At a guess, his inheritance wasn’t as large as it used to be.
 
   “Tell me,” I said, “would you like to experiment with making these sorts of things for me?”
 
   “Yes, Sire.  King.  Kingship?” he asked, desperately.
 
   “Look, drop it.  Just call me ‘Sire’ and move on, okay?”
 
   “Yes.  Sire.”  He was much relieved.
 
   “Fine.  Here’s what I want you to do.”  I explained about scaling, and taking a crossbow from a one-man size to a two-man size.  “I’m pretty sure I can find you a semi-portable crossbow to examine, and I can see from the giant thing out there that you’ve got some ideas about gearing for winching back a bowstring.  Just build me the best crossbow—big crossbow—you can.  When you’ve got that perfected, then we’ll concern ourselves with making it even bigger.  And, of course, we’ll also know a lot more about what we had to do to make a regular crossbow bigger, which will help a lot.”
 
   “Yes, Sire.”
 
   “Great!”  I took out a pouch of silver and thumped it into a corner of the sand table.  “There’s your first payment.  I’ll make sure more gets to you as time goes on.  And if you run into anything that you feel is a serious problem, or discover you’ve had a resounding success, you have word sent to me about it.  Okay?”
 
   “Yes, Sire!”  He sounded as relieved as he looked.
 
   “By the way, who made the sand table?  I think it’s brilliant and ingenious.”
 
   He blushed heavily.  That didn’t seem right on his face.
 
   “I did,” he admitted.
 
   “Good work.  Very good.  Clever, too.”  I smiled and patted him on the shoulder.  “But, pay attention to me, here,” I said, leaning forward.  He leaned toward me to listen.
 
   “I’m going to have a word with your wife,” I told him.  “If you don’t take things easy for at least a week, she’s going to let me know, and then I’ll have to come back here to express how disappointed I am.  Got that?”
 
   He nodded miserably. He wasn’t looking forward to a week under his wife’s thumb.
 
   “On the other hand, I fully expect you to have a lot of ideas all drawn out and ready to build in a week,” I continued, “and if you need helpers, I feel certain I can find some for you.  All right?”
 
   “Yes, Sire.”
 
   “Good.  Now, you can finish eating, rest up, and plan the things you want to try first in your new crossbow designs.  And don’t look so glum!  You’ve got a job—the King’s Artillerist.”
 
   “What’s an artillerist?”
 
   “Nothing, right now.  You’re inventing it.”
 
   “Ohhhhhh,” he said, nodding.  “I’ll get right to work on it… ah, I mean, in a week.”
 
   “Good man.”
 
   I made sure he had a good healing spell still running on him; sucking chest wounds are nothing to trifle with.  Then I went and found his wife; she was hiding in the kitchen.  I think she was afraid to come out while I was there.  But I did manage introductions with Jessa, and I explained about Flim taking things easy for a week.  I also put a spell on a wooden spoon; if she broke it, I would know it.
 
   She stood there in her kitchen, holding the enspelled spoon, and watched me go with a look I can only describe as amazed.
 
   Sometimes, I have good days.  I think this is one of them.
 
    
 
   I made several other stops while I was in Mochara.  I spoke to Timon; his woodcutter shop was festooned with little clay cups full of dirt.  His seedling production was coming along as quickly as could be expected, which was good; we needed to cut a lot of trees, and replacing them was a priority.
 
   Then there was Gorbal, a stonemason.  I jinglingly persuaded him to help with the construction of a road into the Eastrange.  I didn’t need much in the way of skilled labor there, just someone who could direct laborers.  If they could break up rock from the Eastrange, cart it into the path of the spreading stone from Mochara, and lay it out in a line for the spreading stone to follow…
 
   That would make things go faster.  I don’t know how much faster, but I think it will multiply the speed the stone spreads.  I don’t know how I know, either, but I’m getting used to that.
 
   With only a little prompting, he also promised to hire help from the beggars’ ghetto, which pleased me immensely.
 
   I’m the King.  Having beggars in my kingdom bothers me, especially when they can work.  They should be doing something, not just… just… dying in a burned-out area of ruins while hoping for a handout.
 
   Besides, this might get them permanent employment.  Maybe even some skills.
 
   Yeah, yeah; I’m one of those people.  Judge me later, but remember: it’s better than using them for dinner, okay?
 
   I checked on the progress of the mirrors I wanted; two were ready.  I wondered, then, who should have one in Mochara if Tort was in Karvalen.  Thomen?  He was going to be leaving for Karvalen, soon; he might not come back.  I could make it a point to meet the captain of the city watch, but the watch is the police, not the people in charge of the place.
 
   Amber was my only real choice.
 
   Still, she was my daughter—that is, the daughter of the King of Karvalen, and therefore a Princess of the Blood Royal and all that.  Forgetting for the moment that her goddess probably wanted me fried in my own grease, Amber was a pretty decent person.  She deserved the benefit of the doubt.  After all, she’s been Mochara’s effective ruler for quite some time and the place is still kicking along.
 
   On a more political front, she probably needed someplace of her own to govern.  If I’d been awake for it, I might have encouraged her to take up some political duties as she grew up.  Things might not be so awkward, and I might get along with the Goddess of the Sun a little better.
 
   Okay, maybe not that last part.
 
   I had them wrap the mirrors in quilted blankets and I brought them with me to see Amber.  We traveled at a walk; the mirrors were a bit bulky and I wanted them intact.
 
   When we arrived at the Sparky’s temple, I had the distinct feeling that the statue was looking at me.  I couldn’t tell for sure.  Amber was out in front of it, standing in a shaft of sunlight, and apparently sermonizing at a number of worshippers.  She saw me—it’s hard to miss the guy on a seven-foot metal horse carrying something the size of a small door on his head—and I waved to indicate there was no hurry.
 
   I slid off Bronze, carefully, and carried the mirrors inside.  Amber kept on with her sermon, apparently unconcerned.  Several of the worshippers were distracted by my arrival, but nobody actually got up or tried to bow in the middle of it.
 
   Inside, I unwrapped mirrors and set them against a wall.  They looked identical, which was exactly what I’d asked for.  There was even a small bell built into the top of the frame, as per spec.  My plan was to enchant the things so they would automatically connect with each other even if the person using them wasn’t a magical adept.  It wouldn’t ruin them as scrying devices, but you would have to really work at it to get them to look anywhere else.  Buying another mirror would probably be easier.  I also planned to add a correspondence chime:  hitting one bell would cause the other bell to ring.
 
   Not certain of how long the sermon or ceremony or service would last, I just did some preliminary work on them, mostly to build on their affinity for each other.  I’d get into the heavy lifting once I finished talking to Amber, hopefully.
 
   Tianna came in while I was doing this and sat down to watch.  There’s not much to watch when I’m working with such forces, unless you’re an adept.  I just stare at something, usually, and wave my hands around it or draw on things.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
   “Working a spell.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “So these mirrors can let people talk to each other.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “They’ll work like windows.  You look in one, you see out the other.  And you can talk into one, and the person at the other mirror will hear you.”
 
   “Even if they’re far apart?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “So, I could talk to someone outside?”
 
   “If that’s where the other mirror is.”
 
   “Or on the other side of town?”
 
   “If that’s where the other mirror is,” I repeated.
 
   “What about at the haunted mountain?”
 
   “It’s called ‘Karvalen,’ and yes, the mirrors should let you do that.  In fact, that’s where I’m going to take one of them.  One of these should be staying here, with your mother.”
 
   “Does that mean I could use it to talk to you?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.”
 
   Tianna watched me for a while again while I worked.
 
   “Does that mean you could help me with my numbers?”
 
   “Sure.  I’m good with numbers.”
 
   “I know.  Everyone says you’re a number magician, too.”
 
   I stopped and looked at her.  A number magician.  Using numbers to make magic.  A magician of great training in numbers.  Huh.
 
   “That might be the most accurate thing I’ve ever heard in my life,” I observed.  She nodded, swinging her feet under the bench.  I went back to work.
 
   “Is Bronze here?” she asked.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Can I go for a ride?”
 
   “If your mother says it’s okay.”
 
   “Oh.  She’s busy.”
 
   “I saw.”  A thought occurred to me.  “What is it that you do all day, anyway?”
 
   “Well… I have to practice healing things.  We’ve got a garden, and I’m supposed to bend leaves and branches and stuff, then make it all go back together again.”  She made a face.  “I’m not even allowed to set things on fire if I can’t fix them.  It’s boring.”
 
   “I imagine it is.  What else?”
 
   “I had to learn to read, and I have to read from the holy words of the Mother every day.  And I have to count.  Mom says that when I’m older, I’ll have to use a lot of math—I might even learn how to multiply and divide!”
 
   “I’m sure you will.  I’ll teach you.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Sure.  You might even learn what an equation is, and algebra.”
 
   “Algebra?”
 
   “It’s using letters in place of numbers.”
 
   “How can you do that?” she asked, frowning.  “You can’t add a letter, can you?”
 
   “It’s a form of higher math,” I told her.  “You learn the easy stuff first because you have to know the easy stuff to understand the harder stuff.  You had to learn letters, then to put them together to make words, and then words became sentences.  It’s like that.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “So, what else do you do?”
 
   “I’m supposed to spend a lot of time mediatating on the Mother.”
 
   “Meditating,” I corrected.
 
   “Meditating,” she agreed.  “That’s boring, too.  She only wants to talk about the glory and honor and being a priestess and stuff.”
 
   “Do you never go out to play with friends?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t have many friends.  Just other kids I know from the evening prayers.”
 
   “Well, why not go play with them?”
 
   “I’m not allowed to go places where I can set stuff on fire,” she said, quietly.  “Sometimes I have accidents.”
 
   “Ah.  Yes, I can see how that would be an issue,” I admitted.  If the child can’t control her temper, a town of wood and thatch might turn into a very small town very suddenly.  Certainly more embarrassing than a potty accident.
 
   “Can they come see you?” I asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I might set them on fire,” she said, sadly.  “I promised I wouldn’t, but Mom said I might get upset if someone teased me.  I said I wouldn’t!”
 
   “I believe you.”  I finished my preparatory work on the mirrors and moved to a bench to sit.  “Would it help, do you think, if your friends were temporarily fireproof?”
 
   “I don’t understand.  Everything burns.”
 
   “Well, yes, eventually.  I could put a spell on people that makes them really hard to burn, though.  You’d have to be angry with them for a long time, and really trying to burn them.  Then they’d be safe enough if they came over, wouldn’t they?  I mean, if you got really angry and accidentally started to set someone on fire, they could just run away before you succeeded.”
 
   “That would be wonderful!” Tianna enthused.  “Could you?  Could you really?”
 
   “Sure.  I bet I could even put a spell on you, so whenever you tried to burn something, your flame shot straight up—then you could play with other kids outside.  It wouldn’t last long if you fired off, but it would signal everyone to get away.  And it would be a lot easier than putting a fire-shield spell on everybody else, that’s for sure.”
 
   “Can you do it now?” she asked, eagerly.
 
   “Yes, but I think we should ask your mother.  I don’t want to do anything to make her mad.”
 
   “Yeah,” Tianna agreed, slouching.  “She’s been upset for a while, now.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah,” she repeated.
 
   Amber came in at that point.  Tianna brightened up considerably—and that’s not just a metaphor.  She brightened, illuminating the room, and ran to her mother to hug her about the waist.
 
   “Mom!  Grandpa says he could make it safe for me to play with other kids!”
 
   “Only,” I prompted.
 
   “—but only if you say it’s okay,” Tianna added.
 
   “I’ll explain it to you,” I offered, “later.  I actually came over to see you in your role as the Princess of Mochara.”
 
   Amber looked from Tianna to me and back to Tianna.
 
   “You go upstairs and say your afternoon prayers.”
 
   “Mom!  Bronze is outside.  Can I go riding?  Please?  Pleasepleaseplease?”
 
   Amber looked at me, almost glared at me.
 
   “Hey,” I told her, “I’m okay with it if you are.  But if she’s got prayers she’s supposed to say, I’m not going to argue.”
 
   “Maybe after you say your prayers, and say them properly—I’ll check!  Hurry through them and you’ll start over!”
 
   “Yes, Mom!” Tianna said, dopplering into the distance.
 
   She stuck her head back in for a moment.
 
   “You’re going to be here for a while, aren’t you?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Good!”  She disappeared again.  I smiled and shook my head.
 
   “She’s a darling,” I noted.
 
   “She is,” Amber agreed.  Then she moved to a bench and seated herself, brisk and businesslike.  “What did you want to see me about?”
 
   “How do I say this?  Hmm.”  I thought about it for a moment.  “I’m told that you regard yourself as the ruler of Mochara.”
 
   Amber simply looked at me, waiting.  For a fire priestess, she’s awfully good at the freezing stare.
 
   “Is that correct?” I asked, forcing an answer.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good!” I said.  She blinked, surprised.  “I’m glad we got that out of the way.  Now, the next question is, given that I’m your father and the King of Karvalen, how do you feel about being the Princess of Karvalen, currently governing the second-largest city in the kingdom?”
 
   Amber frowned and looked away.  She seemed to be thinking hard, so I just sat quietly and waited.
 
   “You imply,” she said, finally, “that, as the Princess, I would be under your authority.”
 
   “As far as being the Princess goes, yes.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Okay.  I’ll appoint another governor.”  I stood up and moved to pick up the mirrors.
 
   “Wait!  You can’t do that!”
 
   That phrase again.
 
   I rounded on her and put us almost nose-to-nose.  She flinched backward and away.
 
   “I want you to think back to a night not too long ago when your front door burned behind me.  Then consider what happened to the last religious institution that made killing me a personal issue.  Then think about the fact that, for better or for worse, I am the King of Karvalen.  And, perhaps the most telling of all, I am also your father.  Think about all those things before you dare to tell me what I can’t do.”
 
   I turned back to the mirrors and wrapped them up again.  I was almost finished before she spoke.
 
   “I… apologize.  I misspoke.”
 
   Rather than pick up my packages, I returned to a bench.
 
   “I accept your apology.  You’re my daughter, after all.  Let’s pretend that didn’t happen.  How’s that?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “So, let me try again.  I’m trying to do my best for a kingdom—this kingdom.  I have started diplomatic relations and a possible trade agreement with Baret, I’m planning a war with Vathula, and I might be sounding out the people of the plains for a variety of things.  Hell, I might even have a talk with the sea-people about protecting our shipping and defending Mochara from raiders.
 
   “I’m also trying to get beggars off the streets and working, improving industry, enhancing the fortifications of Mochara and Karvalen, developing new weapons for Mochara’s coastal defenses, and I really, really want to improve Mochara’s sewage disposal to get rid of that awful smell.
 
   “In order to do all this more effectively, I’d like to avoid spending a half-hour to ride here every day, then another half-hour riding back, and still being out of touch with one city or another.  I need someone who is trustworthy, competent, intelligent, sensible, incorruptible, honest, shrewd, and willing to show initiative and imagination in carrying out my plans.  I also need someone who isn’t afraid to tell me when I’m being an idiot, or afraid to just point out what he or she thinks is a flaw in my plans.
 
   “I’d like that someone to be you,” I finished.
 
   “I… I’m not sure what… I…”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be you,” I added.  “You might not want to—yes, to take orders from the King.  Sparky might not appreciate that.  Excuse me,” I said, sincerely.  “I don’t mean to offend.  I should say that the Mother of Flame might not appreciate that.  Please forgive me.”
 
   “Surely.”
 
   “My point is, if you don’t think you can do the job the way I want it done, you don’t have to do it.  It would be easiest for me if you did; everyone here is used to you and knows you.  If you tell them that the King orders it, they’ll jump.
 
   “I can appoint another governor,” I went on, “but then the two of you will bang heads like dazhu in the springtime.  I’d rather avoid that, if I can.
 
   “What do you think?  I want your honest opinion.”
 
   She looked troubled for a long time.  I waited.
 
   “You say you are doing much for Karvalen.  Do you truly have the best interests of the people in mind?”
 
   “I believe I do.  I can make mistakes, though, which is why I want competent people working with me.”
 
   “I don’t know.  I can’t make this decision on my own.  I’ll have to ask Her about it.”
 
   “By all means.”
 
   “And what are you doing with the mirrors?  You brought them for some purpose.”
 
   “Ah.  You’re my daughter, all right.  Yes, I intend to enchant them as communication devices.  One of them I’ll leave here, with whoever winds up ruling the place, and I’ll take the other back to Karvalen, so we can talk to each other easily.”
 
   Amber got up and paced.  She seemed genuinely troubled.
 
   “You know that I… that if I disobey…?”
 
   “I know.  I also know that I’ve already transplanted T’yl’s soul into the immortal body of an elf-man.”  Her eyes widened and I shrugged.  “Just a thought.”
 
   “How?  How can you do this?”
 
   I made a slight burping noise and lightly thumped my chest, as though for heartburn.
 
   “I have talents.”
 
   Amber paced around the room, faster, thinking furiously.
 
   “I know,” I said.  “It’s a lot to take in.  How about I just come back tomorrow?”
 
   “That might be best,” Amber allowed, still pacing.  “I have to think.  This is not a decision to be made in haste.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Oh!  Tianna.  She’s going to want to ride Bronze; she’s expecting to.  If I stay in Mochara for a while, can she?  Or would you feel comfortable letting her ride with me back to Karvalen?  I can bring her back with me for our meeting tomorrow.”
 
   Amber paused, looking at me.  I saw suspicion flash across her face, followed by a profound embarrassment, possibly even shame at whatever she was thinking.
 
   “Yes.  Take her to Karvalen, and bring her back.  I will spend the night in thought and prayer.  And…” she trailed off.
 
   “Yes?  What is it?”
 
   “Why are you so… so… nice?”
 
   I sat there and stared at her for a minute.
 
   “You know,” I said, “I’ve been accused of a lot of things, called a lot of names, but I think this might be the first time anyone has ever asked me that.  Maybe I don’t understand what you mean.  What do you mean?”
 
   “You do nice things for people,” she replied.  “You kill some, yes, but you seem to try and only take the ones who are ready to go, like…” she trailed off.  “And then, you keep on doing nice things again.  Even when the Mother tried… tried to kill you… you didn’t say anything about the temple, or the preaching, or forbidding her worship.  I thought you would do something like that at the very least.
 
   “But you don’t do that; you don’t do anything like I expect!”
 
   “Such as?” I prompted, interested.
 
   “You… well, you fix people.  You use spells to fix things that I can’t afford to spend the time on, or don’t have the faintest idea how to fix, as healing is one of Her minor aspects.  Yet, you do it for free, without asking anything of anyone, and you don’t even point out… you don’t use that against the Mother, or me.  You just do it and ignore it, like… like the sun shining!”
 
   First time I’ve ever been compared to sunshine in a non-incendiary manner.  I kept my mouth shut and let her go on.
 
   “And then,” she continued, “you find ways to help beggars get out of the gutter.  You pay attention even to gutter-sweepings!  And you’re defending a city that you think might be… well, not entirely loyal to you.  You’re working harder than anyone I’ve ever heard of, and you’re a king, who shouldn’t have to dirty his hands with pouring his own wine, much less crawling in the dust to train soldiers.”  She shook her head and sat down heavily.
 
   “And then you’re always trying to be nice to me, the person who channeled the force of the Goddess to kill you—and you didn’t die!  I know you haven’t forgotten that, and I can’t forget it.  I expected some sort of vengeance for that, and it keeps… not happening.  You act like you care about Tianna, which I can sort of understand, since she’s likable and your kindness to children is part of your legend.  But you also act like you give more than half a damn about me, and you barely know me!
 
   “I just don’t understand,” she said, almost wailed.  “What are you?  A nightlord?  A king?  A hero?  You can’t be just a man, and I’m afraid of what you might be!”
 
   I listened to her until she wound down, then I nodded.
 
   “I see your problem.  You’ve missed something fundamental, here, and it’s probably because it’s so obvious.  It’s like walking through a room on your way to the privy, then not being able to remember what the tapestry on the wall looked like.  It’s so obvious, you just can’t see it.”
 
   “What?  What am I missing?”
 
   “I’m your father.”
 
   She stared at me, openmouthed, and nothing came out.
 
   “That means,” I went on, calmly, “whatever else I am, I am your father.  I’ll cheerfully put you in charge of Mochara and show you what sort of good things I want to do for it, then ask you to help.  If you don’t want to be in charge, you don’t have to be; you can do whatever you want.  You’re my daughter, but you’re also a grown woman; you can make your own decisions without my interference.
 
   “I’ll ask you for your help without demanding it.  I’ll help you however I can, just because you ask for it.  I’ll even help your goddess, but not because she asks—I’ll help her if you ask, as my daughter, not as the priestess.  Meanwhile, I’ll do my best to ignore her, rather than risk irritating her, because you would get caught in the middle.”
 
   I smiled grimly and cracked my knuckles.
 
   “You are also under my protection, in addition to that of your goddess.  I may not protect you as immediately and directly, but I damn sure will avenge you if anything does happen to you—and anyone with a grain of sense will have to consider that before moving to hurt you.  And, that includes the Mother of Flame.”
 
   “You would…?”
 
   “We’ve had a talk,” I said.  “Well, Father Sky and I did; he seemed upset with me on her behalf.  I haven’t been cut in two by lightning or set on fire, so I think we have a truce.  You might ask her about it and see what she thinks.”
 
   “I might.  Tonight.  While I’m praying about your offer.”
 
   “Well, whenever you get around to it.”  I stood up.  “I’ll let Tianna ride Bronze while I work on these mirrors, if that’s okay with you.  I’d rather not carry both of these back and forth.”
 
   “Of course.  She should be done in a little while.”  Amber stood up and moved over to take my hands.
 
   “You know,” she said, softly, “I don’t know what to make of you.”
 
   “As long as it isn’t a pile of ashes,” I said, smiling.
 
   “Not that,” she said, looking serious.  “I’ve always… that is, I never had a father, you know.”
 
   “And I regret that.”
 
   “So you said.  And I thought, at the time, that it was incredibly egotistical of you.”
 
   “I do that.”
 
   “Please shut up.  I’m trying to say something.”
 
   I shut up.  Amber took a deep breath.
 
   “What I am trying to say… I think… maybe you would have been a good father.  I don’t know.  I don’t have anything to compare you to.  Maybe you would be a terrible father, but you’re a wonderful grandfather.  Maybe I missed something important by not having you, or someone.  How can I tell?  But…” she said, and paused to take another deep breath.
 
   “I am pleased that you trust me with this offer, and I will have an answer for you tomorrow, at noon.  And… thank you, Father.”
 
   I looked at her.  She looked at me.
 
   “Can I talk, now?” I asked.
 
   “You are not always a nice man,” she said, exasperated.  “Yes!”
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said, simply.  She smiled a little and nodded.
 
   “I’ll go ask Tianna if she wants to visit Grandpa.”
 
    
 
   Silly question.
 
   Tianna finished her prayers and went out to ride Bronze.  Bronze had her wrapped in mane again while they took a walk; Tianna held on to the ears and kept urging Bronze to go faster.
 
   I finished enchanting the pair of mirrors via the brute-force method: build the structure and dump a lot of power into it.  A better technique is to build the structure and slowly reinforce it over time, allowing it to grow more organically, but I was in a hurry.  I did go to the trouble to make sure the enchantments were well-built, though; I wanted them to take advantage of the weird reverse-entropy effect of a well-crafted enchantment, rather than unravel over the next few years.
 
   I left one mirror with Amber and used its quilting to make some straps and ties for the other; it wasn’t too heavy for me, but it was bulky, awkward, and was a big, flat thing about to be exposed to a strong wind.
 
   Tianna and I went by the canal on our way out of town.  I looked over the canal’s spillover, and, yes, Tort was right; it had more of a waterfall.  It also had a recessed area behind it.  I thought a waterwheel would fit in there easily.
 
   We also paused to examine the boatwrights’ work.  The new canal barge was coming along very well.  It looked much more like a real boat than the first one.  I suppose that’s what building a prototype will do for your production model.  That, and having a shortage of timber; it means you can take more time on each piece, rather than just knocking it together.
 
   At least the timber shouldn’t be a problem, soon.  I hope.
 
   After encouraging the boatwrights, we headed northward, along the canal road.  I had a word with Bronze about safety.  She assured me that she would be extremely careful with our delicate cargo.
 
   She was.  And Tianna made squeeeee! noises all the way to the mountain.  I’m not sure she paused for breath.  Really, I’m not sure.  I wondered how she did that.  I also tried to keep low in the saddle; her hair rippled out behind her like a flag and kept attacking my face.  It wasn’t a bad thing, I suppose, but it did remind me rather uncomfortably of standing in a rocket blast.
 
   I didn’t relax until we were over the main bridge and had slowed to zig-zag up through the city.
 
   When we arrived in the throne room, I had a word with the man on guard duty about rounding up some of the younger citizens; he assured me it wouldn’t be a problem.  Then I unstrapped the mirror from Bronze’s side and helped Tianna down.
 
   Tianna dismounted reluctantly, but elected to follow me around while she recovered her breath.  I was very pleased; I didn’t think anything could pry her away from Bronze.
 
   We dropped off the mirror in a large room that I decided to make a conference room.  I leaned the mirror against one wall so the mountain could embed it and move it up to a comfortable viewing level.  I also lined out what I wanted in a table, traced it with spell lines, and gave the mountain the message.  We would still need to get some chairs in here, though.
 
   We also visited Beltar.  I introduced Tianna to him and he saluted.  She giggled.
 
   “Tianna,” I said, “do you see the unconscious guy next to Beltar?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Do you know what he’s doing?”
 
   Tianna regarded him carefully, aware that “just lying there” was probably not the right answer.
 
   “Is he living into Beltar?”
 
   “He is.  Very good!” I told her, and she beamed.  “Can you see the life energy going from one to the other?”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t know how it’s doing it.”
 
   “It’s a spell I built.  It lets someone help a wounded friend get better.”
 
   “Oh.  It’s like when I put life into someone?”
 
   “Very much like it.  Would you like to practice?”
 
   “Well… okay.”
 
   I disconnected Beltar and his current helper—Magron, I believe.  I also made sure the spells to direct his body in healing faster were in good working order.
 
   Tianna put her little hands on Beltar’s hands and frowned in ferocious concentration.  Her hair started to glow and Beltar took a deep breath, as though he’d just felt something odd.  Which, of course, he had.
 
   A moment later, Tianna let go of him.
 
   “There you go,” she said to him.  “You should be all better soon.”
 
   “Thank you, my lady,” he replied, and saluted again.  Tianna giggled again, more at being referred to as a lady than the salute, I think.
 
   We went back outside, to the upper courtyard.  As promised, many of the children of the current residents had accepted an invitation to play outside.  Already, they were running around all over the place.  I shouted at one and ordered him down from the wall; he was walking along the top, climbing up and down over crenellations.  I don’t mind them looking over the wall, but standing on it is right out; the outside edge has a long, long drop in most places.
 
   Tianna watched them playing for a bit, biting her lip.
 
   “First of all,” I said, “you probably need something to wear besides those robes.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   I beckoned over a girl about Tianna’s size and explained the problem.  She offered to come back with something, so I sent her off to fetch it.
 
   “Next, we need to find a way to keep you from accidentally incinerating anyone.”
 
   “Yeah.”  Morose.  Depressed.  Sad.
 
   “Fortunately for you, your grandfather is not only a master wizard, but a darn clever one, too.”
 
   “You’re going to fix it?” she asked, half-hoping.
 
   “For a while, yes.  But, remember—you still have to keep your temper under control.  If someone knocks you down, you shouldn’t try to fry them.  This will only prevent accidents.  Okay?”
 
   “Okay!”
 
   “First, I want you to try and fry a piece of rock.  I need to see it so I can make sure I’m affecting the right stuff.  Go ahead.”
 
   She did, and I watched carefully.  It’s the first time I’ve really tried to analyze the fire a priestess puts off.  Where normal fire is a usually a mixture of gases in combustion, Tianna’s effect was not.  She didn’t produce anything to actually burn.  On the other hand, she did put quite a lot of energy into whatever volume she chose.  This produced an effect that looked very much like flames, but was really just an energy effect.  In a sense, it was magical fire—that is, fire composed of an esoteric energy form.
 
   A few small tests determined that, while it felt hot, it didn’t actually burn me like normal flames.  Interesting.
 
   With that to go on, I started building a spell to contain it.  It took several minutes of work, walking around her and scribbling on the stonework.  I wanted something that would cause any flames to shoot upward, rather than outward.  Technically, she could still fry someone if she laid down and pointed her whole body at them, headfirst, but that seemed unlikely in an angry child and I couldn’t even picture Tianna being angry.  Just gesturing and torching would have flames—the energy looked like flames, so I’ll keep calling them flames—shooting skyward, and that was good enough.
 
   Then we waited for Carmel—the girl I’d picked out—to return.  Tianna could barely contain herself, but tried very hard to not appear overeager.
 
   Carmel returned, and the two of them went into one of the side rooms off the great hall to change.  When they came out, I held on to Tianna’s robes while the two of them hurried off to play.  I sat down on one of the stairways to the upper slopes and watched them.
 
   Despite the discussion with Amber, today was still a very good day.
 
    
 
   Kammen came out to the courtyard and waited until I noticed him.  Tianna had persuaded me to come play, too, so I was with the kids and pretending to be both a jungle gym and a rollercoaster.  Most of them were delighted to fly—I would tweak gravity a little, toss one up in the air, catch him on the way down, and repeat the process.  Tianna was especially delighted by that.
 
   A few didn’t care for flying.  One little girl, Senera, didn’t want to fly, as such, but would happily swing around in a circle.  I wound up holding her by a wrist and an ankle and whirling in place.  That turned out to be popular, as well.
 
   I really need to build some playground equipment.  Note to self.
 
   When I finally noticed Kammen was waiting, I struggled to disengage myself from my playmates.  Eventually, I managed to get over to him, despite the four-year-old sitting on my foot and clinging to my shin.  He saluted while the child giggled.
 
   “What is it, Kammen?” I asked, shaking my foot gently.  More giggling.
 
   “Got a man here who claims he’s a hero, uh, ‘Seeking to challenge the…’ uh… something about ‘the dark lord of the mountain’ and banishing his evil?”
 
   “Oh, him.  How’s he doing?”  I glared at the child.  She smiled up at me.
 
   “Well, we weren’t totally sure what to do with him, but we got his horses groomed and stabled, we got him and his squire quarters, and we got him an invitation to dinner in the great hall.”  I didn’t mind another mouth at the tables; Karvalen imported a lot of food, at present.  I paid for it, thanks to the mountain’s mining contributions and a few uncut diamonds.  Some of the food was sold, but a lot of it wound up in the “palace” region of the undermountain—the part that started at about the level of the upper courtyard.  I wasn’t too clear on how that was run, only that Tort was handling the Royal Household, which suited me perfectly.
 
   “Good, good.  Could you send someone to ask him if he would be so kind as to attend a small gathering in the upper courtyard?” I asked, stomping carefully so as not to dislodge my passenger.
 
   “Sure, Sire.”
 
   “Go.”  I like Kammen.  When he remembers to call me “Sire,” he seems so… relaxed about it.
 
   While I waited, I managed to disengage my passenger and send her back into play.  It wasn’t easy.
 
   Shortly thereafter, Sir Sedrick came out.  He was in mufti—no armor, and with only a half-cloak over his tabard.  It was a warm afternoon.  He still had his sword and sash, though.  He looked around and finally noticed me playing with the children.  I waved when he looked my direction and he approached.
 
   I made introductions and the kids were very good about lining up and bowing.  He’s a knight, after all.
 
   “I understand there is a meeting?” he inquired.
 
   “Well, not exactly.  I thought we’d take a moment to discuss, informally, what your plans are and how you’d like to go about it,” I said.  He frowned while I had the kids go back to playing.  Sedrick and I walked to the inner wall and a set of stairs along it.
 
   “I do not discuss such matters with underlings.”
 
   “That’s okay,” I assured him.  “I’m actually the overling.”
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “I’m Halar, King of Karvalen.  And dark lord of the mountain, evil bloodsucking fiend, nightlord, fanged monster, blah-blah-blah.”
 
   “Impossible!  You are far too small to be the evil lord of darkness!”
 
   “My girlfriend keeps telling me that size doesn’t matter,” I observed.  “It’s what you do with it.  But, okay.  Pick someone and call them over.  Ask anyone you like.”
 
   He frowned thunderously at me and turned to call over one of the older kids, a lad about eleven or so.  The boy came over and sketched a quick bow.  I sat down on a step.
 
   “My lord?”
 
   “Who is this?” Sir Sedrick demanded, pointing at me.
 
   “Oh, that’s the King,” he replied.
 
   “What!?”
 
   “Well, yeah,” the kid answered, surprised.  “I mean… yes, my lord.  Doesn’t everyone know that?”
 
   “He’s not from around here,” I put in.  “You’re Tamar, right?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Any problems with monsters under the bed?”
 
   “Not that I’ve heard of, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Good.  Off you go.”  He belted off to rejoin his friends.  Sir Sedrick, on the other hand, scowled down at me where I sat.
 
   “Very well.  I challenge—”
 
   “Hold it.  I’m not accepting any challenges anywhere near children.  I forbid it here, and anywhere innocents might be harmed.  I’m the King.  I can do that.”
 
   Sir Sedrick looked baffled, both because I was within my rights as a king and because it was a… well, as Amber might put it, a nice thing to do.  Sometimes, it’s hard to be a Hero.
 
   “But… but I challenge…”
 
   “Not right now,” I countered.  “How about tomorrow?  I guarantee your safety as a guest of the King.  We can do this in the morning.  Would you like to challenge me in the throne room?  I can get everyone to show up and witness, if you like.  Or would you rather get your gear together and do so from outside the city gates?  I admit, the city gate does sound more dramatic for a Hero.  Ride up, shout out your challenge, and force the monster to come forth to meet you in single combat.”  I shrugged.  “But we’ll do our best to accommodate you, if you have anything particular in mind.”
 
   “I… I’m not sure,” he said, confused.  “I had envisioned simply throwing down a gauntlet?”
 
   “No, no, no,” I countered.  “That won’t do.  You’re a Hero.  You don’t challenge monsters with a gauntlet.  You accuse them of their crimes, demand that they stand forth to answer for them, and force them to face their doom at the hands of a righteous man.  You don’t duel with them.”
 
   “But the tenets of honor require it!”
 
   “Yes, when you’re challenging someone, not something,” I pointed out.  “I faced hordes of demonic entities in your grandfather’s time; they were pouring through a hole in the firmament, invading the world.  I held them off, killing them left, right, and center, until some magicians managed to seal the breach.  I didn’t duel with them; I just slaughtered them.”
 
   “That’s different,” he observed.  “That was an invasion.”
 
   “Hmm.  Okay, you have a point.  But, still, if I’m an irredeemable monster, I can’t be worthy of a knight’s challenge.  That’s not how you do it.  You go forth boldly and do battle!  I know; I was a Hero, myself.”
 
   “Well,” he said, still kind of off-balance to be having this discussion at all, “you’re also a King.  There are rules about that sort of thing, challenging kings and other nobles.”
 
   “Damn.  You’re right.”  I put my chin in my hand and thought.  “Well, that’s a problem.  I’m stumped.  How do you picture this going down?  How do you want to handle it?  Just say the word and I’ll try to play my part.  And have a seat; you’re hurting my neck.  Here, I’ll move over.”
 
   He sat down on a step below me, turned to the side to face me while I leaned back against the wall.
 
   “I see this as a formal thing,” he said.  “I issue the challenge, we meet on the field of combat, and I slay you for being the unholy fiend you are.”
 
   “I can do that,” I agreed.  “Where do you want to present your challenge?  In the throne room, in front of the court?  Or privately?  Or, like I said, shouting from horseback at the gates of my city?”
 
   “Oh.  Hmm.  I hadn’t really given it that much thought…”
 
   “Yeah, I had the same problem when I was heroing.  I didn’t really think much about the practical aspects; I just went out and did stuff.  Don’t feel too bad,” I advised.  “Heroes kind of have to be a little headstrong; if we weren’t, we would just stay home.”
 
   “Fair point.”
 
   “Tell you what, since I’ve extended you the hospitality of my home, think about it.  Come up with something.  Discuss it with other people—I have some bards and minstrels around here, somewhere; they’re likely to know the finer points of previous heroic deeds.  Maybe you can get some ideas.”
 
   “You’re very… understanding about this,” he said, eyeing me.
 
   “It’s what you do, Hero.  I don’t get upset at a bear swatting at me when I’m too close to her cub.  I don’t get upset at a fire burning me when I put my hand in it, either.  Why should I be upset with you for doing what you think is right?”
 
   He stared at me.  Apparently, my extra eyestalks were bobbing in the breeze, or something.
 
   “Look,” I told him, “come to dinner, talk it over with people, see if they can help.  If you need to, we can arrange for you to have a night of solitude for fasting and prayer and meditation and vigil and whatever.  We can even set up an arena for our duel, if you think that’s the way to go.  We’ve got an amphitheater on one side of the city that has really great acoustics and lots of seating.  I bet we could have everyone in the city as spectators.  If you give them notice, I bet you get at least a thousand more from Mochara.”  I chuckled.  “It’ll be the duel of the season, that.  We can sell tickets and the winner gets the money.
 
   “But if you really want to do this right, you can stay for a couple of days while you work out the details.  Unlike most other heroic acts, you can plan this one.  Planning is important; you want to get the details right so you can put on a show, don’t you?  Whatever you want, just say the word; the hospitality of Karvalen is at your disposal.”
 
   “You’re a most accommodating creature of evil,” he noted.  “How do I know I can trust you?”
 
   “How many people have you seen around here?”
 
   “Uh?  Two, three hundred, maybe?”
 
   “Do they know why you’re here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And what did they do?”
 
   “They, um, welcomed me as a guest.”  He looked sheepish.  “Some of the young ladies already invited me to the king’s table for dinner.”
 
   “You mean, they didn’t mob you, club you unconscious, bind you with chains, and drag you naked before the throne of their dark lord?”
 
   “Huh.”  The idea obviously never even occurred to him.
 
   “You give that some thought,” I advised, and got up.  “Tianna!” I called.  “It’s getting toward dinnertime.  Come in; we have to get ready.”
 
   She bounced over to me and hugged me around the middle.
 
   “Grandpa!  I can play kickball!  I’m good at it!”
 
   “I’m sure you are,” I assured her, and picked her up.  That seemed to tickle her; she was really past the age where you casually pick up a kid.  I missed out on that stage, but I’m inhumanly strong.
 
   “Tianna, this is Sir Sedrick, the Hero.  Sir Sedrick, this is Tianna, my granddaughter.”
 
   “I am pleased to meet you, Sir Sedrick,” she said, politely.
 
   “It is my honor to make your acquaintance, your Highness.”  Tianna giggled again.
 
   “Am I a highness?” she asked me.
 
   “Yes, indeed,” he assured her.  “Your grandfather is King, and your mother is Princess.”
 
   “Wow!  I didn’t know that!  Her Highness, Tianna!”
 
   “Just remember, people should only call you that on formal occasions, not on the playground.  Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Sir Sedrick, I hope you join us as a guest at dinner.  Until later, good afternoon.”
 
   “Good afternoon…” he replied, looking very confused.  Well, it’s hard to just haul out a sword and go to hacking on someone who’s holding his adorable granddaughter on one hip.  It really isn’t a Hero-type thing.
 
   Day still going well?  Check.
 
    
 
   Dinner was in the great hall.  Someone had knocked together some rough-cut trestle tables—very rustic, I thought—and the kitchen was fully up and running.  We were a bit short on some supplies; they only served watered wine, rather than wine, for example.  But we had a lot of food already in the mountain, from bread to cheese to chicken—well, it tasted like chicken.  We also had spits set up over the firepits in the great hall; people could carve off whatever they liked from a dazhu already divvied up among the spits.
 
   The ceiling, polished brightly with gold leaf, made the firepits illuminate the whole room in a mellow glow; a few globes of light hovered in the corners and added a more steady illumination.  I made a mental note to check with the mountain about whether or not we needed a spell to keep the ceiling from getting sooty.  For all I know, it circulates gold over the soot and absorbs it.  I don’t know how the mountain does half of what it does, really.
 
   People gathered around the tables and enjoyed the meal while a series of musicians took turns playing.  Nice acoustics in the great hall.  The ceiling had an excellent curve for reflecting sound as well as light.
 
   Tyma, the lady minstrel, and her father, Minaren, also took a turn.  She sang and played the stringed thing that looked like a cross between a mandolin and a lute; they call it a tranta.  He played a wind instrument that reminded me of the bagpipes.  It was hard to tell he was blind; he got around quite well.  The only clue was the way he put his hand on Tyma’s shoulder to follow her to and from the center of the hall.
 
   The other instruments played themselves: a lap-harp, a lute, and a recorder.
 
   I recognized my handiwork.  When I enchanted the things, I put a portion of Linnaeus’ soul into them, making them his instruments, and, incidentally, giving them a sort of quasi-life of their own.  They needed it in order to play music with him; making them merely animate without giving them the gift of music would have resulted in nothing but noise.
 
   When I enchanted them, I wondered if they would continue to play for someone after Linnaeus died.  They were a part of him, after all.  They might have fallen silent and never given voice again.
 
   I was strangely moved to discover that they still made music, and beautiful music, at that.  Linnaeus might be the one who gave a bit of his soul to music, but I was responsible for making it possible.  The result was beautiful, and I was justly proud of that.
 
   Tyma, Minaren, and Linnaeus’ instruments played something about the time I challenged the King of Rats to a game of vrai—a sort of checkers-like game—to win back the children he had stolen from a village.  I don’t recall that.  I’m sure I would remember.  I do remember how to play vrai, though, and I’ve never even seen a board.
 
   Everyone else seemed to not notice.  They treated songs about things that never happened and magical instruments that played themselves as normal things.  They applauded enthusiastically when the pair—group?—finished.  It seemed to me there was a theme to the music of the evening; everyone had something to play about me.
 
   I kept repeating to myself that I’m the King, they’re going to do that sort of thing; smile and nod, smile and nod.  It seemed the appropriate response.  Nobody seemed put out of sorts, anyway.
 
   Tianna was very well-behaved, considering.  She was in her robes again and seated at my right hand, where I could keep an eye on her.  Under the circumstances, I wasn’t on the throne—it’s not really a good seat in the first place, and it’s almost impossible as a place to eat.  Instead, we had a lot of rough-cut benches to go with the rough-cut tables.  
 
   Someone—I’m thinking Tort—had an actual, full-size, heavy-duty chair brought up from Mochara for me.  It held me easily.  I suspect she had it built for the purpose.  I leaned to my left, where Tort was seated, and muttered the question to her.  She smiled and ate another bite, saying nothing but confirming everything.
 
   Sir Sedrick didn’t know what to make of the place.  He kept looking around as though expecting a roast baby to be served, or a human sacrifice brought before me in chains.  Possibly even a sudden rush to grab him and drag him up to me for my dessert.
 
   I already had a quiet word with my cadets to explain my Hero problem and what I wanted them to do.  During the explanation, they started out irate at Sir Sedrick, but rapidly came around to vastly amused.  I had to exact a promise from Kammen that he would not laugh, but do his best to actually help.  He promised, but his huge grin gave me reservations about his ability.  Seldar promised to step on his toes when needful.  I get the feeling Seldar does that kind of thing a lot.
 
   Poor Sir Sedrick.  All through dinner, people came up to him and asked if he had a plan.  Everyone offered him some advice or gave him their opinion.  Nobody offered any criticism of his goal; if he wanted to try and kill the King, that was his business.  And had he given any thought to what he was actually going to say?  Something as momentous as this deserved some proper oratory.  Maybe a minstrel could help compose a good speech, or even an epic poem?  And do you have a banner?  Banners look good.  We could conjure a wind for you, to make sure it’s displayed properly.  Would you like some retainers, temporarily?  We can turn out in armor and stand there behind you to help you look impressive.  Or, we could form an honor guard!  You could march down a lane between us.  Wouldn’t that look great?
 
   Flabbergasted.  That’s the word.  He graciously equivocated, not accepting or refusing, but promised to consider all the offers.  I felt sorry for him.
 
   Tianna also got her share of attention.  Quite a few people came up to the high table to bow and introduce themselves.  She warmed up to the role of princess pretty well.  I got the impression that most of the people present didn’t spend much time in Sparky’s temple.  Tianna wasn’t sure what to do—well, I’m not an expert on etiquette, either.  I have the advantage of being King; if I do it, it must be right.  I encouraged her to greet people politely; I also told her not to worry about remembering them.  They would introduce themselves again if need be.  She seemed relieved.  I’m not sure she’s met that many people in her life, much less at one dinner.
 
   The dinner was marred by only one real incident.  A young lady, serving at the tables, bumped into another one and spilled half a pitcher of watered wine down the back of a cadet’s neck.  He yelped in surprise and turned, angrily, to strike her across the face with the back of his hand.
 
   I stood up, drew my sword, and slapped the flat of it down on the table with a ringing whack!  The music died a strangled death and everyone turned to me.  I pointed my sword at the former cadet, a guy named Terrel.
 
   “You!  Come here.  And you,” I added, to the girl, as she started to rise from where the blow had landed her.  They both came up to the table.  Terrel did the kneeling thing and rose; the girl curtseyed.  I remained standing and looked down the length of my blade at him, keeping it pointed at his eyes.
 
   “Tell me why you, who once hoped to be a knight in my service, struck a defenseless girl,” I ordered Terrel.  He gulped and paled; his knees wobbled.  He already knew he was in trouble; I think he realized then just how much trouble he was in.
 
   “She, she, poured a pitcher of wine down my back, Your Majesty.”  Oh, yes, he was nervous.
 
   “Did you do this thing?” I asked her.
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty,” she said, stuck halfway between crying and screaming.  “It was an accident!  I swear it!”
 
   “I know.  Terrel, what damage has been done to you?”
 
   “Eh?  None, I suppose, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Girl.  Show me your cheek.”  It was a lovely shade of crimson and was probably going to turn an even prettier shade of purple.
 
   “Look at her, Terrel,” I told him.  “There’s your handiwork for—what?  Being wet?  Do you think a blow like that is the right response to being damp?  Do you think she’s earned that mark?”
 
   When your angry-sounding King asks you a question like that, there’s only one right answer.  Terrel wasn’t an idiot, so he gave it.
 
   “No, Your Majesty,” he said, and hung his head.
 
   “Very well.  What is your name, girl?”
 
   “Battae, Your Majesty,” she said, thoroughly scared.
 
   “Battae, from now until sunset tomorrow, Terrel is at your service.”  I eyed Terrel.  “He will be delighted to help you with any and all of your duties, chores, or tasks.  You will find him happy, even eager to be of service to you in all your daily doings.  You have only to tell him what you are to do, and he will spring into action to assist you, starting right now with helping you serve all our guests.
 
   “Isn’t that right, Terrel?”
 
   Again, there was only one right answer.
 
   “I am honored to be of service to the lady,” he replied, sounding incredibly sincere.  I sheathed my sword and sat down.
 
   “Go,” I told him, and he rose to offer Battae his arm, as though she were a noblewoman.  I gestured at the musicians in the middle of the hall, and they resumed their performance.
 
   “Grandpa?” Tianna asked, under the music.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Why didn’t you hit him like he hit her?”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” I asked, surprised.
 
   “Wouldn’t that be fair?” she asked.  “You’re an angel of justice, too, aren’t you?”  The word she used was arhela.  “That’s what I heard.  Don’t you at least hit people who displease you?
 
   “Well, sometimes, yes,” I admitted, “but hitting him won’t help Battae.  Terrel has to… hmm.  He’s the one who incurred a debt to her; he’s the one who has to pay it.  He hit her, which cost her some small bit of life as she heals it.  He should spend at least as much to make up for what he did.”
 
   “I could just fix her cheek,” Tianna offered.  “So could you.”
 
   “I know.  It’s about fifty-fifty that Battae or Terrel can do it, too.  But fixing it isn’t what I had in mind.  I want him to see that mark and remember what he did, all day, and why he’s being made to do things that he probably regards as beneath him.  Maybe he’ll have a little more respect for people he thinks are below him, now; at the very least, he’ll treat them better.  And it also shows everyone else who thinks they might be a knight, someday, that they need to be…” I paused, thinking, trying to find the word.  “Gallant.  Courteous.  Even noble, in the sense of holding themselves to a higher moral standard.”
 
   Tianna looked troubled.
 
   “I don’t think I understand.”
 
   “I want them all to be nice to people, unless the person deserves to be thrashed.”
 
   “Oh!” she said.  “Okay, I think I understand what you want.”
 
   “That’ll do for now,” I assured her.  I glanced at Sir Sedrick.  The poor man was having a terrible time reconciling his mission with his observations.  I returned to my dinner.
 
   Tort let me get through another plate before she leaned close to get my attention.
 
   “My angel?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I am not certain why T’yl is not awake.  To the best of my knowledge, he should be.  When night falls, may I ask that you look in on him as your first order of business?”
 
   “I’ll do that.  Anything else of note going on?”
 
   “I have looked at the mammoth shield you have erected,” she said, sounding more than a little impressed.  “It is ingenious, as well as huge.  It has also been the subject of many scrying attempts since it was erected.  I believe it to be entirely efficacious, at least for now.”
 
   “For now?” I repeated.
 
   “When someone finally discovers the way it functions, it can be counteracted, eventually.”
 
   “Well, that’s to be expected.  I’ll come up with something different when that happens.”
 
   “You say that casually, my angel.”
 
   “Am I not also an angel of invention?” I offered, jokingly.
 
   “Oh.  I had not thought of it.”  She looked thoughtful for several seconds.  “Indeed you are,” she agreed, seriously, and went back to her food.
 
   I silently cursed myself for adding yet another thing to the list.
 
    
 
   Dinner went through sunset, which was hard on Tianna.  Sundown is the usual bedtime for people; the adults were going to be up late, tonight, but she had to go to bed.  I would have let her stay up late, but this was her first time getting to visit and I wanted her mother to allow another one.  We excused ourselves to much rising and bowing and curtseying.
 
   This was not met with an overabundance of enthusiasm on Tianna’s part.  Bedtime in the middle of a party is never welcome.  She restrained any pyrotechnic disappointment, however.  She’s a surprisingly responsible little girl.  Maybe growing up knowing that you can incinerate people teaches responsibility; I don’t know.
 
   We went to my chambers where I promptly headed for the bathroom—sunset just started.  After soaking in a hot tub for the change, I dressed in my new, freshly-repaired armor.  It fit nicely; I couldn’t find anything that needed adjusting.  I also noticed that someone had stitched slits for my talons in the fingertips of the gauntlets.  Someone was due some points for initiative, there.
 
   That same someone—Tort, I believe—had also furnished my chambers.  I hadn’t really thought about it in advance of inviting Tianna to stay over.  I was just going to improvise.  Camping isn’t a bad call for someone her age, for example.  Still, I was just as glad to put her in what passed for a real bed: a bed-sized niche in the wall.
 
   Why Tort bothered to put bedding on that stone shelf, I don’t know.  It’s not like I sleep.  Well, not often.  I suppose it’s better to have it and not need it…
 
   All of the furniture was obviously imported—there wasn’t time to make all of it at that level of refinement in Karvalen.  There were two wardrobes—one of them for armor, the other for softer garments—and a rack for swords and daggers.  The rack had a spot for my current sword and a spot for something considerably larger and heavier.  That was a nice touch.
 
   There was also a desk and a sort of filing cabinet.  The cabinet was a set of drawers, six wide and six high, each drawer about a foot across and four inches high.  It might be useful if the paper mill ever got going; I already had them collecting old rags for making the paper pulp.  I just needed a waterwheel to power the pulping machine…
 
   The receiving room had a few rugs thrown about, another heavy chair for me, and a pair of couch-like things—padded benches with backs.  Pews, perhaps.
 
   My terrace also had a couple of fragile-looking metal chairs and one hefty wooden one, set around a wire-mesh table.  I wondered how Tort got the door open.  Probably just a polite request; she’s good at that.  I also wondered who she got to make the metal furniture; I didn’t think anyone had time for that sort of thing.  Or did she just buy it off someone?
 
   I decided that Mochara needed some help when it came to furniture-making.  It all looked durable, but I had doubts about its comfort.  Tianna didn’t have any complaints about the bed, though.  I wondered what her room looked like.  Did she even have a room of her own?
 
   All this was a quick once-over as I put her to bed.  She insisted on a lullaby, though, so I sat beside her on the bed and did my best.  She likes “Molly Malone” and “The Gypsy Rover,” despite the fact I didn’t have time to translate them.  When she was satisfied with my attempt, I kissed her forehead and hurried down to see T’yl.
 
   The elf-body lay on a slab someone padded with blankets as a makeshift bed.  Several ropes and an armed guard were also involved.  It was probably T’yl in there, but if he was having identity issues with an elven brain, we didn’t want him wandering about.
 
   I sat down next to the bed and dismissed the guard to the hallway.  Then I looked him over.  The body was functioning perfectly, aside from being hungry.  As for the internal connections, T’yl’s soul was definitely in there.  The patterns and movement of his soul were also running, although I did notice that everything was rather sluggish.  Maybe being contained in a crystal, in stasis, took a while to shake off?  Was he just having trouble getting up to operating speeds?  Or was he going through a hard reboot and still doing his POST?
 
   Before I tried jump-starting him with extra energy, I decided to reexamine all the connections.  That took a while, especially since I was going over the seams of each connection with some attention to detail.  He wasn’t leaking anywhere that I could discover.  The connections seemed to have merged nicely into the flesh.  Everything seemed in order.  I was encouraged by the number of minor connections that had found their own anchor points; he was obviously settling in well and making himself at home.  It was just happening very slowly—much more slowly than I expected from my previous experiments.
 
   Very gently, I nudged him with a little bit of vitality, on the order of a cup of coffee.  I accompanied this with a message:  Hey, T’yl.  Wake up.
 
   There was a definite uptick in the movement of his energy patterns, but no response.  It occurred to me that he might also be pretty depleted from being held in stasis; most forms of energy have some sort of movement to them.  If he was diminished enough so that the crystal only held his pattern, rather than the full power of his soul, he might be in the spiritual equivalent of a coma, but maybe one I could deal with.
 
   Hmm, thought I.
 
   I could see two good ways to deal with the problem, if that really was the problem.  First, I could just ask Tianna to push vital energy into him until he woke up.  The only trouble with that was that Tianna might not quite have the hang of dealing with the difference between vitality, spiritual energy, and the stuff of souls.  She’s human, and that doesn’t seem to be something humans deal with at all readily.
 
   The other option was to get one of my galgar prisoners, rip the soul out of him, shred it until the patterns were obliterated, and then pour the pureed remains into T’yl’s energy system.  If I shredded it thoroughly enough, it shouldn’t have any galgar remnants to interfere with T’yl’s self.  As a bonus, it pretty much guaranteed that I wouldn’t pour too much energy into his system and accidentally overload it.  That should be hard to do with any magician—that Rite of Ascension really gives them a workout—but I don’t have any concrete numbers to go by.
 
   I’m going to fix that, someday.
 
   I called in the guard, wandered down to prisoner storage, shredded T’yl’s breakfast, gathered it up in tendrils much like gathering up handfuls of sugar, and strolled back up to T’yl’s room.  I let my tendrils loosen a bit, dribbling soul-stuff into one of the lesser connections that hadn’t quite found a spot, yet.  Very slowly—which was exactly what I wanted—the energy dripped into his pattern.  I watched it drip in, spread throughout, and brighten it.  When I was done, I found a good attachment point for that connection and bound it into the body as well.
 
   T’yl.  It’s me.  Are you in there?
 
   Something stirred in answer.  It wasn’t a coherent answer, more like a formless grunt rather than words.  But it was clearly a response, which encouraged me enormously.
 
   I tried getting him familiar with his new body for a bit.  I moved him through his range of motion, bent all his joints, from fingertips to knees and hips, rolled him over a few times, sat him up, laid him back down, even pried open his eyelids, and let him look at me.
 
   He started to respond.  Once he was strong enough to be aware, he just needed to figure out how everything worked.  I was quite pleased when he sat up on his own.  He tried talking, but it was nothing but gurgles and gibberish.
 
   “It’s a new body,” I told him.  “You’re learning to drive it.  It’ll take a while to get used to it.”  I hesitated, watching him roll his head around on his shoulders.  “Do you understand what I’m saying?  Reach out and take my hand if you understand.”
 
   He waved his hand toward me, thumping my hand with his.  Close enough.  I took his hand and held on to it.
 
   “Okay.  Squeeze if your name is T’yl.”
 
   Squeeze.
 
   “Squeeze twice if you know who I am.”
 
   Squeeze.  Squeeze.
 
   “How many is three minus two?”
 
   Squeeze.
 
   “Okay, you’re in there.  Here’s what happened.”
 
   I explained about my goof with the dazhu herd and apologized.  I went on to explain how I’d got him an elf body; I also gave him the short version of how I put him in it.
 
   He took it well.  At least, he didn’t scream.  He just nodded and kept practicing at moving and talking.
 
   “Hungry?”
 
   “Hngkhhee,” he agreed.  I thought that was excellent progress for an hour-old newborn.  I stuck my head out into the hall and sent the guard off for food.  T’yl tried to stand up, wobbled a lot, and sat back down.
 
   Together, we managed to get him on his feet so he could practice putting one foot in front of the other.  It was more than a little weird.  I’d told this elf that I was going to interrogate him, then did so.  Now this was my friend and I was helping him learn to walk.  Of course, now it was T’yl inside, but it still felt weird.
 
   When the food arrived, I helped him by sitting behind him and holding his hands, going through the motions.  He dribbled a lot; his mouth wasn’t something I could really work for him.  He learned the proper hand and arm motions very quickly; the chewing and swallowing took more time as he learned by trial and error.  I put a spell on his tongue to help it heal quickly.  It wasn’t actually damaged, but it must have hurt.
 
   He finished eating and I waved a cleaning spell over him.  Then we got down to talking.  I started with the vowels, saying them and holding them, drawing them out:  “Aaaaaaaaaa,” and he’d work through the variations of sounds until he hit on the one that sounded like the one I was using.  Then we practiced other phonetics, since they’re the building blocks of words.
 
   By midnight, he was talking reasonably well, but I’d hate to ask him to sing.
 
   “What has been goink on sinz I was in the cryssal?” he asked, enunciating carefully.
 
   “Going.”
 
   “Goinkh.”
 
   “Going.
 
   “Going.”
 
   “Good work.  Now, ‘crystal’.”
 
   “Cryssal?”
 
   “CrysTal.”
 
   “Crys-TAHHHL.”
 
   “Crystal.”
 
   “Crystal.”
 
   “That’s it.  As for what’s been going on, that’s going to take a while.  You want to keep walking around and moving while I do the talking?”
 
   “I think so.  Yes, I do.”
 
   So, while he continued to bend, stretch, flex, walk, and so forth, I told him about everything that was going on since I woke up.  He looked at me oddly a few times, but just waved for me to continue when I asked what was wrong.  Eventually, I caught up to the present.
 
   “And there you have it,” I finished.  “Any questions?”
 
   “Tort hasn’t tried to kill you?”
 
   And I was having such a good day, I thought.
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t follow,” I told him.  “Why would she?”
 
   “She’s been hectoring me to tell her where you were for sixty years,” he replied.  “Two people should know, she said, so if anything happened to me, she could take over.  I remember the last time, when magicians gathered together to steal your blood and try to make themselves immortal.  It was a disaster.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t enjoy it,” I admitted, “but I’d hardly call it a disaster.”
 
   “I’m not talking about your part of it,” he snapped.  “I’m talking about what they did with the blood they took from you.”
 
   Strange.  My stomach just dropped a few fathoms.
 
   “What did they do with it?” I asked, suppressing visions of a plague of undead swarming over cities.
 
   “They were trying to distill an elixir of immortality from it, avoiding the whole problem of being an undead.”
 
   “I know.  Did they?”
 
   “No.  Most of them were slain by the idiot who went to work for the Hand, remember?”
 
   “Melloch.  I remember.”
 
   “That’s him.  The few who escaped him managed to work with your blood for a bit, experimenting and failing.  One of their experiments certainly produced an immortal, but it was a mindless, hungry thing that killed, drank blood, and moved on to kill and drink again.  It was immensely strong and almost impossible to put down.  Fortunately, it had no tolerance for sunlight, and not enough intelligence to predict that it would need shelter.  It was lured into a large, open area near dawn, and that was the end of it.”
 
   “How is that a disaster?  A mess, certainly—”  He cut me off.
 
   “The disaster,” he said, tight-lipped, “was the city of Terma.  That… that thing went through it like a fire.”  He sighed and sat down.  “We don’t know if it was infectious or not, but with thousands of corpses lying in the streets, we didn’t have much of a choice; we had to burn the city to be sure.  Nothing survived.”
 
   Well, he was right.  That was a disaster.  Would I have done the same?  Yes, probably.  I’m all too aware of the danger of the unrestricted spread of blood-drinking monsters.
 
   I accept the necessity.  I don’t have to like it, and I don’t.
 
   “I take it someone had words with these idiots?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.  I’m pretty sure the Magician’s Council in Arondael summoned them.  They were forced to turn over the rest of your blood for destruction.  I don’t know if it really was destroyed, but that was what was supposed to happen.  Then the idiots went off on their merry way again—”
 
   “Hold it.  That’s it?  No punishment?  No restitution?  Just, ‘Hand it over and get out’?”
 
   T’yl raked his lower lip with his teeth, thinking.  I’d seen that mannerism before; it looked odd on the elf-face.
 
   “How much do you know about Arondael?” he asked, finally.
 
   “I know it’s there,” I replied, “and it’s a city of magicians.”
 
   “Yes and no.  Many magicians live there, but that’s not quite the same.  Arondael has a lot of enchantments and glamours laid on it from a lot of magician residents over the past few centuries, and people who want to study the Art—at least, on this side of this continent—tend to wind up there to find a teacher.  It’s not the center of the world for magicians, though.”
 
   “Oh.  Then I’ve been mistaken.  Do continue.”
 
   “Arondael has two things that really matter to magicians: the library, and the Council.
 
   “The library is a collection of spells, obviously.  Some magicians spend their whole lives studying spells there; others learn a lot of them—all the ones they think they’ll need—and come back when they find something that needs a spell they don’t know.  Sometimes, a researcher will add something to the library.
 
   “The Council is a group of magicians appointed to be responsible for the running of the city and for… hmm.” He paused to think.  “Magicians sometimes work for various causes.  Religious, political, financial.  Arondael itself is never involved.  Arondael stays out of the political skirmishing.  A magician, or a cabal of them, may involve themselves with this baron or that count, this duke or that king, but Arondael doesn’t take sides.  It’s a survival thing.  The qualities of peace and quiet prosperity would go into the midden if Arondael became a power piece on the political gameboard.
 
   “The Council really sees to it that this state of affairs continues.  As long as Arondael is left alone, the Council encourages magicians to mind their own business.  That doesn’t stop you from hiring one, of course,” he added.  “If your political enemies have a magician on their side, you go to Arondael and the Council won’t interfere with you hiring one for your side.  The Council just discourages participation in worldly affairs, which just reduces the number of magicians who will serve a cause, really.  It can make you more than a little unwelcome in the library, or even just the city.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “The Council also, supposedly, acts to oppose magic gone bad.  If you have a glowing rock that’s slowly melting its way down toward the underworld, and nobody can stop it, the Council will appoint a committee, who will investigate, make recommendations, and possibly outline a course of action.”
 
   “By which time, there’s a hole through to the underworld,” I guessed.
 
   “Probably,” he agreed.  “It’s often easier to get forgiveness than permission.  If you see the disaster approaching and do something about it—a real disaster, not a political upheaval or massive financial loss—then the Council will probably just pat you on the head and send you on your way.
 
   “Which, I might add,” he added, “is what happened at the Edge of the World.  Enough of us were watching so that when it became clear what was going on, some of us had the guts to actually do something about it.”  He chuckled.  “Saving the world is a good excuse for violating the unwritten rules,” he added.
 
   “Turns out, when I hid you away, the Council was very understanding and more than a little helpful in keeping other magicians off my back about it.  They foresaw disastrous possibilities if I was pressured.  So I shouldn’t mock them too much for being a fat load of useless old cowards.”
 
   “Obviously,” I agreed.  “Are we getting to the part about the idiots and my blood and the punishing?”
 
   “Yes.  I needed to explain a bit about the Council, though.  They don’t actually punish, usually, unless it’s something likely to affect something important—the Council, for example.  If the undead thing the idiots had created had spread—if we hadn’t contained it by burning the city—then they’d have been called in for it and probably had their magic broken.  As it was, they were just told not to do that.  Now they have something of a black mark by their name; they won’t be given much leniency the next time they foul something up.”  He looked at my expression and asked, “What?”
 
   “Um.  Is there a simple way to explain about someone’s magic being broken?”
 
   “The short form is that they have their ability to work magic damaged to the point they can’t do much with it.  Imagine breaking an archer’s fingers and hands and setting the bones improperly.”  He eyed me.  “I thought you, of all people would know about that.”
 
   “I don’t,” I assured him.  “I don’t think I’d even know how to begin.”
 
   “Really?  Then why is Keria so angry with you?”
 
   “Back up,” I suggested.  “You’re generating more questions than you’re answering.  One thing at a time.  First, Tort wants to kill me.  Now Keria is angry with me.  And there are idiots who want more of my blood, I assume.  Let’s tackle this in order:  Tort first.”
 
   “Very well.”
 
   “Aside from pestering you about where I was, is there anything else that makes you think she wants to kill me?”
 
   “Well, she’s a woman.  They aren’t trustworthy, you know.  They’re treacherous schemers.”
 
   “I’ve heard that,” I admitted, thinking of Tort telling me about Kamshasa, and the matriarchy.  T’yl might not be the most impartial source of information.  “If they’re so treacherous, why did you teach her?”
 
   “Why?” he asked, looking surprised.  “Raeth asked me to, and she was one of your personal favorites, was she not?  How could I refuse?”
 
   “And it let you keep a close eye on her?” I suggested.
 
   “You do have to keep your eye on them,” he agreed.  “After all, you were well and truly out, despite all the ghosts and the moving stone in the mountain.  Anyone could have just walked up to you and cut your head off.  I couldn’t be too careful.”
 
   “And I thank you for it.”
 
   “Tort’s also working on that immortality problem, extending her life.”
 
   “I got the impression all magicians did that,” I said.
 
   “Well, yes.  I do it myself,” he said, and glanced down at his new body.  “Perhaps not so much anymore.
 
   “But she started early,” he continued, “which tells me she’s more interested than most.  If so, she’s going to be interested in your blood; it holds the key to true immortality—no, let me put that another way.  It holds the key to avoiding growing old, which, really, is all anyone wants.  I don’t want Tort to have access to it; she’s only a mediocre magician, and has far too much wizardry in her thinking.  She would make a complete hash of it by trying anything that sprang to mind, rather than carefully and methodically taking small, safe steps in developing her magical process.”
 
   “I see.”  That also told me a lot about how magicians created new spells: much the same way scientists create new biowarfare agents.  Very, very carefully.  And, of course, slowly.
 
   “I think,” he went on, “I can’t prove it—that she really doesn’t want to experiment with your blood.  I think she wants to use it to become like you.  Maybe her plan is to then find a way to keep the immortality and overcome the undead part.  She thinks backwards like that, sometimes.”
 
   “I see,” I repeated.  I thought of it as thinking outside the box, myself.  If you get the immortality, you then have time to fix the rest of the problems.  I suspect T’yl misread her motives.  If she was interested early in staying young, it was probably because she had no idea how long I would be away.  Just my guess, of course, but it also fit with what I knew of Tort.
 
   “So, is Keria angry with me because she’s a woman?  Or is there something more to it than that?”
 
   “She doesn’t need another reason,” T’yl admitted.  “Aside from being a woman, she’s out to kill you because you stripped her of her magic when you made her a Lady of Night.”
 
   “I don’t recall that part,” I admitted.  “The stripping her of magic, I mean.  I remember making a nightlord—nightlady?—of her.”
 
   “Well, you did.  At least, she can’t cast spells, and she’s been more than a little bitchy about it.”
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   “Remember the idiots working on immortality through an enchantment using nightlord blood?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Well, they couldn’t get any more of yours…” he trailed off.
 
   I put my face in my hands.
 
   “Yep,” T’yl said.  “There are three survivors of Melloch’s little nightlord-kidnapping cabal.  They’re hanging around with the fourth not-exactly-survivor.”
 
   “And I really was having such a good day,” I muttered.
 
    
 
   I left T’yl with a guard, not entirely to guard him, but also to assist him.  T’yl kept practicing with his new body while I went up to the conference room to check on the progress and to think.
 
   Think about what?  A lot of things.  Tort, Amber, Tianna, T’yl, Keria, Sparky… okay, think about a lot of people.
 
   I paced around the stone table in the conference room, running my fingers through the sand in the middle, leaving trails.  Someday, when I got the scrying spells sorted out, the sand table would make a good display for whatever they saw.
 
   Easy thinking first, as a warm-up.
 
   Tianna.  I like having a granddaughter.  It’s a little odd, since I didn’t go through the normal process of raising a daughter first, but I’m getting used to it.  I’ve—ha!—warmed up to the idea pretty well.  I think she’s going to be fun.
 
   Keria.  Yes, I made her a vampire, at her demand and insistence.  It seemed like a good idea at the time.  I didn’t do anything special, though—just ran through the fangs-and-blood routine to start the transformation and left it at that.  I didn’t do anything to make her… to stop her from using magic.  I don’t see what went wrong.  I mean, I didn’t use magic, wasn’t even aware of it, until after I became a nightlord.  I’m not sure how it could have affected her differently, unless being a magician had something to do with it.  Given that she’s had decades to stew over this, she probably isn’t going to believe anything I have to say about it, but I should probably find a way to talk to her about it.  If this is all just a big misunderstanding, I’m willing to say that eating her invasion force makes us even.
 
   If she’s not going to be reasonable about this, I might have to get unreasonable with her.  I still want Firebrand back.  I may have to expedite that; Firebrand might not be too happy in its current position.  Especially since someone is trying to keep me out of contact with both it and with Bob.  I should look into that, preferably by cutting a hole in something.
 
   T’yl.  He’s an ancient and somewhat reasonable magician, albeit with an obvious misogynistic bent.  Tort mentioned something about that, and it’s pretty apparent.  Does the fact that he’s prejudiced have anything to do with his facts?  Well, yes; what he thinks of as facts are often just his opinions.  But he’s a decent sort, overall, and I think he’s mostly trustworthy.  As far as I know, he hasn’t tried to use undead blood for immortality experiments, and he had all the opportunity in the world—literally.  Also, he seems to have enjoyed being the master magician of Mochara.  He even suppressed his distrust of women well enough to teach Tort.
 
   Now that he’s immortal—well, he’s in an elf-body, which should be immortal—will he have to find other things to occupy his time, rather than searching for immortality spells?  Will he want to be the official magician of Karvalen, or will he be content to let Tort do it?  I’ll have to talk to Tort about that, I think, before I discuss it with T’yl.
 
   Is immortality itself a problem for magicians?  Is T’yl still going to be able to work with magic now that he’s in an immortal body?  I’ll have to ask.
 
   Tort.  She’s a ninety-something magician with what I would call a hefty crush or a moderate obsession with me.  With T’yl’s input, I suppose that I could believe that she’s trying to get on my good side to become undead, or quasi-dead, or whatever it is that I am.  Become like me.  That’s it.  But I have a hard time stretching my head enough to believe that.  At night, I can see right through the flesh and into the souls of people.  I haven’t pored over hers like a lost explorer consulting a map, but I think I would have noticed if she had any sort of unpleasantness for me.
 
   She really likes me.  Maybe that’s a holdover from the child-rescuer she remembers from her youth, or I may well be the only good father figure she ever had.  Maybe she’s inflated me in her head over all the years she’s missed me.  Maybe she’s just lived her life in a place where I’m an idealized hero, like King Arthur.  Maybe it’s a little bit of each.
 
   What it comes down to is that I trust her, regardless of what sorts of worms T’yl lets out of the can.  Maybe I should say that I trust her more than I trust T’yl.
 
   Although, to be fair, it’s hard to trust him much at the moment.  I look at T’yl and I see and hear an elf that was trying to kill me.  That could influence a person’s thinking.  I’m trying to ignore it.
 
   Amber.  Having a grown daughter is more difficult than most other things.  We’re still not on the same page about being related, to say nothing of our relationship.  It’s awkward, it’s going to be awkward, and I don’t know how my present relationship with Sparky is going to interfere with my developing relationship with my daughter.  But Amber seems to be trying to get along with me, which I count as a major victory.  I intend to do everything I can to facilitate that.
 
   And then there’s the political mess of putting Amber—or leaving Amber—in charge of Mochara.  I’ve no objections to Amber running the place; she’s been doing it for a while.  I just object to her running the place for Sparky.  I’d much rather Amber didn’t have an unavoidable advisor hanging around in the back of her head.  But I don’t want to give Amber the idea that I have anything against her ruling the place.  How do I differentiate between the Princess of Karvalen and the priestess of the Mother of Flame?  Hats?  Fireproof hats?
 
   And, of course, Sparky.
 
   That whole incident with the gods is like a dream.  I remember the dream, but a lot of the details are hazy.  Do I need to talk to her and find out how she feels?  Or do I need to just stay away from her and let her sort things out?  I’m torn on that.  If I stay out of it, will she calm down, or will Father Sky encourage her to be angry?  If I talk to her, will we come to an arrangement, or will she be upset at having to talk to me?
 
   I kind of see T’yl’s point, at least as regards female gods.
 
   I continued to pace around the table, thinking.
 
   What can I do about any of this right now?  Should I wake people up and start questioning them?  Obviously not.  How about I just keep on moving in the same direction?  Everyone can make up their own mind about what he/she/it wants and how to get it.  If I’m open enough about my willingness to be reasonable, maybe they’ll consider asking me for help, rather than trying to use me for their own ends.  Or they’ll use me for their own ends without bothering to ask, assuming I’d help them anyway, despite how much that’s likely to piss me off.
 
   Politics.  I may be a blood-sucking parasite, but I’m not a politician.  I’m neither talented at nor trained for this.
 
   I stopped in front of the mirror; it was embedded in the wall at about the right height.  I scratched the wall with a fingernail, lightly, to mark where the bottom of the frame should go.  It started drifting downward, slowly.
 
   My reflection looked back at me, seeming sad.  I couldn’t blame it.
 
   Well, fine.  Time to go do something, rather than pace in circles around a sand-table and brood.  I don’t like brooding.  I’m sure I have a talent for it, what with being a vampire and all, but that doesn’t mean I like it.  I kind of feel like that about most of the traditional vampire stuff.  There’s a time and a place for everything.
 
   Although, I must admit, give me a castle on a mountaintop, a billowing cloak, and a good thunderstorm… I could be pretty stereotypical for a while.
 
   Something to do… I could start work on enchanting the table, or I could see if the gate was charged enough to use, or I could go ride along the new road to see if I could speed it along, or get more lumber, or design a coin stamp, or… there were a thousand things to do, still.
 
   At two in the morning?  Hmm.
 
   Before I enchant the table, I need to get some work done on special scrying spells.  Put that on hold.
 
   Check the gate.  Yes, it’s charged, but I want to have it open twice—once to get me there, once to get me back.  Switch survivors on scrying shield charging to gate charging.  And remember to check with the guards to make sure they’re feeding them enough.  It might be good to double-check their proficiency with turning the vitality-draining spell off and on.
 
   Table the road survey; people are already on that, and I don’t want to make that ride just at the moment.
 
   Lumber?  People are also on that.  Patience, patience…
 
   Firebrand?  I’m not going to go haring off to recover it when I don’t know where it is.  I might see if I can locate it, though.  To be fair, it’s not as high a priority.  The brief contact I had didn’t give me any feelings that it might be unhappy where it was.  If it’s doing okay, as I suspect it is, then I can put Karvalen on a more secure military footing before recovering it.
 
   How about economic and industrial footing?
 
   Coin stamp?  Delegate that to someone with artistic ability in the morning.
 
   Oh!  Water wheels—delegated already; people are building the things while the mountain finishes the waterways.  That means we can start working on a pulp mill for paper.
 
   Hmm.  What goes into making ink?  If we wind up with a lot of paper, we’ll need pens, ink, and pencils.  I need to improve on quills, that’s certain.  They look lovely, and the calligraphy is wonderful, but I want my ballpoint.
 
   Fields?  Huge tracts of land, thoroughly plowed and planted.  Maybe I need to work on irrigation, now.  Maybe some Archimedes’ Screw devices and some windmill sails to turn them, getting water from the canals?  I’ll draw some diagrams for the screws and see if we can build a few, set them up, and see how they work.  I’m not a farmer, but we have quite a few I can consult, once they can see what it’s doing.
 
   Herds?  We’ve got a few riders out to cutting a few dazhu out of the free-range herds.  They’ll chivvy them back over the bridges.  Our ranch area between the canals and Eastrange is slowly repopulating.
 
   I need to talk to the farmers and the ranchers about rotating the fields.  A four-field rotation system would be a really good idea.  But I also need to find a way to keep our herds from wandering off when they’re in the fields on the east side of the north-south canals.  More canals to block them off, maybe?  It could help with irrigating to have water on all four sides, I suppose…
 
   Foundry?  We do need more metalworkers.  Kavel and his sons, and the new armorer, Galar, are moving right along with armoring every combatant and making the other metalwork we need—gears, chains, hinges, and all the little things.  I do need to show Galar how to make the armor latches I want; they’ll be a lot faster and more durable than straps and buckles.  That means some modifications on how they fit armor to a person, but it should be worth it.
 
   I’ve already delegated the alloy research to Kavel and his staff.  I could just go home long enough to pick up a materials handbook.  Maybe we could put the armor on hold until I get that done?  Probably.  It would be nice to avoid making the Mark One suit of improved armor for everyone only to have to make the Mark Two version, then upgrade to the Mark Three or Four.
 
   Flim?  I suspect I should send him some steel cable.  Cable is much stronger than chain, and when it starts to go, it gives one strand at a time, warning you about failure, rather than just popping a link unexpectedly.  I’ll talk to Kavel about wire…
 
   Beltar.  I need to see about knighting him.
 
   Canal boats.  One is nice, two will be better.  Can I help the shipwrights along in any way other than the lumber supply?
 
   Light spells.  I should really do a proof-of-concept, small-scale version, just to make sure I have all the bugs stomped.
 
   I have a to-do list as long as a king’s arm.
 
   Aaaand… go.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sunday, May 23rd
 
    
 
   I finally decided to work on the light spell, last night.  It doesn’t really generate light; it just acts like a light guide—like a fiber-optic channel.  Light comes in and flows around inside it until it comes out where I want it.  I put a spell on the side of the mountain, a big, black place on the outside of the upper courtyard wall, and ran the light pipe to a corridor.  The input is about ten square feet, a big circle; the output is the same area, just an inch wide and running for over a thousand feet.  (Ten square feet is twelve hundred square inches—not a ten-foot square, which is 14,440 square inches.  Math again.  Sorry about that.)
 
   That run of corridor has a nightlight.  We’ll see how it looks later this afternoon.  If it’s not bright enough, I’ll connect frequency-shifter filters to move infrared and ultraviolent into the visible range and see if that’s enough for daytime.
 
   Tianna got up before sunrise, which was only to be expected.  I opened up the pivot-door to the terrace so she could go out for her sunrise prayers.  I occupied the tub and took care of my personal grooming while the sunrise ran its course.  Everyone has their morning routine, I guess.
 
   One of the serving-girls—I didn’t catch her name—brought up a large tray of food for breakfast; Tianna forgot to thank her until I did, then she chimed in like a proper little lady.
 
   “Grandpa?” she asked, once we were alone.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Why do you thank servants?”
 
   “Is she a servant?” I countered.
 
   “Well, she brought our food.”
 
   “And I thanked her for it.  Should I not have?”
 
   Tianna looked troubled at this, but kept eating.  After some thought, she asked a different question.
 
   “If she’s not a servant, we should thank her, but if she is a servant, do we still need to?”
 
   “We don’t need to thank anyone,” I pointed out.  “We do it because it’s polite.”
 
   “Even servants?”
 
   “Are servants people?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “There’s your answer.”
 
   “But they’re just doing their jobs.”
 
   “Hmm,” said I, around a mouthful of bread.  I swallowed and said, “When you do something to heal a person, do they thank you?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “But you’re just practicing.  You have to do it anyway.  Should people thank you?”
 
   “Hmm,” she said, sounding just like me while she considered that.  I heard a faint thumping on the door.  I forgot to install a doorbell.  Well, I’ve been busy.  I let Tort in, along with my personal guards.
 
   As they stood next to Tort, I really looked at Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar for the first time in a long while.  They were definitely taller and wider than they used to be.  Even so, they looked as though they had been hitting the steroids pretty hard.  It was hard to believe they weren’t even eighteen, yet; they had musculature and size appropriate for a gym rat in his mid-twenties.
 
   I made a note that we should make sure there were no unpleasant side effects.  I really should take a detailed look at their innards, and soon.
 
   “Good morning,” I offered.  “Won’t you please join us while we finish breakfast?”
 
   They did, and Torvil started off even as he dragged a chair over for Tort.
 
   “Sire, about this Sedrick, your guest?”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   “He… He’s…” Torvil rolled a hand through the air, as though swimming through words.  “He came here to kill you.”
 
   I nodded at him to continue, then looked at what I was eating.  Bacon?  It looked like bacon, but it didn’t taste quite right.  Dazhu bacon, or some other animal?  Key question: Do I want to know?  I decided not.
 
   “The man thinks he’s a Hero, and he’s after a name,” Torvil continued.  “He’s here to kill what he thinks is a terrible monster from beyond the Edge of the World.  He’s here to kill our King.”
 
   “You seem upset,” I observed.
 
   “We’re all upset!” Torvil replied.  “It’s our job to keep you safe, and I have a hard time not telling Kammen and Seldar to draw steel and follow me to kill him!”  Kammen and Seldar glanced at each other; the look said it all.  Torvil’s a competitive hothead and they know it.
 
   I had to feel for Torvil.  He’s got a tough job, and none of them really know how to be bodyguards—a very different thing from being a soldier.
 
   “Okay.  Here’s what I think.”  They all leaned forward to pay close attention.  “This guy is a Hero, or wants to be.  Right now, he’s about as confused as he’s ever going to be.  He came here expecting to find a black-hearted fiend ruling over terrified peasants with an iron fist, possibly aided by faceless minions without conscience or pity.  That sound about right?”
 
   There was general agreement.
 
   “He said something about that,” Torvil said.  “I heard him asking someone about where all the knights were.  The answer was something like, ‘We’re still learning what it means to be a knight.’  There was more to it, but it came down to the fact that you don’t think most of them have proven they’re moral and upstanding and so on.”
 
   “Not bad,” I said, nodding.  “So, what happens if he challenges me to a duel?”
 
   “We kill him,” Torvil answered, promptly.  “Kings don’t duel.”
 
   I sighed and reminded myself that there are downsides to trying to be subtle, or even Socratic.  I already knew there were downsides to being undead.  Or a king.  Or immortal.  Or—nevermind; I could go on for a while.
 
   “You’re not wrong,” I admitted.  “What I was trying to get at is that if he challenges me, he’s a dead man.  I’m trying to make him see that he shouldn’t—not because it’ll get him killed, but because as horrible, nasty, evil things go, I’m not really all that bad.  See?”
 
   “You mean he doesn’t know that?” Torvil asked, uncertainly.
 
   “If he knew that, he wouldn’t be thinking about trying to kill me.  He’d be off somewhere else, hunting for something that really does need a good beheading.”
 
   “Oh,” he said.  I could hear the unspoken, “Oops” in his voice.
 
   “What did you do?” I asked, suspicious.
 
   “Nothing.  Sire.”
 
   “He really hasn’t,” Kammen supplied.  “We were just clear about killing him the instant he showed steel.”
 
   “Did you tell him that?” I asked.
 
   “Well, yeah.  Sire.”
 
   “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised,” I allowed.  “And now?”
 
   “I guess we still kill him, but only if we can’t talk him out of it?” he asked.
 
   “That’ll do.  What else do we have on for today?”
 
   They all reported on various things in the city, from waterwheel assembly to a second forge being opened, from property boundary disputes to arguments over house ownership.
 
   “People have the run of a city, an empty city, and they’re arguing over housing?” I asked, just to make sure I understood.
 
   “Well,” Kammen said, “some farmers want to live near the gates, and some think closer to the inner court is safer, and then there’s the guys who are working the new docks to handle cargo off the boat—”
 
   “They can’t make up their minds,” I summarized.
 
   “Well, yeah.  Sire.”
 
   “Can Beltar walk, yet?” I asked.
 
   “Uh?  Yeah, Sire.  He’s been up and around already.  Guy from the Wizard’s Guild, professional healer…”
 
   “Vornych,” Seldar supplied.
 
   “Yeah, that guy.  Said Beltar’s good to get up, but take it easy.  Seldar agreed with him.  That okay?” Kammen asked.
 
   “I’d think so.  Beltar is up for a knighting this evening.  Then I’m putting him on civil duty to sort out these arguments.  We’re going to name every street and number every damn house, and keep records of who has what.  I’m not having this sort of thing.”
 
   “Yes, Sire.”
 
   “All right.  Anything else?” I asked.  Seldar raised a hand.  I restrained a weary sigh.  I’ve never liked meetings, and here I am at the center of the things. “Yes?”
 
   “Is there anything you want us to do?” he asked.  “By that, Sire, I mean that we presently… do not do… anything of consequence?” he finished, looking at Torvil and Kammen for support.
 
   “We just use everyone else for mops on the practice floor,” Kammen amplified.  Torvil nodded, grinning.
 
   “I suppose my question,” Seldar continued, “is whether or not you wish us to have any other duties, aside from our practice and our drills, Relentless One.”
 
   “I guess that depends,” I replied, slowly, ignoring Seldar’s latest nickname.  He seemed rather serious.  “Do you feel that you have sufficient time to take on other duties?”
 
   They glanced at each other, then nodded.
 
   “If they aren’t big ones,” Kammen added.  “I kinda like this,” he added, flexing an armload of rippling muscle.
 
   I was struck by the impression that they were… well, not bored, exactly, but feeling the monotony of days devoted to nothing but martial skills and exercise.  There comes a point when you have to use what you know, rather than practice it.  Or simply learn something new.
 
   “All right.  I’ll talk to Kelvin about it.  Now, though, you can finish what’s left of breakfast.  I’m going to take the morning off and see if I can enjoy it with my granddaughter.”
 
   “Yes, Sire.”
 
    
 
   It was another nice day, although a bit cloudy.  Tianna was enjoying her playmates in the courtyard and seemed not to mind the occasional bump, whump, or thump.  I watched them for some time, enjoying the fact she could play with them.  She’s so good-natured, I wondered if she really needed a safety spell.  I saw her get knocked sprawling more than once; she sat there, rubbed whatever hurt, then got up to keep playing.  I don’t think there’s a mean bone in her.
 
   Kelvin joined me in the courtyard.  We sat on the steps at the base of the outer wall and talked for a bit.  I told him how the King’s Guards needed some more responsibilities, and he agreed there were a few things they might ease into.  We agreed that they were good boys, rapidly becoming men; they just needed experience, seasoning.  He had no problems to report and went on his way, the picture of a man on top of the world.
 
   It was a good morning, I thought.
 
   On the other hand, Linton, one of the boys I’d called down off the outer wall the day before, was on it again, jumping from merlon to merlon over the gaps in the crenellations.
 
   I snatched him right off the wall and paddled him.  To the sudden crowd of onlookers, I announced that it was a crime, punishable by six good swats, to play on top of the wall, with the punishment going up by three swats for every offense.  This seemed to make an impression on the children, at least, which was the whole point.
 
   I really don’t want to have to clean a crumpled kid off the road below.  Maybe I won’t have to.  With a little luck, I might not have to deal with an irate father, complaining about how nobody paddles his kid but him.  If it comes right down to it, I’ll take a scolding from an angry parent if I have to; I won’t have children falling off a cliff.
 
   Sir Sedrick was one of the adult watchers.  He hung around after I shooed the crowd away.  While the children went back to being children—without playing on the wall—I nodded to him to join me.  We walked around the ring of the courtyard.
 
   “Your Majesty,” he said.
 
   “Sir Sedrick.  What’s on your mind?”
 
   “You, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I… am not sure what to make of you.”
 
   “If I was simple enough for me to explain, I’d be too simple to do it.”
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “Nevermind,” I told him.  “Confuse you much, do I?”
 
   “Exceedingly so.  You seem not at all the evil I was expecting.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, hang around.  I’m sure I’ll do something horrible to someone.  I’m a king.  It’s kind of unavoidable.”
 
   “That’s not the kind of evil I mean, Your Majesty.”
 
   “I’m sorry, that’s the only kind of evil I have on hand.  Do you have anything specific in mind?”
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   “If all else fails, I’m sure something evil and unpleasant will show up and try to eat people.  There are a lot of evil people in the world, and a lot of them don’t like me.”
 
   “Really?” he asked, brightening.
 
   “Really.  You’d be amazed.”
 
   “Terrible monsters?  Demonic creatures?”
 
   “Oh, yes.  I had to kill one on the doorstep of the city not too long ago.”  I made a face.  “Huge, worm-like thing—like death coming for you with big, nasty, pointy teeth.”
 
   “And such things are not uncommon?”
 
   “Well, they do show up surprisingly often.  They have to be summoned, though.  I can’t promise that someone will send more, but it seems likely.”
 
   “Then, by your leave, I should like to remain for a time.”
 
   “Stay as long as you like,” I suggested.  “Talk to Sir Kelvin; he might even have some suggestions on how to help out around here while you’re waiting for a chance to smite evil.  He’s both honorable and clever.  He would be a Hero if he didn’t have a steady job.  I think you’ll like him.”
 
   “I’ll do that, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Good.  Now, I’ve got to get my act together if I’m going to get Tianna back to Mochara by noon.”
 
   “Noon?” he repeated, brows drawing together.  “That’s impossible.”
 
   “Have you met my horse?  Formally, I mean?”
 
   “How can one formally meet a horse?” he asked, puzzled.
 
   “Come with me.”
 
   We went over to Bronze’s stable—an inside room attached to the throne room.  Unlike with most horses, an interior stable was practical; the place was unlikely to need mucking out.
 
   When Sedrick was formally introduced to Bronze she was very polite, even curling one foreleg back and bowing to him.  He wasn’t about to be outdone; he bowed in return.
 
   “How smart is your horse, Your Majesty?” he asked me, quietly.
 
   “Smarter than most people,” I replied.  “At least, she has more sense.  I listen to her more than I listen to any other advisor.”
 
   Sedrick eyed her with some interest.  She ignored this and went back to crunching something in her feed trough.  I took a look and saw the mountain had started oozing coal up through a crack in the bottom of the trough, just like down by the forges.  Mental note: tell the mountain how pleased I am with it.
 
   After the introductions, I left Sedrick to his own devices and went to put on armor.  I wasn’t feeling terribly paranoid, but I planned to be out all day and night.  Then I went fetch Tianna.  Once she got changed into her own clothes again, we rode Bronze down the mountain in a zig-zag pattern.  I thought it wasn’t quite so ziggy or zaggy; the mountain was already working on the Kingsway.  Another few days, maybe a week of accelerated continental drift among the buildings…
 
   Once we hit the open road by the canal, however, Bronze hit her stride and we really started to move.
 
   I still don’t know how Tianna can make that squeal of glee for half an hour, and I watched her do it.  She needs to breathe.  I know she does.  Doesn’t she?  Is this a talent all little girls have, or is it a fire-witch thing?
 
   We passed a boatload of people headed toward the mountain; I noticed many of them were wizards, and I think I spotted Thomen in the group as we flashed past them in the opposite direction.  Shortly afterward, we slowed for the gates of Mochara; nobody tried to stop us, question us, or even slow us down.  All they did was salute.  I wondered if that was for me, or for Tianna?  Maybe they’re just getting the hang of this.
 
   A short canter later, I slid off Bronze’s back and caught Tianna as Bronze rolled her out of a mass of bronze wire.  She landed in my arms and I set her on her feet.  She was still giggling.
 
   It’s tempting to see if I can get her a motorcycle.  She might like that nearly as much.
 
   Amber wasn’t waiting for us, but we were a little early.  Tianna took me by the hand and dragged me inside, clanked me down on a bench, and brought out something to drink.  I didn’t argue with my hostess, especially since she was obviously trying to be my hostess.  We discussed the possibility of her having her own room in Karvalen, other clothes, and so forth.  Nothing she asked about was unreasonable, so I agreed to it all with the proviso that her mother also agreed.
 
   I’m a grandfather.  I’m allowed to spoil the grandkids.  It’s in my contract.
 
   When Amber came in, Tianna plowed into her to hug her and talk sixteen to the dozen about how she got to ride so fast, play with other kids, have a feast-dinner in a hall of gold, and so on.  She talked fast enough to be an auctioneer and it was kind of fun to watch Amber fail to keep up with it all.
 
   Eventually, Amber shushed Tianna and took her from the room.  I smelled food, so I suppose Tianna was to eat lunch while we talked.  I was right, because Amber came back in and sat down.
 
   “Well, she seems none the worse for wear.  She enjoyed her trip?”
 
   “She did, I think,” I agreed.  “And before you worry about the safety of other children, I had a spell on her to channel accidental pyrotechnics.  As long as they played outside, everything was fine.  You may find a bruise or two on her, though; kids are kids, and the courtyard is stone.”
 
   “She isn’t hurt?”
 
   “Not that I’ve noticed.  Not that she’s noticed, either.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   There was a pause, and a silence.  I smiled at Amber and nodded.  She shifted on her bench and cleared her throat.
 
   “I have had my talk with the Mother of Flame,” she said, finally.
 
   “Good!  What did she have to say?”
 
   “It was an… interesting discussion,” Amber admitted.  “I put your offer before Her, and She seems to approve.”
 
   “Seems to?” I echoed.
 
   “She does not object,” Amber clarified.  “Perhaps it is better to say She does not seem to approve, but She also offers no disapproval.”
 
   “Ah.  So, it’s a case of ‘Do what you want, I don’t care’?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Well, that’s fine.  What would you like to do?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “I am not certain I wish to rule,” she clarified.  “I am a priestess, as well as a princess, but I do not really think of myself as a princess.  I am a priestess of the Mother of Flame.”  She shrugged.  “That is what I was raised to be.”
 
   “Okay,” I agreed.  “I’ll find someone to be the civil authority.  Can you keep the job until I find someone?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “That’s a relief.  I don’t even have candidates.  I don’t even know where city hall is.”
 
   “City hall?” she asked.
 
   “The center of civil government in town.”
 
   “Oh, the headquarters building for the city watch.”
 
   “If you say so.  I guess we’ll have to expand it a bit… and, I guess, I’ll need to interview the captain of the watch to see if he can handle the job.”
 
   “He can’t,” Amber stated.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   She went on to explain how Captain Rendal was a good man, but also stodgy, no-nonsense, and a bit of a brass hat.  That’s not how she put it, but there it is.  Not really governor material, in short.  Great for maintaining internal order and organizing the police, though.  I wondered if I needed to build a police force for Karvalen, as well.  Probably.  We’re under martial law on the mountain and that might not be appropriate, later.  It would wait for a while, though.
 
   Amber recommended several citizens for interviews, though.  We discussed what I was after and she narrowed her list.  Eventually, she promised to arrange meetings for tomorrow night; I planned to be busy until then.
 
   When I got up to leave, she rose with me an accompanied me outside.
 
   “Shall I hold the mirror here, until you have a person and a place?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, crap.  That’s right.  I meant to test it before I left.”
 
   “Can you not test it from here?”
 
   “Of course.”  We went back inside and Amber showed me farther into her house than I’d been before.  In a smaller, private sitting-room type area, the mirror was set on a narrow stone table and leaned against the wall.  I looked into it and tried to activate it.
 
   A fiery eye, blazing red and orange, filled the entirety of the mirror.  It looked out at me with a black, vertical-slit pupil.  It flicked to either side, looking around the room, then at me.  Amber jumped.  I jumped.
 
   It’s a good spell, that scrying shield.  More impressive than I realized.  I’m going to have to strengthen the link between the mirrors, make it a dedicated channel, a shielded conduit, rather than just a connection.  That’ll make it nearly useless for seeing anything else, but there are always trade-offs.
 
   “Well, that’s not good,” I said.
 
   “What is it?” Amber whispered, as though it could hear us.
 
   “Oh.  It’s a spell I have around the mountain to keep people from spying.  I forgot that it would affect these,” I said, tapping the mirror’s frame.  “I’ll have to take this one back to the mountain and see if I can work something out between the two.  Will you mind if I wake you, tonight, to pick it up?”
 
   “No, no; go ahead.  But please, make that go away,” she said, nodding at the fiery eye.  I shut the mirror down and it faded to reflection.
 
   “Better?”
 
   “Much,” she admitted, relieved.  “Pick it up whenever you like.”
 
   I remembered, also, to say goodbye to Tianna, and to promise that, whenever her mother would let her, she was welcome to visit—and so was her mother.  Amber seemed pleased by this; she hugged me just before I mounted Bronze, which I did not expect.  Maybe, since we were settling the major sources of conflict—religion and politics—she was feeling a little easier about having her estranged dad hanging around.
 
   I’m not sure I really have a daughter, because I’m not sure I’m all that much of a father.  But, maybe, someday, if Sparky doesn’t screw it up… and if I don’t screw it up…
 
   I checked in with various people around Mochara.  The wizards’ guild? Yes, the majority of them were off to the mountain to see about some project for the King.
 
   Flim?  Quite happy to be making extremely high-tension, laminated bows—ecstatic, even, to discover what a difference laminated members made.  I told him about wire being superior to chain and he agreed that he would try it; I made a special stop by Wethel’s smithy to ensure Flim could get steel wire.
 
   I didn’t quite threaten Wethel, but he’s apparently not entirely subject to rational argument.  Money, yes; he’s subject to that.  I didn’t mention the possibility of getting more smiths in Mochara and Karvalen.  He wants to be mercenary about his prices, so I have no reason to warn him of changing economic circumstances.  He just wants cash, so I pay him and don’t owe him anything.
 
   It pays to be nice to your customers.  Important tip.
 
   Westward, then, along the new road.  It was still growing along the cliff top.  It reminded me of a growing crystal, actually.  A narrow center grew constantly along the path of the road.  It slowly expanded to the sides and down, becoming a useful path, then a narrow road, then a full road.  As we hurried along it, I saw this in reverse by riding along a good road that gradually narrowed the closer we got to the head of it.  We followed it to one side after it became a stone footpath and soon reached the westernmost point.
 
   It’s always interesting to watch the mountain doing something with the stone.  It really does remind me of crystal growth in many ways.  Yet, looking at it, it’s more like some sort of nanotechnology that takes in dirt, rearranges it, and forms it into solid rock.
 
   I gathered some loose rocks and stones and placed them in a line in front of the forward-growing spur.  When the tip of the growing path touched the first rock, the rock immediately began to flatten and lengthen, extending farther forward much more rapidly.  This quickly got the second and third and fourth stones involved, greatly extending the line.  It didn’t widen any faster, but it obviously made much better progress wherever it actually had rock to work with.
 
   I thought it would.  Don’t bother asking how I knew it.
 
   I wonder, could the mountain spread all over the world, becoming the world?  Could the world turn into one giant, living, silicon-based organism?  Surely, there must be some limiting factor.  The power supply?  Perhaps the proximity of the power supply?  Or is there just a maximum size for a mountain, like there’s a maximum size for every other organism?  Does the square-cube law apply to limit it?  Or is there another law that might?  Or does it just not have a size limit, and it could become the world?
 
   One of the things I hate about being a vampire is the potential for biowarfare disaster.  Have I accidentally created a potential silicate biowarfare disaster?
 
   Nuts.  As Scarlett once said, “I’ll think about it tomorrow.” Or maybe not at all.  Some nightmares are best left alone.
 
   We moved on to the Eastrange.  The stonemasons and their crew were already quarrying stone for the road.  I had them shift their emphasis; they were quarrying rocks, getting semi-flat slabs of stone, suitable for building material.  All they needed was gravel and loose rock, and I told them so.  That would multiply their production.
 
   Bronze and I took what they had in their cart and headed back to spread it in the path of the oncoming road.  She pulled the cart ahead of the road and I scooped stones out to leave a trail.  The road oozed ahead like a mudslide made of stone.
 
   We gave the cart back to them on our way into the Eastrange.  I’d promised to mark out the trail of the road a bit more thoroughly, so we did.
 
    
 
   The sun was well on the way to the horizon, a fact which gave me some small concern, when we skidded and slid down a slope toward Baret.  It was a very nice view, I must admit.  There’s something about a harbor with a few tall ships at anchor that just appeals to me.  I don’t want to be on one, but I can appreciate their beauty from a safe distance—say, anywhere on dry land.  They lose a lot of appeal when they’re underfoot.  They’re kind of like cats, but with more sinking.
 
   We emerged from the rocky, steep sections at the foot of the range and into the farmland around Baret.  Behind us, I left a trail of magical markers; anyone with a decent sense for things magical would be able to simply see them with their second sight.  I felt confident the mountain would be able to sense my magical imprint, which was the whole point of the exercise.
 
   I rode up to the harbor district on the eastern side of Baret and hailed the gate.  I needn’t have bothered; they saw me coming and had someone in nice armor already waiting.  Probably the knight serving as officer of the day.
 
   “Who are you that comes to Baret?” he demanded, through a metal cone.  Having shouted at me, he held it to his ear to catch my reply.
 
   Oh, for the love of…, I thought.  I’m in no mood to shout a conversation.
 
   Bronze and I continued to walk forward.  I gestured, reaching out with a line of magic to establish a connection with his megaphone.  Then I took off my helm, attached the line to it, and spoke into it, using it like a kid’s play-phone—two tin cans and a string.
 
   “I’m Halar,” I said.  “I’m the King of Karvalen, come to visit the Prince of Baret.  I’ve just finished mapping out the road between our realms, and I would like to impose on his hospitality to the extent of a hot meal and a hot bath, if that’s not too much trouble.”
 
   Judging by the sputtered expletives, I had surprised him with my voice-conduction spell.  He also seemed doubtful as to my credentials.
 
   I wasn’t in the best of moods.  I was hot, dusty, and a little tired.  Bronze wasn’t in all that great a mood, either; slipping and sliding on gravel and scree was trying on her nerves and mine.  On the other hand, I did show up unannounced.  If he didn’t know I was coming, whose fault was that?  When some dusty vagabond comes out of the mountains and claims to be King of Oz, I’m going to be skeptical, too, if he hasn’t phoned ahead.
 
   Grumbling, I pulled out a small mirror of polished steel, did the necessary work, and got the Wizard of Baret on the line.  She looked startled—I don’t know why; maybe it’s just the idea of a king doing his own magic—and hurried to convey messages.
 
   It wasn’t too much longer before they let me in.  And, yes, the Prince’s hospitality would extend to a hot meal—dinner with the Prince—and a hot bath, preferably before dinner.  And a little something for my horse—uh, what exactly would your horse like?  Does it… you know, eat?
 
   I had a quick, hot bath before eating dinner with the Prince of Baret.  Bronze got to munch on charcoal and metal scraps while stableboys went over her with scrub brushes.  I think she got the better deal.
 
   Prince Banler didn’t waste our time with pomp; he had a round, wooden table set for dinner.  He sat opposite me, with his court wizard on his left and his youngest son—Danler—on his right.  It was a good meal, I’ll admit that; Mochara and Karvalen have a long way to go before they get all gourmet on me.  I didn’t bring up my aversion to strongly-flavored food; I just toughed it out and tried not to chew in a monstrous fashion.
 
   We discussed a number of things, including the political and military problems in the southeast of what was once Rethven.  I was pretty sure I could help him out with most of that; he already had the army, he just needed armor and weapons for them.  I could sympathize; I had the same problem, just in a different way.  He wanted more; I wanted better.
 
   Still, if I could get the good stuff for my guys, we could sell him the old stuff…
 
   Part of the problem was what to give us in trade.  We talked around and around about that for quite a while, until I had to excuse myself to visit the little nightlord’s room.  After my sunset change came and went, I cleaned up quickly, made doubly sure my disguise spells were in good order, and went back to the dinner.
 
   The lady wizard—Velina—looked at me sharply, but said nothing.  Probably best, all things considered.
 
   What got us some movement was when Danler mentioned slaves.  He looked about twelve, but he was a very attentive twelve.
 
   “I understand your kingdom needs people,” he said, thoughtfully.  “One town, one city, and the city almost deserted?”
 
   “Yes, that’s true.  We have a military presence in Karvalen—the capitol—but it isn’t really a full city.”
 
   “We could offer you slaves in exchange for steel,” he said.  “Once they are there, they are free men, yes?”
 
   “That’s also true.  But now we have a new problem.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I can’t do business like that.  If I buy slaves here and free them in Karvalen, I’m only encouraging people to make other people into slaves and use them as trade goods.”
 
   “What does it matter to you?” he asked, genuinely puzzled.
 
   “It matters to me,” I said, softly, “because I made the law in Karvalen that there are no—can be no—slaves there.  So, you see, I take a very dim view of slavery in general.  Fortunately for slavers, I’ve been too busy to wander around the countryside and kill every slaver I come across.  But I’ll get around to it, never fear.”
 
   Danler licked his lips and looked at his father.  Banler shrugged.
 
   “I’ve never been too keen on slavers,” Banler admitted.  “They always look like they’re figuring what you’d bring on an auction block.  Don’t have much of a problem with slaves,” he went on, “but I could live without them.  And you know we’ve always had laws about treating ’em better than just animals.
 
   “Now, if you’re going to get all high-handed and such about slaves,” he went on, waving a drumstick at me for emphasis, “we can stop right here.”
 
   “I’m not,” I told him.  “I just won’t have anything to do with supporting or encouraging it.  I’m against it, root and branch.  But it’s your city, your laws.  It may affect some of our trade, but I’m sure we both have laws that are problematic.”
 
   He nodded.  “Very wise.  Very tolerant.  I like that.  Leave a man alone to run his own affairs.  Good.”
 
   “That still doesn’t get us over the trade hurdle,” I pointed out.
 
   “No, but your appetite might.”
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “I notice that you haven’t touched a thing since you got back from your visit to the privy.  If legend speaks aright, you’ve changed a bit.  Yes?”
 
   “Well, yes,” I admitted.
 
   “I’d like to see.”
 
   “See?”
 
   “You don’t look changed,” he clarified.  “Show me something.  Anything.  Something to show what you are.”
 
   “Oh.  Okay.”  I beckoned over a servant, who looked more than a little worried.  I picked up a metal goblet and poured the wine back into a pitcher, then, holding the goblet by the bowl, slowly crushed it in one hand.  I set it down on the table.
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “Fantastic!” Banler declared.  “What else do we have that he can crush?” he asked.  “Somebody bring me a piece of armor!”
 
   “Wait,” I said, and picked up the crushed goblet.  I started tearing bits of it off, like picking apart a piece of modeling clay.  “How’s that?” I asked, still tossing little chunks on to the table.  Banler whooped with all the delight of a child.
 
   “Father,” Danler said, reproachfully.  “We have other concerns?”  His eyes never left my hands, though.  Sharp kid.
 
   “Oh, all right,” Banler grumbled.  To me, he said, “How about we send you our criminals?  Anyone up for the headsman can get shipped over to you.  You can do with them as you like after that—let ’em go, keep ’em, kill ’em, or eat ’em.  It’ll get them out of my domain and give you someone to lunch on.”
 
   “It’s a thought,” I agreed.  The idea did have some merit.  Then again, when was the last time I was hungry?  Night-hungry, that is?  When I woke up?  How long does a herd of dazhu last, anyway?  Then again, what else have I eaten?  There was Tamara, sort of, and how many people whose time had come?  And Sparky….
 
   Well, now; that’s food for thought, certainly.  Possibly food in other ways, too.
 
   “My only concerns,” I continued, “are that, first, it won’t be enough for the quantities of steel you’re talking about.  And, second, while I trust you implicitly, some of your magistrates or other ministers of justice might see the potential profits in falsely accusing and convicting the innocent.  And, since I can see the guilt or innocence in someone’s soul, an official who is only mildly corrupt might make that sort of deal—thinking that I might let an innocent man go.”
 
   “Grmph,” Banler replied, sourly.  “If you’re going to insist that no one can abuse the deal, this is going to be hard.”
 
   “You know,” Danler interjected, “that we’ve had some problems recently?”
 
   “Yes, Melvin mentioned a few.  Wexbry is having troubles with… Tirondael?” I asked.  He nodded and I continued.  “Some border war spilled over into raids in Baret lands, right?”
 
   “Exactly.  I don’t think we have the money for the steel.  So… can we borrow it?” Danler asked.  His father had that strange frown of approval fathers can get.  The one where they don’t like the idea, but they’re proud of the kid that came up with it.
 
   “The steel?  Or the money?” I asked.
 
   “Either.”
 
   “I think that’s a bad idea.  You’ll wind up in debt to me, and I have a reputation as a blood-drinking, soul-devouring fiend of darkness.  You don’t want that.  So, how about I help you out with that ship-channel so you can charge people to navigate the river?  Then you can use that money to pay for weapons and armor.”
 
   “I like this plan,” Banler said.
 
    
 
   The Caladar river flows south, close to the western foot of the Eastrange, fed by mountain streams.  On the coast, in Baret, it normally flows through a heavy grating in the outer wall of the city of Baret, right through the city proper in a stone tunnel—where, incidentally, most of the city’s waste goes—and out the other end of the tunnel, built well out from the shore.  It works because they constantly drag a chain through it to move the sludge and silt along, and because they have a good current where the river dumps into the sea.  Otherwise, they’d have one hell of a clogged-up sewer that empties onto a beach of waste and rot.
 
   The problem with navigating the Caladar, then, is that ships don’t sail up the river-pipe.  A rowboat?  No problem; even at high tide, there’s plenty of room.  During the spring rains and the winter thaw, though, the Caladar would flood Baret if it weren’t for the pipe.  The current wouldn’t let you drag a toy boat up the pipe then.
 
   The trick, obviously, was to build a second channel for the river, one ships could sail along.
 
   Originally, I was thinking of one next to the pipe, but, after looking the place over again, I agreed with the Prince.  It was going to be much too expensive to relocate residences and businesses.  So I took a look at the outer wall.
 
   If we put a moat in front of it—a wide, deep moat—that connected the Caladar river north of Baret to the sea, and installed some gates at both ends… Baret could control the gates, and thus control access to the river, rather than acting like a barrier.  The gates would have to be canal gates, not just big gratings, though.  While gratings would work, a ship with a ram could force its way through.  A canal gate, closed at the northern end, the water intake end, would cause the water level to drop as it drained into the sea, preventing anyone from sailing up the canal at all, much less to the canal gate.
 
   Once I explained the basic idea, Banler agreed that it was worth a look and handed me over to Velina, his wizard, before retiring for the night.  Danler also wished me a good evening and went on his way; he struck me as a very mature and dignified kid.
 
   Velina, face like a mask, sat at a worktable with me and tried not to show she was scared.
 
   “I’m not going to eat you,” I assured her.  “That’s not my job.”
 
   “You’ll forgive me, Your Majesty, if I don’t feel much better.”
 
   “Sure.  But my job is to take the dying, or those who long for death, not to indiscriminately kill anything that crosses my path.  So, relax.”
 
   She tried.  She didn’t really succeed, but she tried.
 
   We went over some of the requirements of the project—increasing the depth of the foundations for the wall, for instance.  We decided that was problematic; we would have to build a ditch, really, and place it far enough out from the city wall to avoid collapsing them from the moisture.  The canal gates weren’t so much of a problem, though; lots of craftsmen in Baret worked with ships and other watertight forms of wood.  All I had to do was draw some of the staircase-lock canal gates I remembered from history class.
 
   I was lucky; they were neatly filed away in my headspace, just waiting for my search-engine spell to find them.
 
   Velina was a quick study, as I suspected; you don’t make Court Wizard by being stupid.  She went over the plans with me and made plans to carry them out.  As we worked on it, she really did loosen up and stop worrying about me.  At least I had the good sense not to congratulate her and make her self-conscious about it.
 
   Along about midnight, brainstormed and planned out, she sat up straighter, arched to crack her back, and looked at me.  I could tell she suddenly remembered what I was.
 
   “You forgot I was a blood-drinking fiend, didn’t you?” I guessed.  She nodded.  “Don’t worry about it.  You can curl up into a terrified ball and whimper into your pillow when I’m not around.  That’s fair, isn’t it?”
 
   “I suppose,” she agreed, but didn’t seem too worried.
 
   “Anything else we need to go over?”
 
   “I’m told there’s a road?”
 
   “Not yet.  There’s a trail that mountain goats and lunatics can go over.  The road is inching its way along.  It’ll still be a while.”
 
   “Then, how did you get here?” she asked, curious.
 
   “I’m a lunatic.  Well, a little crazy.  And I have a magic horse.”
 
   “Ah?  Oh.  All right, I guess.  I was supposed to ask about military aid, too.”
 
   “Anyone attacking?”
 
   “Not just at the moment, no.”
 
   “Good,” I told her.  “I see our military aid in two main ways, once we get the road through.  First, if you wind up besieged or blockaded or something similar, we can come in from the outside and help with that.  Second, if you have an active state of war with someone, we can negotiate for troops and other aid to make it a decisive victory, or, at least, help prevent an overwhelming defeat.  We can probably get paid battlefield spoils.  What do you think?”
 
   “I think I’ll relay that to the Prince.”
 
   “Fair enough.  What else?”
 
   “Nothing for the Prince,” she said, “but, if you will permit me, Your Majesty?”
 
   “What’s on your mind?”
 
   “Why are you willing to help us?  We aren’t your subjects.”
 
   “True.  But you’re my allies, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Ask the Prince in the morning,” I suggested, “when discussing military matters.  Meanwhile, I’m going to hit the trail.  I’m working on a magic mirror for you, but it’s not ready.  Still, if you try to reach me in Mochara, aim for the Temple of Flame; my daughter is the priestess.  You can probably—what?” I broke off.  Velina was pressing a handkerchief to her face and making snorting noises.
 
   “Nothing,” she said, behind the cloth.  “Nothing, Your Majesty.  No, n-n-nothing.”
 
   I eyed her with deep suspicion.  Her life-lights told me she found something immensely funny.
 
   “Right.  Well, you know how to reach me.”
 
   I took my leave and went down to the stables.  People bowed respectfully; apparently, rumor had made the rounds.  We didn’t even have trouble getting out through the harbor gate.  They just opened up when we approached and slammed the doors behind us.
 
   “That could have gone better,” I noted.  “It wasn’t all bad, but it wasn’t all good, either.”  I patted Bronze’s neck as we trotted toward the Eastrange.  “How was your visit to Baret?”
 
   She tossed her head and whinnied with a metallic, ringing sound.  She gleamed nicely in the moonlight.  She obviously enjoyed her stay.  Very hospitable people, she felt.
 
   “Oh?  Then next time, you do the talking.”
 
   Snort.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Tuesday, June 8th
 
    
 
   By and large, the last two weeks have gone well.  For one thing we have another canal boat—what I’d call a real canal boat—and another under construction.
 
   Amber and I interviewed a number of fine, upstanding citizens for a position as governor of Mochara.  Two of them were already planning to move to the mountain.  The other one had no interest in the job.  Amber’s just stuck with it for now.
 
   Baret, Mochara, and Karvalen now each have a mirror dedicated to the other two.  I considered, briefly, just having Karvalen be the communications center, but that would involve relaying messages, and if we wound up with a lot of message traffic, that could be a problem.
 
   Although… if we had hinges on the mirrors, could we just swing them to face each other like forwarding a telephone call?  I may have to experiment with that.
 
   I’ve fixed the problems of connecting mirrors through the scryshield; it just took a strong, direct link between them.  That method won’t work for a normal scrying spell, but with fixed points to act as anchors, we’re in business.  The enchantment makes the mirrors totally useless for scrying anywhere else, but I’m okay with that; they work perfectly for their purpose.
 
   Our furniture is also much improved, by which I mean that we have furniture.  Real furniture.
 
   And the undercity has lights!
 
   I’m very pleased with Thomen and his guild.  They worked like beavers to cover the outside of the courtyard wall, the mountain face that makes the inner wall, a number of rooftops—huge areas exposed to sunlight that people don’t generally go.  It all goes into one room, one spell in the mountain that collects all the light.  Other spells pipe it to the corridors.  They’ve done tons of work, and I’m very proud of them.
 
   This gives us a central exchange for light.  I’ve placed a couple of the more standard magic-to-light converters in the system so they spread illumination around even at night.  Even on cloudy, dark nights, there’s enough light for humans to avoid running into walls and each other.
 
   As a note, the mountain doesn’t seem to mind spells.  Enchantments, however, are another story.  It doesn’t like enchantments.  They feel strange—the closest analog I can think of is a constant, intense itching.  I’m not sure why spells don’t bother it, though.  I think it has something to do with the interconnection of self-sustaining magical forces interfering with the mountain’s life force.
 
   Is that why nobody puts permanent enchantments on people?  I wonder.
 
   We now have rods of light in the ceilings, held in half-circle recesses.  The mountain has even plated the curved sections with something shiny—I think it’s chrome—to spread the light.  It’s bright during the day, dim at night, and we can dial it all up or down by manipulating light spells in the main interchange junction.  I plan to put a feedback system in where a spell monitors the brightness in an area and prevents the light-rod it controls from being too bright.
 
   The only concern I have is that I don’t feel comfortable in the hallways during sunrise or sunset.  It’s not direct sunlight, and it’s heavily filtered and altered, but when I tried standing in the hall during a sunset, it stung.  I didn’t like it and went back into my chambers before it got worse.  I don’t think it would actually kill me to endure it, but it definitely isn’t a pleasant experience.
 
   On the other hand, armor is good for blocking sunlight.  The light only stung my face and hands—I wasn’t wearing gauntlets; I usually don’t—so I may have to wear the stuff more often when I’m out and about, just in case.
 
   Still, the lights are pretty bright most of the time, and the sunlight gives even the widest corridor a very homey, cozy sort of feel.  Individual rooms still need their own lights, but most people in Karvalen know at least one light spell, so that’s not such a problem.
 
   The undercity is a much more inviting place.
 
   Speaking of being inviting…
 
   I’ve had quarters attached to mine for Tianna—and for Amber, if she ever visits.  A smaller pivot-door leads from my receiving room to hers.  She’s delighted with her rooms; Amber lets her come visit once a week.  It seems the local version of Tuesday  isn’t all that sacred, or is just a good day to show Father that he’s accepted as a Grandpa.  Still, Tianna is delighted and Amber seems to appreciate having a grandfather for Tianna.  I think it’s good.
 
   Amber still hasn’t come to visit, though.
 
   We have doorbells!  Pull-ropes go through the walls and ring actual bells.
 
   All sorts of little things go with the big things.  It’s the little things that make it livable, really.
 
   What else?  The main gates are complete, along with their winches and locking bolts.  The road through the Eastrange is finished, and we’re starting to get a little traffic on it.  It’s still widening in spots, especially the bridges, but it’s serviceable.  The traffic is mainly immigrants, people who don’t want to be part of the warfare in Rethven.  It seems the fighting in the northerly regions is spreading southward surprisingly quickly; people who originally went south to avoid it are now finding  it on their doorsteps again.
 
   Baret has started digging its new canal from the Caladar river to the sea.  After some consideration, we’ve decided that a simple ditch won’t do.  Instead, they’re putting in a stone-lined channel.  Good masons in Baret; they understand this sort of thing.
 
   Locally, we’ve built some water-screws and, with some advice from professional farmers, I’ve installed a couple along the canals bordering our current fields, along with canvas sails and wooden gears to let the wind pump the water.  We’ll see how that works for the season, then rearrange as necessary for the next.
 
   Paper.  We make paper.  I insisted, and I got it.  A memory of something I read, a little trial and error, and we produce a very nice, if somewhat slightly brownish, paper.  We have more than one water wheel, which is important; pulping paper almost requires one.
 
   Kavel and Galar are very pleased with their new water-powered hammers, too.  A little gearing, a camshaft, and they have a thing that will pound metal like an ogre.  Apparently, that’s important.  I kind of understand why, but I’m not going looking for that knowledge; it’s enough that I have people who know their business.  Kavel is also very happy to have something that can pound his new alloys—and oh, is he ever happy at some of the things his metals can do!  He’s already discovered some very nice recipes for extremely hard cutting tools and others for amazingly high-temperature applications.
 
   Things that haven’t gone so well, though…
 
   It took me a while, but I think I’m calmed down enough from the assault on Bronze—and on me, and on the mountain—that I can have a rational, diplomatic, tactful discussion with Keria.  With that in mind, I’ve tried to reach Keria, but my message spells are blocked.  I’m not dumb enough to actually go there and ask to see her; if she’s really that upset with me, I have no urge to face her on her home ground.
 
   It bothers me that I don’t know for sure, though.  We really need to talk, I think.  It’s just a question of how to arrange it.  I’m not turning loose any of the people she sent—they went in, they didn’t come out, and that’s all anyone will ever know.  I don’t want her to have an explanation.  I want to keep her worried that I’m much more dangerous in general rather than simply hiding in a magic mountain.
 
   But who else can I send?  If I ask for a volunteer, I’ll get dozens, but they’re all people I’d prefer came back.  The fact she won’t take my calls implies she doesn’t want to talk, so a messenger might vanish.
 
   Likewise, I haven’t been able to reach Firebrand.  Since I can put a scrying spell in Vathula pretty easily, I can see the place is a bustling city.  I cannot, however, put a scrying spell into the Palace.  I presume the same blocking spells are preventing me from reaching Firebrand.  I have the same reservations about going and getting it that I have about bracing Keria in her lair.
 
   Something that is definitely not preventing me from reaching it is Tort.
 
   Normally, I would expect members of the inner circle around a king to have quarters in the palace, probably close to his, mainly to keep them available at all hours, in case the king gets a sudden urge to govern.  And this is the case.  My guard have quarters next to mine and Thomen lives just down the hall.  Kelvin has chambers just before the first hallway junction.
 
   Tort, on the other hand, has gone one better and moved into the Royal Chambers.  She sleeps in my bed and has filled a wardrobe.  She’s even managed to talk the mountain into adding a workroom for her, just off the receiving room—I’m not sure how she did that, but the mountain is generally pretty agreeable.  I’ve also noted other homey little touches.  She has a large, enchanted chest where she keeps chilled food and wine, just in case I want a snack, as well as towels, soap, and other bathroomy things.  There are decorative wall hangings.  A couple of curtained pieces of glass mimic windows—they don’t go through the wall, just translate a viewpoint from higher up and outside.  There are even rugs.
 
   She’s simply moved in with me.  She just lives here, and is either pretty casual about getting dressed and bathing and all that stuff in general, or feels absolutely, entirely comfortable doing all that stuff around me.  I can’t say that she’s throwing herself at me, but she’s certainly putting herself rather frequently and conveniently in my path.
 
   I get the feeling that if I expressed a willingness, she would trip me and beat me to the floor.
 
   Which is a bad idea.  I’m heavy—at least three times as heavy as I look.  
 
   It’s not that I’m necessarily against the idea, exactly, but I’m a little… I don’t know.  Hesitant?  Pressured?  Uncertain?  Although what I have to be uncertain about is a good question.  I think her intentions are very clear.  And I like Tort, quite a lot.  I guess I’m not sure what else I feel about it.  I loved her when she was a little girl, and I suppose she’s still a little girl in my heart.  And my heart has some issues, right now, what with Tamara…
 
   Maybe I’m just not ready to fall in love.  I can love Tort, and I do, but that’s not the same as being in love with her, if that makes any sense.  I’ll love my Tort from now until they finally stake me through the heart, and maybe afterward.  I’m just not emotionally equipped to deal with being in love right now.
 
   Everyone else, however, assumes.  After all, it’s no secret where she sleeps.  The fact I don’t sleep doesn’t seem to enter into it.  People defer to Tort with a good deal more sincerity than they do to anyone else, presumably because she’s close to me.  Even the rest of my de facto inner council seems to give considerable attention when she speaks.
 
   On the flip side, this doesn’t stop what feels like every unmarried woman in the place from flirting with me.  Women have been flirting with me, or at me, almost since the day I woke up.  Most of them just make eye contact, flutter their lashes at me, and cast their gaze down demurely.  Sometimes there’s a little bit of a lip bite.  Stuff like that.  A few are more forward, finding excuses to lean over in my direction, looking at me to see if I’m looking at them.
 
   There are even a few that seem to be up all night, just waiting for a chance to bump—purely by accident—into the King in an empty hallway and see if he wants a snack.
 
   Since when did I become sexy?  When I became King?  Or when I became a nightlord?  Did it happen all at once and I just didn’t notice?  Or has it been getting worse over the years?  And, while I’m quite gratified by the attention, I’m also busy, and not in the mood for either relationships or repercussions.
 
   I will admit I’m tempted, yes, and pretty much constantly.  I’m alive during the day and have the same urges as a normal man.  At night, my urges are a trifle unconventional.  But I’m still too busy to get into that sort of tangle.  One dalliance, one bite… it’s never just one, and it’s never just a dalliance, or just a bite.  A whole slew of stuff comes with it.
 
   Thomen is another personal issue.  While very polite and scrupulously respectful, he’s more than a trifle irked about Tort’s residential choice.  Jealous?  Probably.  But he’s the Master Wizard to her Master Magician, and he has a chartered Guild.  Now he’s got responsibilities that he’s not going to give up, no matter what his personal feelings are.
 
   It’s an unpleasant situation.  I’m not sure what to do.
 
   Typical.  People problems.  Give me a science puzzle any day.
 
    
 
   My mornings usually start with breakfast with the Council, or the Cabinet, or whatever it is we’re going to call it.  I’ve had the receiving room enlarged and a bigger table put in.  There’s me, Tort, T’yl, Thomen, Kelvin, Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar.
 
   Kelvin has been immensely helpful in finding my guys some responsibilities.  They’re learning new things, now:  how to organize, how to plan, and how to lead.  I’ve dismissed the spells for their physical enhancement.  To put it bluntly, they are now big, scary men.  From now on, the focus is on developing what’s inside.  Their outsides are plenty well developed.
 
   Yes, I’ve monitored them with some care and attention.  Nothing seems weird about their physical makeup.  No tumors or other strange growths.  They seem to be perfectly normal weightlifters.
 
   We often have visitors to the morning meeting, generally a specialist.  Kavel has been invited to breakfast, Rethtel—he’s the guy in charge of lumber harvesting for the mountain, and, recently, he’s been supervising the building of a sawmill—and any number of others.  Today, though, it was just us.
 
   Everyone talked about their work, how things were going, and I silently lamented the fact that I’m having meetings.  I hate meetings.  Why do I have to have meetings?  So people can tell me how things are going.  I used to have Raeth for this sort of thing.
 
   I miss him.
 
   Then Kammen mentioned a child molester that killed a little girl.  I put down my cup and looked at him.  Usually, I try to have everyone else work out what to do so I can just rubber-stamp their ideas.  This had my full attention.
 
   “Where is he?” I interrupted.
 
   “He’s getting hauled up here on a boat,” Kammen replied.
 
   “Okay.  T’yl, would you work with Tort in doing those gate calculations, please?  I’ve been meaning to use it, and I hope to when I get back.  Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar—no weapon work for me today; I’ll be in Mochara.  Other than that, we’re done here.  I have a boat to catch.”
 
   “Sire?” T’yl asked.
 
   “He’s not coming here,” I told him.  “I’m going to turn the boat around, take him back to Mochara, look at his soul tonight, and see if he’s guilty or not.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “If he’s innocent, I’ll see to it everyone knows that, then find the one responsible.”
 
   “And if he’s guilty?”
 
   “Let’s not ruin breakfast,” I advised.
 
    
 
   Bronze and I went down the Kingsway at her best downhill speed.  It’s a wide street that starts out fairly low on the central mountain part of the city, but it’s still pretty steep—twenty degrees, say.  It curves quickly, though, flattening out with the contour of the city to maybe a one-degree slope.  It has sidewalks for pedestrians to dodge onto and a slightly-raised expressway down the middle specifically for Bronze.  It’s been explained that she has the ultimate of right-of-way down that strip of stone, and anyone on it is subject to being crushed, burned, and scattered in bloody chunks for miles for several miles, all without warning.  
 
   The explanation seems to be working; no one was in the way.
 
   We burned down the road, intercepted the boat, and I found I couldn’t just turn it back.  There was a lot of cargo and a lot of people on it.  Instead, I hoisted the suspect over Bronze’s rump and we hauled him back ourselves.
 
   He tried talking to me, but Bronze just went faster until he couldn’t talk over the wind.  That suited me just fine.  If he was innocent, a rough ride wasn’t too much to endure.  If he was guilty…
 
   In Mochara, I handed him over to the city watch with instructions to hold him, unharmed, and bring him to the city square at sundown.  I think they could tell I was in a less-than-pleasant mood and saluted without asking questions.
 
   I met with the parents, walked through the place where the body was found, examined the little corpse—she was about Tianna’s age, which did nothing to soothe my damaged calm—and ordered that the body be brought to the city square at sundown.
 
   “Why?” asked the father, anguished.  The mother just wept.
 
   “Justice,” I replied.
 
   I’m the King.  I don’t have to explain.
 
   Then I listened to the stories of those who found the body, tried to find out everything I could, and finally went to Tort’s house to sit and fume and think.  I did more fuming than thinking, I suspect.  Pilea tiptoed in to put a plate of cheese and crackers at my elbow, along with a tall mug of beer.
 
   She’s a nice girl.  I like her.  And she knows not to poke the bloodthirsty monster that’s in a brown study.
 
   Night fell.  I ran through a quick cleaning ritual and mounted up.  Bronze walked me to the city square.
 
   My, but people do love a spectacle.
 
   I did not expect to see Amber there.  I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised.  She nodded at me and stayed off the central, raised area that served as a public stage.  If someone was going to be burned at the stake, this would be a good spot, I thought.
 
   I looked at Frennin, the suspect.  I combed through his heart and soul with dark tendrils, looking for the black spots, the grey spots, and the polluted streaks.  Everyone has them.  Some more than others, some blacker than others, and in some they run deeper than others.  In due course, I found them.  I examined them.  I dove into them, plumbed them, swam in them.
 
   I knew Frennin better than he did, and was disgusted.  I wanted a bath.
 
   With the girl’s body—Lia—right there, it was no trick at all to see her ghost, translucent and insubstantial, standing next to it and crying.  Only slightly more difficult to ask her what happened.
 
   When I finished holding the ghost of a murdered girl, asking questions and comforting her, I took her with me to… wherever it is I go.  That place between here and there, now and then, and we met with the Grey Lady.
 
   I think the Grey Lady was very kind as she took Lia’s hand.  Maybe that’s just because it’s her job, her purpose, but I think there might have been something extra in that gesture this time.  I would be pleased if at least one of the so-called gods had some empathy, maybe even pity.  Or mercy.
 
   When I came back, I practiced restraint.  Instead of killing Frennin outright, I picked him up by his chains, broke both his arms and legs, and dropped him.
 
   “Get this thing out of my sight,” I said.  “Take it to a private room at the watch house.  Bring Lia’s parents.  Give them whatever sharp implements they might want, and give them leave to come and go in that room until dawn.  If it dies before dawn, its wretched soul is mine.”
 
   And we did.  We went to the watch house and everything was done as I said, and with not only dispatch and speed, but with considerable grim enthusiasm.  I sat quietly outside the room while Frennin shrieked and screamed, and I didn’t feel bad about it even a tiny bit, not for a second.  When his soul finally came loose from his flesh, I grabbed it, ripped it apart, and I ate the son of a bitch.
 
   I’m not known for my laws.  I’m not even especially known for justice, although Lia’s parents might disagree.  But I am known as, and will always be, a protector—and avenger—of children.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, June 9th
 
    
 
   I spent a lot of last night being moody and grim.
 
   I’m a vampire.  We’re allowed to do that.  It’s in all the brochures.
 
   One of the troubles of being a king is that I have to think ahead about people.  I can tell you what frequencies of light will be visible, or how waves interact in water, or how heat flows through solids, liquids, and gases.
 
   But people, for all that I’ve digested so many souls, are still a mystery to me.
 
   How can I keep things like Lia’s murder from happening?  How can I prevent it?  More police?  Police can be corrupt, lazy, or just inefficient.  Even if they are incorruptible, diligent, and efficient, in order to prevent a crime, they would have to be unreasonably invasive to the average citizen, which means there would have to be lots of them—roughly three cops for every citizen.
 
   Fear?  That might work for a lot of crimes, but for the really awful, sick things, there’s something wrong in the head with the perpetrator.  They may be afraid, but, sooner or later, that urge is going to overcome their fear, or they’ll have an opportunity they think they can take and get away with.  And, of course, for some thrill-seekers, that fear just makes a life of crime worth it!
 
   I’m stumped.  Prevention isn’t a perfect solution, because it doesn’t always work.  Avenging the victims isn’t satisfactory either, because you just can’t undo some things.  Once done, they stay done.
 
   A division of effort between the two options, together, are the best we can manage, short of changing human nature.
 
   On the other hand, the fact that I will look at the suspect’s soul and know if he did it does take a lot of uncertainty out of the criminal justice system.  So I’m ahead on points, there.  Plus, because of that certainty, whoever did it will never do it again.
 
   That won’t help the victim, but it will keep the one responsible from making any more victims.
 
   From the standpoint of a kingdom, I’ll call that a win.
 
   The only problem is that I’m just one person.  How do you set up a system of justice so that you don’t need my special talents?
 
   Sometimes, people make me sad.
 
    
 
   The morning meeting went pretty well; things are on track and proceeding at a rapid pace.  I’m pleased with most things.  For a while, I think things will lurch along fairly comfortably without my personal supervision.
 
   I still have work to do on the sand table in the conference room, though.  The enchantments on the table and the sand are trickier than I thought.  I’ve consulted with T’yl and Tort and they have some spells that help, but it’s a case of salvage work.  I have to take those spells apart, mix and match different parts of them, and tie it all together again.  The spells the magicians use are tailored for a specific purpose; most of mine are designed to be modular.  Take a piece here, take a piece there…
 
   My sand table, when it works, to the extent it works, doesn’t work very well.  I tried using a simple light-transmission spell, but that’s a nightmare when I’m trying to reproduce a multiple-source image.  It’s simpler to have a spell to levitate and shape the sand; I’ll work on a holographic projection after I get the visual inputs aligned.
 
   Another item on the downside, most of my council doesn’t want me going through a magic gate.  They didn’t like the idea when I announced it this morning and still didn’t like it when the meeting ended.
 
   T’yl’s the only one who doesn’t have a problem with it.  I think he’s just not all that concerned about much of anything, now that he’s not going to die of old age.  He’s gotten used to his new body and seems downright cheerful.  Admittedly, people have had a hard time adjusting to him—not that I blame them—but he doesn’t dress like a stereotypical evil elf.  He’s also much more friendly.
 
   Okay, he’s not the most friendly and helpful person I’ve ever met, but he beats the hell out of the elf who used to occupy that body.
 
   As for the rest of the council, I sympathize with their feelings, but things are going well here and I believe I can take a day.  There’s a lot of stuff I want from an advanced technological society.  Not just physical things, but reference materials.  Books.  Knowledge.  I’m a physicist, not an engineer!  Nor a chemist.  Nor a microbiologist.  Nor… nevermind.  The point is, I have a lot of things I want to know, and I don’t.  So I’m going home for a day or so to scout the place out and come back to prepare better for a supply run.
 
   For this trip, I’ve got a sack of gold, a sack of diamonds—surprisingly large diamonds—and some clothes that should be either nondescript or at least not overly weird.  There are a number of hand-crafted pieces of jewelry, as well, which ought to be valuable even if gold and diamonds are technologically manufactured.  I’ve also got a nice, wooden case for my sword; I don’t want to wind up in jail for carrying an edged weapon ten or twelve times the legal limit in length.  I figure if it’s in a case, then I’m transporting it, and hopefully don’t need a permit.
 
   Hopefully, I don’t need it at all.  I’m bringing it because it’s valuable, I can get another, and if I do need it, I plan to have it.
 
   Okay, fine.  I’m cautious, and I want a sword.  I’m used to having one.  The things are long, inconvenient, and often just in the way.  I’m still attached to having one.  Sue me.
 
   I’ve settled on the reflecting pool in my backyard as the target point.  It’s been a gateway before, so that might help.  Since I know exactly where I’m going, I can use a lot of my power, rather than charge off the archway, to get there.
 
   Later, when I find an arch to use for coming home, I’ll have all the charge and power of the Karvalen arch to help me, once I establish a pilot connection.  The tricky bit will be making the connection, but I suspect I can afford something alive to help with the initial spell.  Tort and T’yl will take turns in the gate room, monitoring the arch, ready to grab any trace of a connection and open it from this end.
 
   After some discussion, we settled on noon as the best time to begin.  Time doesn’t roll along at the same rate in different universes, apparently.  Leaving at midnight might introduce me to a daytime scene, with disastrous results.  At noon, if I hit a daytime area, all will be well.  If I wind up jumping through to night, all will still be well; there would be a very rapid change, but, with no sunlight involved, I should recover quickly.
 
   Bronze wanted to come along, but I vetoed it.  I was going to risk attracting enough attention as it was.  She didn’t like that, but I assured her that I would see if there was a way to bring her along on the second trip.  This was just a brief scouting run, after all.  She still didn’t like it, but agreed.
 
   This is one of the main reasons I’ve taken so long to go through my gate:  Nobody wants me to.  They keep distracting me with the business of being King and suchlike.  Well, except for Tort.  She isn’t trying to stop me; she just made me promise to come back.  She distracts me in much nicer ways.
 
   Down in the gate room, we temporarily diverted the charging spells to the pool.  T’yl, Tort, and I put ourselves at the points of a triangle and started working on the spell to open a gate.
 
   I provided the targeting information and a lot of power; I remembered the pool I wanted to hit.
 
   T’yl did a lot of the finicky work with the spell; he studied the modern spells for it when the Hand started using one in Telen.  Those were similar to the one used in making the Great Arch of Zirafel, but I thought the modern versions were somewhat less elegant—as though cobbled together from descriptions.  Possibly so.
 
   Tort helped by defining the locus at the pool’s edge and providing energy channels for T’yl and I to push power into, as well as guiding the energy from the captives.  Her magic bracelets also provided a sizable dollop of energy.
 
   The water spun, gaining speed as we pumped energy into the spell.  The last time I did this, it was with a crude version of the spell, brute-forced with a small herd of cattle for power, and more blood in the pool than water.  Today, it was a streamlined, refined version of the spell, powered by dozens of living sources and three magicians—yeah, I include myself, from the standpoint of raw power.
 
   The whirlpool formed in the water, reaching downward, ever downward, far beyond the depth of the pool.  As I watched, I had a chance to really look at it.  It wasn’t just a whirlpool of water; it was a writhing, circling mass of something else, too.  The water was just the structure of the opening.  What was really being twisted and turned was… what?  Spacetime?  Ether?  Astral mist?
 
   Contact!
 
   Sunlight shone up from the whirlpool.  Deep down, I could see sky.
 
   Holding the portal open like that was draining; it didn’t become easier once the connection was established.  Speed is always critical.
 
   I jumped through in a forward dive as though heading for the bottom on the far side.  There’s a trick, you see, to going through a portal that faces up-and-down, rather than side-to-side, like a door.  With a door, you just step through; gravity is—if you’ve done it right—oriented the same way.
 
   With a pool, if you just jump in, you fall down and through, then the local gravity has you and you fall back down and through, back and forth, until you either wind up floating in the middle and spinning around with the water, or someone cuts the spell and you wind up on one side or the other.
 
   Potentially, part of you could wind up on one side, part on the other.  Messy.
 
   As I said, there’s a trick to diving into a portal like that and coming out gracefully on the far side, landing lightly on your feet at the opposite edge, and waving at your companions to show you made it.
 
   I don’t have it.
 
   The transit went cleanly enough, but I forgot that by diving like that I would be emerging on the far side upside-down.  So, instead of shooting up through the portal like coming off a trampoline, I shot up through the portal like coming off a trampoline backwards.  I tried to tuck and roll, sort of succeeded.  I rolled well, thumping and banging down the side of a hill, finding every rock, stone, thorn, and spiky bit in the process.  I eventually wound up skidding gracefully to a halt on my face.
 
   I lifted my head, spat dirt, sneezed, and brushed mud out of my eyes.  Grimacing, I climbed to my feet and took stock of my condition.  Nothing broken—unsurprising—but several tears in my clothes and scrapes all over.  Nothing outright bleeding, either, just oozing a bit.  There was a patch of spiky-looking plants to my left that I missed by about a foot.  Things could have been worse.
 
   I worked my way up the hill back along the path I’d torn through tall grass and brambles.  The pool was no longer whirling, just somewhat foamy and disturbed.  It was greenish-black with algae and shredded plants.  A stunned frog clung to one side and looked at me.  The pool looked as though it had been untended for years.
 
   There was no sign of the house.  Not that I expected a house to be there; the last one burned to the ground, or mostly.  The whole area was overgrown and wild, obviously left to Nature for some time.
 
   According to the sun, it was either midmorning or midafternoon… north, that way, so east and west… okay, only about midmorning.  I sat down, checked my scrapes carefully, and tried a couple of small healing spells.  They worked, but it took a lot more effort than I liked; it was not a magic-rich environment.  At least I felt better about my injuries.  I didn’t think to bring bandages, but my spells could serve that purpose until my evening regeneration took over.
 
   I hauled myself to my feet and collected my scattered gear.  Time to hit the trail and see if I could find town.  As I recalled, it was a long walk, but maybe I could hitch a lift.
 
   As I set off, I noticed a large rock in the weeds.  I didn’t remember it, and the shape of the top spoke of something manmade.  I kicked through vegetation and cleared it, examined it, and felt a chilling shock.
 
   It was a heavily-weathered headstone, which was unexpected.
 
   It was Travis’ headstone, which was bad enough, but that fact only took third place in my list of shocks..
 
   The dates grabbed my attention for second place:  1968 to 2071.  He made it to about a hundred and three, so good for him; but how long past 2071 was it?
 
   First place and the gold medal, though, went to the inscription:  “I waited as long as I could.”
 
    
 
   How long did I kneel there in the torn grass and weeds, staring at the stone?  I don’t know.  A long time, though, because when I came back to myself, it was well into the afternoon and I was hot, sweaty, and thirsty.
 
   He was buried here, knowing that if I came back—no; knowing that when I came back—it would probably be through the same door I left through.  He couldn’t have known I was delayed, or why.  But he knew I’d be back.  Eventually.  And here he was to greet me, no matter what.
 
   He was my best friend.
 
   Immortality problems.  Yeah.
 
   I got up.  There were no flowers around, nothing I could gather for his grave.  All I could do was cut back the weeds and grass to clear a little space.  I found a border of smaller stones around the area in front of the headstone, but the grass didn’t care.  Still, I did the best I could.
 
   Where does a soul go, here?  Is there something that takes it by the hand and leads it to where it belongs?  Or does it wander until it finds its own way?  Or, since this world is pretty short on magic, does it simply come apart and dissipate?  Does that hurt?  If I had been here, could I have been his escort, or his doorway, into whatever comes next?
 
   Whatever happens when a person dies, here, I hope it’s painless.  That’s all I can do now, I guess, and that hurts, too.
 
   The sun was definitely starting to go down.  I didn’t want to get started on the hike into town and be caught by the side of the road at sundown—or in a car, for that matter.  I searched around the place where the house once stood, finding foundations and the occasional bit of ancient ruin amid the overgrowth.  My toe found the edge of the trapdoor to the basement, which caused me to cry out in something other than joy, then hop around for a moment before sitting down.
 
   I’ll say this for basement bomb shelters: they can take a beating.  Time and plants had worked on it, but despite rust and corrosion, the trapdoor still opened without coming off in my hand.
 
   Inside, it was musty, damp, and fetid.  It was also pitch black, which was all I really cared about.  I left the trapdoor open and let it air out a bit.  With luck, I could slip down when the sunset tingling started, close the hatch for a bit, and emerge with a whole night ahead of me to get the lay of the land.
 
   I just wished I had some drinkable water.  I could charm water out of the air, especially with the high humidity, but I needed something in which to collect it.  It’s amazing, the things we forget when we don’t have to worry about them.  It never occurred to me to bring mundane food or water.  I thought I was going to have an easy time of getting those in a civilized area.  I never thought I might be stuck in a wilderness, however temporarily.
 
   Sunset drove me into the basement; I shut the hatch above me and waited for my eyes to adjust.  I assume they tried to adjust, but pitch black is still pitch black.  Then the sun vanished below the horizon and the darkness rolled back from me, revealing lines, angles, features, all in the black and white of vampire sight.  Faint glows of life were scattered everywhere—fungus, mold, some spiders and other insects.
 
   The place had leaked a bit; brackish, mucky water covered the bottom four steps, at least.  All the things that a basement collects—even the “survival” things Sasha and I had stowed down here—were gone to rot and corrosion.  There might conceivably be some irradiated, vacuum-sealed, plastic-wrapped food packets that were still good, or a sealed bottle of water purification tablets, or other things.  Possibly.  But unlikely.  Judging by the headstone, it was at least… well, it could be eighty-seven years since anyone had been down here.  Maybe a hundred and eighty-seven.  Time and water will destroy almost anything.  Just look at the gap between South America and Africa.
 
   I sat on the stairs, under the closed hatch, and let the prickling, stinging sensation of my sunset transformation do its work.  I sweated muck, adding appreciably to the collection of unpleasant smells.
 
   Finally, everything settled into place.  The stinging diminished to tingling, then to itching, then faded altogether.  I held my breath and kept holding it; no need, no urge to breathe.  And no signs of my minor injuries, either.  Even the bloodstains vanished, presumably sucked back into my skin.
 
   Good.  I opened the hatch and climbed out.  The night air was good after the muggy rot of the basement.  I closed the trapdoor again and looked around.  The driveway was that way, the main gate beyond it, there, and the road down that way…
 
   One thing to do first.  I revisited the grave and looked at it.  Tendrils uncoiled and swept down, sliding through grass and soil and stone.  Anything?  Anyone?  Was there even a trace of someone still there, or was he already gone to wherever it is souls go?
 
   Nothing.  He really was gone.
 
   I started walking.
 
   The driveway was rubble amid grass and weeds.  The main gate was steel, originally painted with an epoxy resin against rust.  It wasn’t meant to go this long without maintenance; the gates were rusted through in places.  One of the gate leaves simply fell outward when I pushed it.  I don’t think I pushed it that hard, but I could be wrong.
 
   As I trudged toward the main road, I spent some time on a cleaning spell.  Obviously, my usual cleaning spell wasn’t going to work; or, rather, it would work, but it would take a lot longer to do its job.  I could speed it up, but that would take a lot more effort.  I didn’t feel like testing just how much that would cost me.
 
   Was there another way?  Yes, I thought so.  The same basic pattern of a usual cleaning spell, of course, but drawing mechanical energy from the motion of walking.  This could be directed through the spell to toss away little bits of grime, goo, and other material from me and my clothes.  Since I don’t sweat at night, the farther I walked, the cleaner I would be.
 
   I found a spot where I could draw lines in the dirt and stand inside a spell-circle.  Casting a spell by visualization alone is always more difficult.  In this magic-starved environment, I wanted every advantage I could get.
 
   I could feel it working, albeit slowly.  If anyone tried to follow me with a bloodhound, the dog was going to have a very easy time of it.  Important thing to know if you’re running for your life and being tracked:  Don’t use this spell.
 
   When I reached the junction of the drive and the main road, I realized there was more to my troubles than just time.  The secondary highway was in very poor shape.  It had fared better than the driveway, obviously; it had maintenance more recently, and was a proper road to begin with.  Still, I’d have hated to take anything with a low suspension over it, and nothing short of a military vehicle was going to go faster than thirty miles an hour.  I wanted a Jeep, maybe, or a Land Rover.
 
   Maybe I should have brought Bronze, I reflected.  I could have used the emotional support.  I wasn’t expecting to find that I missed the place so much, or that I missed my friend so deeply.
 
   Something about this, the ruins of the house and the road, said something was wrong.
 
   Maybe they’ve finally got those flying cars everyone wanted.  Maybe they just use jet-boots.  Or antigravity harnesses.
 
   But I haven’t seen any, and I would have noticed flying people.  I haven’t seen anything in the sky, not even a plane.
 
   I started jogging down the old highway, then realized I was thinking in human terms again.  I stepped it up to a full run, sprinting at racehorse speeds through the night, heading into town.
 
   I passed a number of buildings, some I remembered, some built since I left.  All of them were dilapidated, ruined, falling down, overgrown.  I didn’t bother to stop and check through them; I wanted someplace where civilization might be in full swing, not an abandoned piece of Rust Belt City.
 
   Arriving in town wasn’t a clear event.  It was a gradual thing.  More dilapidated buildings, generally covered in vegetation, appeared by the roadside as I progressed.  Eventually, I wondered if I was still in the suburbs or if I’d made it into town proper.  There were no street signs visible and no landmarks that I recognized.
 
   I started investigating ruins, looking for clues.  Houses, strip-malls, bank, gas station, highway overpass, car dealership…
 
   I glanced at the sky; overcast.  No help from the stars, then.
 
   What I wanted was a newspaper with a convenient article on why all this was in ruins.  If they ever make my life into a movie, I’m sure they’ll include one.  I had to do it the hard way.
 
    
 
   Libraries.
 
   Back when I was working as a professor, I once had a student in computer science expound at length upon the uselessness of a big building full of books.  A computer can store all that information, make it easier to access, faster to find, and can do it all in a space small enough to be easily carried around.  The information could go with you, instead of forcing you to go to it.
 
   I argued that although the data storage of a computer was useful, there was one fatal flaw.  You take your computer to a desert island and you can’t get the information out of it.  A book—that’s something you can hold in your hand.  You can read a book with your naked eyes; you can’t do that with your digital media files.  So, next time you’re in a power outage and wishing your computer worked, or that you could charge your batteries, get a candle or six and read a book.
 
   Which brings me back to libraries.  There was a tiny municipal library; I figured it would be quicker to search through, as well as more likely to have hardcopy records.  The larger university library was going electronic, last time I looked.  So I started with the municipal library.
 
   It was much quicker to search.  The roof had been broken by debris from the collapse of a neighboring building.  The cumulative effects of sunshine, rain, plants, and animals had turned the place into a wastebasket.  Many of the books were solid blocks of fiber, the pages merged together into lumps.
 
   I hacked and kicked my way through the place anyway.  I wanted to check the periodicals section, just in case it was a separate, sealed room.  It wasn’t.  Something had used it for a lair at some point, and shredded newspaper was apparently ideal for bedding.
 
   That library probably hadn’t heard spoken language in a century.  Pity it had to be such unbridled language.  And so loud.  Ghosts of librarians were doubtless invisibly shushing me.
 
   All right.  A quick run up to the university library was in order.  That building was somewhat more modern than the downtown municipal library, and maybe it was still intact.  Besides, being larger, it might have something salvageable—an encyclopedia would do.  If it was in any way serviceable as a building, it might also do well as a base of operations in this world.  I fully intended to loot everything.
 
   As I sprinted along, I had time to wonder what happened.  Did we finally nuke the place?  Did global warming finally come true?  Or did we just find a way off the planet?  Come to that, is the whole world like this, or is this just a local thing?
 
   I have a small mirror.  I could look.  But I think I won’t.  Not yet.
 
   Nothing bothered me on the way to the library.  Well, there was a little confusion in finding the place; I didn’t exactly get lost, as such…
 
   I found it, that’s the main thing.  It looked pretty much intact.  A lot of the university looked about the same:  pretty much intact.  There was a lot of overgrowth from the undergrowth.  Ornamental trees now towered, their roots spreading under the churned-up bricks, for example.  Ivy seemed everywhere, covering buildings with remarkable thoroughness.
 
   Getting into the library wasn’t as easy as I’d hoped.  The front doors were hard to find behind the ivy, and I discovered that the ivy wasn’t regular ivy; it had small thorns all along its length.  Annoying, but a point to consider; I wasn’t about to just grab handfuls and rip them down.  I carefully cut away the mass of vegetation from the overhang in front of the doors.
 
   The doorframes seemed okay, but the clear plastic that made up the majority of the main entry, while unbroken, was a milky, discolored white.  I couldn’t get anything to budge when I tried each of the four front doors.
 
   Well, that’s fine, too.
 
   Tempting as it was to just kick the thing in, I managed to restrain myself.  It was a bad day, what with one thing and another, and I think I deserve some kudos for keeping my calm.
 
   A bit of fiddling with my tendrils told me that, while the metal frame might be mostly intact, the locking mechanism was in a less pristine condition.  I tried to open it, but the corrosion had frozen what components it hadn’t destroyed outright.  So, with considerable nicety and care, I put the tip of my sword in between the door and the jamb and simply sliced through the locking bolt.
 
   The door didn’t want to swing on its hinges, but I insisted.
 
   I stepped into the entry area, closed the door neatly behind me, and simply pushed open the inner doors.  This library was musty, smelling of some damp and dust, but nothing like the disaster zone of the other one.  I immediately headed straight to the periodicals.
 
   It was a coffee shop.
 
   I backed out and checked the signs.  Yep, they rearranged things while I was out.  Why does nothing stay the same?  I look away for a century and bam, everything’s different.
 
   I joke, now.  But, immortality problems… someday, will that not be a joke?
 
   Okay.  I have a library.  It’s a start.  Now that I know what I’m dealing with, in general, I can go back and be much more prepared.
 
   I left the library and started scavenging.  What I wanted to do was build an arch—not an enchanted, magical arch, necessarily, but an arch that would serve very well as a locus for the gate.  I wound up with a large chunk of reinforced concrete for the base, with some rusted reinforcing bar sticking out of it.  I cut strips from what used to be someone’s car—it took me a few tries to find one with metal bodywork; most of them were plastic or fiberglass or something—and started braiding those together.
 
   It took a while, but I can be patient when absolutely necessary.  Besides, it gave me more time to think about how I was going to get enough energy to even start the thing.  I could build a spell structure from my own energies easily enough, but actually activating the thing would require scooping up enough local magic to make it run.
 
   Think of a clear, plastic bucket.  Take it to the beach and fill it with sand.  No problem, right?  The magical environment of Karvalen is a beach.  Now, take that empty bucket to someone’s house.  Sweep the floor until you’ve filled the bucket.  Not so easy now, is it?  That’s my local magical environment, except I don’t even have a broom!
 
   There didn’t seem to be any other options, though.  I hadn’t seen anything worth biting, much less bleeding.  Not a dog, not a deer, not a cat—not even a squirrel or bird.
 
   Come to think of it, I haven’t seen any animal life around here at all.  I thought back.  No, I saw some things out at the house.  Movement, at least.  There was a frog in the pool.  And I heard something scamper away when I… landed by the pool.  So, there are animals, just not on campus.
 
   It was a mystery, and I didn’t like it.  Mysterious things can get me killed, and I’m against that.
 
   When I had the main structure of my arch constructed, I debated on where to put it.  I eventually hauled the concrete block I was using as a base over to the library and slid it in through the door.  I didn’t feel comfortable bringing it all the way inside; I wasn’t certain the floors would hold it after all this time.  I set the thing up in the entryway area, instead.
 
   For what remained of the night, I drew on the concrete block, scratching the lines of power into it, muttering incantations, and connecting everything together to form a basic gate spell.  Perhaps more important, it was a specific gate spell.  It wasn’t going to ask me where I wanted to go; I built that in.  It was pre-aimed, so to speak, for the archway in my mountain.  Other gates might reach this one, but this one would only and always try to go to the arch under the mountain.  It would save a little bit on power, and even a little bit might be important.
 
   As the sunrise started, I went into the bathroom and waited it out.  It was not the most comfortable place, but I’ve endured worse.  And there were no windows, which was the chief selling point.
 
   I came back out once everything settled down again.  The arch was essentially done.  I fiddled with it, scoring some symbols a little deeper, and continued to push more power into it.  I didn’t intend for it to be too sophisticated, but I did mean for it to be sturdy and reliable.
 
   Then I sat down next to it and rested.
 
   Something moved, outside, beyond the milky plastic.  A shadow against the sunlit glass, no more.
 
   Carefully, I cracked the door open and peeped out.  Nothing.  No sign of anything out there beyond the hanging streamers of the ivy.
 
   Wait, what?  I cut the ivy away—quite a lot of it.
 
   I frowned at the ivy and poked one of the vines with the point of my sword.  It wrapped around the blade.  Of course, this caused it to slice itself off, but the movement caused me to jerk back and pull the door closed.
 
   The bit of vine that came in, still clinging to my blade.  It writhed and twisted like a dying earthworm.  I shook it to the floor and examined it closely.  It oozed a fairly pungent, yellowish sap as it twisted itself into coils, unwound, and coiled again.
 
   I opened the door to flick it out with my swordpoint, but half a dozen more vines entered as I did so.
 
   My comment was probably inappropriate, involving as it did a sexual act and a chainsaw.  Well, I was startled.
 
   Quickly—very quickly—I swiped all the way around the door, severing the thorny ivy vines.  I swept them all outside and pulled the door closed again.  That’s when it occurred to me that fire-safety doors can’t really be barricaded shut.  If the vines worked their way in between the door and the jamb, they might be able to pull it open.
 
   I found the severed bit of bolt that once locked the door.  I put it back in place and started the process of telling the metal to join with the metal, all the while gripping the pushbar and holding the door firmly shut.
 
   How smart is an animated, thorny ivy?  I don’t know.  Not smart enough, apparently, to force its way in while I was working.  I locked the door again and encouraged the metal of the door and the jamb to pull a little closer.  It didn’t have much effect, considering how hard I worked at it, but I didn’t mind the effort one bit.  Getting the door and frame to effectively swell shut by even a millimeter was enough to seal it pretty thoroughly.
 
   By that time, the door was considerably darker, instead of brighter.  As the sun rose, it should have been much lighter out, and probably was… but the door was covered in ivy again.  Probably coated in ivy.  At a guess, the ivy either smelled me—or whatever it is that plants use in place of a sense of smell—or it detected the chemical signature of its own sap.  Either way, it flailed and waved its way in my direction.
 
   I don’t think this is home anymore, I reflected.  The roof leaks, the carpet is shot, the power’s out, the water’s on the fritz, the toilets don’t work, and someone has really let the yard go to hell.  Or brought the yard back from Hell.
 
   I sat down next to my makeshift arch and started pushing power into it, charging it.  This was going to take a while.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Friday, June 11th
 
    
 
   We finally got the gate to open so I could make good my escape from the Land of Angry Ivy.
 
   I recall looking over a  lot of star-charts and astrology when I was researching gates in Rethven; unfortunately, Zirafel didn’t do a lot of experimenting with interuniversal travel.  What I read about was research—or, at least, empirical observation—by the magicians working for the Hand.  I suspect there’s some sort of rotation or orbit or other cyclic effect that changes the scale of a gate connection.  Sometimes the universes align, making the trip very short; sometimes they don’t, making the power requirements enormous.  And sometimes they’re completely out of sync, making it virtually impossible.
 
   How I’m going to chart that hypothetical alignment is not a subject for today.
 
   When the gate opened, it looked a lot like the whirlpool did, just without the water.  A grey-blue-white mist seemed to swirl into the archway and then spin, reaching back from the arch and into… well, nowhere.  Elsewhere.  Somewhere.  Tort and T’yl detected the activity in the main arch and suddenly there was a hole leading to the far-distant gate room, a long, swirling hallway leading into the distance, and just as suddenly the distance collapsed into an archway one could step through straight into the gate room.  I did so without delay.
 
   We discovered interuniversal time was a trifle odd.  It was longer in my homeworld than in Rethven.  I came home after about twenty hours or so, for me.  For Tort, I was gone only about three.  It’s not exact; candles aren’t the best units of measurement.  But that’s close.
 
   Of course, that assumes the curvature of spacetime is a uniform curve, rather than an irregular one, and the axes of the interuniversal rotation don’t cause the intersections to encounter discontinuities in the hypersurface.  But let’s do some slicing with Occam’s Razor and hope the simplest explanation is true: it’s a six to one time differential.
 
   That means my eighty-seven years in Rethven have been a little over five hundred back on Earth.  Let’s do some rounding and call it the year 2,500.  I could probably narrow that down a bit more, if I cared to, but I don’t.  Anything over one human lifetime is forever.
 
   It’s not home anymore.  It’s another country, and an inhospitable one.  It still has things I want, but now, instead of going over and buying stuff while trying to blend in, it’s a straight salvage operation.
 
   Pizza.  Doughnuts.  Chicken fingers.  Barbeque sauce.  Toilet paper.  Massage-setting showerheads.  Movie theaters.  DVD players.  Recliners.  Internet.
 
   Yeah, I miss a lot of the pieces of that civilization.  I also miss my old friends, enough that I don’t feel comfortable talking about it.
 
   Immortality isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.
 
    
 
   The morning meeting—I still wonder how I got saddled with a meeting every day—went about as well as could be expected.  No new issues, good progress reports, and so on.  Malena and Malana wanted a word with me if I could spare the time.  Amber called and asked if I would call back.  A visitor from one of the new Rethven religions was waiting to see me.
 
   Let me correct that last one.  I should say that the religion had existed for quite some time; it was merely persecuted and overshadowed by the Church of Light.  It still had followers and adherents even during the near-monopoly the Hand had enforced.  Now, with that gone, dozens of the old religions were springing back.
 
   First thing, I called Amber back.  I didn’t get a response, so I assumed she was out.  I made a note to try again later.  Instead of phone tag, we could play mirror tag.
 
   Next, I saw the twins.  They were more than a little disturbed.  Pleased, but disturbed.
 
   “What’s on your minds?” I asked, as they did the fist-on-floor thing.  In answer, they stood up, faced each other, drew their wooden swords, and started fencing.
 
   I’ve done fencing on the strip, and it only goes on until someone scores a hit—well, a “touch,” as in touché.  Scores a point.  These two went at it without worrying about light touches; they only seemed concerned with serious hits.  And they weren’t kidding, either.  I was about to demand an explanation, but then they started to go faster.
 
   And then they stepped it up.  And did it again.
 
   I’ve seen movies with actors fencing or swordfighting, going through the various maneuvers of a specific scene, counting out the beats of the combat.  It’s not reflexes; it’s not a fight; it’s a dance, and one they’ve rehearsed many, many times to go through it that quickly.  Plus, the film might possibly be speeded up a trifle if the director doesn’t think it looks action-y enough.
 
   No, that’s not a legitimate movie term.  I think.  I don’t know what else to call it, though.
 
   Malena and Malana weren’t dancing; they were fighting.  They weren’t using the broadsword style that everyone else was using; they were clicking, wood on wood, back and forth, at speeds that made me wonder just what else they did with their time—for example, did they sleep?  Did they eat?  They had a couple of weeks to practice.  That’s not enough time to learn to do what they were doing, much less get that fast at it.
 
   Unless…
 
   Okay, maybe.  If a magical being stuffs a lot of ancient knowledge into your nervous system, maybe.
 
   One of them finally scored, a good thrust that was only partly parried, but would clearly have skewered her sister through a lung instead of the heart.  I applauded as they saluted each other and bowed to me.
 
   “Well done,” I continued.  “Very well done, indeed.  So, I am pleased with your progress.”  Appalled with your progress, but in a good way, I didn’t say.  “What do you have to say for yourselves?”
 
   “Majesty,” Malena… Malana?  Nevermind; the twins are fungible.  One of them said, “we will not question what you have done, nor why, nor even how.  But… is this enough, Your Majesty?”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “At first,” the other one said, “it was fun.  It hurt, too; our hands and arms and legs ached all the time, and the blisters… but we enjoyed it, being fighters, earning a chance at becoming knights.”
 
   “Then,” the other picked up, “we started to realize just how… how…”
 
   “Dangerous we were.”
 
   “And it started to frighten us.”
 
   “We tried to explain to some of the other trainees, Your Majesty, but they didn’t take us all that seriously.”
 
   “Didn’t they?” I asked.  “I’ll—”
 
   “Begging your pardon, Your Majesty,” one of them interrupted, “they do now.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “We fought with them,” the other said.  “Over a dozen.”
 
   “Oh.  And you won, didn’t you?”
 
   They nodded in unison.
 
   “And that scares us, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We aren’t… we weren’t killers, Your Majesty.”
 
   I looked at them for a minute, considering what they were trying to say.
 
   “You want to be knights, but you don’t want to be killers?  Is that it?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “I imagine,” I agreed.  “Try anyway.”
 
   They tried.  It wasn’t that they were against killing, exactly, but they were concerned that if they were that good at it, that was all they would do.  It’s kind of like the problem of having only a hammer in the toolbox.  If all you have is a hammer, everything starts to look like a nail.
 
   “I think I get it,” I told them.  “I’ll see if I can take care of that.  Report to me tonight; I want to look you over and make sure that thing with the skills is working right.  Okay?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty,” the replied, in unison.  I think I’m getting used to that.
 
   “Good.  You two keep on practicing, but start working with sword and shield, too.  I’ll assign you other duties, aside from learning to carve things.”  They looked much relieved.
 
   I told them to rotate through my personal guards, a different one each day, to follow them around and learn what they could about what was happening, how, and why.  They were right; there’s more to being a knight—what I think of as a knight, one of my knights—than just being a murder machine.  I want officers and gentlemen who can be murder machines, but don’t define themselves by that quality.
 
   Hmm.  Why am I hurrying everyone along to become deadly, then?  Is it just because they expect to be?  Or because it’s a dangerous world and it’s important to be dangerous enough to survive in it?
 
   Later, when I met with my guys, they didn’t seem too thrilled with the idea of teaching apprentices.  Maybe it was the idea of having someone follow them around and watch them.  Maybe it was having pretty young ladies watch them—the fear of looking foolish in front of a girl.  Maybe they just didn’t want to share being my personal guard with people who might get promoted to it.
 
   I insisted.  They agreed.
 
   What I didn’t tell them was that this was for their own benefit, too.  Having to teach someone about what you’re doing often makes you think about what you’re doing, and why, and how.  Besides, Malena and Malana might have some ideas of their own.  I hoped so.
 
   “And don’t feel too bad,” I told the guys.  “They earned this.  You guys got the experimental spells to improve your physiques.  They got the experimental spells to improve their skills.  You might want to learn something from them.”
 
   “How good can they be?” Torvil asked.  He obviously wasn’t one of the ones who encountered the twins’ proof-of-concept.
 
   “Pick up a wooden sword and find out,” I suggested.  “Seldar, you be on hand for that, in case she breaks something of Torvil’s by accident.”  Torvil looked surprised, then slightly worried, then got that macho expression that usually comes right before the phrase, “Hold my beer and watch this!”
 
   “I will, Master of Medicine,” Seldar assured me.
 
   I checked back with Amber again.  She answered the mirror and asked me about immigration; I told her I had no problems with it.  If people wanted to live in Mochara or Karvalen, they only had to say so.  And move in, of course.
 
   “What about their gods?” she asked.  I nodded, realizing what her real question was.
 
   “Look, if someone wants to worship their god, I plan to let them.  They won’t carry out human sacrifices, or any other messily unpleasant rituals, but if someone wants to pray to Father Sky for rain, the Mother of Flame for sunny days, and Hippocrates for healing, that’s fine by me.”
 
   “Hippocrates?  I do not know this god.”
 
   “He’s not a god, just an ancient healer.  Forget it.”
 
   “But what if they want to build temples?”
 
   “If there are enough worshippers that they can afford to build one, sure,” I agreed.  Amber bit her lip.
 
   “The Mother will not like that.”
 
   “The Mother can go—” I began, then checked myself.  More calmly, I said, “Look, we don’t have a state religion in Karvalen.  I might, if necessary, forbid a particularly nasty religion.  But I’m not going to determine who or what people believe in.  That’s their business, between them and their gods.
 
   “If she’s upset about that, she’s welcome to discuss it with me.  Calmly.  But not through you or Tianna.  I will not have you shuttling messages back and forth between mom and dad just because we’re not on speaking terms.  She can occupy her idol, if she likes, or I’ll build a fire just for her to speak through.  But if she has an objection, she’ll have to bring it to me, not go through you.”
 
   Amber smiled, just a little.
 
   “I shall… Father.”
 
   “That’s my girl.  Speaking of… where’s Tianna?”
 
   “Out finding things to multiply.  She is quite proud of her numbers.”
 
   “She should be.  Is her skyrocket spell still holding up?”
 
   “I am assured by Blythe—the wizard you told to monitor it—that the spell is intact and should be ‘efficacious in the extreme, albeit temporarily.’  I take that to mean it’s fine.”
 
   “Sounds like.”
 
   “While I have you in the mirror… if you have a chance, could you look at your new road?”
 
   “Problem?”
 
   “Not with the road,” she told me.  “We are expecting representatives from Baret, Wexbry, and Philemon, but they have not yet arrived.”
 
   “Want me to see how far they’ve got to go so you can prepare a reception?” I guessed.
 
   “No.  Yes.  Really, we were expecting them by now, and none of the wizards here knows the road well enough to look anywhere along it.  I’m told they could… ‘walk it’ in spirit, if I insist, but that such a thing is dangerous to the wizard.”
 
   “Yeah, it is.  All right.  I’ll see what I can find out.  How is everything else?”
 
   Everything else was fine, and the new mill, over the new waterwheel, was working, albeit slowly.  I promised to provide a little more water and to get someone down there with the design for the windmill that powered our irrigation.  Amber obviously didn’t know what I was talking about, but agreed anyway.
 
   After our goodbyes, I went to see about my latest visitor.
 
   The visitor was a bar code.  No, he was merely in a black and white striped robe.  No, he had a long garment on that looked like a robe but was more like a long coat, open at the front.  His trousers and shirt were also of the same black-and-white pattern of vertical stripes.  It made him look quite tall and thin, but I didn’t think he needed the help.  He was easily two inches taller than I, had a light build, and was on the skinny side.  He brought to mind the Legend of Sleepy Hollow, the schoolteacher… what was his name?  Ichabod Crane, that was it.
 
   I received him in a lesser dining room—one for more intimate meals than the evening supper, but not so informal as to be in my own chambers.  He stood up as I walked in and I moved to take a seat.
 
   He presented an amulet.  It was a stylized eye, reminding me of the Eye of Horus, and set in a square frame, the whole thing done in polished steel.
 
   I looked at it.  Then I looked at him.
 
   “It’s nice.  Good workmanship,” I observed.  I took it from his hand and turned it over a few times, looking for magic.  It seemed mundane enough.
 
   He seemed to sag, almost deflate.
 
   “Something the matter?” I asked.
 
   He sat down, staring at the amulet, face working.  I thought he was going to cry.
 
   I’ll comfort a weeping child, even a grown woman.  I don’t know what to do when a grown man breaks down into tears.  I poured some brandy in a goblet and pushed it toward him.  He slugged it back like a trooper.  I think he was expecting wine; he lost color in his face, made a terrible gasping sound, and started breathing slowly and deeply.
 
   Well, at least he wasn’t about to cry.  I slid the amulet along the table to him and waited.
 
   When he got his color back and looked as though he might be able to talk, I asked him again if there was anything wrong.
 
   “My god has forsaken me,” he said, miserably.  “I no longer have the favor of the Lord of Law.”
 
   My first impulse was a snappy answer about his wardrobe choices not finding favor, but I suppressed it.  It was probably the Holy Vestments Of The Church Of The Law.  That, or the Holy Order of the Zebra.  Possibly the Generic Cleric Outfit.
 
   See?  I didn’t say any of that.
 
   “I see,” I said, instead, although I didn’t.  “Um.  Look, I don’t mean to be unfeeling or rude, but I do have stuff I need to be doing.  Could we move this to the part where you explain why you needed an audience with the King of Karvalen?  Sorry to rush you, you understand, but…”
 
   “No, you’re quite right, Your Majesty.  I apologize.  I… I needed to test my faith, you see.”
 
   “No, I don’t.  Or, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Are you not a creature that drinks the blood of the innocent, devours the flesh of the righteous, profanes the temples of light and good, only to bring death, shadow, and darkness over all the world?”
 
   I blinked at him for a bit.  Someone, at least, wasn’t listening to Linnaeus’ propaganda pieces.  I had mixed feelings about that.
 
   “Only technically,” I agreed.  “It’s daytime.  You want to try that after the sun goes down.  I try not to drink the blood of the innocent, just the guilty.  And I definitely don’t devour the flesh of the righteous; it doesn’t agree with me.  While I do profane the temples of light and good, it’s only when they come after me.  Otherwise, I leave them alone.
 
   “I take it that you were trying to direct the power of your god to smite my evil?” I finished.
 
   He nodded miserably.  I sighed and took pity on him.
 
   “That generally doesn’t work during the day.  Try it again this evening, okay?  It might work, then.”
 
   “Really?” he asked, brightening.
 
   “Really,” I assured him.  “It’s complicated.  I take it you’ve been having something of a crisis of faith?”
 
   “Yes.  I’ve been trying to understand the nature of the Law, and why the Lord of Law doesn’t… well, doesn’t seem to have any of His own.  The scrolls don’t really tell us much about how we’re supposed to live our lives.”
 
   “That is a little odd,” I admitted.  “Most gods have a lot to say about how their followers are supposed to live their lives, don’t they?”
 
   “That’s been my trouble,” he said, miserably.  “I’ve prayed about it, but He does not deign to answer.  I thought if I could do something notable, He might favor me with an inspiration.”  He fiddled with the amulet, then put hung it about his neck again.  “But, as you see, nothing happened.”
 
   “Doesn’t mean anything,” I assured him.  “I’m pretty much just a normal man in that respect when the sun is up.  If you try it after nightfall; you’ll certainly get better results.”
 
   “I can do that,” he said, then he slumped again.  “But now that you know, you won’t permit it.”
 
   “Sure I will.  Hang on.”  I stepped out of the room, beckoned to someone, gave instructions for the care and maintenance of the guest, and came back in with the guy I’d snagged.
 
   “Here you go,” I told him.  “This is Perrel; he’s going to show you around.  I’m sorry, but I didn’t get your name?”
 
   “Brother Terrany, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Very good.  Perrel will show you to quarters, if you’d like to stay, and be your guide.  If you have any questions, feel free to ask.  After sunset, I’ll send for you and you can try again.  How’s that?”
 
   “Should I expect a cell?” he asked, perhaps not unreasonably.
 
   “Perrel,” I said, “please take over, here.  I’ve got things to do before being blasted into oblivion by the power of Brother Terrany’s god.  Treat him like Sir Sedrick, okay?”
 
   “Of course, Your Majesty,” he said, grinning.
 
   I left it to him, hearing “You have no idea how lucky you are…” as I walked away.
 
   I sauntered back down to the room with the mirrors and the sand table, thinking.
 
   Am I going to get more people like this?  Neither Sedrick nor Terrany seem all that terribly bright, but they’re very forthright and direct.  They spotted the biggest monster in the world and went after it.  While I can’t fault their courage, I might have something to say about their wisdom.  Are these kinds of people going to keep showing up every so often?
 
   Come to that, I do have moderately-smarter assassins trying to kill me, too.  Maybe this is just a different layer of the same thing.
 
   Would a public relations campaign help at all?  Maybe.  I’ll have to think about that.
 
   I shut the door to my sand table room and considered the thing.  The sand table was a project to create a three-dimensional display.  The spell on the table affected the sand, allowing the table to reshape the sand into any form.  If I wanted it to look like something, I just had to visualize what I wanted and the sand would become a sand sculpture of my visualization.  Great; that part was easy.
 
   I also wanted to use a scrying spell to provide that visualization.  That was trickier, but it sort of worked.  The scrying spell, linked to the sand table, could make the sand change its form and shape to match whatever the scrying spell “saw.”  The problem was a complete lack of depth.  What you saw in the sand was a sand sculpture of a picture.  It was a fantastic sand sculpture, and I was proud of that, but it was a much lower-resolution image than just looking through the scrying spell.  On the plus side, it did allow for a lot of spectators.
 
   The really complicated bit was using multiple scrying spells at the same time.  Three of them, looking at the same place from three different angles, should make the sand stand up in a full, three-dimensional representation.
 
   That part wasn’t working so well.
 
   I could get it to work, after a fashion, but it required a lot of finicky calibration every time I cast the scrying spells.  They had to be in an exact alignment and orientation or the focus went all to hell.  If two of them were aimed at, say, a particular rock in a field and the other one was only a little bit off from that rock, it ruined the whole image.  Instead of grass, you had fuzzy sand.  Instead of a tree, you had a cloud of sand.  Instead of two men fighting beside the tree, you had a whirling mass of sand.
 
   It was disheartening, at least until I had my idea.
 
   What I was trying to develop was a single spell, albeit one more complicated than a normal scrying spell.  Instead of opening one scrying portal, it opened three, pre-aligned, so there was no finicky focusing issue.  The only problem was adjusting the controls of the spell to place the scrying sensors along the three axes from the focal point.
 
   See, if I want to look at a… a house, for example, I can cast the three-dee spell and a sensor appears at each point of a triangle around and above the house.  The sand table produces a real-time model of the house and grounds.  It doesn’t matter that I can’t actually see the focal point; the sensors are all aligned at an imaginary point inside the house.
 
   Now, if I want to zoom out, each of the sensors has to be moved back an exactly identical distance along that line from the focal point to the sensor, retaining that precise orientation on that focal point.  It makes zooming in or out a royal pain.  But, if I can get it to do that, I can zoom in or zoom out with my Sand Table of Scrying and use it to display a whole city in real time.  We can walk around the thing, examine it from every angle, and so on.
 
   Now for the really hard part.  Changing focus.
 
   Say I want to zoom out from just looking at the house.  Then, seeing something interesting come into view, I want to zoom in on that.  This involves moving everything, while keeping it in precise alignment and orientation.  It’s kind of like holding a pair of mirrors and walking around a room while keeping the light reflected from the mirrors focused on a point on the floor.
 
   Now strap a third mirror to your forehead and still keep all the reflections aligned.  Good luck.
 
   It can be done.  I just haven’t hammered out a spell that will do it, yet.  I thought it would be extremely useful to have such a thing working if I was going to look all along the road from Mochara to Baret, so I got to work on it.
 
    
 
   Sunset caught me still working on it.  I worked out a way to get two of them to sync up, but adding a third kept causing catastrophic interference and disintegrating the spells.  There’s a fundamental flaw in my spell algorithm, somewhere; I just don’t know what it is, yet.  I will find it.  I’m immortal.  I’ll get it eventually.
 
   But sunset reminded me that I had other things to do.
 
   One good thing about being King.  When I post a note of Do Not Disturb on the door, people don’t disturb me.  I can work on a project in peace without email, text messages, or personal visits.  Even better, I have friends who not only are authorized to do stuff for me, but are willing to handle things that I don’t need to and shouldn’t have to.
 
   I had a waterfall-shower before Tort, Thomen, and Kelvin gave me a quick rundown of the day.  There were the usual minor things—scuffles, a bit of thievery, changes in guard rotation, progress of different knights-in-training, nominations for the next in line for knighting, that sort of thing.
 
   Tort’s body language was so pronounced, I actually noticed it.  She sat with Kelvin between her and Thomen.  She still leaned away from him, even tried not to look at him except when she had to.
 
   Her aura, or her spirit, or her soul—the lights inside her that make up who she is—were still glowing with a gentle, peaceful, even a serene glow, completely at odds with her behavior.  That made me suspicious and, sure enough, when I looked for a spell, there it was.  It was a clever thing, disguising her inner self.  I decided not to comment on it.
 
   Thomen, for his part, seemed perfectly calm and collected, even cold.  Inside, though, he was a bundle of seething energy just looking for someone and an excuse to unload on them.  This is not a good situation for a wizard.  It can cause unpredictable results.
 
   We finished our business quickly and I asked the King’s Wizard to attend me for a moment.  Tort looked curious, but left with Kelvin.
 
   I didn’t waste breath on pleasantries.
 
   “Out with it.”
 
   “My King?” he asked.
 
   “You’ve been on edge and upset for most of the time I’ve known you.  Are you just naturally an angry man?  Or is something bothering you?”
 
   He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers, thinking.  I let him.  I’m immortal.  I can afford to wait.  Besides, if his posture was a ploy to indicate calm, it failed; his fingertips were pressed together so hard they were white around the edges.
 
   “Has Your Majesty, perhaps, discussed this matter with the King’s Magician?” he asked, finally.
 
   “No, and I don’t plan to.  Why?  Does it have something to do with her?  Some sort of friction between the wizard’s guild and the magicians?”
 
   “No, no; not that.  Not exactly.”
 
   I put my feet up on the table, crossed my ankles.  Since the chair had a low back, I laced my fingers behind my neck and leaned back a bit.  It wasn’t actually at all comfortable, but as long as it looked as though I was settled in…
 
   “I can wait.”
 
   “May I ask Your Majesty if the Lady Tort has mentioned me?”
 
   “You can always ask me stuff.  But no, she hasn’t.  Not in any personal sense; we’ve talked about you in regard to your position as the King’s Wizard of Karvalen and Master of the Guild, of course.  I’m very pleased with you and she agrees that you are the perfect man for the job.”
 
   “She would,” he muttered.
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “She would agree with you if you told her the sky was orange, Sire.”
 
   “I doubt that,” I replied, but thought about it.  “For the record, she suggested to me that you were the perfect man for the Court Wizard position.  I agreed with her recommendation,” I told him.  “As far as agreeing with me about the sky, though… She might believe me that I saw it as orange, then try to figure out why I saw it that way.”
 
   “Perhaps.  Yes, I suppose you are correct.  I did not state that well, I now see.”
 
   “But you find her agreement with me to be disturbing?”
 
   “No, it’s… that is…” he trailed off.
 
   I waited while he thought about it some more.
 
   “Majesty, may I ask a personal question?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “How do you feel… that is, what is your relationship with Tort?  With the King’s Magician, I mean.”
 
   “She’s one of my oldest friends.  Briefly, she was like a daughter to me.  Now, all grown up, she’s one of my most trusted advisors.  Why?”
 
   “Perhaps Your Majesty is aware of my former relationship with her?”
 
   “Not in so many words, no.  I got the impression there was one, but nobody ever came out and told me about the two of you.  Were you two together?”
 
   “Not ‘together,’ at least, not as most would mean it,” he admitted.  “She and I had a… physical relationship.  We enjoyed each other’s company, and companionship, and intimacy.”
 
   I put my feet down and sat up.  My neck thanked me.
 
   “That’s not normally a problem.”
 
   “I suspect, my King, that I felt something she did not.”
 
   “Ah.  And she’s not… all that accommodating, now?”
 
   “That could be one way to phrase it, yes.”
 
   “Why do you suppose that is?”
 
   He looked at me with the sharpest glance I’ve seen in a while.  It didn’t actually cut me, but he took another shot at it with his tone.
 
   “Does Your Majesty jest?”
 
   “Often.  Nobody gets my jokes, though.  Cultural context, I think.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Exactly.  But no, I’m not kidding.  If there’s a problem between you and Tort, I want to know what it is.”
 
   “Very well,” he said, frostily.  “You.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you think my relationship with Tort precludes her having a relationship with you?”
 
   “She explained it quite clearly.”
 
   “Oh?  What did she say?  —I’m not doubting you, but sometimes when women talk, they say one thing and we hear another.  It’s nobody’s fault; it’s just the way we are.”  That made Thomen pause and actually think about it.  That sort of thing does happen with depressing regularity, and he knew it.
 
   “She told me in no uncertain terms that, while she was fond of me and generally pleased with me, she felt that, with your return to Karvalen, that she would best serve her King by devoting all her attention to him.  To you.”  He sounded bleak.  He looked bleak.  His insides looked bleak.
 
   “I see.”  I thought I saw.  “Tell you what… try to think of me as her father, Thomen.  I rescued her when she was a little girl and saw to it that she would have a life, so I have a strong interest in her well-being.  What are your intentions toward my adopted daughter?”
 
   His mouth opened and closed a few times before he answered.
 
   “I love her,” he said, finally.
 
   “Have you told her that?”
 
   Thomen was silent.
 
   “I’ll just let you think that one over,” I told him, and went off to find a priest.
 
    
 
   Brother Terrany was in the throne room, sitting on the raised lip of a firepit, talking with Sir Sedrick.
 
   “Good evening,” I said.  “How do you like the place?”
 
   Brother Terrany and Sir Sedrick both rose; Sir Sedrick bowed in greeting.
 
   “I have never seen its like,” Terrany admitted.  “It speaks of enormous power, if not great wisdom.”
 
   “Oh?  Why not wisdom?”
 
   “I have seen great caverns and corridors within the mountain, a city twice or three times as great as the one on the outside, yet only one tiny door.”  He nodded to the main door.  “Must everything that goes in or out go through the throne room, under the watchful eyes of the dragon throne?”
 
   Hmm.  He had a point.  It wasn’t an issue right now, but if the population inside the mountain kept increasing, there would come a time when one door wasn’t going to do.  How do I make a secure-ish door that can also accommodate large amounts of foot traffic?  I’d have to think about that one.
 
   “You’ve raised a good point.  But we don’t need anything more right now.  Later, when we have more people—and more guards—we can open other doors.  I’m trying to keep people safe, you see, and the inconvenience is a minor one, right now.”
 
   “Ah.  Forgive me, Your Majesty.  I should have realized that an immortal fiend would have worked out the details of his nefarious plots.”
 
   “Not a problem.  So, ready to blast me into oblivion with the full force of Law?” I asked.  Sedrick did not look pleased by this.
 
   “Majesty?” he asked.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Is this… ah, necessary?”  I’m pretty sure he wanted to ask if it was safe.  Of course it wasn’t safe.  But it was important.
 
   “I think so.  Come, Brother Terrany.  Begin.”
 
   So he did.  The amulet or symbol or whatever you want to call it was glowing, now, without casting shadows—a sure sign it was a glow only visible to eyes that saw differently.  He held it out toward me and spoke, invoking the power of the Lord of Law.
 
   The amulet glowed brightly, but it didn’t reach out toward me.  It just glowed.  I got a sense of presence, as though the eye was looking at me.  I looked back at it.  Was there a faint hint of a nod, some sort of acknowledgement?  Maybe.
 
   The glow dimmed to its original level as Brother Terrany lowered the symbol.
 
   “Well, Brother Terrany, I have good news for you,” I told him.  “I definitely noticed that your god has answered your prayer.  He does pay attention to you; he hasn’t abandoned you.  He just doesn’t agree with your estimation of my character, it seems.”
 
   “You can tell that?” Terrany asked, lowering the amulet.  “I do not feel it.”
 
   “Trust him on this,” Sir Sedrick said.  “If there is one who will know when the gods gaze upon him, it is one such as he.”
 
   “Yep.  He definitely looked at me and declined to smite me.  But he didn’t seem upset or angry, so you’re probably in good shape, at least as far as being a priest is concerned.  Could be that, since I’m the King, I make the laws, and that’s a good thing from the perspective of a lawgiver deity—I’m not sure.  So, carry on.”
 
   Terrany looked torn between elation and deflation.
 
   “Look,” I said, “if I’m offensive to him, he’d let you know.  Maybe you’re just assuming?  I mean, when we were talking, earlier, I get the impression he didn’t tell you to come get me, did he?”
 
   “Well, no.”
 
   “Then you’ve got some rethinking to do, haven’t you?” I asked.  “Maybe you need a few days in quiet contemplation and prayer.  Maybe you’re hear for another reason.  Who knows?  Why don’t you go ask?”
 
   Sir Sedrick put a hand on his back in a kindly fashion, steering him away.
 
   “Come along, Brother.  The King has many things that demand his attention.  I’ll try to explain.  See, I was in a very similar position to yours, not long ago.”
 
   They walked off together and I watched them go, smiling.  If I was really lucky, maybe Sedrick and Terrany would make a good team for talking to anyone else that showed up to smite the Evil Bloodthirsty Fiend.  It would certainly save me a lot of time and aggravation.
 
   Meanwhile, more to do…
 
   Malena and Malana talked to T’yl about an appointment; he sent them to Kelvin, who, upon learning why they were to see me, sent them to Tort.  Tort put them in my study and told me about it when I got back to my chambers.
 
   I met them in one of their headspaces, I’m not sure which one, and examined the tutor I’d sent over.  He was exactly as I recalled him.  Handsome, helpful, charming, knowledgeable, demanding, understanding, ruthless, patient… Everything that would make him a good swordmaster.  He was quite reserved and very careful about touching anything without invitation.  Their headspaces, themselves, were still as I recalled them; no major changes and no signs of undue wear or stress.
 
   Okay, nothing wrong there.
 
   On a physical level, I spent some time and energy on spells to observe their nervous systems more closely.  They developed reflexes and responses at a staggering rate; that told me where to look.  As I suspected, there were signs of problems.  I’m not a biologist or a neurologist, but my ability to see life told me their upper spinal columns were suffering; a lot of their other, voluntary nerves were also more than a little exhausted.  I didn’t think there was any permanent damage, but I was glad they came to me when they did.  I called a halt to their practice on the spot.  I also told the internal teaching personification to take the day off and then throttle back on the rate until further notice.
 
   Malana and Malena also got the day off—well, the next two days—while healing spells encouraged exhausted nerve cells and frazzled nerve fibers to feel better.  The girls… hmm.
 
   No, that’s wrong.  They might be young, but they were living on their own, pursuing their own destiny, or at least careers.  They weren’t girls.
 
   The young ladies would continue to fence with each other every day, mainly to make sure their recovering nerves were fully integrated with their abilities, but most of their day would involve learning other things about being knights.  I’m pretty sure they’re ahead of the curve when it comes to the combat classes.
 
   After their practice break, I’ll check them over again to make sure they’ve recovered from the super-duper-speedy-learning I unwittingly inflicted on them.  Then they’ll start working with sword and shield, albeit much more slowly.
 
   If I can figure out a safe speed for this, maybe I can combine it with the physical enhancement spells.  That could be impressive.
 
   Now all I need is a way to help cadet knights develop their ethics as quickly as their capacity for killing.  That might be a little harder.  How do you improve human nature?  A better question, maybe… If you improve on human nature, is it still human nature?  If it’s improved, is it still human?  And what does that do to free will, if there is such a thing?
 
   Improving other people’s ethics seems to offer problems for my own.
 
    
 
   The sand table works.
 
   True, it only looks right from one side; two sensors give good binocular vision, but don’t help much for a full holographic view.  Still, that’s good enough for now.
 
   The view started at the western edge of Mochara.  I started scrolling it forward along the road.  It worked perfectly.  Grains of sand danced up and down, forming different contours and lines, shifting as the road drifted to the left or right.  I moved the viewpoint more quickly, testing the reaction of the table.  It did a good job keeping up with the changes, I thought.  I must have been moving the viewpoint at over a hundred miles an hour and the effective resolution was still pretty decent.  It started to degrade after that and got pretty bad by, say, one-twenty-five.
 
   Fine.  I zoomed out for a higher viewpoint and started scanning along the road, zooming in wherever there might be something unusual.
 
   I have the equivalent of a spy satellite.  Or a reconnaissance drone.  I am unreasonably tickled by this.  Not long ago, I would be on Bronze, pounding down the road, over hills and across bridges, directly eyeballing the place.  If I didn’t find anything on my magical recon scan, I could still do that… but I might save myself a lot of time and effort this way.
 
   And I did.
 
   For much of the road’s length through the mountains, the north side is a vertical wall of stone, the south side is a low curb.  The road has a very slight tilt toward the wall; I’m anticipating some snow and ice in the winter, and I don’t want people sliding over the edge.  That left me with a drainage problem, though, so I included in the northern wall to flush water down through pipes and out on the lower slope.  Beyond the curb is whatever terrain Nature provided, usually a steep, rocky slope, sometimes with trees, usually ending in jagged rocks or seawater.  Above the vertical wall, the same applies, only ending in sky.
 
   I found an oddity.  I zoomed in on it.
 
   It was a body.  It looked as though he slid down the slope for some distance to fetch up against a low, scrubby bush at the edge of a drop.  Zooming in closely, I noted he had at least three bits of what were probably fletching sticking out of his body.
 
   I could have used the arch to simply go there—point-to-point in the same world is a lot less expensive than trans-planar travel—but I wanted it charged for later.  Instead, I got into my armor; this might be that sort of trip.  I let T’yl and Kelvin—the first two I found on my way to see Bronze—know what was up, just in case it turned out that I was right.
 
   Bronze and I went for a run.
 
   I swear, she’s getting faster.  We made it around the first loop of the road from the inner gate and turned hard onto the Kingsway.  There she really picked up speed, thundering down the road like an avalanche of bells.  Near the city gate I told her to slow down; we burned across the bridge in a fury of blue-greens sparks as she braked.
 
   I wrapped a little aerodynamic diversion around us.  The wind was so awful I actually had to hold on.
 
   With that done, we cut the corner across from Karvalen to where the road started winding up into the Eastrange, bypassing Mochara.  We were up into the mountains and slowing for the curves in no time.  It wasn’t half an hour later that I was looking down, over the curb, to see if there was an easy way to recover the corpse.
 
   The body was a good distance down the slope.  Fortunately, I’m not a complete moron; I brought a rope.  I threw one end down and realized I was only a part-time moron; it wasn’t long enough.  I should have brought the flying rope.
 
   Well, damn.  I had intended to throw the rope down, use my tendrils to tie it around an arm or leg, and simply haul him back up.  At this distance, I doubted my ability to do anything more with tendrils alone.
 
   On the other hand, the closer I am, the stronger my tendrils seem to be.  Up close, I might be able to move the whole body.  All I had to do was get close enough and I could give it a try.
 
   Bronze held a knotted end of the rope in her mouth.  I worked for a bit to get a gravity reduction, and to slightly alter the angle of gravity; I wanted to be pulled more into the slope, rather than down.  The result was that I felt lighter, and that the slope didn’t seem nearly as steep.
 
   I edged down it, holding onto the rope, until I reached the knot at the other end.  Now, could I drag a body up the last twenty feet or so?  Tendrils coiled out, stretching slightly, reaching, wrapping around the flesh and bones, covering it, and I started to carefully pull it directly toward me.
 
   “Hello,” said a voice in my ear.  I didn’t scream; I was too busy concentrating.  Instead, I adjusted the body, cautiously, to avoid having it go over the edge.  The bush seemed sturdy enough for the moment, so I let go of my concentration and looked around.
 
   “Hello,” I replied.  My conversationalist was a ghost.  He looked thirtyish and curious.  He bore a passing resemblance to the bloodied corpse.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked.
 
   “I’m trying to recover a body,” I told him, not, I thought, unkindly.  “Someone killed him and I mean to find out who.”
 
   “Oh.  That was me, actually.  I died down there,” he nodded at the corpse, “after being wounded and falling from my horse.  I slid all the way down.”  He looked up the slope at how far he’d gone.
 
   “Who shot you?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  I think it was a bunch of galgar, but I didn’t see it very well.  I was busy.”
 
   “Where were they?”
 
   “They were hiding above the road, among the bushes and the trees.  They shot down at me, I remember that.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Wollan.  I’m a courtier in the service of Lord Rayvan of Philemon.”  The ghost looked pained.  “Well, I was.”
 
   “I see.  Well, do you have anything you want done with your body?” I asked.  He looked at it with a faint distaste.
 
   “Not really.  Seems untidy to just leave it there, though.”
 
   “I’ll just take it back up to the road, then.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   So I dragged it with my tendrils, hauling it up along the loose scree until I could lay a hand on it.  After that, it was just a matter of slinging it over a shoulder and hand-over-handing my way up the rope.  The ghost followed me up and looked on with interest as I laid the corpse out.
 
   “I look awful,” it said.
 
   “Not that bad,” I countered.  “A little cleanup, a change of clothes, and you could be laid out quite nicely for a funeral.”
 
   “If you say so.  I can’t seem to really care all that much.”
 
   “Yeah, that’ll happen.  Side effect of being dead.  You just don’t get the same surge of adrenaline or other glandular reactions.”
 
   “Am I supposed to know what that means?”
 
   “Sorry.  I should be asking if you want me to see to your funeral.”
 
   “I suppose.  But what do I do?”
 
   “Do?”
 
   “Aren’t I supposed to go to some sort of eternal realm, or afterlife, or something?”
 
   “Ah, we’re getting to that already, are we?  Yes, that’s my job.  Whenever you’re ready to, I’ll either show you to the Grey Lady, or you can use me as a doorway to eternity.  Take your pick.”
 
   “You came out here just for me?” the ghost asked.  He seemed faintly surprised.
 
   “I came out here to find out what happened to some diplomats.  I guess I have.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Anything else I can do for you, before…?”
 
   “No, I don’t suppose so.”
 
   “All right.”  I held out my hand.  “Whenever you’re ready.”
 
   The ghost took my hand, and I went… wherever it is I go when I have something for the Grey Lady.
 
    
 
   When I returned, I looked around more carefully.  No other ghosts to be seen.  Maybe they followed their bodies, wherever those went.  So I examined the corpse.
 
   Yes, three crossbow bolts; two in the left lung and one that nicked the top of the heart.  The bolts were small, ugly little things, very much suitable for a galgar-sized crossbow.  The body also had a lot of scrapes and lacerations from its slide down the slope, but no other real injuries.
 
   There was no sign of horses or other people, which made no sense.  If this was an ambush, then a lot of people died here, possibly some horses, too.  It hadn’t rained that I was aware of, but maybe this area of the seacoast had a shower or two that didn’t make it to Karvalen.
 
   I knelt down and ran my fingers along the drainage gaps in the wall, then sniffed at the fingertips.  No blood traces there.  I worked my way along the road, testing each one, sniffing for a trace.
 
   Yes, this one: blood.  I sniffed at the road, down on all fours, and could smell it.  There were other scents, too buried under the all-important blood trace… horses, yes.  Leather.  Sweat.  A musty, damp smell that I didn’t immediately recognize.  Orku?  Galgar?  Probably.
 
   I realized I could follow this smell.  It led along the road for nearly a mile, then diverted down a rocky, jagged slope.  It was almost a trail; at least, it was a way among the rocks that was easy to climb.  There were more traces of blood and horsehide that hadn’t been washed away.  The trail led to a gap between two great stones, more like a riven place in a boulder; within it was a narrow passage into the undermountain regions.
 
   A little way below the opening, someone had used a flat place as a butcher’s block.  Whatever rain had come by since the ambush had been insufficient to wash away the blood from that.  Well, at least that explained what happened to the horses, and possibly to the prisoners.
 
   I sat down next to the opening and thought for a while.
 
   My first thought was to go into that hole and see if I could find anything to kill.  While that’s not necessarily a bad plan, it was getting on in the night and I don’t like the idea of being on their home ground—or of being stuck on their home ground if I get lost.  Unlikely, since I would unwind a spell like Ariadne’s thread behind me, but anyone with the magical wherewithal to cut it…  Plus, I’d have to leave Bronze behind.  The gap wasn’t large enough even for a regular horse and there was no telling what sort of narrow passages I might encounter.
 
   That settles it.  I’m not going down that hole.
 
   That didn’t leave me much.  
 
   If I’m not going down there, is there anything I can send?  I could, theoretically, animate the corpse of Wollan and send it off to kill anything it might find, but it would just be one animated corpse.  He would be easy to finish off again.  I’d also prefer to bring the body back to whoever might want it for a funeral.
 
   I got up and climbed to the road.  With Wollan thrown over Bronze’s rump, we headed toward Baret.  She did the running, I did the thinking.  How do I make this underground region an awful place to be—preferably a fatal place to be?  I suppose I could just have the mountain form a tunnel around the road, but that’s a purely defensive thing.  I want the current bushwhackers and any future bushwhackers to fear the very idea.  I want them afraid to come this far south.  I want them afraid to piss me off.
 
   They should be.
 
   By the time we got to Baret, I had an idea.
 
   I wondered how much salt they could spare.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Saturday, June 12th
 
    
 
   I spent all day in Baret as a guest of Prince Banler.  A lot of it was spent just sitting around and talking with him.  I get the impression that he likes being informal and doesn’t get to do it often; persons of equal rank are hard to come by, it seems.  We talked about the old Baron Xavier and I told him stories about me in Rethven.  He told me about growing up as a Prince and about his political troubles.
 
   We also took a walk to observe the canal works.  I didn’t find much to criticize in the construction of the water gates.  My only input was to suggest making the gears out of bronze instead of wood.  Wood rots in a wet environment; bronze eventually corrodes, but it takes a lot longer.
 
   At lunch, I met the Lady of Baret, Verenna, Prince Banler’s wife.  She was younger than I’d have thought, but I suppose that’s just my own upbringing talking.  She had Brenna, their youngest daughter, with her.  The little one didn’t want to shake my hand; she hid her face in her mother’s skirts.  Well, she was all of three years old.  I’m terrifying to small children.
 
   I also saw Melvin, in passing.  He looked rather haggard and tired.  I suspected he wasn’t sleeping well.  The urge to ask him about it was strong, but I refrained.  It wasn’t easy.
 
   That reminds me.  I need jail cells.  Occasionally, it’s appropriate to incarcerate someone.  While they’re thinking about the error of their ways, Fred can mention that they really should reform.  I’ve always felt that a comfortable—or even tolerable—jail is counterproductive.
 
   We also spent some time with the wizard Velina and one of their metalworkers—a guy who specialized in brassworks.  While Velina could, fairly quickly, boil away seawater to produce salt, the amount of salt per liter of seawater was almost not worth her effort.  So, in payment for all the salt they could spare, I helped with the design of a salt extractor.  It was just a solar-heated evaporator, really.  Once you evaporate the seawater, you’re left with salt.  This would go much faster than the traditional method of putting a pan of seawater in the sun and scraping salt out the next day.
 
   I am morally certain that there’s a spell to remove the salt without boiling away the water, but I can’t seem to quite remember it.  I’ll look into it, maybe, in case I ever develop another sudden need for a lot of salt.
 
   They seemed very pleased with the solar boiler method, though.  At any rate, they gave me two giant sacks of salt.  Pricey stuff, salt, but now they could produce it more quickly.  Good investment on their part, I think.  An investment of goodwill, too, if you want to look at it like that.
 
   They loaded up the body of Wollan for transport back to his prince.  Banler promised that this would not reflect badly on me.
 
   “It’s a road,” he assured me.  “Things happen.  And I’ll mention that you’re so offended that you’re taking a personal hand in the matter.  Prince Larsus will understand.”
 
   “I’ll leave that in your hands, if I may.  I’ll be busy tonight, dealing with this, and then I’ve got to get back to my mountain.”
 
   “Of course, of course.  Stop by anytime.”  He winked at me.  “That’s part of our deal, after all!”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “And, if you could,” he added, more quietly, “next time, would you bring along some of that beer you make?  The dark stuff.”
 
   “Is it that good?” I asked.  “You’ll understand that I don’t really drink beer, myself.”
 
   “Eh?  Oh.”  He looked uncomfortable.  “Well, I suppose you wouldn’t.  But, yes, I do have a fancy for that dark beer you make.  It’s got a taste to it, and no mistake.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.  If I come by without a disaster on my heels, I’ll remember.”
 
   “Can’t ask for anything more fair.”
 
   “Do you have any idea what he was sent for?  Wollan, I mean.  I don’t know anything about Prince… Larsus?”
 
   “Larsus, yep.”
 
   “…or about Philemon.  Wollan said he was in the service of someone named Rayvan.”
 
   “Well,” Banler said, marshalling his words.  We were sitting in a lounging chamber, up on the third floor of the “palace,” making use of comfortable furniture.  Banler swirled wine in a goblet and looked at the ceiling.
 
   “Rayvan, if I remember right, is the lord of some little place in Philemon’s territory, on the north border, I think.  A small town called…Friel?  Frayel?  Something like that.  They’d be the first of Philemon’s territory to get overrun, so I can see why he’d be concerned and want one of his own people along.
 
   “Prince Larsus and Rayvan, well, they’re not bad chaps, not really.  Got differences with them, of course; Larsus wants to rule the old kingdom and I don’t think he should.  That’s really the big sticker; it usually is.  They don’t like the way Byrne is spreading, though, and we’ve all got that in common.  Since they’re even farther north than Wexbry—they’re right up against Vathula, share a border with them, you know—I’d guess they’re pretty nervous about it.  And about Vathula, come to that.  Nothing much comes out of Vathula, but everybody along the Range gets their share of orku and galgar coming down to steal what they can.”
 
   “Nothing organized?” I probed.
 
   “Nah,” he said, waving his free hand, then slugging back a draught.  “You get a lone thief, maybe a group of six or so, and they steal a pig or a couple of sheep, maybe some chickens.  They don’t usually kill anybody; that’s not what they’re after.  It’s like they know a little thievery won’t be pursued into the Range, but a bunch of murderers will.”
 
   “Yes, I suspect they do,” I agreed.  I was pretty sure of it, in fact.  I did make it a point for Bob to leave Rethven strictly alone; I wondered if Keria had kept that policy from sheer inertia, or if she understood why I wanted it that way.
 
   Or if this thievery was really just testing the waters for something bigger.  Crap.  I was going to have to do a pan-and-scan of the Eastrange, just for the intelligence value.  That could take a while.
 
   “So,” I continued, “you think he wants to open up trade?  Or is he more interested in straight-up military support?”
 
   “I’d guess he’d be willing to pay for troops,” Banler offered.  “Just a guess, though.  He’s not all that rich.  Wexbry could probably take Philemon and keep it, but it would be years before it paid for its conquest.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Well, here’s hoping they send another someone—and that they make it all the way in one piece.”
 
   “You sure the road’s going to be safe?” he asked.  “I could send them by ship.  No trouble.  Or just a bit more of an escort on the road.”
 
   “I don’t think anything underground will want to be anywhere near this end of the Range in a couple of days.”
 
   “Can you tell me about it?”
 
   “I’m going to put a curse on the place.”
 
   “On second thought,” he decided, “I can get by without knowing.”
 
    
 
   Sunset came and went in its usual prickly fashion.  Not so bad, though, since I hadn’t really exerted myself during the day.  When I emerged from the privy, I was already cleaned up and ready to go.
 
   Prince Banler and his wife saw me off, along with his eldest son, Tanner.  Tanner was a solid-looking man, hard hands, good calluses, sharp eyes.  Definitely a fighter.
 
   Tanner’s eyes kept going back to Bronze.  I think he wants my horse.  I can’t say I blame him.  I did introduce Bronze to the family, though, and she was both delighted and dignified.
 
   I’m guessing that Tanner will ask someone about how to get a golem horse.
 
   Bronze and I headed through town; there was an errand I had to run.  Rather than knock on doors and introduce myself to dying people and their families, I just made the rounds for any of the recently deceased.  It seemed the simplest way to go about it.
 
   Once outside the city, we headed back along the road.  There are places where it is possible to climb down from the road to the sea without a rope, but only a couple.  We stopped at the first one we came to; I needed something from the sea and I hoped Ssthich wouldn’t mind.
 
   I climbed down until I was on slick rocks, hip-deep in salt water.  Tendrils spread out from me like ink, uncoiling and twisting through the waves, reaching down along the stony floor, following the slope of the rocks.
 
   “I hate to bother you,” I said, both with my voice and with that special part of me on the inside.  “Ssthich, I’m not sure exactly what offends you and what doesn’t, but I’m trying to be polite.  I’m asking for a shark, or some other, similar creature that swims and kills and eats and not much else.  Bigger is better than smaller, too, if that’s all right with you.
 
   “I’m going to use it to kill a lot of those ugly little grunts that live under the mountains, here—or, at least, that’s my plan.
 
   “If that’s okay with you, I’ll take whatever I can find.  If not, then I trust I won’t find anything.  Is that fair?”
 
   Crashing of waves on the rocks.  Sea breezes.  Nothing, not in my ears, not with that part of me that listens in other ways.
 
   Well, nothing ventured…
 
   I scrambled and splashed my way into the water, down the underwater mountainside, and looked around.  There were fish here and there, but nothing of the size or nature that I wanted.  I killed a couple with tendrils, sucking the life out of them and dragging them over.  Gutting them and spreading their bloody remains through the water required a little finesse; the blood tended to migrate in my direction, rather than spreading out.  Observing the phenomenon told me that the force of it declined on a curve, possibly with the square of the distance, just judging by eye.  Beyond fifteen or twenty feet it was hardly noticeable.
 
   Still, with a few tries, I managed to get bloody fish guts far enough away from me that it spread through the water normally.  With a bit of luck, chumming the waters would bring me something more my size.
 
   It took a while, but fishing always does.  The things seem to know you’re after them.
 
   The type of fish I wanted came swimming up to me, looking for lunch.  It was about ten or twelve feet long and had a mouth full of teeth.  It was probably a shark, but I don’t really know sharks; it was just big and hungry and willing to do something about that.  The bloody guts in the water attracted it and the fact I was a moving target made me look appetizing.
 
   What I wanted was a little bit more complicated than just killing it outright.  I wrapped it in tendrils, carefully, as it swam toward me.  It moved in to chomp and I stuck my left arm down its throat; it held on and shook while trying to swim away with me, but I held on, too.  I didn’t want a fish story about the one that got away.  The bite wasn’t going to bother me too seriously; it hurt, yes, even with my armor, but I get better and I know it.
 
   That makes it tolerable.  It doesn’t mean I like it.
 
   Now that I had it right where it wanted me, I drew the spirit out of it.  Not in my normal fashion, gulping it down in surges, but carefully.  Instead of drinking it, I lifted it out of its fleshy container and held it in a web of dark lines, delicately, keeping it intact.  When I did this, it stopped shaking me; this helped my concentration enormously as we slowly sank back to the ocean floor.
 
   It was much easier than dealing with a soul; this was just an animal, a spirit.  How is that different?  Well, it’s simpler, for one thing.  It’s less complicated and intricate in its connections to the flesh.
 
   I sliced my catch thoroughly open with my sword; the rest of the ocean would eat it soon enough.  All I wanted was the blood to soak in to me to deal with the bite marks.  My arm hurt more than I expected; I figured that I might be pulling triangular teeth out of my armor, later.
 
   Holding the shark-spirit carefully in my tendrils was like holding a mouthful of fizzy drink without swallowing it.  It wasn’t that hard, but I had to pay some attention to it.  I climbed back up the underwater mountainside, all the way to the road.
 
   Now I could sit down and build the matrix.  Since I hadn’t known exactly what it would contain, I couldn’t build it in advance.  Tricky, this part; I had to hold the spirit while I built a spell to contain the spirit.
 
   This is not easy.  It’s like carrying on a conversation while writing down instructions.  If anything had interrupted me, even merely distracted me, I’d have lost the thing.  As it was, I drew my circles and lines in peace, charged it, and placed the shark-spirit inside like laying an instrument in its case.
 
   It wasn’t happy.  I didn’t blame it.
 
   That done, I walked around the containment circle, surrounding it with another one.  This was to contain the gas.
 
   I poured out all the salt in a ring around this whole setup—pounds of it.  Thirty pounds?  Fifty?  I can’t judge weight by the feel anymore, but quite a lot of it.  I walked around and around, making the ring of salt fairly even.  Then I started a sort of breakdown, filter, and pumping spell.  The outer ring was made of salt—sodium chloride.  That’s sodium and chlorine, chemistry so basic that even I know it.
 
   After the better part of an hour, the ring was just powdered sodium metal.  The outer magic circle, the one containing the containment circle, had a thick tower of roiling smoke inside it.  In regular lighting, I knew it would be a dirty yellow-green.
 
   Merging the spirit and the gas was complicated and surprisingly tricky.  The spirit didn’t like being part of some sort of gas cloud instead of a solid object, and it really didn’t like being merged with a little bit of my own essence—a hungry tendril.  I insisted.  Repeatedly.  And strongly.  And I kept insisting in different ways until bits of it started to stick.
 
   The fact it resisted didn’t help at all.  I tried matrix after matrix, each more elaborate than the last.  Finally, I asked Bronze to stand next to the circle and pose for me.  Her magical matrix is something I still don’t understand, but I don’t need to understand it, necessarily, to copy elements of it.
 
   It took half the night, but I got my way.
 
   The result was a quasi-living cloud of chlorine gas, capable of moving itself at speeds approaching that of a running man.  It could engulf a target, killing it with a gas attack, and then absorb some of its vitality as it died.
 
   It was used to being underwater; I imprinted on it that it belonged underground, instead, swimming through the reefs and shoals of the caverns and crevasses.
 
   I towed it behind us as Bronze carried me back to the place with the riven rock.  Here, I told the spirit, would be the place it would come back to—its lair, if you will.  Here it would find a supply of more chlorine as it used up some itself in killing victims.  In the meantime, get in there and start killing anything that lives underground and dares to venture into your territory!
 
   It flowed away from me, deep into the ground, and I nodded in satisfaction.
 
   The next couple of hours saw me lay more spells on the area.  One would draw chlorine from the salt in the seawater—just a trickle, not enough to be useful as a salt-gathering spell.  Maybe as part of a larger salt removal process…
 
   Anyway, another spell, well inside the cave mouth, would keep the gas from dissipating under normal circumstances, but it wasn’t strong enough to keep the gas from being dragged away by the… hmm.  The air elemental?  The gas elemental?  The chlorine elemental?
 
   Hungry for life to restore its vitality, it would hunt.  Hungry for chlorine to restore the gas it used up in killing victims, it would always return here.  And with the need to stay underground it would stay away from the road.  It would serve very well as a curse on the underground area in this region.
 
   I would still be keeping an eye on the road in the near future, though.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Monday, June 14th
 
    
 
   The Morning Meeting went well.  No fresh disasters, reasonable progress with everything else, and guests:  Malana and Malena were sitting at the table, looking uncomfortable, while Brother Terrany sat off to one side with Sir Sedrick, just observing.  I wondered what he was thinking.
 
   Seldar reported on the progress of our physique-enhancing spells.  None of the cadets could be called soft or weak, now, and he was working diligently on always improving the worst of them.  Even those guys were looking pretty impressive.  Going hand-over-hand up a rope is always impressive; it’s even moreso in armor.
 
   Torvil, on the other hand, wanted to know more about what I’d done for the twins, and could I do it for anyone.  I agreed that I probably could.
 
   “The problem is,” I told him, “while it seems to have worked, it might also be killing them.  It may already have damaged them pretty severely.  I’m waiting for them to recover before I can tell if it’s going to be useful or not.”
 
   “Killing them?” he repeated, questioning.  Malana and Malena both developed a sudden case of Wide Eyed Syndrome.
 
   “It might give them a case of twitching, shivering convulsions,” I clarified.  “I’m pretty sure that they’re fine, but I want to make absolutely certain that it isn’t killing them, first.”
 
   “Ah,” he said, glancing at them.  They did their best to look calm.  “I’ll wait, Sire.”
 
   “Good man.”
 
   He also took the opportunity to ask if there was anything his father or brother could do to earn a knighthood.  As much as I disliked the idea of nepotism, the question was a good one.  Not “can you please lean toward knighting them?” but “is there anything they can do?”
 
   I allowed as how I’d think about it and let him know if anything came to mind.
 
   Kammen, meanwhile, had two things.  First, there were a lot of people who wanted to make their sons squires to my knights, and I had, what, five?  What should we do with them?
 
   I agreed to let them squire for knights and cadet knights, just so we could see who showed promise.  But we were going to have a discussion about this, so assemble everyone, please.  He asked Torvil to take care of that.
 
   The other point was one I did not expect.  Kammen is, at best, an indifferent wizard.  I didn’t think he could master the Ribbon.  Apparently, though, he practices it daily; it’s the one spell he does exceptionally well because he keeps using it.  He’s fascinated with interpreting the threads and lines and how they intertwine.  
 
   In case I haven’t mentioned it, mortal wizards can look at their lives through a visualization technique that looks like, well, a ribbon.  It’s a multicolored thing a couple of feet wide and appears to stretch out underneath the wizard as he meditates.  The individual strands of the Ribbon form out of the silver-grey fog of the future in front and flow together.  Some strands seem to extend a long way ahead; others vanish quickly in the fog.  The various strands are things that influence your life—thick for major influences, thin for minor influences—all weaving together as it goes by under you.
 
   At major moments in one’s life, there is usually a pinch, a sharp narrowing of your Ribbon.  It’s a time when events will be uncertain in some fundamental way.  It’s a cusp where your future can make a drastic change—or not—based on how things go at that critical moment.  Nothing beyond that point is fixed, or even predictable.
 
   Normally, you’re not going to just up and decide to completely change your life; it goes on largely as before.  But at a pinch, things may force you to decisions—or things may occur—that fundamentally affect your future.  It doesn’t mean you’re going to die, but sometimes it’s a possibility.  It does mean that there may be some serious changes, depending on how you handle it.
 
   As I understand it, Kammen’s mother was a wizard and wanted him to be one, too, while his father wanted him to be a warrior.  When his mother died, he kept up his practice of what she taught him—mostly the Ribbon, because it could have provided warning about her life-cusp—but his father refused to let him join the Wizards’ Guild.
 
   And he’s fast at it, too.  The few times I tried looking at the Ribbon of Fate (or the Ribbon of Time, or whatever), it took me an hour or more to get into the proper state of mind.  Kammen does it in minutes.  I doubt the Guild would have him; he’s kind of a one-trick pony.  But the one thing he does well, he does exceedingly well!
 
   How does one get to Carnegie Hall?  Practice, practice, practice.
 
   “I looked at the thing yesterday,” he said, “and I thought there might be cusp coming, so I checked again this morning.  Now I’m sure; there’s one coming soon, maybe today.  Looked like your thread, Sire, with Torvil and Seldar, too.”
 
   “Any ideas what it might be about?” I asked.
 
   “Nope.  Didn’t see anyone else I recognized.”
 
   “And it’s today?”
 
   “I think so, yeah.  Maybe in the morning.”
 
   “Torvil?  Seldar?”
 
   “Sire?”  “Yes?”
 
   “If you can look at your Ribbons, please do; we can at least see if you share that pivot-point.”
 
   They nodded agreement and left immediately; it takes a while to get into the trance-state required for precognition.
 
   “Can you tell us anything else?” I asked Kammen.
 
   “I don’t like it.  I look at the thing a lot and I never seen it pinch like this.  I don’t see nothing after it, not even the shadows you sometimes get of maybe futures.”
 
   “All right.  What do you want to do about it?”
 
   “I’m thinking I’ll just sort of hang around with you, if that’s okay.  Your thread’s pretty much straight-on into the pinch, so it means you’re big in it.”
 
   “Are you sure that it’s my thread?” I asked.  Kammen gave me a look that spoke volumes, none of it complimentary or even polite.  I let it drop and went on.
 
   “But we don’t know if it’s something you’ll have to do, or I will.  My thread running through your pinch.  We’re just both involved, somehow.”
 
   “Yeah.  Sire.  And maybe Torvil and Seldar.  Could be others, too, but I dunno who they are; I don’t recognize the threads.”
 
   “Got it.  All right.  Anything else?  Good.  I’ll be down in the communications room.  Thomen, if you would be so kind, get together a pack of supplies like you were going to stay in a cave for a day or two.  I’ll need it for my next gate trip.  Tort, please help him with that.”
 
   I stood up before she or Thomen could say anything.
 
   “Thank you all.  Kammen, with me.”
 
   We went down to the room with the mirrors and the sand table.  Kammen looked puzzled as we went.  I refrained from asking until we were in the room and the door was shut.
 
   “What’s with the puzzled expression?” I asked.
 
   “I just don’t get what’s wrong with those two.”
 
   “Tort and Thomen?”
 
   “Yeah.  Sire.”
 
   “What do you think?” I asked.  He snorted.
 
   “I think they need to crawl back into bed together and not come out until the moaning and thumping stops and they’re talking to each other again.”
 
   “Ah.  I take it that everyone knows?”
 
   “They’ve been like that for years.  Leastways ’til you showed up again.  No offense, Sire.”
 
   “None taken.  How many years?” I asked.  Kammen thought about it.
 
   “Six?” he guessed.  “Might not be six, but about six.”
 
   “Hmm.  Yes, I suspect you’re right.”
 
   “About what?  Sire.”
 
   “About me waking up.  I’m just not sure if Tort was passing the time with Thomen, or if she was really interested in him and her sense of obligation to me is overruling that interest.”
 
   “Could go either way.  Sire.  ’Course, she could want the both of you.”
 
   “Huh.  I hadn’t thought of that,” I admitted.  Kammen shrugged.
 
   “If Thomen’s good with having nights while you get days, it could work.  Sire.  If legends are right.”  His eyebrows went up, plainly asking without asking whether or not I was capable of performing at night.
 
   “It’ll need to be sorted out,” I said, not answering the unasked question.  “I’ll work on it.  Tort’s happiness is important to me.”
 
   “I could say something to one or both, but I guess I should keep my mouth shut?”
 
   “You can talk to either of them, if you like.  Pick the one less likely to turn you into something.”
 
   “Got it, Sire.”
 
   While Kammen stood guard, I walked around the sand table, picking up my work.  I still wanted to get that third sensor aligned and calibrated in the spell matrix, but it was being difficult.  I think the problem is that the spell designers have binocular vision.  Having only two eyes, it isn’t all that easy to learn to see through three.  Admittedly, we usually use only one sensor, but it’s still buried in the design that we only have two.  It’s kind of like trying to do math in hexadecimal.  We only have ten fingers, so our usual math is in base ten.  We can do any base lower than ten just by ignoring fingers, but for hexadecimal, we need extra fingers.
 
   On the other hand, I can already put the sensors in a triangular formation and focus them all in.  That’s built-in, a part of the spell itself.  You cast it, you get three sensors.  But if it can only use two at a time, I can change the angle at which I seem to view something.
 
   Now, if I set up a module of my spell to switch between sets of two—A and B, then B and C, then C and A, then A and B again—around and around the triangle… that could work, if the switching is fast enough.  A human eye usually has a visual fusion effect starting around sixteen hertz, but movies usually use at least forty-eight hertz.  If I can get the spell to make a full cycle around fifty times a second, it should produce a sand-sculpture image that appears to be perfectly synchronized.
 
   The switching module was relatively easy; coordinating it with the image-producing portion of the sand table was not.  The trouble was that the table would have to take snapshots instead of a continuous feed, which meant that sand particles would tend to fall when not part of the current viewpoint.  That required a little tweaking, too.
 
   I was almost done with that when Torvil and Seldar came in, Malana and Malena in tow.  Kammen greeted them and they spoke together for a bit.  I paid no attention, being occupied with a stick of chalk under the table, like a mechanic under a car.  Or, maybe a plumber under a sink is a better description; if I just dropped what I was doing, everything would leak out.
 
   They waited until I finished tacking everything back together and slid out from under the table.
 
   “Okay,” I said, sitting up, “what’s the story?”
 
   The three visions agreed; something was coming up in the very near future, possibly in minutes, possibly in hours.  It was, potentially, a major point of decision in their lives—something that could alter the course of their future in a major and fundamental way.  A cusp where a decision could alter destinies.
 
   And my thread ran straight through each of them.
 
   “I think,” Seldar said, “that Your Vulnerable Majesty should wear armor, today.”  The other two nodded.
 
   Well, they’re my personal guard.  I should listen to them.  It’s not like they were asking me to hide in a bunker and point a gun at the door.  Armor wasn’t too much trouble.  Hell, it’s usually a toss-up whether I wear it one day or the other.
 
   “Okay.  Let’s head up to my chambers.  Then we’ll see about lunch.”
 
   They agreed and pushed open the door again.  Torvil and Kammen went out and stood to either side of the opening.  Seldar accompanied me, while the twins stood behind him, watching.  Good guys.  They take that whole guardians of the king’s person rather seriously, especially when there’s a prophecy of doom in the air.  I don’t, but that’s probably because I tend to think of myself as immortal.
 
   To be fair, I am.  Just not invulnerable.
 
   My assumption is that, upon hearing about the armor, the assassin decided things would just get more difficult from there.  The whisk of a knife being drawn wasn’t enough warning for me or for anyone else.  I got stabbed near the left shoulderblade, neatly between the ribs—a lucky shot, I think.  If it hit a rib, I’m not sure it would have gone any farther.  I don’t know what my bones are made of, but they aren’t any sort of normal bone.  The weapon was a long, thrusting blade, and he stuck it deep, too; I felt the point lodge on the inner face of a front rib.  I felt my heart trying to beat around the thing.
 
   I reacted by grunting and falling to my knees.  It seemed the thing to do.  The difference between immortal and invulnerable, you know.
 
   Seldar was staring at me and shouting something; Torvil and Kammen, swords out, occupied the doorway into the hall.  The twins flickered and had weapons drawn.  I looked around for my assassin, but didn’t see anyone.
 
   Right.  Invisible.  I should have guessed that from the knife in my back.  It had to come from somewhere, after all.  Only, invisibility is a really tough spell to do.  It’s complicated to get it right and requires real masterclass artistry to do without a telltale shimmer or ripple or some other obvious visual distortion.
 
   Seldar took a blow across the face that almost knocked him down.  The twins instantly whisked razor-sharp blades back and forth around Seldar, themselves, and me; we weren’t attacked again.  Torvil and Kammen, still holding the doorway, started it swinging closed while they whirled their blades in complex patterns, keeping anything invisible at bay.  Whatever it was, it wasn’t likely to risk approaching anybody until a lot of arms got tired.
 
   I wondered if there was anything I could do to help.  At the moment, I had a hard enough time staying upright, so I doubted it.  There was also a nasty feeling of weakness in all my limbs.
 
   Aha.  That would be shock.
 
   On the other hand, I felt it was my responsibility to do something.  I waited until the door was closed, then told the sand table to eject the sand; I could always get more sand.  The sand exploded outward into a choking cloud, filling the room, scattering everywhere.  It blinded everyone for a moment—including the invisible assassin—and left a smooth, even layer of sand all over the place.
 
   When people could see again, it was just a matter of finding unoccupied footprints.  Oh, he tried hopping up on the table, but Seldar thought of that before the assassin did.  Seldar took off one of his legs with a blurringly-fast forehand and backhand double stroke.  The first one whiffed; the second one connected and blood fountained.
 
   As far as the would-be assassin was concerned, things then went from awful to catastrophic.  With the door closed and no new footprints of invisible people—just a body-shape and a lot of spurting blood—Kammen and Torvil closed in with Seldar.  They looked angry.
 
   The twins, much to their credit, stayed next to me, swords out, watching for new footprints and weaving a razor-steel net around and over me.
 
   I didn’t watch the whole thing.  I decided that falling forward might be a good idea.  As a result, I lay facedown in the sand as gently as I could and thought hard about keeping my heart beating.  I recall hearing a brief series of meaty chopping noises, then felt a sense of being surrounded.  My ears were starting to ring, so I didn’t make out what they were saying.
 
   Nobody tried to move me.  I don’t know how long I lay there, but it seemed like quite a while before other people started to impress themselves on my awareness, gathering around me.
 
   Someone started pulling the knife out, very slowly.  I agreed, in principle, with the idea; unfortunately, it hurt one hell of a lot more coming out than it did going in.
 
   Mom was right again: just do it fast so it hurts less.
 
   However, since it was hurting a lot, I decided to step into my headspace.
 
    
 
   I walked into my mental study and shut the door.  Things improved markedly once I was slightly out of touch with my body.  The lights in my mental study were dimmed, almost reduced to mood lighting, but that’s only to be expected.  Reduced blood flow to the brain and all that.  My lights weren’t out, but I wasn’t really up to full consciousness.
 
   The rules are different in here.
 
   On the other hand, I couldn’t really feel my body, either.  How badly was I hurt?  What was being done to fix it?  Offhand, I didn’t know.  I looked around for ideas on how to find out.
 
   The wall behind my desk drew my eye.  Normally, it looks like a very nice, wood-panel job, done in something dark with a fine grain.  After throwing a bit more light on it, I could see it was decorated with a number of differently-colored sticky notes.  I took a moment to read a few of the notes:
 
   “I’m so tired.”
 
   “I’ll never finish this in time.”
 
   “Please watch over my son.”
 
   “Find my Dad.”
 
   “Don’t work me so hard.”
 
   “Come get me; I’m ready to go.”
 
   “Could I please have a mother?”
 
   “Hurray for the King!”
 
   I wondered what they were and why they were here.  Manifestations of my psychicness?  Messages from people, directed at me, but only registering below my conscious level?  Or would I notice these messages if I bothered to pause and listen?
 
   Still, leaving me a note is a good way to be sure I’ll get the message.  If you aren’t in a hurry.
 
   Sadly, I was in a bit of a hurry, myself.  I needed to figure out what was going on with my wound and if there was anything I could do about it.
 
   Time for visualization exercises.
 
   I looked at the top of my desk and concentrated.  The glass top lit up like a screen, showing a large map of my upper torso.  Yes, there was the foreign body.  It was a good shot, right through the heart.  It was a blade with a triangular cross-section, not really edged at all; it was a thrusting weapon designed for maximum penetration.  Maybe he thought he would need to get through mail or something.
 
   Then again, with a weapon like that, you want to jerk it right back out as quickly as possible, not leave it in.  Leaving it in makes it a blockage, like a cork, reducing blood loss.  Yanking it out causes only minimal damage, but it opens the wound channel and allows blood to flow.
 
   He should have removed it.  It should have been a quick in-out movement, not a single thrust.
 
   It was still in the process of being removed.  Someone had paid close attention to my lecture on flesh welding, it seemed.  Several spells were active around the area; most of them were types of scrying spells, presumably to get a look at the injury.  Only one was a flesh welding spell, and someone was using a minor manipulation spell—call it a low-powered telekinesis spell—to seal thin layers of tissue around the point of the weapon.
 
   Hmm.  Half a dozen other manipulation spells are running.  What are they… oh, I see.  The blade tapers to a point.  As it gets drawn back, it creates a gap between itself and the surrounding flesh.  They’re holding the heart muscle closed around the blade to reduce blood loss.
 
   It’s causing problems though, as it restricts the heart movement.  It’s times like these I could really stand to have a secondary heart.  I may have to look into that, not only for me, but possibly for my knights, too.  Their battlefield survivability would improve, and I’m all for having zero fatalities on my side.
 
   Still, blood is flowing through me, albeit slower than normal.  I manipulated the map on my desk like a giant touch-screen, zooming out to look at my whole body.  There’s the reason: someone was working on my femoral artery, slowly pulsing along it to move blood through it, like squeezing water through a hose.  As I watched, someone started doing the same thing with the other femoral artery.  It was a slow, alternating, rhythmic pulse, and a gentle one, for which I was duly grateful.  They didn’t need to shred the arteries and make things even worse.
 
   I felt the pangs, distantly, as they continued to work on my heart, so I zoomed in again.  Yes, my heart was stopped, but that was okay; they had reached the point of sealing up the holes in it.
 
   Have I ever mentioned how important it is to avoid air bubbles?  I’m pretty sure I did.  Well, here’s where we discover if they learned that lesson.
 
   Once they patched the layers of my heart, they pulled the blade the rest of the way out.  A bit of lung, a bit of skin, some cartilage—nothing major, at least by comparison.  Then a healing spell… good.  And a connection, then another, and another… people piling on, joining in with a wound-sharing spell.  There’s a point of diminishing returns with those things, but I suspect that’s not even on the list of things they care about.
 
   My heart beat, once.  It hurt, but it did it.  Then it stopped again.
 
   I frowned.  That should be doing better.
 
   Well, I was inside my own head, really.  I ought to be able to consciously control some of my autonomic functions… if I can just find the proper metaphor.
 
   I looked at the map for a long moment, considering my heart.  Then I touched the map of my torso and reached into it, my hand sliding through the surface of the desk as through the surface of a liquid.  I wrapped fingers around my heart and squeezed, gently, rhythmically.  Beat.  Beat. Beat.
 
   It got the message and started, haltingly, to do it on its own.  The healing spell and the flood of vitality from everyone else also encouraged it.  It hurt less with each beat, it seemed.
 
   The spells on my femoral arteries quit; I noticed an ache in each leg.  That spell might need some refinement.  
 
   My heart handled the load by itself.  It beat, and kept beating.
 
   I sat there at my desk and watched it for a while.  My other choice was to try and come out, and I wasn’t sure I’d be conscious if I did that.  The lights in my study were brighter, but still subdued.  I decided to wait until things improved.
 
   It gave me time to think a bit.
 
   Sometimes, I get wrapped up in doing things.  There are good points to taking some time and just sitting and thinking.  I don’t do that enough.  I should probably schedule at least one day a week where I don’t do anything but sit back, put my feet up, and do some Big Picture thinking.  I’ve had this thought before, but I still keep ignoring it…
 
   Maybe I should schedule a day where I have an afternoon nap, too.  Admittedly, I don’t need to sleep, but I’m psychic, and I have dreams.
 
   While I sat in my mental study, the place where a wizard does most of his serious thinking, I put my feet up on the desk—careful of my internal organs—and thought about assassinations and other attempts on my so-called life.
 
   My enemies aren’t idiots.  Whoever they are, they seem to act like idiots, sometimes, but they can’t really be that dumb.  Which makes me wonder… this guy, the invisible one.  He has the perfect implement to kill me, utter surprise, and an ideal shot at me from behind.  And, against all odds, he fails.  He plants the dagger in my heart and leaves it there.  Why not a quick in-and-out movement?  Better still, why the heart?  Why not a quick upward thrust at the base of the skull?  That would get the upper spine, possibly, but certainly the brain, and then I am well and truly screwed.
 
   Could the invisible assassin be someone who isn’t a professional?  A thug, covered in invisibility, and sent inside to find me and kill me?  Why?  If you’re going to go to all the effort to put invisibility on someone, why not put it on someone competent?  You don’t spend millions on the best fighter plane in the world and hand it over to the guy who barely has a license to fly.  You get the best.
 
   They didn’t.  Why not?
 
   I thought back to the demonic creature in the moat around the mountain.  It really wasn’t a deadly threat, especially with Bronze handy.  Yet, summoning it was a huge expenditure of power.  There was no one there to help it, no backup for it at all.  In fact, all the effort it took to summon something that big would have been better spent summoning a couple of dozen smaller—maybe ogre-sized?—and definitely smarter Things.  Having one big monster on which to focus means it gets all the damage; a group of smaller Things would last longer, attack more often, from multiple directions, and do more damage in coordinated assaults.
 
   Thugs and a magician showed up in Mochara to jump me.  They never really stood a chance of killing me, but they were certainly powerful irritants.  They had magical weaponry, albeit of a single sort.  It was enough to make them think they could pull it off—at least, convince the magician; the thugs might not have known what they were going after.
 
   A magician tried to dream me to death, and that might actually have worked… but I survived it, partly through Bronze’s help, partly through a background of geekdom, and partly through the magician’s own mistakes.  But does a professional magician make that kind of mistake?  Sure, the real plan was to occupy me until either his goons or the sunset could terminate me… but would a binding spell like that have such an obvious weakness?  It might be a simple case of unfamiliarity; nightlords were extinct for a long time.  We’re still quite uncommon.  I would think a professional magician would be more careful, but it could be just a case of overconfidence.
 
   Behind that, though… who sent all these things?  Who set them on me?  Who paid to have them kill me—or try to kill me?  Is it several different people or organizations who want me dead?  Or are these they pawns of a singular entity?  An offshoot of the Hand?  A whole religion?  Or just someone with an axe to grind in preparation for my beheading?
 
   Whoever it is doesn’t seem to seriously want to kill me; this most recent attack could easily have killed me if the guy with the knife knew what he was doing.  Could it be that killing me is sufficient, but not preferred?  Is capturing me ideal, but murdering me is acceptable?
 
   For what purpose?  Or are there multiple purposes here and I’m only starting to see one of them?
 
   I’m a nightlord.  My blood is valuable.  Oh, there might be some other reason, but nightlord blood can make someone immortal.  They don’t need another reason.  I’m not sure there’s a better reason.  That’s certainly one possible motivation for capturing me.  But what about this apparent unconcern with killing me by accident?  Or is that, as I suspect, simply acceptable rather than preferred?
 
   Keria isn’t my first suspect, even though she leaps to mind.  She sent an army of unpleasant creatures after me and they weren’t kidding around.  They were trying to outright kill me, and kill Bronze.  That wasn’t an annoyance to convince me to come after her; that was a straight attempt at ending my existence.  She would have got away with it, too, if not for my home ground advantage.
 
   Who did that leave?  Magicians, like the cabal that once kidnapped me?  Some sort of religious sect that wants to sacrifice me—or use my blood in dark rituals?  Or some twisted cult that wants a nightlord… I don’t know.  Frozen in a block of ice so they can use me as an idol?  Or is it the Prince of Byrne, as all the circumstantial evidence suggests?  That seems too obvious.  Paying thugs in Byrne currency is so obvious that it almost has to be a ploy.
 
   I don’t like being hunted.  I don’t like being baited, either.
 
   Frowning, I took my feet down off the desk and examined my condition.  The schematic showed that everything was working.  I fiddled with the map, adjusting things a trifle, encouraging everything back into its regular shape again.  According to the dialog boxes on the map, my body still needed to re-balance some blood chemistry and deal with the byproducts of a trauma, but there was nothing structurally wrong with me now… and the lights in my study, while not at full brightness, are at least all on…
 
   All right.  Let’s see if I’m capable of consciousness.
 
    
 
   I muttered something about this being a habit and sat up.  Tort sat beside me, holding my hand and monitoring the spells.  Torvil and Kammen were by the door, keeping it closed, while Seldar stood next to me, opposite Tort.  Seldar still wore the spray of blood across his chest and shoulder from where he severed the assassin’s leg.  Malana and Malena stood on opposite sides of the room, ready to spring into action.  All three of my personal guard had their weapons drawn and a shield on the other arm, ready for trouble.  Everyone else in the room was lying down in the bloody sand, unconscious.
 
   A little experimental movement revealed that it hurt.  I was glued together and it would be a few days before I was up to speed.  Well, under mortal circumstances.  In my case, I’d be back to full speed after my evening yuck was washed away.
 
   “My angel?”
 
   “Yeah,” I admitted, working my shoulders.  It hurt a little, but I could do it.  “Not a happy angel, mind you, but still here.”
 
   “I am pleased at your presence,” she told me, seriously, and put her arms around me.  I hugged her in return and let her keep on hugging me until she was done.  Never stop hugging a woman until she does; you never know how much hug she needs.  It’s a good rule, even though I wanted to wince when she squeezed.
 
   “I’m pleased to have you here,” I told her.  “What did I miss?”
 
   “An assassin stabbed you and was slain,” she said, still holding me.  “While Seldar worked to preserve your mortal life, Torvil and Kammen summoned others to your aid.  Most of these around you are simply the first passers-by who could be drafted to this duty.”
 
   “Fair enough, I suppose.  I’m guessing you and he were the ones who did most of the work?”
 
   “Actually,” she said, leaning back from the hug, “Torvil’s elder brother, Norvil, was the most help.  He had the idea to stop your heart for the flesh-joining, and the idea to move your blood in another fashion until then.  He also suggested a spell to keep you breathing, just for caution’s sake, but we did not require its use.  We three then worked quickly to seal up the layers of the wounds.”
 
   She bit her lip and then hugged me again.  I still didn’t object.  When she spoke, it was a whisper.
 
   “When your heart was once more intact, it beat but once,” she said, “and I was afraid.”
 
   “I took care of that,” I told her.  “I’ll show you how to do that, and soon.  I really do need to teach more classes on how to care for massive trauma.  We’re training fighters, after all, and they should know how to deal with the results of fights.”
 
   “Promise me,” she said, squeezing me fiercely, “that you will always come back to me.  Promise!”
 
   Seldar cleared his throat.  Tort stopped squeezing me quite so hard.
 
   “Please,” she added.  I had to think about that for a minute.
 
   I’ve already gone over the reasons for being a bit behind the curve about relationships.  Can I please me excused for a little emotional difficulty?  But Tort needed me to be here for her.  What I felt wasn’t the issue, and I realized it was selfish of me to continue.  I should get off my overly-emotional, whiny backside and, for Tort’s sake, I should man up.
 
   Fundamentally, that’s what it really comes down to:  Tort needed me.
 
   I pressed my lips to her ear and murmured, “Not here.  Tonight, in my chambers.”  She accepted that and released me.
 
   “So,” I continued, aloud, “am I fit enough to disconnect everyone?”  Seldar and Tort looked me over with eyes and spells.  “Hey, where’s… Norvil?” I asked.
 
   Torvil pointed him out.  He was on the floor next to me, part of the wound-sharing spell.  I made a note to expedite testing that man for knighthood.
 
   Once they pronounced me fit enough to survive on my own, they disconnected the spell.  I thanked everyone and gently sent them on their way.  There was some difficulty getting them out; the corridor was full of people who wanted to find out more.  We spread the word that I would be at dinner and everyone could see for themselves.  That helped clear the corridor.
 
   Then I turned my attention to the assassin and his dagger.  Well, what was left of the assassin after they made sure he was dead.  Someone had gathered up all the invisible bits and laid them out on the now-bloody table.  Good thing it had a raised lip at the edge; the blood pooled rather than running off.  Messy.
 
   I found that if I moved with a bit of care and caution, the welded-together parts didn’t mind too much.  Fair enough; I could do that.
 
   The body was still invisible.  The dagger wasn’t, nor was the blood, but his flesh and his clothes were.  The dagger was also plain steel—not even very good steel—without a trace of enchantment or magic.  As far as a vampire hunter’s weaponry was concerned, this almost didn’t qualify as a weapon at all.  When I laid the dagger on the largest piece of his torso, it remained visible.
 
   Tort and I conducted an analysis of the magic involved, with Torvil, Kammen, Seldar and the twins joining us for the examination as though it were a lesson.  This wasn’t a spell; it was an enchantment.  While I had thought enchantments were either impossible or potentially awful on a living being, Tort showed me the reason it worked.
 
   It wasn’t a mortal enchantment.  It was an alteration made by a Thing from outside the world.  This wasn’t a magician’s work; it was demonic.  Whoever this person was, or used to be, he made a deal with such a creature.
 
   I’ve met my first sorcerer.  How nice. I am not encouraged to be friendly toward them.
 
   Further examination and a little jigsaw puzzle work revealed that he was a man, about five foot six, well-muscled, with long hair.  I also noticed that his invisibility was slowly starting to fade.  A bright light appeared to dim slightly when viewed through his head and his clothing was starting to reappear.  The process appeared progressive, which cut short any ideas I had for harvesting his skin to make invisible leather and a cloak of invisibility.
 
   Yes, I can be a bad person.  Getting stabbed in the heart makes me cranky.  I think that little quirk can be excused.
 
   On the other hand, I did get to observe the invisibility magic close up.  It was instructive.  Since it was demonic, rather than human, it used principles most magicians have never seen before.  We called in T’yl and Thomen to see it, as well, and it was Thomen who made the observation.
 
   “It looks much like the enchantment on your horse, Sire.”
 
   Once he pointed it out, I could see some similarities.  It was similar in that it held power inside it, much as Bronze’s essence is contained inside her.  The structure of the enchantment was also similar in some ways, leading me to believe that it was a… less structured?... form of magic.  It looked like the things I do when I’m playing directly with the raw forces, rather than building wiring diagrams for spell-circuits.  Something closer to a shamanistic style, rather than the detailed formulas of wizards or magicians.  It seemed as though someone—well, some Thing—had drawn on primal forces directly to build it, formed it out of raw magical energy, and bound it to the flesh and soul of the sorcerer.
 
   I realized something, then.  A sorcerer that makes a deal with a Thing generally gives the Thing a free ride into the material world in exchange for a power of some sort.
 
   How is that different from a priest and the gods?  A priest acts on the will of his deity in exchange for power.  Is there a real difference?  True, the gods don’t necessarily live inside a priest in order to manifest in the world when he dies, but I have seen a goddess possess a priestess more than once.  Are demons really all that different from the gods?  Or are the gods just demons with more long-term goals?  Or are priests just descendants of sorcerers with better bargaining skills?
 
   I am not amused.
 
   We watched the invisibility effect break down over time, now that it was no longer drawing on the life-stuff of the sorcerer.  I couldn’t be sure during the day, but I thought it was consuming the sorcerer’s soul and starting to run out of fuel.  Once it finished, it would collapse completely and the body would again be fully visible.
 
   “Doesn’t a sorcerer generally promise something in return for his powers?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” T’yl replied.  “Typically, the bargain is that a demon gets to—oh.”  He wiped one hand through the blood on the table and started to draw a triangle on the floor around the table.  Tort and Thomen saw what he was doing and quickly joined him, forming a triangle around the triangle, the inner one with points at the midpoint of the outer triangle’s sides.  I puzzled out what was going on as they worked their way around the room, inking the bloody containment symbol.
 
   They finished and empowered the containment, chanting and pushing energy into it.
 
   “There.  Now, as I was saying,” T’yl continued, as though he had only paused for a sip of tea, “the demon usually rides inside the bargainer, shielded from most forms of detection and, of course, from the sunlight.  When the sorcerer dies and whatever gift the demon granted ceases to be, the demon is then freed into our world, at least for a while.”
 
   “We need to do something about that,” I noted.  “A demonic Thing loose in the undercity could survive indefinitely.”
 
   “Does the sunlight from the spells not affect them?” Tort asked.  “As I understand it, the light truly is sunlight.  Would it not destroy them?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “On the other hand, the light is only in the corridors; it could hide anywhere else during the day and only come out at night.”  Tort and Thomen looked concerned.  T’yl shrugged.
 
   “We can establish some demon defenses in various corridors,” he suggested.  “That will confine any invading demon in its small area of the undercity, making it easy to hunt down.  We could treat them like dangerous vermin, then, rather than a roaming threat.”
 
   “Good idea,” I told him.  “Could you please show me a plan for that at tomorrow’s breakfast meeting?”
 
   “Of course.  Nothing simpler.”
 
   “Thank you.  Meanwhile, this thing.  Do you think it’s about to manifest?”
 
   T’yl, Tort, and Thomen all looked at each other.  Tort spoke.
 
   “The gift of invisibility is breaking down,” she said.  “Everything not of the sorcerer himself has returned to visibility.  It is almost possible to see a faint shadow of the flesh.  If this continues, I should think the demon will be free in no more than a single band of the candle.  Such things are dormant during the day, though, or it would have broken free the moment the sorcerer died.  It is possible that even when the demon’s gift finally fails, the creature will not manifest until after dark.”
 
   “Is it worth interrogating it?” I asked.  The three of them shook their heads in unison.
 
   “It will lie,” T’yl said.  “They do that.  We could subject it to pain for weeks and get nothing but lies from it—lies with, perhaps, enough truth mixed in to be especially dangerous, if it is one of the smarter ones.”  He glanced at the former person on the table.  “I should think it is, actually.  I wouldn’t trust anything it says, no matter what we do.”
 
   Tort and Thomen agreed.  I shrugged.
 
   “Okay.  So, destruction or banishment?  Or do we want to bind it into something and stick it in the basement?”
 
   “Destruction.”  “Destruction.”  “Destruction.”
 
   “Well, that’s a pretty clear vote by the panel of experts,” I noted.  “We’ll wait until it manifests, then eradicate it.”
 
   While we waited, I gathered the sand into a pile and cleaned it; I didn’t want sorcerer blood contaminating my sand table.  Admittedly, I had hopes that I would get it to be a hologrammatic table, someday, but I was going to need it working as a sand table until I was ready to work on the hologram part.
 
   About then, the mirror to Baret chimed.  That is, the bell built into the frame rang, signaling someone trying to call.  I activated the mirror and saw the court wizard of Baret, Velina.
 
   “Good afternoon,” I offered.  “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Your Majesty!” she said, looking surprised.  “I did not expect you to… I mean, I thought someone else…”
 
   “I answer my own phone whenever I’m near it,” I told her.
 
   “Phone?” she asked, puzzled.
 
   “Mirror.  I answer my own magic mirrors whenever I’m next to them.  What’s on your mind?”
 
   “Is this a good time?” she asked, glancing past me at the bloody table and the half-visible pieces of corpse.
 
   “Sure.  Just waiting for something to happen.  So, tell me.”
 
   “There have been a number of… that is, word of your feat of regrowing things, like lost limbs, has spread even to Baret and beyond,” she said.  Inwardly, I suppressed a groan.  “There is even a song about this power, and the way you use it without asking for anything in return.”
 
   “Is there?” I asked, knowing who I would be asking questions of in very short order.
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.  And, with word of the new road through the Eastrange, there are those who have come to Baret, or sent word, asking to have some infirmity cured.”  She smiled, just a little, and ruefully.  “I do what I can, of course…”
 
   “…but the people asking for help are asking for help with things nobody can fix.”
 
   “They seek miracles, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Fine.”  I sighed.  “I’m not sure of my schedule, but if I can come by tomorrow afternoon, I will.  How’s that?”
 
   “I would be most grateful, Your Majesty.  I must advise you, however, that some of the infirm are not here.”
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “I said, some of the—”
 
   “I heard you, I just didn’t understand it.  What do you mean by it?”
 
   “Oh.  Some of the wealthy or powerful have not come to Baret, only sent messengers to summon you to cure their affliction.”
 
   “Oh.  Okay.  We’ll ignore those.”
 
   “Your Majesty?” she asked, looking surprised.
 
   “I don’t generally make house calls,” I told her.  “If they want my help, they can come to me, or give me a damn good reason why the King of Karvalen should take the time and trouble to go to them.  It’s one thing if they’re dying and the journey will kill them; it’s another thing entirely if it’s inconvenient to make a trip.”
 
   “I see your point, Your Majesty.”
 
   “You’re sharp; I thought you would.”  I glanced at the table. I could just barely see the edge of the table through it, and a dark, misty something was oozing out of the flesh to form a cloud-like layer on the surface.
 
   “Whups.  I have to go; there’s a demon that needs destroying.  Thank you for calling.”
 
   “It was my pleasure,” she said, reflexively, while her brain obviously played back the part about destroying a demon.  I cut the connection and turned to the table.
 
   The mist was filling up the containment area inside the inner triangle, rippling slowly and apparently probing at the edge.  More of it kept coming out of the flesh as it returned to visibility.
 
   I checked the pile of dried blood I’d removed from the sand; it didn’t seem to have any demon essence oozing out of it.  I set it on fire on general principles and double-checked the rest of the room, just to make sure we hadn’t missed a translucent fingertip or something.
 
   Over the course of several minutes, the mist continued to build, growing deeper and covering the remains of the corpse, then mounting higher.  When it reached about four feet deep, it shuddered, sucked in on itself, and formed an apparently-solid, physical body.  It stood on the table over the remains.
 
   Things are generally pretty ugly.  This was no exception.  It didn’t have eyes that I could identify, for one thing.  The head was really just a smooth, tapered tentacle, maybe ten feet long, where a neck would normally start.  While it had shoulders, it had three of them, with clawed hands at the ends of its double-elbowed arms.  It had no thumbs, but the hands had six fingers, radially distributed.  For legs, it had one large, coiled appendage, like a snake pretending to be a spring.  I wasn’t sure if it could simply extend into a vertical column, or if it had to retain some semblance of a coil.  The whole thing was done in black, with patchy bits of gloss and matte; it didn’t look carapacious, but finely scaled, like a snake.  The smell was faint but unmistakably that of a manifested Thing: acidic, acrid, almost eye-watering.  It put me in mind of burnt hair and scorched onions.
 
   I don’t know how it spoke; maybe it simply vibrated.
 
   “I see you have slain my vessel,” it said, calmly.  “Shall we bargain, then, for my freedom?”
 
   Everyone looked at me.
 
   For my part, I gave it some thought—almost a quarter of a second.
 
   “No,” I told it, and nodded to T’yl, Tort, and Thomen.  They raised their hands and chanted at the diagram, shrinking the area of the containment spell and starting the process of burning out the creature.
 
   “Wait!” it shrieked.  “You will want to know my master!”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed, “but not from you.”
 
   “I know what he wants!”
 
   “And I don’t care,” I countered, in a sarcastic singsong.
 
   “He wants you!” it shouted.
 
   “I knew that already,” I replied.  “You don’t know anything more than I already know,” I lied.  For all I knew, it might, but I could never trust it to tell me anything useful or true.
 
   “The Queen of Vathula is his pawn,” it tried, as cracks started to run along its skin, reddish-orange and smoking.  “I will tell you of his hold over her!”
 
   “No, you won’t.”
 
   “I will tell you of two fathers that birthed a dark thing.  This thing stands behind my master!” it screamed, desperately.  That certainly sounded interesting, but entirely too metaphorical.  It was tempting, I admit, but poetic crap doesn’t tell me anything definite, and misinterpretations are the worst kind of lies; the one doing the misinterpreting tells the lie to himself, which makes it much harder to shake.
 
   “No,” I repeated, “you won’t.”
 
   The Thing screamed again, cracking apart in lines of bloody fire.  It crumbled into a vortex of smoke and ashes, whirling in on itself as the containment shrank, smaller and smaller, and the spell of destruction continued to obliterate it.  It spun faster, diminishing into nothing, and the interior of the containment spell narrowed into a solid, monolithic block, leaving no room for anything.
 
   It was instructive to watch, but I noticed something.  As an observer, I didn’t need to split my attention between the spell and the Thing.  I saw that the Thing was being destroyed in a material sense.  The essence of the Thing, however, was being forced out of the world, squeezed out of normal space and, presumably, into the non-space outside the world.  This bothers me.  When I kill a demonic monster, does it really die?  Or is it an energy-state being that simply escapes until it can form a new avatar?
 
   Someday, I’ll find out.  Then I’ll build something to really kill them.  One in particular, if it’s still alive.  I really hope it isn’t.
 
   T’yl, Tort, and Thomen lowered their hands, wiped away sweat, sat down.  It was very instructive to watch them work together to perform that spell.  You never know when you might need a good demon-banishing ritual.  The only drawback I could see was that it only worked on demons outside their hosts.  Well, it would probably work on a demon inside a sorcerer or other container, too, but it would be pretty awful for the container.  Definitely not an exorcism to use on anyone you want alive at the end of it.
 
   “Fine work, everyone,” I told them.  “Since I see that the corpse has conveniently disintegrated, what say we get this place cleaned up, my sand table back in business, and ourselves taken upstairs for lunch?  I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.”
 
   “It is well past lunchtime, Sire,” Torvil pointed out.
 
   “Dinner?”
 
   “Should be soon, Sire.”
 
   “Even better.  People can see I’m still alive, then.  Someone help me scoop sand, please.”  Kammen did so.  Thomen, Tort, and T’yl rested; Seldar, Torvil, and the twins continued to stand guard.  I wondered if I was going to be stuck with overeager bodyguards from now on.  I hoped not.  There are things I need to do, and, as much as I love these guys, they’re still mortal; they can’t keep up.
 
   Of course, at the moment I was the one who couldn’t keep up.  I took every opportunity to sit down and rest.  Being stabbed through the heart—even with magical surgeons on hand—really takes it out of you.  I didn’t want to get my heart rate up; it ached enough as it was.
 
   Once we had the sand back in the bed of the table, I had to answer questions about it.  I did so while sketching fresh symbols around the rim.  The temporary, working diagrams in chalk were badly affected, unfortunately, so I had to wash and restore at the same time.
 
   Since I had to test the new spell-scribbles anyway, that led to a small demonstration.  Tort seemed very interested, probably because she helped me take apart a few scrying spells and some spells for altering the shape of objects.  T’yl wasn’t so interested; it was a novelty, but not much else to him.
 
   “So, that’s what Mochara looks like,” I said, demonstrating.  “If you look closely, you can probably make out the fishing boats coming in.  The image is a bit grainy, but that’s only to be expected.”
 
   No one got the joke, of course.
 
   “Are these people on the city wall?” Thomen asked, peering closely at it.  I looked at it with him and he pointed, carefully not touching the sand.  It wouldn’t have bothered the table or his finger, but I appreciated his care.
 
   “Yes, that’s right.  They’re hard to make out at this scale—we’re looking at the whole of Mochara, so they’re relatively tiny.  Hang on.”  I let the sand crumble to flatness and adjusted the view.  Once I had it centered on the seaward gate, I brought the sand up again.  “There.”
 
   Having zoomed in to view the gate and everything within about fifty yards of it, the city guards were much more recognizable.  Faces were hard to make out, but miniature, sandy figures moved along the top of the wall.  Boats drew up on the beach; sandy people marched basket after basket of fish up the stairs and into the town.
 
   I thought it was a marvel.  Nobody else seemed that impressed.  Oh, well; I wasn’t done with it.
 
   With the demonstration over, we headed up.  T’yl and Thomen went to their separate quarters; the twins kept following Seldar; it was apparently his day to be shadowed.  Tort and my two zealous bodyguards came with me to the Royal Chambers.  
 
   Yeah, this was going to be a problem.
 
    
 
   Dinner went well.  People seemed quite pleased about my survival, which is always gratifying.  People also wanted to know if we were going to have a war with someone.  Apparently, when someone tries to assassinate a king, a war is pretty much de rigueur.
 
   I tried to downplay that.  No, not immediately; we’re not ready for a war.  There was still a lot to do to determine who was really responsible.  A simple counter-assassination might be in order.  Stuff like that.
 
   We really weren’t ready for a war.  Defending the city?  We might be able to do that.  But marching out to meet an enemy in the field?  Assaulting a city?  No.  We didn’t have the manpower for that, and I was extremely unhappy with the state of our logistics—if I’m going to put men in the field, they’re going to have every possible edge in equipment.  And training.  And… well, everything I can think of.  I don’t like sending people to do my fighting for me, but if I have to, they’re going to overmatch the enemy in every way I can think of.
 
   I think I dislike being a king, just on general principles, but that lack of the personal touch is what really annoys me about the job.
 
   The evening’s entertainment included the duo with the enchanted instruments, as well as a juggler, some dancers, and a wizard who put together a show using the smoke from the firepits as a spell-sculpted medium.  Very nice, all of them.  I beckoned Tyma over when she and her father finished their performance.  She took her father to his seat, then came up to the table and curtseyed before me.  I motioned her around the table to me and she circled it.
 
   “Majesty?” she asked, curtseying again beside my chair.
 
   “I had an interesting conversation with the court wizard of Baret, today.”
 
   “I am pleased for Your Majesty.  All conversations should be interesting.”
 
   “It seems someone has been spreading songs and tales of my doings.”
 
   “I would expect so, Your Majesty.  You are a figure out of legend, after all,” she said.  I noticed she was on her best behavior.  Maybe because this was a formal occasion, rather than a personal meeting.  That might do it.
 
   “I don’t suppose I could persuade you to not do that without telling me?”
 
   “It would take some persuading, Your Majesty.  How long would you keep me in a dungeon?  Or would you resort to flaying?” she asked.  I couldn’t tell if she was joking.
 
   “Actually,” I said, “I was thinking of looking at your father’s eyes.  How horrible would it be if I restored his sight and forbade either of you to ever tell anyone I did it?”
 
   Tyma’s face was a study in contradictions.  Clearly, she was all for the idea of getting her father’s sight back, but to never tell anyone about it was almost too much to bear.  I recognized in her some of the fire in Linnaeus; she wanted to sing songs, write poems, and basically be the equivalent of the star reporter for the national news.
 
   “Tell you what,” I said.  “Bring your father over after dinner.  I’ll look at his eyes and see if I can fix them.  We can talk about it then.”
 
   “As you say, Your Majesty,” she agreed, relieved to not have to make that decision immediately.  She took it as a dismissal and went off to, presumably, discuss it with her dad.
 
   I handled a few other items of appointment scheduling during dinner and, for the most part, enjoyed it.  I was especially pleased to see the twins, Malana and Malena, dancing.  They weren’t dancing with each other, but with a succession of partners, which wasn’t surprising.  They’re young, but for this culture, not too young.  Back home, they might be starting high school.
 
   The thing that really pleased me was the lack of any outward signs of nerve damage.  Their timing was good, their coordination was good, and their movements were steady and sure.
 
   Torvil and Kammen got more than one dance.  Seldar, on the other hand, seemed to have a partner.  However, at no point was I left alone; one of them was always standing behind my chair, presumably ready to leap forward over the table and bisect someone.
 
   I excused myself during the sunset; Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar excused themselves with me and escorted me to my chambers.
 
   While I sat naked in the waterfall and let the transformation wash away, I considered just how difficult my daytime life was likely to be with three zealots as bodyguards.  At night, they could probably be persuaded to lay off; it’s hard to assassinate a vampire.  During the day, though…
 
   There’s no biological reason to sigh when you don’t have to breathe, but sometimes it just feels like the right thing to do.
 
   First things first.  I dried and dressed, then went back to dinner with my escorts.  As I presided over dinner, a servant—one of the girls who used to live in the beggars’ district of Mochara, I believe—brought me goblet with blood in it.  It tasted like chicken.
 
   I also discovered that I have a drinking problem.  A new drinking problem.  I can’t really drink blood from a cup.  It keeps trying to crawl over the edge and flow over me.  When I took the goblet from her, the blood immediately started to shift.  Since I could smell the blood, I quickly moved to drink it.  About two-thirds of it went into my mouth; the rest splashed my face and sank into the skin.  I don’t think it looked too awful; I hid most of it behind the goblet as I drank.  When I was done, there wasn’t even a trace of blood left on my clothes.
 
   If I ever have to eat someone in a technological universe, the forensics squad is going to hate me.
 
   She brought me another one, apparently under the impression I was thirsty.  I had her set it down on the table, about arm’s length away, and I rested a finger on the rim.  Blood flowed up the side of the cup and flowed over my finger and hand, soaking in as it went.  The flow made it almost to my wrist before the cup was empty.  Good enough, even if I did feel like an escapee from the planet Ork.
 
   With dinner duties completed, I met with Tyma and her father, Minaren.  A quick examination showed that Minaren was blind because of cloudy lenses—the corneas, I think.  Cataracts?  Possibly.  I always thought cataracts were some sort of cloudy gel inside the eye itself.  Then again, I’m a physics teacher, not a biologist or opto-… opthal-… eye doctor.  I guess cataracts could be a stain on the corneas; it looked like my great-aunt’s eye when she had cataracts, but I never had it explained to me.
 
   I copied my own corneas and pasted the pattern into his.  The lenses cleared rapidly as the spell effected changes in his eyes.  He blinked at me.
 
   “You may not see too clearly,” I cautioned him.  “Blurry vision may be the best you can hope for.  But at least you can see.”
 
   “I can see very well,” he said, quietly.  He had such a wonderful voice.  I’d heard him sing, and it was a delight to just listen to him talk.  He seemed, if not amazed, at least lost in wonder.  What is it like to go blind, then have it all come back into focus?
 
   “Good.  Now, for the favor I want to ask in return.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “Your daughter—”
 
   “Done,” he said.
 
   “No, no!  She keeps making songs and stories about what a powerful guy I am, and how I’m so generous that I perform miracles for free.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Stop that.  She’s completely misunderstood the situation. Yes, I perform miracles, but only for the citizens of Karvalen.  Anybody else pays for them, because anybody else isn’t my responsibility.  Got it?”
 
   Tyma looked perplexed, but Minaren only nodded.  I just gave him his sight back.  If I’d told him I wanted his daughter for my harem, I could have talked him into it.  This was practically nothing by comparison.
 
   “I understand, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Good.  In the future, I expect her to get her facts straight before she goes public with news.  Now, I also need someone to be the Minstrel to the Court of Karvalen.  Who would you recommend?”
 
   “Ah… well…” he said, obviously caught off-guard.
 
   “I recommend my father,” Tyma suggested.  “That is, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Oh?  Minaren?  What do you say to that?”
 
   “Why, I say that I would be very proud, Your Majesty, to be the Court Minstrel,” he replied, not even stammering.  Pardon me while I give you back your sight and a position at court.  How’s your evening going, by the way?
 
   “Good.  Your first job is to go over the songs and tales to make sure that they’re correct on the point I just made.  After that, I expect you to keep an ear on Tyma and make sure she doesn’t blindside me with another piece.  Run them past me first, as a check for accuracy, all right?” I asked.  Tyma looked extremely uncomfortable at this.  Minaren barely glanced at her before nodding.
 
   “As you say, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Wonderful!  And, if you need to interview me for material, I’ll do my best to accommodate you.  Fair is fair, after all.”
 
   “And perfectly fair,” Minaren admitted.  He looked at his daughter.  “Isn’t it, Tyma?”  She nodded, still wearing a guarded expression.  No member of the media likes to have their work run through a government office, I suppose.  All I wanted was to avoid having a flood of maimed beggars overwhelming Mochara through an advertising mistake.
 
   “Always happy to help.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a thousand things to do.”
 
   “Majesty?” Tyma asked.
 
   “Yes, Tyma?”
 
   “Are you a tyrant or a king?” she asked.
 
   “Tyma!” her father snapped, horrified.
 
   “You said yourself that we should place not our faith in princes,” she countered.  “How are we to know what he is?  He isn’t even human!”
 
   I made a calming gesture in Minaren’s direction and he subsided.  I turned my attention to Tyma.
 
   “Kings can be tyrants,” I pointed out to her.
 
   “No, they can’t.  They are very different things!”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “All right, if you say so.  Why do you ask?”
 
   “You’re a slave-driving monster,” she informed me.  I tried not to be offended.  Monster, sure, but slave-driver?  I abolished slavery in no uncertain terms.  I’m allergic to slavery; it makes me break out in fangs.  I was almost certain that she meant it as hyperbole, though.
 
   “Beg pardon?” was all I said.
 
   “You seem to be in a hell of a hurry.  Things are being built, things are changing, things are moving… all so quickly.  It is as though you plan to see if you can work everyone to death.”
 
   I had to pause for a moment and think about that, while Minaren chided her for speaking disrespectfully to the King.
 
   Was I pushing people?  There were some notes on my study wall that could be interpreted that way, yes.  No doubt Kavel was bone-tired, even with extra helpers; metalwork is vital to this technological level.  Woodcutters, carpenters, shipwrights, wheelwrights, stonecutters, masons, ploughmen, farmers, drovers… yes, there were a lot of people set to tasks and working diligently at them.  Quite a lot of tasks, actually.
 
   Maybe I am being a bit impatient, I thought.  I don’t sleep, so I work around the clock on things to keep me… occupied.  So I don’t have to think about… other things.  How much I miss Tamara.  How much I miss Shada.  What to do about Tort… And about Amber and Tianna…
 
   It seems wrong that I’d rather deal with economic and political problems than emotional ones.  Is that because I’m male?  Or just because that’s me, as an individual?  Or is there some other reason?
 
   Realistically, Karvalen was coming along astonishingly well.  Was I playing the part of Gilgamesh?  Did I need an Enkidu of my own?  Was I driving people to distraction and exhaustion to make it happen even faster?  Was there a reason to hurry?  No, not really, other than it gave me something to do.  We did need to be better prepared for conflict with forces from the Eastrange, but after their losses in that initial assault, they seemed to be rethinking hostilities, at least for now.
 
   “Majesty?” Minaren asked.
 
   “Hmm?  Oh, right.  Yes.  I do seem to be in a hurry, now that you mention it, Tyma.  Thank you for bringing it to my attention.  I don’t sleep and don’t get tired, so I sometimes forget how important it is to rest.  Entirely my fault, I assure you.  I’ll try to correct it.”
 
   “As you say, Your Majesty,” she replied.  “And maybe we’ll see if you’re a tyrant or a king, too.”
 
   “Possibly,” I allowed.  I bade them both a good evening and rubbed my eyes with my fingertips.
 
   “Sire?” Torvil asked.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “We’ve assembled the knights and the cadets in the practice chamber.”
 
   “Oh, right.  No squires?”
 
   “Should we have gathered them?”
 
   “No, I just wanted to be sure.  I’ll head down there.  You three, though—I want you to go get something.”
 
   While they went off on their errand, I went down to the gym cavern, thinking about how to say what I wanted to say.  Squires, hmm?  Youngsters learning from their elders… but learning what?
 
   The cavern fell silent as I entered.  A lot of people went to one knee and punched the floor; the few in sashes merely saluted as I moved to stand on a raised area.
 
   “Sit down,” I told everyone.  They folded legs and sat.
 
   “You all know that I have a… well, that I have a reputation for being a rescuer of children?” They nodded.  There were several grim smiles, a few chuckles.  “I like children, in the sense that they are innocent.  As we get older, we grow up, and we learn about all the rotten and terrible things in the world.  Often, though, children are protected from these things.  They aren’t subject to the same temptations and terrors we are.  And that innocence gives them the potential to be good.”
 
   I looked around at everyone and sighed.
 
   “That gives them the potential to be better people than I can be,” I added.  “And that, gentlemen, is what I need from you.
 
   “I’ve been told that we have a lot of requests for us to take on young boys as squires and raise them up to be knights.  I can see why; you are already the most dangerous living men on any battlefield in the world.  Who wouldn’t want his son trained for that lofty position by some of the best and brightest examples to be found since the days of Zirafel?
 
   “But there is more to being a knight than being good with weapons.  I think you’ve all discovered that just from seeing who I’ve knighted, and why.  Your job isn’t just to kill the enemies of the kingdom, or to lead troops into battle, but to be better men than I am.  Your job is to be a good example for me.”
 
   Nobody breathed.  And when I say that, I mean it; I would have heard.
 
   “That’s what I want.  That’s what I charge all my knights with.  If you become a knight, your first duty is to be good men.  You are to show me, by your example, how to be merciful and just, wise and strong, brave and true.
 
   “That is true now, more than ever before, because we are about to have formal squires.  You will have young faces watching every single thing you say and do!  They will listen to your words, yes, but they will also mimic what you do and how you act.  If you strike a serving-girl for spilling something, they will think that right and proper.  Is it?”
 
   Terrel sprang to his feet.
 
   “Your Majesty!”
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “Any retribution or punishment should be made to match the offense!”  He then smiled slightly and added, “That is, if it is worth retribution of punishment.  Mercy for that offense might be called for.”
 
   Maybe a day on scullery duty did some good after all.
 
   “What does everyone else think?” I asked, looking around.  There were a lot of nods; many of them raised a closed fist into the air, a sign of emphatic agreement.  I nodded to Terrel and he sat down again.
 
   “So, that leaves me with a serious question.  Which among you can be a good man?  Who can be the example of nobility, kindness, strength, generosity, patience, and wisdom?  Is there anyone here who can show me, by living his life as an example, what those qualities mean?”
 
   There was a long, deathly silence.  I was pleased by it; that meant they were actually thinking about it, rather than making some snap decision.  It went on for minutes.
 
   Beltar stood up, slowly.
 
   “Your Majesty.”
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “What you ask of us… no man can know his own soul so deeply.  None of us can truly say if he has the ability you seek.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Your Majesty, if that is your wish, then all that I possess of those qualities are yours to command.  I cannot know if I have enough of the things you desire to be worthy of your trust in this, but what I have is yours, without hesitation and without reservation.  I may fail, but I will not relent.”
 
   With that, he descended to one knee, put his fist on the floor, and bowed his head.
 
   Terrel stood up.
 
   “Majesty.”
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “No, Your Majesty.  He has spoken, and he speaks for me in every word.”  He, too, went to one knee, put his fist on the floor, and bowed his head.
 
   One by one, then by twos and threes and fours, the rest of them rose to their feet, echoing, “He speaks for me in every word.”  “He speaks for me—” “He speaks—” “—speaks for me—” “—for me in—” “—in every word.”
 
   Kelvin knelt with them.  At the back of the room, Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar were also kneeling.  I beckoned them forward and they hurried around the assembly.  I had them unroll the bundles, clanking.
 
   “Terrel,” I said, pointing at him.  He looked up.  “Bring me a sword.”
 
   There was a massive indrawing of breath as he stood up.  He looked over the array of blades, finally found one, handed it to me.
 
   I held it in both hands as he knelt before me.  He kept his head up and looked me in the eye as I drew the weapon.
 
   “Terrel, will you accept this sword from my hand?” I asked.
 
   “I will.”
 
   “What is your oath?”
 
   “To my King I swear loyalty and bravery.  To the Crown I swear to be just and fair as far as my mortal wisdom will allow.  At my King’s command, I swear to grant mercy, or to withhold mercy; to take life, or to grant it; to harm those from whom my King shall lift his grace; to heal and help those upon whom my King’s grace shall descend.”
 
   “While you serve me,” I answered, “I will honor you, respect you, and ask no service of you that will bring dishonor to my house or to yours.  I will heed your councils, that we may find wisdom together.  I will stand with you to defend those who cannot defend themselves.  I will be faithful in love and loyal in friendship.  I will uphold justice by being fair to all.  I will forgive when asked, that my own mistakes will be forgiven.
 
   “This is the oath of kings, and I give my oath now to you.”
 
   I held out the sword and he raised his hands.
 
   “Stand, Sir Terrel.”  He stood and moved to the side.  I pointed at one of the twins, next.
 
   “Bring me a sword.”
 
   One by one, looking each in the eye, I knighted them all.
 
    
 
   It was in a very subdued frame of mind that my bodyguards accompanied me to my quarters.
 
   “Sire?” Torvil asked.
 
   “Yes, Torvil?”
 
   “Why did you do that?  If I may ask.”
 
   “I’m not sure I can explain.”  I frowned as we walked, thinking.  “They needed to understand the seriousness of what I was saying.  The extreme degree to which I will hold them to that oath.”
 
   “So, by promising to be noble and wise and stuff, that qualified them to be knights?”
 
   “No.  Or, not completely.  Now they’re in the same boat you three feel you’re in.  They know they don’t measure up to what I want my knights to be.  But now they are knights.  What’s the only thing to do?”
 
   “Be… better,” Torvil said, slowly.
 
   “As much as is it within them to be,” I agreed.  “And, maybe, they’ll manage to help a bunch of youngsters learn to be even better men than the knights they squire for, hmm?”
 
   “Maybe we’ll get to be as wise as you, someday, Sire.”
 
   “Wiser,” I suggested.  “The world needs more wisdom than I’ll ever have.”  Then we were at my door.  I paused before going in.
 
   “Guys, you don’t have to be here.  It’s night.  You need your rest.  I’ll need you more in the daytime, okay?”
 
   “We’re fine,” Torvil said.  “Just pay us no mind.”  Kammen and Seldar looked doubtful.  I beckoned Torvil close to whisper in his ear.
 
   “I’m expecting a lady, Torvil.  Take the other two and scram until morning.  And if anything tries to kill me in the night, I plan to eat it and maybe leave bones for the dogs.  Got that?”
 
   “Ah.  Yes, Sire.”
 
   They left, I went in, and I settled into the chair someone had carved out of the trunk of a tree.  It was heavy, solid, and surprisingly comfortable.  It also did a fine job of taking my weight when I thumped heavily down on it.  Lesser chairs sometimes collapse.
 
   Tort came out of the bathroom.  She wore a loose robe and was wrapping a towel around her hair.
 
   “Why is it that you use spells so often to get clean?” she asked, entering the room and moving to another, less sturdy chair.  “I know your preference for the water, despite your inability to swim.”
 
   “The transformation,” I said, trying not to show my discomfort at her change in wardrobe.  A beautiful woman coming out of the bath, wearing just a robe, late in the evening, and living in my apartment… Well, it sounds good.  When I was eighteen, it would have needed only pizza and cable TV to be perfect.
 
   Oh, the horrors of getting older and a least a little more mature.
 
   “The transformation,” I repeated, “causes an awful stink.  If I’m not actually under a shower—or a waterfall—when it happens, it’s hard to scrub off.  It’s faster to use a spell even though I like the wet method.  It’s all about time.”
 
   “I see.”  She folded her legs under her and rested one arm on the arm of her chair.  “Oh, I thought I might mention that I have begun using your spell for the distribution of my aging.”
 
   “Really?  How’s it going?”
 
   “I have a number of trees on the upper slope—the park area above the courtyard—already enmeshed in it.”  She shrugged.  “It seems to be working.  I should have the rest of the trees in the matrix by endweek.  I think I shall pay a visit to the woodcutter, Timon, and see if I can quicken his saplings, as well.  I also plan to use the original version on some of the livestock—they grow to maturity more quickly, while I age more slowly.  What you call a ‘win-win,’ I believe.”
 
   “Absolutely.  Good.  Glad to hear it.”
 
   I ran out of talking about that point and wondered what to do to fill the silence.
 
   “So, you wished to speak with me, my angel?  I am here.”
 
   I wasn’t this nervous meeting my estranged daughter.
 
   “Um,” I began, cleverly.  “Earlier, when we, uh… when you wanted me to promise to always come back?”
 
   “I remember,” she said, smiling.
 
   “I think we need to, uh, talk about your… expectations.”
 
   “Expectations?” she asked.
 
    “Maybe I should do this the other way around,” I muttered.  “Okay, look.  You’ve moved into my quarters—I don’t mind at all, let me add.  That sort of implies… stuff.  I’m not sure what you want, and I’d like to have some idea of what you expect from me.  Not as your king,” I added, “but as me.”
 
   Tort frowned, but didn’t seem upset.
 
   “I expect... to do everything you wish of me,” she said.  “I am at your service, my angel.”
 
   “Okay, great,” I allowed.  “Now, what do you want?”
 
   “My angel?”
 
   “I think I’m running smack into a conflict of cultures, here.  You expect to do anything I want because...?”
 
   “Because?  Because you are you, my angel.”  She looked thoughtful for long seconds and I waited through them.
 
   “Years ago, when you rescued a maimed little girl from a rotting attic,” she said, “she loved you as an angel.”  Tort smiled at me.  “You loved her, did you not?”
 
   “Well,” I said, shifting uncomfortably, “I guess I would have to admit that, yeah, I did.”
 
   “I know.  I knew it then, too.  You rescued me from so many terrible things—my injury, starvation, poverty, that terrible man, even from bad dreams.  You rescued me from pain, death, and fear, and I have loved you for it ever since.”
 
   “Um.”  That wasn’t exactly how I would have put it, but I suppose she had a point.
 
   “I assume you’ve loved other people, too?” I asked.  She grinned.
 
   “Is my angel asking how many lovers I have had?” she asked, impishly.
 
   “No!  That’s none of my business.  What I’m trying to say—badly—is that I don’t want you to be so focused on me that you forget about you.  Okay?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Let’s just be direct, shall we?  I’m not so good with subtle.  Are you happy?”
 
   “I am moved by my angel’s care for my happiness,” she said, smiling.  “I have everything that I need, thank you.  There are, however, a few requests that I would make, that, if fulfilled, could make me very happy indeed.”
 
   “Sure.  What would you like?”
 
   Tort got up, crossed to me, and sat on my lap.  She nibbled on my ear.  I suspected that was going to happen sooner or later, or something very like it, so I was prepared for it.
 
   “Oh,” I said.
 
   “My angel did say that subtle was not likely to be effective,” she murmured, warmly, in my ear.
 
   What to say first?  That I was flattered, but emotionally unprepared to deal with this?  That I was still recovering from the loss of Shada, then the recent loss of Tamara?  Or that it was nighttime, and I was dead, and that having a working cardiovascular system is kind of important to men...?
 
   Maybe I’m looking at this wrong.  I do care about Tort, even if I’m having some emotional issues about whether or not I can be in love with anyone just at the moment.  I know that, eventually, I’ll get over the loss of Tamara and Shada; that just hasn’t happened yet.  On the other hand, Tort is here, now, and has apparently waited… well, long enough.  Can I tell her that I’m not ready to have a relationship?  Can I make her wait until I feel that I’m up to it?  Is that fair?
 
   What’s fair and what’s true often bear no resemblance to each other.
 
   Any other man in this situation would be influenced by a warm bundle of woman on his lap.  Luckily, I’m dead.  That’s about the only thing that keeps me from being distracted by Tort’s closeness.  If she did this during the day, I’d have to wonder what my motives were—intellectual or organic.  As it is, it comes down to one thing, and one thing only.
 
   Tort needs me.  That’s enough.  That’s always been what mattered—I’m needed.  By Tort, by Shada, by Tamara, by Tianna... or by Kelvin, Torvil, Kammen, Seldar… a mountain, a city, a kingdom, a world.  I’m not so moved by people who want something from me; I’m moved by people who need me.
 
   Does it matter that she only thinks she needs me?  Someday she’ll realize I’m not the person she built me up to be in her head.  Maybe I’ll disappoint her.  But if I do nothing, nothing will change.  She’ll go on wishing and hoping and longing and waiting.  That, I will not have.
 
   I put my arms under her and stood up, carried her to the bedroom.  She kissed me as I stood, held it, and I responded in kind.  I set her down on the edge of the niche that served as a bed and tried to undress her slowly, but she was having none of that.  She wriggled free and started right to work on shucking me out of my own clothes.
 
   Never argue when she makes what she wants that clear.
 
    
 
   Tort was a little disappointed at my undead disability in the bedroom, but I think I made up for it in other ways.  I can recall a number of interesting alternatives from the whole length and breadth of the Empire; I did everything I was physically capable of to please her.  It worked.  Repeatedly.
 
   And that’s all I’m going to say about that.
 
   While Tort slept, I dressed and went down to the gate room.  I made a detour to gather a few things:  the supplies I’d asked for and Thomen.  Bronze met me down in the gate room, which I did not expect.  Well, the doors and halls are deliberately enlarged to let her go wherever she wants.  I shouldn’t be surprised when she does.
 
   I walked Thomen through the basics of gate work; he caught on quickly.  Wizards do have to be pretty flexible-minded to do what they do.  This time, I was going through the arch from the gate room directly to the library.  Bronze stood next to the arch, as though expecting to go with me.
 
   What did I say about arguing with a lady who makes her desires clear?  Oh, that’s right.
 
   After Thomen was briefed on how the thing worked, I motioned him to sit on the rim of the central pool.  We settled there and I wondered how to begin.
 
   “Thomen, we already discussed that you and Tort have—or had—some sort of relationship.”
 
   “Nothing of consequence, Your Majesty,” he demurred.
 
   “To whom?  To you?  To Tort?  Or to me?”
 
   “I don’t… that is, the Lady Tort and I once had a certain level of intimacy,” he admitted.  “She has chosen not to continue it.”
 
   “I see.  Well, I think I know why.”
 
   “As do I, Your Majesty.”  He tried not to sound bitter.  His spirit looked less than happy, though.
 
   “Here’s the problem,” I told him.  “She doesn’t want me.”
 
   Thomen blinked at me, eyes wide.
 
   “It’s true,” I continued.  “She wants the guy she’s built me up to be in her thoughts.  I’m not him.  No one could be him.  And that’s where I need your help.”
 
   “My help?”
 
   “Yep.  See, when I fall short of the mark—inevitably so—she’s going to realize that the man she wants isn’t me.  She’s going to need someone to be there for her.  Someone who she understands and likes, someone she accepts as a peer, an equal—not a god-made-flesh that she can worship.  Get me?”
 
   “I’m not sure, Your Majesty.”
 
   I hate having these discussions.  Worse, I hate having to spell things out for people.  Worst of all is when they have to spell it out for me, though.
 
   “I like Tort.  I’m very fond of Tort.  In many ways, I love Tort.  And if you ever hurt her, I’ll rip your lungs out of your body and then start being unpleasant to you.”  I shook my head, sighing.  “Most people would take that as hyperbole—that I don’t really mean it; that I’m just trying to make a point.  I’m not.  I really will take pointy fingernails, jam them up under your ribcage, and scoop out gobbets of your lungs.  Then I’ll start to make you suffer.  Do you understand me?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty!”
 
   “Good!  Now, with that out of the way, I also want you to understand that I’ve picked you to be a good man to my Tort.  I’m a blood-drinking monster.  You are a good man, and you care deeply for her.  Am I wrong?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “Even better.  So, if and when Tort is sad and lonely and unhappy about how I’m not the gleaming sword of the night and godlike king she thinks I am, will you be there for her to cry on?”
 
   “Without hesitation, Your Majesty,” he said, and he looked me in the eye.  I could see him do it deliberately, and that it took every bit of willpower to do it without flinching.  I liked him even more.
 
   “I am very pleased, Thomen.  See, I’m planning ahead for Tort’s sake.  I know I’m going to be inadequate; I am terrible with relationships.  Oh, she’s going to be very happy with me for days, weeks, maybe months… but then the shine will wear off and she’ll start to see just how much of a jerk I am, and she’ll eventually question her own belief in my perfection.  When she finally realizes that she’s made a colossal mistake, I want you there so she can see what she’s been overlooking all this time.  How’s that sound?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Thomen admitted.  “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but let me see if I understand.”
 
   “Go for it.”
 
   “You are planning for the end of Tort’s affections, but you will accept them until she no longer desires you?”
 
   “Pretty much.  See, if I remain the unattainable king, she’ll never get over me.  If she is with me, and sees me for the flawed creature that I am, she’ll start looking elsewhere.  Not to say that I’m not a pretty good catch, you understand.  It’s just that she’ll be disappointed that I don’t live up to her expectations—no one could.  And then she’ll need someone of whom she has realistic expectations.”
 
   “So, I’m her second choice,” he said, flatly.
 
   “No, you’re my choice for her,” I told him.  “If you have to consider yourself second best, realize that her first choice is both a mistake and a god.  I can’t live up to being her god, and that’s the mistake.”
 
   Thomen looked thoughtful.  He ran his fingers through the water of the pool, watching the ripples.  I waited while he thought.
 
   “How do you know she will… hmm.”
 
   “How do I know she’ll think of you?” I asked.  He nodded.  “I don’t.  I can’t see the future.  I can just plan for possibilities.  I’m trying to give her as much opportunity for happiness as she can get, because her happiness is the thing that matters.”
 
   “Even knowing that you’ll disappoint her?”
 
   “Especially so.  That’s what makes having a backup plan so important.  I know I’ll screw this up.  She’ll need someone, and you’re already relationship material, apparently.”
 
   Thomen stood up, then knelt before me.
 
   “I misjudged you, my King.”
 
   I’ve been working on not being embarrassed by this sort of thing.  I’m not quite there, yet.
 
   “In what way?” I asked, trying not to show it.
 
   “I thought you were… less noble than a king should be.  I only went along with everyone else, but I still believed you to be a monster.  A friendly monster, perhaps, even a helpful monster, but a monster nevertheless.  I was wrong.  You have just shown me that you do know how to love, and that you love the Lady Tort.  What else is love, but to give someone else happiness when you know your own is impossible?”
 
   “You may have a point.”
 
   “That is a noble purpose, my King, and my doubts about you are resolved.”
 
   “Yeah, well, she’s not marrying you yet.  We’re just setting you up so you’re in a good position.  She’s got her own heart and head, and she may surprise us both.”
 
   “That is a far better chance than I once could hope for,” he told me.  “More important are your reasons:  not for yourself, but for her sake.  You may be wrong, but you are attempting to be good.  I do not know if what you say is true, but I choose to believe you.”
 
   I gestured him up and he returned to his seat on the pool rim.
 
   “So, we’re agreed that, whatever happens, you’re going to be there for Tort?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty. Yes, with all my heart.”
 
   “Do I have to tell you what will happen to you if you mention this conversation to her?”
 
   “She’ll do something gruesome to me.  Then I’ll have to answer to you?”
 
   “I suspect I’ll be the one trying to put you back together, but that’s only if she doesn’t do something gruesome to me, too.”
 
   “As you say, Your Majesty.”
 
   “And you’re on the King’s Council.  Call me ‘Sire,’ or something.”
 
   “As you say, King.”  He smiled at me.
 
   “Har.  Har.  Har.  Now help me with this gate.”
 
   “Sire?”
 
   I explained that I was taking a trip and that Bronze was apparently coming with me.  His job was to mind the gate and, at the first sign of any contact, activate it from this end.  The surviving prisoners were still charging it, so it was in good shape on that front.
 
   “And, if you would be so kind, give the prisoners a good going-over.  They’re a valuable resource, and I’d like them to be in good health.  I think Kelvin has been in charge of their feeding schedule.  Get with him—later—and make sure they’re doing well.”
 
   “I will be honored to assist you, my King.”
 
   Bronze and I took our places in front of the arch.
 
   “Ready?”  Thomen and Bronze both nodded.
 
   I pictured the arch I’d built, reached into the arch before me, pushed power and desire into the matrix of the gate, and the way was opened.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Same Day, Three Days Later
 
    
 
   After about two hours here, I chucked a plaque through the archway so Thomen wouldn’t get too worried.  It had a note scratched into the surface to let him know I intended to stay a few days—that is, about four or five hours, for him.
 
   Since then, I’ve been here for about three days.  I’ve accomplished a lot.
 
   First, I’ve got a very basic version of an Ascension Sphere around my makeshift gate arch.  It’s not what I’d call super effective, but it is some of the finest, most careful work I’ve ever done.  It is drawing in power, and it is concentrating it around the arch, but it’s only a tiny trickle compared to the rivers of power available in Rethven.  I may need to bring over something with a real magical charge in it if I plan to use the thing at all often.
 
   Second, Bronze and I have discovered that golems do not like low-magic worlds.  She’s fine, in the sense that she’s intact and unharmed.  She’s very tired, though, and has been grazing almost constantly since the second day.  I’m not sure how that helps—doesn’t the fuel she burns need to be converted with magic?  Or is that a case of initial setup costs vs. ongoing processes?  She seems to think it helps, though, so I’m not arguing.
 
   I did offer to send her back through the gate.  She refused.  She wants to be with me.
 
   Third, I’ve been exploring the rest of the city.  Bronze is still faster than I am, especially during the day; she just spends all her non-running time eating.  It’s almost like having a flesh-and-blood horse.
 
   We found a number of things that seem likely to be useful.  A car showroom had some vehicles relatively shielded from the elements; they don’t run, but they have solar panel bodywork for power.  The panels seem to work; I’ve salvaged a number of them.  The dealership had tools, which helped, and spare parts, which I promptly swiped.
 
   Likewise, I’ve found a number of plastic bottles that seem intact and a stream that seems to be drinkable.  I’m no fool; I save that water until nightfall, then run tendrils of death through it to kill any microorganisms.  I may not have much magic, here, but a filtration spell doesn’t take much energy.  Afterward, I have drinkable water.
 
   The local wildlife generally avoids me.  I’ve seen things at a distance that are definitely animals, but only rarely.  More common are large bugs.  Ants the size of my fist, for example.  I do not like them.  Not at all.  They have big mandibles and stingers.  They don’t seem to know what to make of me, either; they just wave freakishly huge antennae at me and sit there.
 
   I plan to avoid them.
 
   Fortunately, I have a library covered in carnivorous vines to hide in during the day.  The ancient furniture is still relatively comfortable, although obviously not designed for sleeping on.  I doubt that deterred students, but I applaud the attempt.  Outside, the plant seems much more active in the daytime—sunlight, you know—so I’m trying to get something out of the library computers while the sun is up and the solar panels are powering things.
 
   The books aren’t books; they appear to be plastic of some sort.  Most of them seem to be defunct for reasons I can’t explain.  A few still work, though, despite being useless.
 
   That’s something I hadn’t expected; the library doesn’t have a lot of books.  It has a lot of places to sit and read, study, and work.  The “books” are plastic rectangles that, according to the legend on the edge, belong to the library.
 
   Is everything on a central computer?  I think so.  I think this library is a computer complex with some sort of wireless networking and these plastic books are local-use-only, proprietary tablet computers for data access.
 
   I have found the main computer, I think, in the library basement.  It was behind a few locked doors, so that’s a good sign.  I haven’t managed to power it up, though, and without that, even the working plastic rectangle book things don’t seem to have any data.  The main computer does seem to have a battery backup power supply—what I would call an “uninterruptible power supply unit” that takes in standard line power and makes sure it’s solid and steady, rather than subject to surges, brownouts, lightning strikes, and the like.  I’ve got the panels hooked up to that and charging it.  We’ll see if I can fire it up later and access the main computer.
 
   And I really want to look a few things up.  Mainly, I want to know more about the other stuff I’ve salvaged.  For example: A suit of armor.
 
   It’s clearly labeled with the word “POLICE,” so I’m pretty sure it’s not the cutting-edge stuff—maybe a generation or two behind this place’s “modern” armor.  Still, it’s a whole suit:  black, lightweight, and would be very well-padded if the padding hadn’t suffered awfully over time.  I like the helmet, too; good visibility, a thick, clear visor, built-in points for attaching filters, and defunct electronics—presumably communications gear.
 
   I think the armor itself is a laminate of several materials.  Carbon fiber?  Plastic?  Kevlar and related polymers?  I don’t know, and that’s a problem.  I need to know if I want to make more of it.
 
   Oh, technically, I suppose I don’t.  It would just make everything so much easier.  See, I can make a diamond grow by giving it carbon and telling it to crystallize in the same face-centered cubic crystal formation.  Since I know what it should do, making it do that isn’t all that difficult.  It’s time-consuming in the way I’m letting them sit and grow, but I could do it a lot faster if I needed to.
 
   For this composite armor, I could simply throw down a lot of carbon, water (for hydrogen), and silica, allow it to use nitrogen from the air, and say “Whatever that is, make another one!”  I could have a spell just copy an existing piece of armor—or the whole suit—but it would only work through main strength and awkwardness.  If I can at least find the molecular structure of the stuff that makes the armor, I’ll be way ahead of that brute-force method.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Still In The Library
 
    
 
   My guardian carnivorous plant seems to have noticed that something is coming and going.  I’ve dragged the concrete-based arch into the library proper to get it away from the creeping growth of thorny vines.  I took care to examine the floor from the basement angle, first; I don’t think it’ll be a problem, but I’m keeping the arch by the outer wall to minimize the stress.
 
   As for the carnivorous ivy, the entry vestibule would be covered over, possibly filled with the stuff if Bronze didn’t munch her way out every night, cropping back the vegetation.  She clears the whole area in front of the doors.
 
   Yes, I could do it faster.  No, I don’t.  I never liked mowing the yard, and if she wants to trim the thorny, carnivorous lawn, I’m all for it.
 
   Meanwhile, I’m frustrated and angry and really want to break something.
 
   I wanted to shout and swear, but restrained myself; this is a library.  Then I realized that it was my library, and no one was in it, so I went ahead and shouted and swore.
 
   The computer is centered around a clear widget.
 
   Yes, I taught computer science in another life.  Apparently a couple of centuries ago.  And, yes, “clear widget” is about all I can tell you.  It looks like a crystal, but for all I know it could be an advanced plastic.
 
   The architecture of the rest of the machine looks at least vaguely familiar in purpose, if not in design.  The clear bit is probably a central processor of some sort.  The rest of the machine is there to put information through the clear bit.  I haven’t identified the hard drives—or whatever the hell they used for hard drives in the twenty-third-and-a-half century.
 
   I’ve charged the battery backup with all that it will hold.  I’ve rebooted the computer.  I’ve made sure that the backup isn’t trying to power the whole library.  I have a book-thing sitting close at hand.  I’ve checked all the connections I can identify.  And that damned thing won’t even boot up.  I don’t get an error message on the clear part that I presume is a screen.  I don’t even get an in-progress symbol.  The computer seems to come on, but nothing is happening.
 
   I haven’t broken anything, yet, but I’m getting ready to punch something.
 
   I’m going to go out and scavenge some more.  Maybe a break will let me re-think the problem.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Makeshift Shelter, Somewhere North of Town
 
    
 
   Bronze helped me build the fires.  She keeps chomping loose branches and dragging them over.  I place them in the walls of flame.  It seems to be working, but I’m not sure we can keep it up.  I hope we can manage until nightfall.  Then I’ll have a decent chance of getting out of here alive.  Alive-ish.
 
   I’d run for it right now, but the things somehow manage to latch on and climb Bronze even at a dead run.  They’re tough, dangerous little monsters, but they can’t eat metal and they appear to be afraid of fire.
 
   Important safety tip: Do not let giant mutant ants catch even a whiff of blood.
 
   Giant, mutant, omnivorous ants.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Library
 
    
 
   I am continuously irritated by the fact that I have—I must have!—immense amounts of knowledge that would be useful to my kingdom, but I just can’t get it out of the storage medium.  I feel like a Neanderthal confronted with a DVD collection.  There’s everything I want to know, but I can’t get to it with stone knives and bearskins!
 
   How much information do I have on agronomy, alone?  Irrigation?  Crop rotation?  Alternative methods of farming?  Fertilizers, both natural and artificial?  I know that ammonia is important to fertilizing fields, and so is phosphorus, but I have no idea why, nor how to get, nor how to produce either one.
 
   Isn’t ammonia just nitrogen and hydrogen?  I could probably fake it with water and air… but where do I even find phosphorus?  Under rocks?  In rocks?  What kind of rocks?
 
   On a more optimistic note, I have some ideas for a workaround for the composition of various neat materials.
 
   The composite armor, for example, I can probably analyze once I get it home.  I’m not sure how I did that whole swim-through-the-sword thing when I was altering the blades for Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar—and mine, for that matter—but I bet, having done it once, I can find a way to do it again.  If I can, then I should be able to look into the armor and examine the layers on a molecular level.  After that, duplicating it should be an order of magnitude easier.
 
   The same applies for some of the alloy metals I’ve found, and a number of ceramics.  Apparently, steel kitchen knives have been generally replaced by a glassy substance that I think is a ceramic, but might be some sort of actual glass.  It’s amazingly tough; I’m not sure it isn’t the same thing they make the clear portion of the helmets from.  It also holds a razor edge and appears to be immune to weathering.  I don’t know how well it would scale up for a sword—it might shatter under those sorts of stresses—but even if it shatters as a sword, it could make an excellent dagger.  Or, better yet, arrowheads!  Depending on how it behaves in other ways, it might even make a good plow.
 
   Even if it doesn’t, there are a number of metals that I don’t immediately recognize.  There are some things that I think are steel alloys and they show no signs of corrosion.  There are others that are nonmagnetic—aluminum alloys?  Magnesium?  I don’t know, but they seem to be in good shape, too.  I’m taking back samples to analyze in a powerful magical environment.
 
   I just wish I could get this damned computer to fire up and run!  This is embarrassing!  People used to call me, sometimes in tears, to come help them with their computer problems.  I’d solve it, fix it, or go get the replacement part, and then everything would be wonderful again.
 
   Now I feel as helpless as my great-grandfather confronted by an early VCR.  


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, June 16th
 
    
 
   Thomen brought us back after most of a whole day—call it sixteen hours or so.  That worked out to somewhat over four full days on the other side; I think the time differential is a little over six to one, but I’m hampered by a lack of precise time-measuring tools.  While I was there, I didn’t find a single working clock, wristwatch, or other timepiece.  Yes, I did look.
 
   Maybe I need to finally just give up and build a clock.
 
   He knocked off for evening.  I double-checked the unconscious prisoners, then went up to the workroom attached to my chambers.
 
   I set down the crystal computer core, which I had very carefully removed, along with the rest of my plunder.  Here, with magical tools at my disposal, maybe I could get something out of that crystal.  Not today, perhaps, but soon.  The quicker I started growing a new suit of armor, the sooner I could refine that growth and make it fast.
 
   My analysis of my prizes went on until dawn.  I took a break under the bathroom waterfall until the shivering, prickling sensations died away and I had a heartbeat again.  By that point, Tort had joined me in the bathroom.
 
   “You don’t want to come in here,” I cautioned, as she moved to enter the pool.  “I’ve just sweat enough yuck to pollute the thing.  Give it half an hour to clear.”  She sniffed at the water and nodded.
 
   “Will you have Tianna today?” she asked.
 
   “I plan to go get her,” I agreed.  “Unless Amber wants me in Mochara for something, I should be back in an hour or so.”
 
   “Very good.”
 
   “Oh!  I also brought presents.”
 
   “Presents?”
 
   “Take a look in my study.  In particular, look at the crystal.  Don’t do anything to it, but tell me what you think.”
 
   She cocked her head at me, but went off to look.  I finished scrubbing off my transformational byproducts, dried and dressed.  With some regret, I donned my armor.  I probably wouldn’t be wandering around in soft clothes again for a while.
 
   Tort looked up as I came into the study.
 
   “I do not see anything unusual about it,” she said.  “I do not know what it is made of, but it seems merely a large crystal.”
 
   “Fair enough.  I was just curious if there was anything you saw in it that I didn’t,” I told her.  She shook her head.  “Okay.  I’m about to hit the road.”
 
   “What about the morning meeting?”
 
   “Skip it.  People have been working their butts off.  I don’t think I need to crack the whip.  Taking a day off to play with my granddaughter won’t be the end of the world.”
 
   “Very good, my angel,” she agreed.  She rose and kissed me soundly.  “Come back to me.”
 
   “Don’t I always?”
 
   “Yes.  But you do not always tell me when you are going away,” she countered, gesturing at the collection of otherworldly artifacts.  “I could be angry with you, you know.”
 
   “But you know I have to do something to keep occupied while mortals sleep?” I offered.
 
   “Yes.  Go on, fetch your granddaughter.  I shall attempt to keep your kingdom from falling apart while you play.”  She kissed me again and sent me on my way.
 
   As I walked through the corridor, I had a feeling.  It was as though I’d forgotten something.  No, it was as though someone was calling my name.  A prayer?  A really intent one?  I paused for a moment and listened, trying to detect whatever it was.
 
   Boss! I heard, in my mind, faint and distant.  I immediately tried to send back, but got no reply.  A moment of work with a projection spell and I directed a much more powerful sending to the northwest.  I spread a receiving dish to detect a reply.
 
   Firebrand! I thought back.  Where—?
 
   Just outside Vathula and galloping like hell through the pass!  I’m being chased by a bunch of orku with fire protection!  Can you get to me before they do?
 
   I don’t know, but I’ll try.
 
   I pounded through the hallway toward the throne room.  Bronze met me there, knowing that I needed her.  I was up and holding on in an instant, blasting out the main door and around the courtyard, waving my apologies to the warriors three and their surprised expressions.
 
   Talk! I sent to Firebrand, as strongly as I could.  Bronze moved onto the Kingsway and the whole world started to accelerate upward.
 
   I’m strapped to the back of a galgar named Kladak’cha, galloping as fast as this pony will carry him, escaping.
 
   Escaping?
 
   Yep.  Crazy bitch has been keeping me confined in a magic case.  Wouldn’t let me talk to you, wouldn’t let me out.  She’s convinced that you’ll ruin everything.
 
   How did you get out?
 
   Kladak’cha is an idiot janitor.  He took me out for cleaning and polishing.  Once I proved that I could—and would—fry him like a piece of bacon if he didn’t do exactly as I said, the rest was pretty easy.
 
   Fair enough.  We’re leaving the city gate and about to swing north.
 
   Hurry.  This pony-sized thing doesn’t go very fast compared to the horses the orku are riding.
 
   On it.  I paused to work on the aerodynamic spell that would cut down on the wind.  Bronze surged into a higher gear.  I added another spell to alter the angle of gravity, tilting it, making the whole road seem slightly downhill.  The northern canal started to move by even faster.  I closed my eyes and let Bronze do the driving while I concentrated on Firebrand.
 
   Okay, that’s about the best I can manage.  Now, tell me what the deal is with Keria.
 
   Keria’s a crazy lady and is convinced you two are enemies.  She’s also kind of hot about you killing a couple of her magicians and that army she sent.  She’s also scared, but she won’t admit that; she seems all cold and angry and in charge around anyone, but I can just barely hear a little of her thinking when she isn’t paying attention.  It’s like her thoughts are buried under something—maybe she has a defensive spell.
 
   But why is she hacked off at me? I asked. Someone mentioned that I broke her ability to do magic.  I don’t recall doing that, but I imagine that could make her mad.
 
   Don’t tell me, Firebrand said.  Tell her!  She went to the mountain half a dozen times trying to reach you, figuring that the haunted place was a good starting point.  You never answered, even when she prayed in your shrine.  Good likeness, by the way.
 
   I am not amused.  But go on.
 
   I dunno what all the problem is with you not answering.  I guess she either needed you for something, or she felt you owed her something for the rescue at the Edge of the World.  I felt the mental shrug.  I don’t get it.  I think she’s crazy.
 
   Maybe, but I won’t count on that.  I want to think she has a reason, and maybe I can fix this with her, rather than have to go to war.
 
   I wouldn’t count on that either, Boss.
 
   Noted.  Where’s Bob?
 
   He’s alive, last I saw.  He was dragged off in chains at Keria’s command to be locked in a tower cell.
 
   A tower cell?  What for?
 
   I guess she’s worried about loyalists breaking him out, so she’s avoiding anything underground.
 
   No, I mean, why was he locked up?
 
   Loyalty.  I’d guess the ability to squeeze his heart into mush really drove home the need to be on your good side when you came back.  Mind you, he’s been a good second-in-command for decades, ever since Keria started her takeover of the Eastrange, but now that you’re up and about again…
 
   I see.
 
   By the way—not to rush you or anything—but do you have any idea how much longer you’re going to be?
 
   At this rate?  I did a quick estimation in my head.  Ten more minutes to the pass, then it depends on how far along you are.
 
   Well, so much for that.  They’re going to catch us in the next two or three, tops.  Firebrand paused.  Boss?
 
   Yes?
 
   I really don’t want to go back there.  I really don’t.  I don’t like being locked in a case, I don’t like the fact she doesn’t even let me sit in a fireplace, and I especially don’t like her.  Get me out of this?  Please?
 
   I’ve been thinking about ways to do that, but I haven’t come up with anything.  I’ll expedite that, now, make it a priority.  I will come to get you.
 
   Thanks, Boss.
 
   Do you think they can get you and get back through the gates before I get there?
 
   They’re gaining steadily… so, yeah, probably.  The only reason we have a decent head start is the delay in getting them fireproofed.  Once they kill the janitor, I won’t be able to stop them.
 
   Ah, but are the horses also fireproofed?
 
   Yes.
 
   I swore with feeling.  Of course they would be.
 
   All right.  Fine.  In that case, give Keria a message for me.
 
   Sure, Boss.
 
   Here it is.  “You have a choice.  You can send me my sword, or I will come get it.  If I come get it, there will be not so much as a stone left standing on stone where Vathula used to be.  There will be a lake of fire that will burn for a thousand years where once that city stood, and even your ashes will scream as they float amid the flame.”  Got that?
 
   Got it!  Hot damn!
 
   I leaned down closer to Bronze and squeezed her hard.
 
   “Can we be in time to rescue Firebrand?” I asked.  “Maybe we can’t, but we can try.  What do you say?”
 
   Yellow-white fire jetted from her nostrils and a thick tongue of flame rippled from her mouth, streamers flicking backward over her shoulders.  Bronze put everything into it, ignoring her usual attention to a smooth ride.  Her gait shifted into pure speed and I had to rise in the stirrups like a jockey or get seriously hammered from below.  I also put a heat-reflecting spell under me; the saddle was turning into a stovetop.
 
   We cornered into the pass on a long, wide turn, striking sparks from the rocks, and thundered up into the Eastrange.
 
   Just as an update, Boss… they’ve killed Kladak’cha and his pony.  They aren’t wasting any time about getting back, either; I think they’re going to kill the horses by running them to death.  It’s a good bet they either know you’re coming or don’t want to find out.
 
   Got it.  We’re in the pass and gaining.
 
   Yeah, but the gates are just up ahead, and the guys inside have already opened it.  They’ll just go right through and shut them in your face.
 
   I felt my jaw clench.
 
   We’ll see.  Which tower is Bob in, by the way?
 
   The palace has five main towers.  I don’t know which one, or what level he’s on.  I only know he was dragged off to a tower cell.
 
   Got it.  I’ll come get you, and if you talk to him, let him know I’m going to try and get him, too.
 
   Him?  Why?
 
   Because I left him in charge of this place, so I feel sort of responsible.  Pissed off, but responsible.
 
   Ah.  Should I tell him you’re angry?
 
   Sure—but not at him.
 
   Oh.  Nevermind.
 
   You just like scaring people, I accused.  Firebrand gave me a psychic chuckle.
 
   Bronze pounded through the pass, bearing almost line-straight through the mountains, and shot along the trail.  It wove gradually back and forth a tiny bit.  We came into sight of the gates, two or three miles away, just in time to see them slam shut.
 
   I leaned back in the saddle and Bronze slowed to a walk, blowing billows of fire-shot smoke.  Her head hung low and I could actually feel her body expand and contract with her breathing.  I patted her neck and told her how proud I was of her.  She seemed too tired to respond, but I got the feeling she was sad that she let me down.  Maybe, if we hadn’t spent the last few days in a magic-poor environment…
 
   I resolved to fix that.
 
   We stood there, looking over the long, straight stretch of killing ground in front of the gates.  It was, basically, a dead-end canyon with defensive fortifications.  I could probably work around through the mountains and enter the city, but the only good way to move an army though there was through the gates.
 
   There were an awful lot of horns blowing and flags waving.  It appeared that a sizable quantity of troops were manning the battlements.
 
   Firebrand?
 
   Yes, Boss?
 
   If Keria wants to come out and discuss this, I’ll be right here for a bit.
 
   She can’t come out in daylight, Boss.  Smoke and fire and stuff.
 
   What?  She died, as a mortal?
 
   Well, yeah.  Didn’t you know?
 
   No, I didn’t.  When did this happen?
 
   No response.
 
   Firebrand?
 
   Nothing.  Firebrand must be inside the shielding spells again.
 
   Bronze rested there and we waited, just in case someone came out to discuss terms.  After about half an hour, someone did.  It was a small procession of half a dozen, all of them human, and a horse-drawn cart.  I hadn’t realized that Keria had human subjects, but there wasn’t any reason she couldn’t.  For some reason, that made me feel obscurely uncomfortable.
 
   They came up to within a hundred feet, unfolded and erected a small, four-poled canopy, assembled a portable table, and placed a pair of chairs.  They also opened a chest, a bottle of wine, and produced goblets.  The guy in obvious charge—and in the fancy outfit—sat down, accepted a goblet of wine, and waited.
 
   Bronze walked up to the edge of the canopy.  I didn’t dismount.
 
   “Bring me my sword,” I told him.
 
   “I am so very sorry,” he replied, “but the Queen of Vathula has claimed it as—”
 
   “Do you know who I am?” I interrupted.  He shook his head.  “I am Halar.  I took that city from Rethven.  I gave it to my followers from the undermountains.  I created Keria.  Now, we’re going to start again.
 
   “Bring me my sword.”
 
   “I cannot—”
 
   “Did Firebrand give you the message I gave it?” I interrupted again.
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   “Are you going to obey the King of Vathula and Lord of the Eastrange?”
 
   “As I said, I cannot—”
 
   “Tell Keria, when she wakes up,” I interrupted, for the last time, “that if I don’t get Firebrand in my hand, intact and perfect in every way, I will punish her for her insolence.”
 
   Bronze turned and we walked away.  He called out to me as we started, and Bronze paused.  I looked back over my shoulder.
 
   “Make it good,” I told him.  “Make it very good, because I will smite this city and everyone in it.”
 
   He swallowed a sip of wine, which was a mistake if he intended to show his calm.  His hand shook.  Instead of remaining seated, he rose, circled the table, and gestured everyone to kneel.  He joined them.
 
   “Great lord, forgive me; I have failed to make clear that which I have been instructed to tell.  My life is forfeit for that failure, and I can only beg for mercy.  May I say what I have been instructed to say?”
 
   Bronze turned in place and I drew my sword.  I wanted him to know I wasn’t pleased.  He seemed to get the message.
 
   “Say it as economically as possible,” I advised.
 
   “Keria claims rulership over your realm,” he said.  His use of language changed.  He treated me as the ruler and Keria as an usurper in the way he spoke.  Diplomatic of him, at least.  “She claimed it by right of blood, as the Princess of Shadows.  Yet, the King of Shadows is before me, and walks even in the day, acknowledged by the Dragonsword.
 
   “If it is your will, Dread Lord, I will bear your message to the so-called Black Queen, the Empress of the Undermountains.  Yet, I tell you the truth, my King:  She will not listen.”
 
   It’s moments like these that really annoy me.  It’s daytime, so I can’t just look at his soul and see if he’s sincere, scared, or just a turncoat weasel.  I see only a few possibilities for his sudden change of heart.  He could be a diplomatic liar, saying whatever he has to say, however he has to say it.  He could be a weasel, who takes me seriously when I say I’m going to smite Vathula, and he doesn’t want to be one of the people smote.  Or, he could acknowledge my technical right of rulership over Vathula and really believe that I’m the proper king of the place, while Keria is an upstart with no real authority beyond her ability to browbeat anyone in reach.
 
   “All right.  Then tell everyone else this: anyone who remains in Vathula is my enemy.  Say just that, and nothing more.”
 
   Bronze turned away and we walked down the pass.  Behind me, I heard the diplomat breathe a “Yes, Dread Lord,” and that was all.
 
    
 
   We took our time on the run south to Mochara.  There was no hurry, so I let Bronze pick her own pace.  I got the feeling she was still a little tired from her flat-out run, so we didn’t get to Mochara until about lunchtime.  I apologized to Tianna for my tardiness and did my best to make up for it by demonstrating the fine art of acoustics.  I got a metal dinner plate to reproduce a number of songs from my memory.  She seemed especially partial to the theme song to Doctor Who, and to the Star Wars Imperial March.  That may be because I haven’t translated any of the ones with lyrics into Rethven-ese… There’s a project for Tyma and Minaren!
 
   Amber was too busy to be bothered, so Tianna and I had lunch together in a little al fresco establishment while Bronze put her nose into a big bucket of charcoal.
 
   “She’s hungry?” Tianna asked, spooning up a bowl of fish stew.
 
   “She is.  We had to run up to the pass this morning.”
 
   “You—she—wow!  She’s really fast!  It takes at least a week to get to the pass!”
 
   “I was looking at the walls of Vathula earlier this morning,” I assured her.  “We took our time getting back, though; Bronze really hurried to get there.  She’s tired.”
 
   “Oh.”  Tianna put down her spoon and went over to Bronze while I bought another bowl for myself.  When I got back to our little outdoor table, Tianna had both hands over her head, laid flat on Bronze’s chest.  Bronze was fairly radiating heat, but her eyes were the only part actually glowing.
 
   Tianna took her hands down and breathed heavily for a minute.
 
   “Tianna?” I asked.  She grinned at me and came back to sit down.  Bronze made ticking and pinging sounds as she cooled.
 
   “Bronze is better,” Tianna said, and went back to eating.
 
   I didn’t ask.  I deserve the Steely Self-Control Award for that.
 
   Instead, Tianna and I went for a ride around town.  Bronze was, indeed, feeling immensely better after Tianna’s treatment.  She fairly pranced along.  We found a bunch of kids playing with sticks and Tianna decided she wanted to play, so I helped her down.  That went well, all things considered.  Tianna kept pausing to fix scrapes and bruises; the older boys kept asking me (very respectfully) if I would teach them something about swords.  I think it was a good afternoon; Tianna had fun, and that’s the important thing.
 
   I stayed for a while longer to give Tianna another math lesson.  Her multiplication isn’t too bad, but her division is atrocious.  Apparently, un-multiplying is a challenge.
 
   I wonder… can I teach Tianna to have an inner headspace?  A mental study would be useful.  If we could share a little headspace, I could try giving her concepts directly.  Once she understood division, then we could go over the actual rules of it, and that would be much simpler.
 
   Is that what I did with Malana and Malena?  Here is everything there is to know about swordsmanship—now go practice it?  Is this a shortcut through the most tedious part of teaching, the transfer of raw information?  It’s a sort of telepathy, granted…
 
   If Tianna can learn to have a mental study, can she learn to be a wizard?  Has there ever been a wizard fire-witch?
 
   Amber interrupted our lesson with the declaration that it was dinnertime.  I was invited without any detectable reluctance.  She actually seemed pleased to have me there.  Naturally, I was pleased to be there.
 
   As a note, oysters, or clams, or whatever they were, are considered delicacies around here.  Maybe it’s the water, or the variety, or the way they were cooked, or something, but I despise the things.  The flavor was disgusting and the smell was… pungent.  But this was dinner with my daughter and granddaughter, so I plastered Perfectly Believable Smile #6 on my face and pretended I liked it.  Amber and Tianna, for their part, sucked the stuff up like it was ambrosia.
 
   I’ve done harder things.  They escape me, just at present, but I’m sure I have.
 
   After dinner, Amber sent Tianna off to her prayers—after the tacklehug and the kiss on Granddad’s cheek—and beckoned me to follow her.  We went outside and across Sparky’s central worship zone to a nondescript building on the far side.  It housed a number of people, all with some sort of infirmity.  Obviously, this was where the sick, injured, and otherwise unhealthy waited for the attention of the priestess.
 
   “You can restore lost limbs and eyes?” Amber asked.  I looked around.  Yes, that did seem to be the predominant complaint.  No missing feet, but doubtless those people were lagging behind.
 
   “Yeah,” I admitted, sighing.  “It’s a slow process, but yeah, I can.”
 
   “Here you go.”
 
   “Is… ah, will there be any complaints from…?” I nodded back toward the statue.
 
   “I’ve consulted Her on this matter.  She has, once again, expressed a lack of interest in it.”
 
   “Okay.  Do you want to help?” I asked.  Amber looked surprised.
 
   “How can I?  It is wizardry, is it not?”
 
   “Yes, but it puts a lot of stress on the person doing the growing.”  I explained the process, briefly.  “So, the body is just healing naturally, but with a spell to tell it what to fix and how.  They still need to eat and drink and recover, just as if it was a smaller wound.”
 
   “I see.”  She frowned.  “I’d like to watch, if I may.”
 
   “Of course.  Who would you like me to work on first?”
 
   We worked on half a dozen people before I had to take a break; sunset was coming and I wanted to be somewhere private for that.  After my break, I cleaned up with a spell and resumed work.  Amber helped quite a lot, actually; the subject of the spell does most of the work over the course of the regeneration.  I can tie the spell directly into the person’s vitality, so that they maintain the energy of the spell themselves, as well.  Amber can dump a lot of vitality either into the person or through the person and into the spell.
 
   “The real trick,” I cautioned every patient, “is to not grow it back too quickly.  Your body can’t spare all the flesh and bone to make a whole new hand or arm or jaw; you have to let it grow gradually.”
 
   They didn’t seem to mind that they were growing back about a pound of flesh and bone every week.  Growing it at all was the issue.  Admittedly, a whole arm can take a while, but a finger was only a matter of days.
 
   The very first thing, though, before I even started, was a brief conversation with a rather wealthy-looking fellow.  He tried to give me a chest of gold in exchange for giving him back his whole left arm.  I refused the money.
 
   “You have no idea how much it means to me to have two good arms again!  I’m prepared to pay.”
 
   “I’m pleased to be of help,” I told him, “but you can’t buy my help.  If you were a citizen of Karvalen, I’d just assume you were worth my time, but you’re not.”  I nodded at Amber.  “See the pretty lady with the red hair?  That’s the Princess of Mochara.  She decided you were worth helping.  I trust her judgment.  Gold never entered into this.”
 
   This was a stunner for everyone.  He doesn’t take gold?  He’ll do it for free if you’re one of his subjects?
 
   As gratifying as that was, I think the best part of the evening was the way Amber reacted to four words:  “I trust her judgment.”
 
   I think I’ve made her happy.  I hope so.
 
    
 
   I settled Tianna into bed that night and told her the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears.  She didn’t seem to like it much.
 
   “Why did she eat their porridge?  And why did she sleep in their beds?  She doesn’t seem like a very smart girl,” she complained.
 
   “I suppose you’re right.  I think that story is really for much younger children, to teach them not to take advantage of strangers’ houses when no one is home.”
 
   “Oh.”  She looked troubled.
 
   “Something wrong?”
 
   “Where do they have talking bears?  And why do bears live in houses?”
 
   “It’s in another world,” I assured her.  “You have to go through magic gates to get there.  I wouldn’t, though.  The place isn’t really very sensible.”
 
   “It sounds very silly,” she assured me.  “I don’t think I’d like it.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Now, you go to sleep.”
 
   “Will you be gone in the morning?”
 
   “Probably.  It’s not easy, being a king.”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   I kissed her forehead and she hugged my neck.
 
   “G’night, Grandpa.”
 
   “Goodnight, Tianna.”
 
   I went downstairs and met Amber again.
 
   “Is she settled in?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Good.  Thank you for your help with the infirmary.”
 
   “Always happy to help,” I assured her.
 
   “Is it true?  That they couldn’t buy your help?”
 
   “Not with a wagonload of diamonds.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I’d have to want to help them, and money just doesn’t do it.  I don’t much care about money.”
 
   “Just blood?”
 
   I looked at her and raised an eyebrow.  She flushed slightly.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I don’t know why I said that.”
 
   “It’s the fangs, isn’t it?” I joked.  “Yes, blood is important to me, kind of like oyster stew is to you.  If you didn’t want to do something, would you change your mind for a bowl of stew?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “There you are.”
 
   “But you’ll do this for any of your subjects?” she pressed.
 
   “I prefer to think of them as citizens, not subjects.  But, yes.”
 
   “That brings me back to the immigration policy.  I wanted to talk to you about that.”
 
   “I recall someone mentioning it in the middle of a very busy day.  It guess it fell off my desk; I’m sorry.  By all means, go ahead.  What’s on your mind?”
 
   She gestured to benches and we sat down.
 
   “There are a lot of people—I mean, a lot—coming in on ships and now overland to Mochara.  They aren’t really a problem; some of them are moving on to Karvalen, others are filling up the space made by those who already left.  But they are going to be a problem if this keeps up.  Mochara isn’t full, but it’s starting to get crowded, and I don’t know if they count as subj—citizens or not.”
 
   “Hmm.  You raise a very good point.  What do you think?  How does someone become a citizen?  How should someone become a citizen?  Do they buy their way in?  Do they recite an oath?  How should we handle this?”
 
   “I’m hardly the person to ask.”
 
   “You’re the Princess of Mochara,” I countered.  “I’m asking your opinion.”
 
   That made her pause and think.  I have to give her credit for staying on as the ruler of Mochara, despite her misgivings.  She was at least taking the job seriously and doing her due diligence.
 
   “I suppose that, in its most basic form, it would depend on actually living here, rather than just… I don’t know… showing up to have something cured?”
 
   “Good point.  Where you live is important to who you are, isn’t it?”
 
   I’m afraid I kept her up past her bedtime.  We had a political discussion of immense boredom and terrible intensity.  Well, the fate of the kingdom was in our hands, wasn’t it?  Isn’t that worth a boring political argument or two?
 
   The worst part of it was that Amber kept thinking like a priestess.  Citizenship kept coming back to accepting the worship of the Mother of Flame, rather than anything civic.  I kept bringing it back to purely civic matters, reminding her again and again that she was the Princess, not the Priestess.  It was an exercise in patience on my part, and, judging by how much of a strain on my patience it actually was, I think I’m safe in saying that I am just not cut out to be a father.
 
   However, Amber did make a good, solid effort to think like a princess.  She didn’t have a lot of mental handholds on how to do that—let’s face it, I don’t have mental handholds on being a king, either; I just fake it—but she almost visibly started to think like a ruler, rather than a reverend.
 
   We haven’t got it all sorted out, yet, but some of the basics for citizenship in Karvalen include:
 
   First, you swear fealty to your King.  Me.
 
   That didn’t occur to me, actually; Amber brought that up as something she considered self-evident.  What does that say about the world she grew up in?  What does it say about me?
 
   Second, you have to live here, not just phone it in from some other city.  Buy a house, build one, prove a farm, even rent a room, something.  We didn’t nail down a time in residence requirement—what about a merchant captain?  He can’t stay in Mochara for long without losing money.  We did decide that having a residence was at least required, though—for tax purposes, if nothing else.
 
   Third, some sort of trade or skill, while desirable in an immigrant, wasn’t necessarily required.  Unskilled labor wasn’t overabundant; the Crown could always use more hands.  But, regardless of the skills or trades involved, it was decided that to become a citizen, the immigrant would work for the Crown for a year and a day, much like being in the army.  That, at least, made you a subject.
 
   Fourth, and closely related, everyone who wanted actual citizenship would also serve at least a year in military service.  They could learn some valuable combat skills, maybe even some discipline.  Amber thought that a very fine thing, indeed.  I agreed, but with a caveat: anyone who didn’t want to serve in the army didn’t have to.  Nobody should be required to be a citizen; they can be subjects and treated so.
 
   Amber doesn’t really get the difference, but I do.  By midnight, she had an inkling of the difference, and finally settled on a practical definition:  I would feel positively disposed toward citizens and not really care a whole lot about subjects.  That seemed to suit her thinking.
 
   I hugged her goodnight and went outside to Bronze.  She seemed in very good spirits.
 
   “Feeling better?” I asked.  She was.  Whatever Tianna did, combined with a trencher of charcoal, seemed to have done the trick.
 
   “Good.  Let’s go home.”
 
   We did.  I headed for my workroom, pausing to kiss a sleepy Tort.  She wanted to get out of bed and help, but I insisted that she sleep.  She didn’t put up much of a fight.
 
   In my workroom, I looked at my collection of artifacts.  I didn’t know much, if anything, about them.
 
   That was going to change.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Interlude
 
    
 
   Rakal kicked the demon and it opened its eyes.
 
   “Speak,” he commanded.
 
   “Master,” it replied, voice like a wind through a glass flute, “there is no one to speak to.”
 
   “Then shout!”
 
   The demon sat quietly, unblinking, and Rakal waited.  Eventually, the demon spoke again, this time in a voice almost human.
 
   “Well, what is it?” it demanded, sounding very much like Parrin.  The glassy tone and echo persisted, as though Parrin’s voice traveled through a glass tube.
 
   “My King?”
 
   “Yes.  Who else would talk to this damned thing?”
 
   “Yes, my King.”
 
   “What is it?” the demon repeated.
 
   “The Dragonsword has attempted to escape, as you instructed.  We have recovered it, and my eyes tell me that our adversary rode at great speed in an attempt to rescue it.”
 
   “And he failed?”
 
   “As you commanded, we did not allow it to venture far.”  Rakal refrained from mentioning that the rescue attempt came much closer to success than even his worst estimate.
 
   “Good, good.  He should be coming back shortly, possibly even tonight.  Make ready.”
 
   “My King…”
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “I am still unclear on exactly why we are antagonizing him.  I understand that you want him to attack Vathula, but if he does so alone, is this not the perfect opportunity to take him?”
 
   At the other end of the demonic connection, Prince Parrin rubbed his forehead and tried to get a grip on his temper.  It was harder, these days, to keep calm.  The constant pains and encroaching weakness were enough to push his limited self-control right up to the breaking point.  Add a henchman who couldn’t resist asking stupid questions and it started to crack.
 
   Parrin addressed the demon, knowing his words would be relayed to Rakal.
 
   “First of all, you need to remember that I’m the only one who can successfully take him alive, because I’m the one dying.  If you meet him face-to-face, you’ll be lunch.  If you aren’t lunch—if you win—you’ll have to kill him to capture him, and nobody wants that.  We need him alive.  Remember the problems of using Keria’s blood after she died?  Worse, what happened after you put a demon into her?”
 
   “I remember,” the demon in front of Parrin said, in a voice almost like Rakal’s.  It even managed to convey the revolted tone.
 
   “Good.  Keep that in mind.  He must be persuaded to come after me, personally.  It does us no good if he brings an army; he has to make it a man-to-man affair.  Then I will have him, his sword, his horse, his city—everything that he possesses will then be mine.”
 
   “He hasn’t, though,” Rakal pointed out.  “He still resides in his kingdom and makes no move against us.”
 
   “You think I don’t know that!” Parrin barked, then took as deep a breath as his failing body could manage.  “I’ll be starting a war, soon,” he continued, more calmly.  “He can’t resist meddling when people are dying—and I’ll see to it that some of them beg him for help.  He must already be sure the assassins are my doing; this has to push him into movement.”
 
   “And what if your next assassin kills him?” Rakal asked.  Parrin snorted.
 
   “You don’t know him like I do.”
 
   “As you say, my lord,” Rakal agreed, and told the demon to go back to sleep.
 
   I don’t know him like you do, Rakal thought, and it bothers me that you know him so well.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thursday, June 17th
 
    
 
   I completely forgot about Velina and the injured in Baret, at least until Amber pointed out the ones in Mochara.  I meant to call Velina about the ones in Baret, but she beat me to it.  She contacted me via magic mirror this morning and I apologized for my mistake.  I don’t think she’s used to the nobility apologizing to her for anything.
 
   She was very gracious about accepting my apology and even more pleased to hear that I’d drop by as soon as I could.  She was somewhat less gracious, or even composed, when I told her why I was delayed.
 
   “So, you see, I may have to smite Vathula.  Do you have any way to get in touch with the principalities that border their territory?”
 
   Blinkblink.
 
   “Yes… I can get a message to Philemon, Tegron, and Verthyn.  It may take a day or two.”
 
   “Fine, fine.  Keria deserves a chance to save herself, so I won’t be smiting the city today.  Do let people know that if they have business in Vathula, they should finish it and get out.  I won’t be held responsible for fatalities or damage.”
 
   “Of course.  Of course,” she agreed.  “I am honored to be of service.”
 
   I thanked her and signed off.  I had some calibration experiments to run, measurements to make, and so forth.  Smiting is a delicate business.  The window between “kill” and “overkill” is pretty broad, but I wanted to hit it dead center.
 
   More important, I wanted to fire some warning shots, first.  I’d like to have a nuke-free existence if at all possible.  If I could convince her that I could smite her city, I wouldn’t have to.
 
   That would take my personal attention and some time, though.  I decided to start with something that would be a process, something I could kick off and let run while I did other things.  Accordingly, I dragged my guys off to an empty room and turned it into a workroom.  I laid out the super-high-tech suit of armor and explained.
 
   “This is a suit of armor.  Yes, I know; it’s black, it’s not at all shiny, and it looks kind of sinister.  Before you get bent out of shape about that, consider who you work for.  Maybe this is kind of appropriate?”
 
   They had to agree that it was.  Torvil even suggested that it was kind of stylish.  I think he meant it.  Seldar looked concerned but willing; Kammen just shrugged.
 
   “So, here’s what’s going to happen.  I’m going to grow a suit of armor almost exactly like this for each of you, so it’s sized right.”
 
   “Grow?” Torvil asked.
 
   “Well, assemble.  The individual pieces will be too small to see, so it will look as though it’s growing.”
 
   “So, it’s not… alive?”
 
   “Oh.  No, it’s not.”
 
   “Just checking, Sire.”
 
   “No problem.  Now, this process is going to require that you hold still for quite a while, though, aside from turning over now and again.  What I want to know is, who goes first, who stays with him to monitor things, and who accompanies me?  Sort it out.”
 
   They conferred.  Seldar would go with me; Kammen would watch the process, along with the twins—it was his turn to be shadowed—and Torvil would hold still for armor growth.
 
   I sent them off to collect materials while I started drawing a chalk outline on the floor.  By the time I was done, it looked as though someone was murdered by an occult graffiti artist.
 
   Lucky for me, polymers, carbon nanotubes, graphene, and other such materials are fairly easy to replicate.  Like diamond crystals, these substances are patterns, usually simple ones, repeated over and over.  Like a brick wall, small, simple building blocks go together to form a larger, complex structure.  The “bricks” are easy to copy, and with a pattern to follow, they easily turn into a wall.
 
   The tricky part was getting several patterns to run at once.  To replicate a diamond is easy; it’s one crystal, and I don’t much care which direction it grows as long as it does grow.  To replicate a suit of high-tech, composite, multi-ply, laminate armor was an exercise in persistence.  I had to mark the original suit with navigation points, mostly around the joints, and then start spell after spell after spell, each one copying a layer of the armor’s structure—one for the inside surface of the armor, another for the layer of material backing it, a third for yet another layer after that, and so on until a final spell grew the outermost shell.
 
   There was no point in duplicating the defunct portions of the armor—what I presumed was communications gear, maybe even a heads-up display, and other electronics.  I edited those portions out, leaving just layers of armor in the final product.
 
   I might have managed to duplicate all the foam padding, too, but after all that work, I wasn’t feeling up to that fight.  We can make quilted padding; that will do just fine.  We’re talking about professional soldiers, not professional athletes.  They expect to take hits that they can feel even through armor and keep on fighting.
 
   Although, if I can figure out a way to adapt that impact-absorbing spell—no, no; that’s something for later.
 
   Once everything was going well, I actually went with Seldar.  He seemed very pleased to be on guard duty, but something was clearly on his mind.  I suspected it was his role as dispenser of magical steroids, so I asked him about it.
 
   “No, Imperious One,” he denied.  “I am well-pleased to be of service, and it is progressing well,” he told me.  I couldn’t think of anything else that might be bothering him.
 
   “Then what’s wrong?  When you’re not smiling, you look like you ate something that disagreed with you.”
 
   “If Your Prying Majesty pleases,” he said, “I would rather not discuss it just yet.”
 
   “Okay.  I trust you.  If you need my help for anything, just say the word.”
 
   For some reason, that looked like it hurt him, but he agreed.
 
   We found ourselves a deep cavern, well below the inhabited regions of the undermountain.  I shut doors behind us as we ventured farther down.  Overcautious?  Maybe.
 
   Despite my comment about trusting Seldar, I had him stand guard outside the cavern I picked.  While I do trust him, I also don’t want to burden him with state secrets.  I walked around the room, chalking barrier spells on all the walls, guarding against scrying spells of all sorts.
 
   Once sealed in, I played with dangerous spells and what I would classify as forbidden magic.  At least, I consider spells that can crack the planet—well, in this case, the plate—as forbidden.  I worked out a spell to define a volume of space and set it to a very tiny level.  Microscopically small, actually.  I had to work with some lensing spells to build a magical microscope before I was content with it.  I wanted to start very small and get a sort of calibration run.
 
   What I did was use the matter-conversion spell to reduce all the air inside that microscopic volume into electromagnetic wavelengths—unzip the matter bonds and release it all as energy.  I recalled that, at normal air pressure, dry air was about one-point-two grams per liter.  I made sure to purge my little test area of water; having a water droplet coincidentally intersecting my test area could drastically raise the total yield.
 
   So, with the volume affected being somewhere in the neighborhood of a picoliter, the mass should be about 1.2 x 10-11 grams… or about a thousand Joules of energy.
 
   I put a frequency-shifter over the wall with the door; I didn’t want any hard radiation going through the stone.  I’m a physicist; we think about that stuff.  Then I stepped outside with Seldar.  He looked at me questioningly.
 
   “Just testing something,” I told him, and triggered the spell.
 
   If that was a thousand Joules, I’m a frog prince, complete with warts.
 
   Let me put this in perspective; a thousand Joules is enough power to lift a big man about one meter.  Turned into a lot of heat and light, I would expect a loud bang and flash, but nothing more.
 
   The pivot-door cracked.  The ground leaped up to strike our feet.  Dust came out of nowhere.  There was a peculiar ringing sound that hung around for a bit.  My ears recovered fairly quickly, but Seldar had trouble hearing for what must have been ten minutes.
 
   I’m glad I did a test run.  I’m even more glad I was out of the room.
 
   No more of that, I assured myself, until after dark and my survival chances improve.  Maybe not then, either!
 
   Still, while the mountain pulled the door back together and rebalanced it, I couldn’t help but wonder what went wrong.  Air density varies a little bit with altitude and therefore pressure.  We were well down inside the mountain, but only a little way below the normal ground level.  Did I get something else in the micro-space?  A bacterium, perhaps?  Or a grain of dust?  It was unlikely, but possible.  Maybe, when I was mentally gridding off a magnified piece of space, I misjudged the size and got something much larger than a picoliter?  I’d have to find a way to measure it more accurately.
 
   Maybe, if I used something solid, like a literal grain of sand, I could target only a specific type of atom?  Only the silicon, for example, or, no—dust motes might be silicon-based.  A metal, then?  Not a lot of aluminum dust in the air.  Say, a miniscule sample of aluminum, and only the aluminum.  That should solve the problem…
 
   “Your Dangerous Majesty?”
 
   “Yes, Seldar?” I replied, speaking loudly and exaggerating my mouth movements to help him see what I was saying.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “I’m practicing smiting things,” I told him, honestly.  “I don’t want to smite too hard when I decide to smite.”
 
   “So, that was a little one?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah.  I really do need to develop more fine control,” I admitted.
 
   “Yes, Sire,” he agreed.
 
   “That’s enough practice for now,” I added.  “I don’t want to overdo it, after all.”
 
   “Just as you say, Master of Understatement.”
 
   We went back up to my real workroom.  There were other, more immediate ways of smiting that I wanted to try—something more appropriate to a warning shot.
 
   I already looked over the magical elven shots, the ones that stored impacts until it was time to let it all loose at once.  Now I examined one more thoroughly.  As with a lot of magical stuff, the method used to make it was not on hand; no scribbles, diagrams, or handwaving, just the spell they called into being.  Reverse-engineering it was usually problematic.  This time, however, I had a good idea about what it did and how.  I didn’t need to duplicate their spell, or whatever it’s called when an elf crafts magic in an object.  I just needed to duplicate the effect.
 
   I did, and I think I improved on it.  Their version was like a tank of compressed air.  Every time someone hit it, it pumped more air into the tank.  When it finally ruptured, it exploded.  The drawback was that if you put too much in it, it would go off right there.  They wasted a lot of potential for safety; they stopped hammering on it well before reaching the limit.
 
   My version was more like a coiled spring.  Every hit would tighten it, but, as you got closer and closer to its maximum capacity, the less it could absorb with each hit.  The result is that you could haul off and pound the hell out of it at first, but once the object started to dent or deform, you knew to stop beating it so hard.
 
   That was the basic safety version.  I kept working on it until after lunch—Seldar sent someone to bring food up to the workroom for us.  The end result was much the same, but, instead of allowing you to bash the object into a lump, it emitted excess force as a glow.  So, when you walloped it while it was near capacity, it glowed, warning you to stop.  Over time, the light it radiated would bleed the excess energy from the final hit and the glow would stop.
 
   Safety first.  I’m feeling very cautious today.
 
   Hmm.  I can build a light source that requires you to whack it to make it work.  Kind of like a flashlight with a loose connection, you have to thump it a few times before it lights.  Would that work for a sort of doorbell?  You knock on the pivot-stone of someone’s door and the inside of the door lights up?  Would that work?  I don’t see why not.  It was certainly something to think about.
 
   Once I had the spell worked out, I went down to see Kavel.  He was enjoying himself immensely; the forge was, to him, a miracle beyond belief.  He was also pleased beyond description to not have to worry about buying anything—no fuel, no metal, none of those concerns.  The King wanted stuff made, and the kingdom was providing everything.  Oh, yes; he couldn’t have been happier if you hired professionals to tickle him.
 
   I waved his assistants back to their tasks.  Over the resumed clanking and banging, I asked about arrowheads.  He dug up a half-dozen and put them in my hand.  I looked them over and gave them back.
 
   “Majesty?” he asked.  “Not good enough?”
 
   “They’re perfect,” I told him.  “They probably go through plate at close range.”
 
   “That they do, Majesty.  Fine steel, these, the best.”
 
   “Do we have any broadheads?”
 
   “Broadheads?”
 
   “Larger, triangular arrowheads?  Things that you might use on something other than an armored target?”
 
   “Oh, hunter’s heads.”  He pulled out a box and opened it, fished out a few leaf-shaped bits of steel.  “These aren’t sharpened yet,” he cautioned.  “They’ll take a fine edge, though.”
 
   “Good stuff,” I agreed, examining them.  They were broad, flat, and would probably do quite nicely.  “Do we have a fletcher?”
 
   “I’m sure we do,” he agreed.  “Someone keeps taking arrowheads off me.”
 
   “Fair enough; I’ll find him.  Anything else you need or want while I’m here?”
 
   “Yes, please, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “I don’t want to be the Mastersmith of Karvalen, please, Your Majesty,” he said, looking down and fidgeting.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” I asked, surprised.
 
   “I don’t want the job, Majesty,” he said, very seriously, looking worried.  “I’ve got too much to do.  Can you please make someone else do it?  Please?  I just don’t have time for all the talking-to-people stuff; I’ve got stuff to make.”
 
   “You’d rather get your hands dirty?”
 
   “Yes, please, Your Majesty!”
 
   “Okay, I agree, but on one condition.  You have to find someone for the job.”
 
   “I can do that,” he agreed, enthusiastically.  “He doesn’t need to be all that good a smith, does he?  Just someone who can, you know, tell other people what to do?”
 
   “I suppose.  I think he does need to know something about smithing, though, if he’s going to make intelligent decisions,” I suggested.  “But you’re right; he doesn’t need to be an expert.”  Kavel nodded.
 
   “I’ll send someone to talk to you, for your approval, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Send him to Tort, please; she’ll decide whether or not to hand him up to me.”
 
   “Of course, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Is there anything else I can do for you?  Anything you want?”
 
   “More of those rare metals, if Your Majesty pleases.”
 
   “More?”
 
   “Been using them all up,” Kavel said.  “It’s hard to take metals out again once you’ve mixed them.  Some of the mixes are good stuff; most aren’t.”
 
   “Hmm.  Let me see something that’s a lousy alloy, please.”   He found a small ingot, maybe an inch long with a quarter-inch cross section.  I bent it in my fingers and it broke; it was both weak and brittle.  I saw his point, though, in trying to separate out the individual metals.  We could try melting the thing and skimming off the different layers…
 
   Then again, the mountain manages to produce refined metal.  I ran through a quick communication spell, explained what I wanted to it, and put it into the mountain.  
 
   “I’m thinking that a waste bin is about to form,” I told Kavel.  “If you have metals that seem useless, just toss them into the hole.”
 
   “There’s a hole going to appear?” he asked.
 
   “Should be.  Probably in that wall,” I nodded toward it.  “Just metal, though; don’t let anyone throw anything else in there.”
 
   “As you say,” Kavel agreed.
 
   “I’ll also make sure someone brings you lumps of metal to experiment with,” I added.  “You’ve got your recipes written down somewhere, right?”
 
   “Oh, yes, Your Majesty.”  He dug out a stack of parchment.  I was pleased to see he was using the grid system I’d suggested to keep track of the systematic experimentation.  I didn’t recognize all the symbols he was using, though.  Turns out he’d invented a code for things like hardness, malleability, ductility, and other words to describe metals.
 
   “Very good.  Keep that up.  What else do you need?”
 
   “Not a thing, Your Majesty.  I’m all content.”
 
   “Are you sure?  This is a lot of hard work, and I feel like you deserve something.  Is there anything at all that you could wish for?”
 
   Kavel scratched behind an ear, thinking.  I wondered how he could think amid all the noise.  His sons were beating on metal and singing; other assistants were doing other noisy things.  He wasn’t deaf, although he probably should be.  He could hear me just fine.  Or was he reading my lips?  I decided it would be impolite to ask.
 
   “Well, if I had a wish,” he said, hesitantly.  “I guess I’d have my boys get lessons in magic.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.  I mean, I was taught forge magic, and how to sing to the metal, and I learned the stuff everybody does, but I don’t make, you know, magic swords.  Swords that are real good for being magic, you understand, but nothing magic straight from the forge.”
 
   “And you want your sons to learn how to enchant the metal they work, is that it?  To make magic swords and other metalwork?”
 
   “That’s what I’d wish, Majesty, yes.”
 
   “I’m not sure who would be a better teacher for that, T’yl or Thomen,” I told him, “but I’ll talk to both of them and see what they think.”  Kavel’s eyes widened.
 
   “The old magician and the Master of the Guild?” he asked.
 
   “Did you have someone else in mind?”
 
   “No, Your Majesty.  Thank you, Your Majesty!”
 
   “I owe you that much, at least,” I told him.  “You’ve been one of the most helpful and dedicated people in Karvalen, and I appreciate it.  If you need anything else—anything at all—you come directly to me.  Got that?”
 
   “Yes, my King,” he said, and did that fist-on-floor thing.  I restrained my annoyance.  Instead of ordering him up, I just clapped him on the shoulder and left.  It seemed simplest.
 
   We strolled up, found Thomen, and told him about it.  He seemed quite willing to teach the apprentice smiths; I think he likes teaching.  He didn’t seem so pleased about T’yl, though.
 
   “The magician,” he said, “will just have them memorize spells, not learn to use their talents.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “Their father sings to the metal as he works.  If they have learned to do so, then we should expand on that method, rather than force them to learn the ‘right way’ of a magician.”
 
   “You’re right,” I said, realizing he was.  “I’m so used to the way I assemble spells, I forget there are other ways.”
 
   “Too much magician in your diet, Your Majesty,” Thomen suggested, almost playfully.  “Some people sing their magic into spells that only last for a song; others dance until their will is done.  A few draw pictures that either change the subject, or foretell the future.”  He shrugged.  “Most of these can only do one or two things—a talent for some effect, rather than true spells, and easily mistaken for sorcery.  Many of them can learn spells, though.  We can see if Kavel and his sons are such.”
 
   “No, I think you’ve got the right idea,” I told him, because it appealed to the teacher in me.  “Whatever their strengths are, help them develop them.  If they want to study magic, that’s fine; if they want to find new songs to sing to the metal, that’s fine, too.”
 
   “As you say, Sire.”
 
    
 
   After some testing with my new hammer-storage-spell, I think I’ve got it down to a final version.  A year from now, T’yl will probably have it squared away into a super-efficient application, but while mine is brutal and solid, it’s also effective.
 
   I got out the chalk and did a lot of careful scribbling on the floor, going around each arrowhead several times.  I even did the chanting and the handwaving.  My objective was to build a storage medium inside the metal.  The forces directed into the arrowheads would be shunted into the metal and contained there, balanced against each other.  Later, when I wanted those forces released, they would be shifted out of alignment and allowed to run unhindered—just as if all the hammerblows were to hit at once, from all directions, starting at the inside and headed outward.
 
   I have no way of measuring the power it can contain, but I can certainly test it.  A quartet of knights with sledgehammers, all working in unison, can beat out a rhythm that sounds a lot like Bronze at a fast walk.
 
   Bronze could have stomped on it repeatedly, but not as rapidly.  I suppose she could just hold it between her teeth and clamp down on it, but there’s a real risk she might eat it.  It’s like asking a regular horse just to chew the sugar cube.  Metal scraps are treats to her.
 
   After making sure they understood to stop hammering each one when it started glowing, we checked in on Torvil.  He was completely encased in a black substance and more layers were visibly forming.
 
   “Comfy?” I asked.
 
   “Not at all, Sire,” he informed me.  “I don’t like the way this feels.”
 
   “Where does it hurt?”
 
   “It doesn’t hurt.  It’s just… really strange.  It’s… it’s growing on me, Sire.”
 
   “It’s supposed to do that.  The spells are fitting a suit of armor to you, exactly—tailor-made for you and you alone.”
 
   “I understand that.  It still feels strange.”
 
   “If it’s any comfort, it’s moving along pretty quickly.  I think it’ll be done by morning.”
 
   “Morning?” he yelped.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I hate to bring this up, Sire, but I’m going to need the privy before then.”
 
   I kicked myself, mentally, for forgetting.  Biology.
 
   “You raise a good point,” I told him.  “Now?”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “Let me check on the suit’s progress.”
 
   It took a few minutes of examination and testing, but, yes, it seemed strong enough to endure a pause in the process and the attendant manipulations for a toilet break.  Torvil moved carefully, but, sadly, still cracked a thigh plate when he sat down.  Fortunately, running a spell to repair it was both fast and simple.  We had him back down and in the process again in no time.
 
   “Well, I’m off to Mochara,” I told them.  “Got to see a man about a weapon.”
 
   “Sire?” Seldar said.  “Do you plan to bring me?”
 
   Bodyguard problems.
 
   “Sire?” he asked.  I realized I was staring at him while thinking about what to do with him.
 
   “I don’t think so,” I said, finally.  “No, I want you here, helping Malana and Malena.”
 
   “In what way, King of Vagueness?” he asked.  The twins looked interested, as well.
 
   “I’m not fully convinced that they’re fully recovered,” I lied.  “I want you to make sure their bodies are working at healing, and I want you to work them both over with your physical enhancement spells.  I also want you to keep an eye on Kammen.”
 
   “Me?” Kammen asked, surprised.
 
   “Yes.  If you’ll allow it, I want to try a low-powered version of the spell that helped make Malana and Malena so fast.”
 
   “Hey!” Torvil said, from the floor.  “I wanted in on that!”
 
   “You can’t get up and fight with them,” I countered.  “Lie there and be protected, will you?”
 
   “Yes, Sire.”
 
   “So,” I continued, “Kammen starts getting faster, the twins get stronger, Torvil gets armored, and Seldar gets more practice.  I also want you to pay attention to the spell on Kammen; if it doesn’t send him into twitching convulsions, you may be using it on everybody, Seldar.”
 
   “A wizard-knight’s work is never done, Sire,” he said, cheerfully.  Then he sobered.  “I am still not pleased with the idea of you being unprotected.”
 
   “I’ll have Bronze with me at all times, and I’m in my armor,” I pointed out.
 
   “That’s why I’m considering it, Lord of Targets.”
 
   “That one hits kind of close to home,” I pointed out.
 
   “Then it is correct?” he countered, smiling.  I had to agree he got me.
 
   “I can pick up Tianna while I’m in Mochara,” I went on.  “She’ll help protect me.” Seldar nodded, slowly.
 
   “Yes… that might do.  Very well.  You may go, Sire.”
 
   Is that irony?  It’s certainly a sense of humor.  I’m very pleased.
 
    
 
   I made it to Mochara well before the evening meal.  Amber was not against Tianna escorting me around town, and Tianna, of course, was delighted to hold on to Bronze’s ears.
 
   While I visited Flim, Bronze paced around the large, open area, keeping Tianna’s hair rippling in the breeze.  Jessa wanted to cook something special for dinner, since the King and the littlest Princess were visiting; I didn’t really want to stay for dinner, but she seemed so earnest about it, how could I refuse?  Besides, Reth was watching Tianna and Bronze.  Tianna persuaded Bronze to stop and let Reth ride, too.  Tianna had to help him up by hanging over one side while Bronze held her ankles with loops of wire mane.  When that didn’t quite manage it, Bronze cocked a foreleg for use as a step and boosted Reth.  Eventually, they were both aboard and parading around.
 
   My horse is a nice person.  I could probably learn a lot from her.
 
   Flim had worked diligently on his assignment.  He understood many of the practical details of extra-large crossbows, now, and was amazed at how strong a wire cable could be.
 
   “I think I’m about ready to build something more siege-engine-sized,” he said.  “With both wood and metal layers, I think we can get something about the size of a cart to throw a bolt farther than anything I’ve ever seen on a ship.”  He indicated some drawings on a wax tablet; I made a note to get him some paper and to reinvent the pencil.
 
   The drawings looked good, though.  Flim really did have an inventive mind.  The only thing I changed was part of the “bowstring.”  Instead of one long cable, I drew in two shorter ones.  Each connected one end of the lever arm to a metal block that ran down the launching channel.  This saved wear on the center of the cable and reduced the likelihood of it snapping and whipping.  The block also acted as a good anchor point for winching it back to a ready position, as well as a good pushing face for launching projectiles.  I gave him the basics and he promised to work it out.
 
   “You can get busy on that later, though,” I told him.  “Right now, I have a priority project for you.”
 
   “Anything you want… um?”
 
   “‘Sire’ will be fine,” I sighed.  “Right now, though, I want a bow.  Make it about six feet long.”
 
   “A bow?” he asked, puzzled.  “That’s all?”
 
   “A bow meant for me,” I clarified.
 
   “So… fancy?” he asked, still not getting it.  I told him to wait a moment and I hunted up an old length of chain.  I held it in my hands as though it were an arrow, then pulled.  The links slowly stretched as I exerted myself; I stopped before any of them actually snapped.
 
   “Make it strong,” I said.  “Make it impossible to pull.  That should be about right.”
 
   Flim’s eyes gleamed.  He was looking forward to the challenge.
 
   I called Tianna and Reth in when Jessa announced dinner and we all sat down around the family table.  Two of the chairs looked very new, as did all of the plates.  Flim’s family was a trifle more prosperous, these days.  Well, government contracts for weapon R&D is a profitable line of work.
 
   Tianna and Reth sat next to each other and kept talking, mostly quietly, while Flim, Zaren, and I discussed spring steel and cable.  Jessa was proud to serve dinner, and I did my absolute best to make appreciative noises over every dish.
 
   It would have broken her heart to discover that I couldn’t stand her specialties.  Which wasn’t the case; I could stand them.  I just hated the way they set fire to my tongue.  She liked her spicy dishes.  But I substituted “Mmm!” for “Ack!” and swallowed anyway.
 
   Tianna and I said our goodbyes; Reth, apparently, was invited to the House of the Flame, sometime.  I made a mental note to make sure Tianna’s skyrocket spell was in good working order, then took care of it as soon as we were at the temple.
 
   While she was sitting in a magic circle and I was scribbling around her, she asked about it.
 
   “Grandpa?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Why do you sometimes draw stuff?”
 
   “It’s part of the spellcasting process, sweetie.”
 
   “But you don’t always do that,” she pointed out.
 
   “That’s true.  Sometimes I just picture the symbols and lines in my mind.  That’s when I’m in a hurry, though.  It takes a lot more effort to do it that way, but it’s a lot faster, too.  This way, drawing it out like this, is slower, but it doesn’t take as much effort.”
 
   I continued for a bit longer while she thought that over.
 
   “So, you put little bits of power into each symbol, instead of a big lot of power into the whole thing?”
 
   I paused and looked at her.  She looked back, still with that curious look on her face.
 
   “That’s exactly right,” I told her.  “You’re ever so smart.  Very good!”  She fairly beamed with pride and I went back to scribbling.
 
   “After I learn division, will you teach me how to draw magic symbols?”
 
   “If your mother says it’s okay,” I answered, automatically.
 
   Has there ever been a wizard fire-witch?  I thought about it, but not even the whole library of Zirafel knowledge turned up a single instance.
 
   This could get interesting, I reflected.
 
    
 
   I finished reinforcing Tianna’s skyrocket safety spell; it would act as a safety net for weeks, now—or until it was needed.  She would burn through it in a matter of seconds if she tried, but that might give her a chance to throttle back, or give everyone else a chance to take cover.
 
   After sunset and my usual cleanup, I tucked Tianna in with the story about how Arthur pulled Excalibur from the stone, then had to answer some very practical questions, such as how a sword knew who the rightful king was.  Even if it could talk, like Firebrand, how would it know?  I think I got through it without sounding too stupid, but I could be wrong.
 
   Amber and I had a brief discussion about immigrants again; more maimed individuals kept showing up.  I told her to let them accumulate; we could handle them in batches every week or so.  We also talked about Reth and his potential visit.  Amber didn’t seem against it as long as Tianna’s safety spell was still on.
 
   “I’m not sure she needs it,” I admitted.  “She’s never shown even a hint of temper.”
 
   “Just the same, it is not safe,” Amber assured me.  “If she does, the consequences will be dire.”
 
   “I can’t argue with that.  But she’s such a delightful little girl, it’s hard to think of her frying someone even by accident.”
 
   “You’re prejudiced—Grandpa,” she said, smiling.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   We parted with a hug; I was very pleased.  I think my daughter has learned to like me.  That’s so good for my morale that I don’t know what to say.
 
   Bronze and I headed west.
 
    
 
   Velina watched with considerable interest as I started telling people’s bodies to start growing their missing bits.  I took the time to show her some of the details and help her with the fine points on the various spells involved.  In theory, she can cast the spells, but I’ll admit the process is a moderately complicated one.  Neither of us feels comfortable with her trying it just yet.
 
   I suppose I could refine it down to a single sequence of spell symbols—automate the process, if you like—but it would be a long and arduous process to work the whole thing.  Maybe I could put the whole thing on a scroll, like a recipe to follow.
 
   There’s a thought.  If I drew or carved the spells on the floor, could we put someone in a chair, empower the thing, symbol by symbol, line by line?  I think that might work.  Well, the spells might actually cast, but it wouldn’t work for this particular application.  The spells vary considerably, depending on the area to copy and the place to graft it on.  Too many variables for it to be a rote casting; the wizard actually has to know what she’s doing.
 
   Still, I could effectively automate a large portion of the process by having a “leg copying” spell, an “arm copying” spell, an “eye copying” spell, and so on… they wouldn’t be versatile, but if you can restore a lost leg, arm, or eye, that would cut down on a lot on the workload.
 
   Speaking of copying and grafting, I’ve run into a problem.  My process to restore Tort’s foot—and every other missing bit I’ve encountered—involved copying the intact version, reversing it, and tacking the matrix onto the missing part.  This works fine for missing or deformed limbs and other body parts that are replicated on the left and right sides of the body.
 
   One of the patients is missing both legs at the knee.  I haven’t got anything to copy!
 
   This is a nontrivial problem.
 
   Now, for Minaren, I copied my own corneas to replace the cloudy ones he had.  I was moderately comfortable with that, mainly because I’m pretty sure they’re just organic lenses.  If I remember correctly surgeons even replaced corneas with artificial ones, sort of built-in contact lenses.  So, nothing major there.
 
   I’m not comfortable with copying other bits of me, using my own body as a pattern for people to regrow lost parts.  My muscle and bone are decidedly unnatural; I’m not sure if humans can grow those bits, and I’m even less sure if they’ll have side effects.
 
   I fixed everyone I could—well, got them started—then Velina and I took Grigor, the guy with shortened legs, aside.  He sat on a plank with wooden wheels; he pushed it along, slowly, with his hands.  I explained the problem to him.
 
   “So, you see that we can’t just hit you with the spell and move on,” I finished.  He nodded miserably.  “However,” I went on, “I have an idea.  It hasn’t been tried, so it might not work.  There’s also an outside chance that it might actually be harmful.  But I think it likely to work, and if it does, you can grow working legs.”
 
   “If you’re waiting for me to beg,” he said, calmly, “just say the word, my lord.”
 
   “No, I just wanted you to know what you’re getting into.  I’ll try it, if you want, but you should know that it’s untested.”
 
   “I’ve been shortened for eleven years,” he told me.  “If there’s a chance I can get legs, I’ll do it.”
 
   “Nothing to lose, is that it?” I asked, quietly.
 
   “Nothing I care about,” he answered, just as quietly.  I had already noticed his hands were wrapped in rags.  They were also bloody, presumably from pushing himself along.  I wondered where he came from and how he got this far.  I stopped wondering about how far he would go.
 
   “All right.  We’ll need to take some measurements,” I told him.  Velina fetched me some string and I did some calculations.  Eventually, I tied two knots in the string to mark the length.  I was confident we had a close measurement of the length of Grigor’s legs when he was whole.
 
   Velina woke up a lot of the Prince’s soldiers and we started taking their measurements.  They didn’t seem pleased about it, but they kept it to themselves.  I don’t know if that was because of me, a visiting king, or me, a visiting nightlord, or me, a visitor in the Prince’s good graces, or Velina, the Prince’s wizard.
 
   I suspect it was Velina.  I’m not sure any of them recognized me.  Her, they knew—and treated her with deference, respect, and possibly more than a little fear.  Well, wizards can be scary people.  It made me wonder how the rest of Rethven thought of Karvalen as a whole.  A kingdom of wizards must be rather frightening.
 
   We found a couple of suitably long-legged individuals, then narrowed down our choice by measuring thigh-to-shin ratios, hip circumference, and the like.  The man with the best fit was simply drafted; Velina apparently had the authority—or just the clout—to do that.
 
   With Grigor and Prellin—the soldier—lying next to each other, I went through the copy process, twice.  Once for each of Grigor’s legs, but each of them running at half speed.  As usual, I cautioned him that it would take a while, possibly a long while, before he could walk again, and that he would be hungry all the time.
 
   “That might be a problem, my lord,” he admitted.  “I’m always hungry, anyway.”
 
   “What do you do?” I asked.
 
   “I’m a beggar,” he said, stiffly.
 
   “I meant, what did you do before you were injured?”
 
   “I was a horse archer for Harkin.”
 
   “Harkin?”
 
   “Prince Harkin, Duke of Carrillon and rightful King of Rethven, or so he says.”
 
   “I see.  Do you intend to go back to Carrillon and return to his service?” I asked.  He spat.  I held myself answered.  “In that case,” I continued, “would you like a job?”
 
   Velina and I made arrangements for him to be fed, clothed, and transported to Mochara.  Velina even made sure I wasn’t charged anything for it; the city of Baret was pleased to do all that simply as a courtesy.
 
   Once we had all that sorted out, Velina brought up another matter.
 
   “If you aren’t tired,” she said, “I have some messages for Your Majesty.”
 
   “It’s night,” I noted.  “You can just assume I don’t get tired.”
 
   “Of course.  Naturally.  I’ll remember.”  She paused, awkwardly, then regained her original train of thought.  “There are a number of messages about other infirmities, asking for you to attend them.  I’ve spoken with the Princess of Mochara and she tells me that it is unlikely that anyone can summon the King of Karvalen without truly desperate reason.  A few of these may meet with your approval in that regard.  Will you see them?”
 
   “The messages?  Sure.”
 
   There were a number of them, most of which were simply requests for house calls.  While I agree, in principle, with the idea of being attended by a physician in your own bed, I also recognize that it’s probably more practical to group the wounded and sick together wherever the doctor happens to be.  It’s a question of limited supply.  Doctors are hard to come by; wounded appear seemingly out of nowhere.
 
   I grouped them into two piles:  House calls, and cries for help.  The house calls were people who didn’t feel like traveling; the cries for help were people who couldn’t travel.  By that standard, there were about twenty house calls.  There were two cries for help.
 
   The first cry for help was from Prince Jorgen of Hagan—or, rather, from his wife, Taisa.  While he was apparently quite capable of coming to me on his own, she was restricted in her ability to travel without his permission, and their daughter was not fit to travel.  According to the message, she suffered a fall and a head injury; they included a list of symptoms.
 
   The second cry for help was from Prince Raman of Tolcaren.  His eldest son was badly burned a couple of years ago, in a fire aboard ship.  It caused the loss of sight in one eye, difficulty in both breathing and walking, massive scarring, and constant pain—any long trip, even in a carriage, would be torture for him.
 
   I decided to pay a call on Prince Jorgen.  Prince Raman’s son had survived for two years; he would survive another week.  A girl with a cracked skull might be dying.
 
   Once I finished going through the paperwork, I shoved the pile of house calls off on Velina.
 
   “If you could find a scribe, would you be so kind as to send these back?” I asked.  “Invite them to come to Mochara, if they like, but the King of Karvalen cannot be casually summoned.  Diplomatically and tactfully, of course.”
 
   “I will see to it immediately, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Wait until morning,” I advised.  “Scribes need to sleep.  So do you.”
 
   “Indeed.  I will be happy to wait upon Your Majesty’s pleasure, however.”
 
   “Hit the bed.  I’m going to use the mirror, check on the canal, that sort of thing.  If I leave before dawn, I’ll be sure to leave a message.”
 
   Velina gratefully went to bed.  Well, it was awfully late.
 
   Come to think of it, it was probably rude to call people at this hour, anyway.  I decided to inspect the canal works, first, then call home after sunrise.  I also decided that we needed people to take shifts in the mirror room, just in case an urgent call came in.
 
   The canal was coming along well.  They were digging a wide trench about twenty feet from the western wall of Baret.  This dislocated a lot of the low-rent district outside the city proper.  Someday, Baret was going to need to build a new wall, farther out.  The place kept growing.
 
   Both ends of the soon-to-be-canal were blocked off, both the river end and the sea end.  It would be a while before they installed gates; these were just dams so the canal wouldn’t flood while they worked on it.  There were already several wagonloads of stone near at hand, some worked into blocks, but most still in the raw, fresh-quarried state.  Someday, when the canal was deep enough, they would face the walls and floor with stone, then install the gates.
 
   I was going to do some digging, mainly because I had some time to kill, but I had one of those pesky psychic feelings, again.  I sighed inwardly, since I wasn’t breathing, and went to hunt it down.
 
   Them.  Hunt them down.
 
   The rest of my late night/early morning was spent with a number of very old people and their immediate families.  Every time, I had to explain who I was and what I was, and most especially why I was there.
 
   Back home, if someone showed up at four in the morning to talk to a family about how Great Grandpa George was ready to die, there would be shotguns involved and a real mess in the yard.  Around here, they routinely accept that magical beings exist, that there is an afterlife you can practically touch, and that people have a Destined Moment to Die.
 
   One legend or myth says that there are two old women, sisters, who sit somewhere and weave the Ribbon that wizards see; others say that the Ribbon is just a bit of the greater weaving.  Whatever, these two sisters weave the threads of the world together to make a great tapestry of life.
 
   One of them is fairly clumsy, so she has a lot of spiders to help her with the fine details, and that’s how we get all those little, insignificant moments in our lives, good and bad alike—spiders are good weavers, but they don’t really care about people, and the sister in charge can’t keep an eye on all of them all the time.
 
   The other sister is very dexterous, so she weaves by hand, making sure all our ultimate destinies fit into the grand design.  Born here, lived there, died on such-and-such a date, that sort of thing.  She handles the big stuff, and she’s basically a good person.  She tries to keep things nice for everybody, but sometimes the spiders get into her weaving and she has to shake them out, which can really mess up her pattern and cause misery.
 
   I think it’s a story to explain why nobody much cares for spiders.
 
   My point, though, is that when a clearly-supernatural creature showed up on their doorsteps and said, gently, that it was time to let Great Grandpa George take a trip with the Grey Lady, people were surprisingly agreeable.  No, they didn’t like it, but they accepted it as… Maybe not a good thing, but… right?  Proper?  Inevitable?
 
   Maybe that’s the word I want.  They agreed to go along with the inevitable.
 
   And, strangely enough, I think I enjoyed myself.  I can’t say that I had a good time; I didn’t.  On the other hand, I did do a lot of good in those few hours.  Back home, people could argue about euthanasia and assisted suicide and suchlike; over here, the debate is moot.  There is definitely something that comes after.  Dying is just getting to go do it.
 
   I’m the travel agent.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Friday, June 18th
 
    
 
   I made it back to the Baron’s—excuse me, Prince’s—palace a little before dawn, had a bath drawn for me, and lounged in the tub while the transformation ran its course.  I still needed a cleaning spell; the water was filthy when I stepped out.  I felt better for toweling off, though.  A man should always know where his towel is.
 
   Through the mirror, I talked to Tort and Kelvin.  Things were going well, there, and the new squires were coming along nicely.  Kelvin’s idea was to have them work in the kitchens for a while, for the humility exercise, and to see if any of them would try to run home.  As servants, they would also have to learn their way around inside the mountain, a complicated process.  It was a part-time thing; they spent mornings as servants and afternoons as squires.
 
   We discussed, briefly, the advisability of posting signs at corridor junctions.  Maps were no good; the mountain is always in drift a little bit.  Plus, I had yet to ask it about additional doors… Soon, though.  I had an idea on that.
 
   Tort reported on my arrowheads.  People had been hammering on them in shifts until a little before dawn; now they were starting to glow, so they stopped.  I thought that a very good idea.
 
   Tort also arranged a schedule for watches over the mirrors.  I made it a point to have her talk to Thomen about it.  The mirrors don’t require the user to have any facility with magic, but a wizard can spot oddities and anomalies a mundane person can’t.  I wanted a wizard on duty, too, just to make sure no one was using a mirror for some unintended purpose.  We can’t have the Court Magician intruding on the Court Wizard’s prerogatives, now can we?  She agreed immediately, even cheerfully.  Having permission to cuddle the unholy monster seems to have improved her mood tremendously.
 
   I also explained that I wanted an arrow shaft enchanted, or at least enspelled; she agreed that it could be done, if I could show her the spell.  Fair enough.
 
   Neither of them seemed too pleased I was going into Rethven to track down a city named Hagan, but they didn’t actually say anything.  I could tell from their faces that they didn’t like it, but also figured it would be pointless to argue.
 
   I signed off and had an audience with Banler.  He was at breakfast, which reminded me of my own early-morning meetings.  He had his family at breakfast, but no one else.  Apparently, agreeing to see me at that hour was unusual, as was the suggestion that I eat with them.
 
   “How do you manage to have a morning meal without a dozen people bothering you?” I asked, accepting a plate and spooning something bland onto it.  Fortunately, morning food around Baret is generally either bland or sweet, a fact for which I was duly grateful.
 
   “Easy,” he said, grinning.  “I wanted family time, and I declared it off-limits to underlings.  Then I beheaded anyone who interrupted without a real emergency.”
 
   “Ah.”  Brutal, perhaps, but certainly effective.  His city; his rules.  I wasn’t going to argue.  Besides, he might be kidding me.  “Thank you for not beheading me,” I added.
 
   “You’re not an underling; you’re a visiting king.  Anything you want is, kinda by definition, an emergency.”
 
   “I’m flattered.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   We ate for a bit, and I got to meet the rest of Banler’s children; three daughters, all by his second wife, aged thirteen, fifteen, and sixteen.
 
   I got the feeling everyone was watching me, even when they were talking to each other.  Well, a guest at breakfast was unusual.
 
   As I was getting into a third helping of a mashed fish and dumpling dish, Banler cleared his throat.  I looked up from the bowl with a questioning look.
 
   “Pardon me, but you said you wanted to talk to me?”
 
   I glanced at his family, then decided it might not matter.  I also realized that he might be slightly offended, so having them there might be a good thing.
 
   “Yes, I did.  I wanted you to be aware that I, ah… how to say this?  You know that, in addition to being a king, I have certain other functions?”
 
   “You’re a nightlord,” Danler said, and shut himself up at his father’s look.
 
   “Yes,” Banler said.  “It’s well-known.”
 
   “Do you also know that the purpose of a nightlord is to conduct the souls of the dying into the realms beyond?”
 
   “I’ve heard that.  Hard to reconcile with the bloodthirsty monsters of legend, though.”
 
   “I am hurt,” I said, with mock sadness.
 
   “I wasn’t talking about you,” he added.
 
   “Oh.  Okay.  Anyway, whenever you have a nightlord near someone who is dying—or even their ghost, if they’ve already died—the nightlord is going to have to help them.”
 
   Banler nodded, seeing where this was going.
 
   “You killed someone.”
 
   “If you want to put it that way.  There were some souls calling out to me that they were ready to go.  I had to answer,” I told him.  “I didn’t sneak into anybody’s house, if that’s what you’re thinking.  I knocked, explained why I was there, and people showed me in.”
 
   Banler visibly relaxed.
 
   “I’m going to hear about this, right?”
 
   “Rumors of it, yeah.”  I told him about my nocturnal activities and added, “If you hear of any other deaths in the night, I give you my word it wasn’t me.”
 
   “Is there any way you can… not do that?”
 
   “I can try.  If I have to help someone along, would it help to have someone assigned to go with me and be a witness?”
 
   “Hmm.  Probably.  You wouldn’t mind having a guard posted on you?”
 
   “Not in the slightest.”
 
   “Huh.  Really.”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “I’d hate to be watched like that, myself.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter to me,” I told him.  “I only mind it when people spy on me, not when I’ve invited someone to come along.  Just try to give me someone who won’t panic and doesn’t mind riding second seat on Bronze, all right?”
 
   “I’m sure we can do that,” he said, then paused for thought.  “I’m pretty sure.”
 
   We finished breakfast and I bid the whole family farewell.  Danler and Brenna managed to make their manners, while the middle daughters were almost flirtatious.  I complimented the first quality and ignored the second.
 
   Thank goodness I also got directions to Hagan.
 
    
 
   We stopped in several towns and villages to get better directions to Hagan.  I tried to be polite, but people tended to duck into buildings and hide.  I’m not sure why.  Bronze wasn’t blowing that much fire.  Still, I had to be insistent, on occasion.  Most of the time all I got was someone pointing me down the road.
 
   The roads in Rethven are dirt tracks cut through forest, up hill and down dale.  The only thing about them that’s decent is the bridges; those are generally stonework and as solid as one could hope for.  The rest of the roads are rutted flat spots or rivers of mud.
 
   Now I know why Rethven isn’t a kingdom; no one can get anywhere.  How can you have a kingdom if you can’t even cross it?
 
   Rethven roads weren’t always this awful.  I distinctly remember better roads.  But in the intervening years, people scavenged stone from them for other purposes.  Some were doubtless in the houses and walls of the villages and towns I passed.  Others, for all I knew, had been lobbed into enemy cities by catapult.
 
   I am amazingly glad that Bronze is four-hoof drive.  She handles muddy tracks the same way she handles rutted dirt:  she stops it flat and keeps going.  Places that bog down wagons and risk breaking regular horses’ legs just slow her down.
 
    
 
   We finally found Hagan.  It took most of the day, but we got here.  It’s a fairly typical city.  Curtain wall, some towers, big gates, some low-rent districts outside the actual wall, farms out beyond that.  It didn’t have a moat, but it did have a ditch with stakes.  All in all, it wasn’t much different from Baret, just inland.
 
   I was pleased to find that someone had preserved the two or three miles of paved road nearest the city.  It wasn’t in the best of shape, but it was far better than muddy tracks through the wilderness.
 
   Nobody challenged me when I rode in through the nearest gates.  I guess they didn’t feel threatened by one roaming knight.  I can’t say I disagree; stopping everyone who went through would have caused some serious traffic problems.  They paid more attention to the wagons in front and behind; each wagon handed over a silver coin at the gate.  I can only assume Hagan does a lot of trading within its walls, and the gate fee is their merchant tax.
 
   (I found out later that I was right about that.  They taxed the merchants at the gate, coming and going, one silver coin per wagon.  People who were there just to buy things weren’t taxed; anyone there to sell things, was.  The merchants, of course, just passed along the cost to the customer.)
 
   Bronze and I did excite some comment and a lot of staring as we went through the streets.  We stayed on the wider streets—usually paved or cobbled, but with some truly awful gutters—and she was very good about not stepping on anyone.  It helped that people seem to naturally try to stay out of a horse’s way in order to preserve their toes.  There were still some close calls, though, as children have no respect for traffic flow or right-of-way.  One daring young man went under Bronze and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   Bronze didn’t seem to mind.  Other horses would not have taken it as well.
 
   After some further directions—people pointing thataway—we found ourselves at another wall.  Obviously, the original and richer portion of the city.  This wall was in worse shape than the outer one.  Ivy clambered up the ancient stones in places, and I could see obvious repairs here and there.  It wasn’t really expected to do defensive duty.
 
   It made a good fence, though, to keep out the riffraff.  The guards on the gates were also more attentive and picky.  The portcullis and the gates themselves were in very good working order.
 
   “Name?”
 
   “Halar.”
 
   “Business?”
 
   I handed him the message from the Prince’s wife.  He looked at it, frowned, handed it to his partner.  His partner ran off with it.
 
   “Where’s he going?” I asked.
 
   “Captain.”
 
   “Ah.”  It occurred to me that they might not be able to read.  Bronze and I waited while the guard leaned on his spear and tried to look bored.  I don’t think he knew what to do about a gigantic metal horse; she didn’t make him comfortable.  Bronze, for her part, simply stood like a statue and waited.
 
   The other guard came back with a man in much more shiny armor.  He also had a helmet with that thing I think of as a horse-tail plume, dyed a bright red.
 
   “Halar?” he asked, without preamble.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He looked at me, frowning.
 
   “Please don’t say anything about my height,” I requested.
 
   He frowned harder, almost scowled, then nodded.  He beckoned me to follow, so Bronze did.  We walked through the gate and into the richer section of Hagan.  There was a pause while the captain handed us off to a runner, and the runner led us to the palace proper.
 
   Hagan’s palace is not meant for a war.  It used to be a castle, but someone had filled in the moat to make a garden, then added more doors in the outer wall, and then a few more windows, and so on.  Where once it was the Tower of London, someone had tried to turn it into Versailles.  It was much more pleasant a place to live in, though.
 
   I wondered if I needed some windows in Karvalen.  Maybe some enchanted frames, set to permanently move the point of view to a fixed location, just to provide a nice view?  Or one view, connected to several enchanted frames?  That might work…
 
   We went into the courtyard, where I was told to wait.  I didn’t mind.  It was a very nice courtyard, with a circular fountain, a nice splashing of water, and banks of flowers scattered about.  A pair of boys came up and asked me if I wanted the mud cleaned from my boots.  They looked very earnest, so I told them to go ahead and clean Bronze, too.
 
   I didn’t mention that I could do it myself.  They seemed to actually want to do it.  They also did a very thorough job.  I might have flecks of mud inside my armor, but you wouldn’t know it by looking.
 
   Afterwards, I surprised them with a silver coin; they didn’t expect that.  Perhaps that’s why they bowed very low before departing.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked Bronze.  She flicked an ear: I liked them.
 
   About then, the runner headed back across the courtyard while a very pretty lady in some sort of livery came over to me.  There was a device on her tabard, or robe, or whatever that thing was—a black background with a golden crescent moon, horns-up, with a silver star between and slightly above the horns.  It matched the flags around the place.  Her hair was concealed by some sort of hood or wimple, showing only her face, with a kind of bag in the back to hold the length of it.  She dipped low, almost knelt, before she spoke.
 
   “Welcome, King Halar, to the city of Hagan, the domain of Prince Jorgen.  He bids you welcome through me and offers you his hospitality.  If it is your wish, a meal shall be prepared for you and a hot bath drawn, for doubtless you have journeyed long to reach us.  Whatever you wish of comforts, we will most diligently attempt to provide.
 
   “However, if you will, my good Prince requests your presence in his daughter’s chamber at your earliest convenience.”
 
   To be perfectly truthful, I did want a hot bath, mainly for the hours I’d spent in a metal saddle.  Bronze is not well-padded, but I will never, ever complain.  On the other hand, my reason for being here wasn’t to see to my own comforts, but someone’s life.
 
   “I’m perfectly happy as I am,” I lied, “but I would like a nice, hot bath later.  I don’t suppose you have a hot waterfall anywhere, do you?”
 
   “I regret to say that it has never before been requested,” she admitted.  “Is it your wish?”
 
   “No, no; I’ll settle for the bath, later.  Right now, though, it would please me to be escorted directly to Prince Jorgen and his daughter.”
 
   “If my lord will follow me?”
 
   I dismounted and patted Bronze on the neck.
 
   “No tormenting the stableboys, okay?”  She tossed her head and snorted: If they mind their manners, I’ll mind mine.
 
   Well, you take what you can get.  I followed the nice lady into the palace proper and through a lot of very nice rooms.  Prince Jorgen was rich, that was certain.
 
   The Prince and his wife were in the bedchamber of their little girl.  The room was large, very well appointed, and had more toys than my toybox ever had.  Many of them were scattered about, as though someone forgot to put them away before bed, but most were neatly arranged.  I wondered who did the putting away, the princess or the maids.
 
   “King Halar?” asked the Prince.  He was probably about thirty, tall, with long, dark hair that curled just slightly.  He was of average build, but very handsome.  He looked tired, with dark circles under his eyes and a slightly stooped posture.
 
   “Yes, Prince Jorgen.  Please, call me Halar,” I told him.  He nodded.
 
   “You must call me Jorgen.  This is my wife, Taisa, and my daughter, Nina.”  Taisa bowed from the neck.  I thought she looked even more tired than Jorgen.  She was probably the one staying up nights and holding a hand.
 
   “A pleasure to meet you, Jorgen, Taisa.  I’m sorry for the circumstances, though.  Is this her?  May I see?”
 
   Jorgen stepped back.  Taisa sat down next to the bed and held the limp hand.  Yep, as I thought.
 
   The girl was about five, with blonde hair like her mother.  I opened her eyes and conjured a small light, checking for pupil response and for signs of concussion.
 
   “Has anything been done for her?” I asked.  Yes, quite a lot.  Two priests and five wizards had already tried to help her.  Once I conjured my spells to examine her, I wasn’t surprised, therefore, to find that the injury to her scalp and skull were completely healed.  That meant the problem was inside her head.
 
   Brain injuries can be pretty awful.
 
   I took a few minutes to settle back into a chair and think.  What I really did was go into my mental study and look up absolutely everything I had ever heard, seen, or read about the brain and brain damage.
 
   That took a surprisingly long while.   I should go data mining in my memory more often.
 
   When I came back out, Jorgen and Taisa were looking at me expectantly.
 
   “Well?” Jorgen asked.
 
   “Well,” I answered, “I’m not sure what’s wrong with her, yet.  Whoever healed her did a good job on the external injuries, but she’s got some sort of injury inside her head.  I’m going to have to take a look and find the problem.”  Taisa’s eyes widened as I spoke.  She paled.
 
   “I’ll have to prepare some spells,” I added, hastily.  “I don’t want to open her head.  I just want to be able to see through the flesh and bone.”
 
   That helped a lot.  She stopped looking faint and got some color back.  Jorgen swallowed heavily.
 
   “Of course.  What do you require?”
 
   “Not much.  A private chamber would be a good start.  Something with no windows, or with heavy curtains, at least.  I’ve got everything else I need, and should be ready a little after sundown.”
 
   “Very well.”  Jorgen gave the necessary orders to a flunky outside the door.  He accompanied me out into the hall and shut the door.
 
   “Before you go,” he said, “tell me this: will my daughter live?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I told him, honestly.  “She’ll live if I can make it so.”
 
   “Whatever you want, I will gladly pay.”
 
   I’ve been insulted by people who have offered to pay me.  This wasn’t one of those times.
 
   “Jorgen, I have a granddaughter who is about eight.  About the only thing I want is for the two of them to have the chance to become friends.”
 
   “I swear it shall be so.”
 
   “I didn’t mean—nevermind.  What I meant was that I have a granddaughter only a little older than your daughter.  I empathize with you.  It’s the life of a child that’s at stake.  Surely, you’ve heard about me and children?”
 
   “I have,” he admitted.  His shoulders sagged.  “You swear that you will help her?”
 
   “I swear that I’ll try.  If I can help her, I will.”
 
   “Then I shall go comfort Taisa.”
 
   “As you wish.  I’ll be back as soon as I’ve got everything ready.”
 
   He went back into the bedroom and I followed the flunky.  The bedroom he showed me to was spacious and airy, but he worked rapidly to close shutters, windows, and curtains.  It became a cave pretty quickly.  I thanked him and sent him on his way.
 
   I didn’t really have much to do in the way of preparation, aside from wait for the sunset.  I don’t know any spells that are as sensitive, accurate, and informative as my own unnatural senses.
 
   I prepared a cleaning spell, hid under the covers—just in case light leaked in—and waited for the sun to go down.
 
    
 
   About halfway through the process, I heard a voice from under the bed.
 
   “Hey, monster over the bed.”
 
   “Fred?”
 
   “No, I’m Graznork the Unspeakable Lizard-King.  Of course it’s me.”
 
   “How are things?” I asked.  It was a pretty mild transformation, this time; distracting and annoying, but not actively painful.  I could mostly ignore it while having a conversation.
 
   “Pretty good.  I’ve been trying to reach you, but you’re never in a bed.  I gave that Melvin guy a week of bad nights, then went back to that mountain of yours.  Been doing that thing you wanted, scaring your guys to see how they dealt with it.”
 
   “Good job.  Thanks!”
 
   “Grownups have a fuller flavor to them.  Did you know that?”
 
   “Yes, but not in the sense you do.  We eat different things.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Thanks for helping me out with the new food.”
 
   “Think nothing of it.  Thank you for being so helpful.”
 
   “No sweat.  I need to ask, though… Do you want me to nibble on your squires, too?  I mean, you’re touchy about children, but they’re supposed to be brave…?”
 
   “Good thinking.  I’m glad you asked.  No, we’ll hold off on that for a while; I want them feeling more confident in themselves, first.  But you’re getting enough to eat, right?”
 
   “Oh, yeah.  The quantity is almost as good as the flavor.  No problems there.  I should tell you, you’ve got a couple of guys who don’t seem to understand what fear is, though.  Those tend to roll off the bed and attack; it doesn’t seem to bother them that there’s nothing there.  The rest of them get scared, but they don’t go screaming into the hallway.  They just lay there and tell themselves it’s all gonna be fine.  I’ve seen that before, a lot.  Terror is tasty, but worry is pretty good, too.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Anything else you need?”
 
   “I think the spells you gave me are going stale,” he said.  “It’s getting harder to make myself heard.”
 
   “I can fix that.  I really need to get you some sort of enchanted object so it doesn’t wear off.”
 
   “I’m for that.”
 
   With the sunset finished, I lay there in the bed and set off my cleaning spell; no need to leave muck and gunk in the bed.  It cleaned me and the sheets and moved everything to the floor.
 
   “What the—?” exclaimed Fred.
 
   “Sorry; the ooze is mine.  I’ll get rid of it.”
 
   “That’s worse than moldy socks and old pickles!”
 
   “I said I was sorry.”  I tendril-swept it into the fireplace and burned it away.  Then I slid under the bed, worked with Fred’s spells, and patted him on a hairy arm.
 
   “There you go.  I’ll try to remember to get a bed put in, or get a niche carved under where I currently sleep.”
 
   “Thanks.  I’ll be in touch.”
 
   “Thank you,” I replied, and found myself under the bed again.
 
   If he wanted to bring me along, could he?  Or would I have to travel with him, walking or running or whatever it was he did?  Could I stay in his little pocket universe thing and travel from under one bed to under another?  Could I learn to create my own pocket universe like his?  How would I navigate it around this universe?  It’s not like I can see out of it.  Come to that, how does Fred drive his?  What makes it go where he wants to go, and how does he know?
 
   Wait a minute.  How did he even find me?  Is it some sort of magical sense involving beds, or what?
 
   Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.  Always more to do than I have time for.
 
   I hustled down the hall and back to the princess’ bedroom.  Taisa was right where I’d left her; Jorgen was sitting in a chair next to hers.  It looked like a familiar position.
 
   I considered dragging over a chair, but I wasn’t sure it would hold me.  I sat on the edge of the bed, instead, and looked into Nina’s head.  Her life was still in there, as was everything else I would expect in a living human being.  It wasn’t rolling around properly, though.  While her flesh was healed, technically, the problem was a mass of blood in her brain.  The tissues were intact, but they were pushed aside and compressed.  Since she wasn’t bleeding into her brain anymore, her body would probably deal with in due course… At least, I think that’s how it works.  If so, it would certainly take a while.
 
   I also noticed that some of the attachment points for her soul had come loose.  Interesting.  Does brain damage disconnect the soul in some ways, resulting in the diminished faculties?  Is the brain just a converter for the soul so it can interact with the physical realm?  For a magical explanation, that makes more sense than usual.
 
   Tendrils slithered and stroked their way through her head and down her spine, touching everything, tasting every line.  After a thorough inspection and examination, I was confident I had identified the only problem.  A quick healing spell wrapped around her head, a little tendril manipulation of tissue to gently drain blood into a vein, some extra attention to stitch all her spiritual connections back together…
 
   I leaned back and rolled my head around on my shoulders, pretending to relax after great efforts.  That was really for her parents’ benefit.  People need to see evidence, however meager, that something happened to make the world a better place.  It helps give them hope.  Next time I do something like this, I’ll have to remember to create a glow around my hands and around the patient.  Maybe a little crackling and some sparks, too.
 
   “Well?” Jorgen asked.  “Have you found the problem?  Can you fix her?”
 
   “I think I did, yes,” I admitted.  “There’s a mass of blood inside her head—no, you don’t want the details.  Let’s just stick with the thought that it’s getting better.  I’ve set it up; it’ll just take some time.  I’d like to keep an eye on her, just to make sure everything is going as planned.”
 
   “Of course.  Will it… if Taisa and I remain, will that disturb your work?”
 
   “Not a bit.  I’m done with the work.  I just want to watch it to make sure it’s doing what I think it should.  If it starts—no, again, you don’t want details.  Think of it as using fire to burn down an old barn.  I want to watch and make sure it doesn’t spread to the fields or farmhouse.  That’s not exactly right, but it gets the idea across.”
 
   Jorgen and Taisa nodded.  They might not understand exactly what was happening to their daughter, but the example was easy to comprehend.
 
   They stayed.  They were a pair of worried parents, not the rulers of a small kingdom, and so not much as conversationalists.  That was okay; I probably wouldn’t be good for much in the way of entertaining banter if Tianna’s life was in someone else’s hands, either.
 
   Nina’s blood-mass continued to gradually drain.  I was pleased to let it continue at a slow pace; I wasn’t sure if a sudden change in pressure would cause more harm.  As it was, between the healing spell and her tissues’ natural resiliency, things seemed to be coming back into shape nicely.
 
   A little after midnight, the whole mass was gone.  I closed off the vein connection I’d made, tucked miniscule bits of tissue back where they belonged, and double-checked her healing spell.  I also double-checked her spiritual wiring; nothing was loose.  She seemed tight as a drum.  Tired, of course; healing spells really take it out of you.  And hungry.
 
   “When was the last time she ate?” I asked.
 
   “Four—no, five days ago, now,” Taisa said.
 
   “She’ll be hungry when she wakes up.”
 
   “When?” Jorgen echoed, bolting upright in his chair.  I wasn’t sure if he was asking for a confirmation that it was only a matter of time, or asking what time she would wake.
 
   “I don’t know.  She’s tired and hungry.  I’d like to leave the spells on her at least until morning, though, then just let her rest until she wakes up.”
 
   Taisa put her face in the coverlet and wept.  Jorgen looked as though he wanted to join her.
 
   “If she lives—” he said, and his voice broke.  I smiled at him, carefully.
 
   “We’re in the last part of the process,” I assured him.  “At worst, she’ll need to spend some time recovering.  I can stay until she wakes up, but then I have to get back to my own kingdom.”
 
   “I understand,” Jorgen said, rubbing Taisa’s back while she wept.  “Thank you.”
 
   “My pleasure,” I said, because it was.  “I’ll leave you three alone, now.”
 
    
 
   I like high places, wind, and good views.  The only trouble with enjoying the night air on top of a tower is the people.  Even a night, people are moving around, making smells, making noise, all the usual stuff.  I used to be able to ignore most of that.  I suppose I still do, considering that my hyperactive senses don’t overload my brain.  But I’m never deaf to the sound of a crying child.
 
   Muttering under my breath, I climbed down the tower, listening to the sound and following it.  I got some very odd, worried, and sometimes terrified looks from the palace guards, but so what?  I’m a guest.  Besides, I didn’t want to lose track of the sound by going inside and taking the stairs.
 
   It wasn’t that far away.  It was in the upscale neighborhood surrounding the palace.  It only took a few minutes before I was looking in a second-floor window at the problem.
 
   The kid was maybe six years old.  He seemed perfectly all right as far as injuries went.  The problem was the elderly cat lying in a cat bed.  It wasn’t going to live out the night, and the kid seemed to know that.
 
   I slipped the window open and glided inside.  I can be sneaky when I want to be.  It helps that I know spells to dampen vibrations in the air, too.
 
   Since the kid was already tired, I ran tendrils over him, gently sucking out the rest of his vitality.  He put his head down and went to sleep, still crying.  That kept me from having to deal with screaming, which is all to the good.
 
   The cat, on the other hand, was a trickier problem.  I couldn’t fix it.  I suppose I could have transferred it into a younger cat, but I didn’t have one handy.  I could fill it with vitality and put a healing spell on it, but that would only be a stopgap; it would wear down rapidly—days?  Weeks?—and be right back here again.
 
   On the other hand, it didn’t seem to have a spirit anywhere near as complex as a human soul.  I started disengaging it from the flesh, looping the connections back around on themselves so they wouldn’t leak energy when it came loose.  With a little luck, it might even avoid the pattern-degradation all loose spirits seemed to develop.
 
   Once I had it tied in to itself, it was loose from its body.  It seemed a bit confused and more than a little tired, so I gave it a bit of vital energy, carefully, reinforcing its existing matrix much the same way I might reinforce a spell.  It perked right up and looked at me.
 
   “You’re welcome,” I told it.  It hissed—spiritually—and laid its ears back.  I hissed back; it crouched, frightened.  “Serves you right,” I added.  “Ingrate.”
 
   I moved off toward the window and was about to leave when I saw the ghost-cat curled up next to the sleeping kid.  Good.  Hopefully, the kid wouldn’t feel all alone now that his pet passed away.
 
   Hmm.  I wonder how long the ghost will last?  And would the kid be able to see it?  You never know.  The kid might grow up to be a wizard.
 
   I climbed down the house and headed back to the palace.
 
   Maybe I should have brought the cat to the Grey Lady, but, somehow, I don’t think she’s really a cat person.  Just a suspicion that she doesn’t much care for things with multiple lives.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Saturday, June 19th
 
    
 
   I let the healing spell quit just before retiring to a dark place at dawn.  While I returned to the land of the living, Nina recuperated by having her vitality diverted into regenerating.  I woke Jorgen before I left, and we decided to let Taisa sleep.
 
   After cleaning up, I went back, checked Nina’s vitality like checking a dipstick, and transfused a little from my own store.  She yawned and stretched, waking Taisa.
 
   I felt really awkward after that.  All the crying and hugging.  It went on for a while, too, and both Jorgen and Taisa got around to hugging me.  I didn’t know what to do, aside from the usual manly pat on the back for Jorgen and the gentle, there-there-there pat for Taisa.  I’m just no good at this.
 
   Jorgen sent for soup, Taisa washed her face, and I examined Nina.  Her eyes focused, her pupils were the same size, she squeezed my fingers equally with each hand, and all the other things I remembered but didn’t understand.  I’m not a neurologist.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Nina.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “It’s my room.”
 
   “Who is that?” I asked, pointing at Jorgen.
 
   “Daddy.”
 
   “And her?”
 
   “Mommy.”
 
   “And her?” I asked, pointing at a wooden doll in a dress.
 
   “Tina.  She’s a princess, too.”
 
   “Good.  I think you’re all better.”
 
   “I’m hungry.”
 
   “Daddy already sent someone for food.  It’s on the way.”
 
   “Okay.  Can you help Tina over here?” she asked.  I handed her the doll.  She settled it next to her like the doll was also sick and recovering.
 
   Sometimes, kids amaze me.
 
   I got up and said my farewells.  Taisa hugged me again for no reason; Jorgen didn’t mind.  She stayed with Nina and Tina while Jorgen accompanied me to the front.
 
   “You don’t know what this means to me,” he said, as we walked along.
 
   “Probably not,” I admitted.  “On the other hand, it was important to me, too.  I like doing this sort of thing, Jorgen.”
 
   “What can I give you?” he asked.  “Anything I have, it is yours.”
 
   “We already covered that,” I told him.  “I’ll see if Amber—my daughter—will let Tianna—my granddaughter—come visit.”
 
   “There must be something,” Jorgen insisted.
 
   “My granddaughter’s happiness isn’t enough?” I asked, all innocence.  Jorgen walked in silence for a minute.
 
   “Very well,” he agreed, at last.  “You are a strange man,” he added.
 
   “Because I’m a monster?”
 
   “All right, a very strange monster, if you’ll have it so.  Why are you not like the nightlords of the old legends?”
 
   “Those nightlords lost sight of what they were supposed to be,” I said, making it up on the spot.  “They were supposed to help the dying move on, to be doorways from this life into the next, not rulers over life itself.  They forgot that.  I haven’t.”
 
   “And, if Nina had…?” he trailed off.
 
   “Then I would have seen to it that she felt no pain, even put her hand in hand with the Grey Lady, myself,” I told him.  Then I grinned.  “But she has a longer thread in the tapestry of the world than that.”
 
   “I understand.  Thank you.  Are you certain that there is nothing else I can…?”
 
   “All right, if you’re going to feel bad about this until I pick something, then, yes, there is.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “Karvalen.  It’s a small kingdom.  It needs allies.  Will you be allies with it?  I have hopes that, someday, this fractured mess that was Rethven will someday be a unified, peaceful, prosperous realm again.  If I had to, I’d conquer the place, crush my enemies, see them driven before me, and hear the lamentation of the women.  But that’s not how I like to operate.  I’d much rather have a lot of happy people living happy lives in peaceful coexistence.”
 
   “You want to be King of Rethven?”
 
   “Not if I can avoid it.  I’m King of Karvalen.  One kingdom at a time is plenty.  On that point, though, would you like to be allies with Karvalen?  It’s a good deal; we love to trade.  And, if I ever do expand Karvalen’s borders to include Hagan, you’d be Duke Jorgen, rather than just some local baron.”
 
   He looked troubled.  I wondered if it was the idea of not being a prince or of being part of a kingdom again, or what.
 
   “What about Byrne?” he asked.
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “It’s conquering its way through the old kingdom.  It already holds most of the northeast in its grip.”
 
   “Depends.  If the place is well-run and the citizens prosperous, I don’t see the problem.”  We exited the front door and stood on the raised area in front of it.  A stableboy pretended he was leading Bronze around for me, or Bronze pretended, depending.  He was in front, but he didn’t have any reins to hold on to, so she was just following him.
 
   “Byrne,” Jorgen informed me, “is a tyranny.  They conquer everything and enslave the people.  Everyone works at their trade for their king, or they work in his mines.  The old and weak are put to death, their bodies used to feed animals, their ground-up bones scattered in the fields.  Infants born sickly or misshapen are put to the sword.”
 
   “How much of that is fact,” I asked, “and how much is something someone said to someone else?”
 
   Jorgen frowned, thinking.
 
   “Perhaps it is not quite that bad,” he admitted.  “There are rumors of your own kingdom that are probably not true, either.”
 
   “Oh?” I asked, interested.  “Like what?”
 
   “Do you live in a palace made of gold atop a mountain made of pearl and silver?”
 
   “No.  There is a room with a gold-ish ceiling.  Just the one, though.”
 
   “Have you taken chips of the sun and forged them into lamps to hang in your halls?”
 
   “No.  I do have some spells to… ah, reflect sunlight underground.”
 
   “Do you have giants for your personal guard, untiring golems for your knights, and an army of ghosts for your forces?”
 
   “I’m gratified that people think so highly of my guys, but no.”
 
   “There you are.”
 
   “What, that’s it?  No rumors of being a tyrant?” I asked, surprised.  “Or that I drag maidens off to horrible, bloody deaths?”
 
   “Well,” he admitted, “there is a rumor that you take each maiden to your bed for the night, once, and they return rather pale, to wander your palace halls with strange smiles and no memory of what transpired.”
 
   I felt my face getting hot.  Tyma and I were going to have a word.
 
   “I can definitely say rumor has that one wrong.”
 
   “I believe you,” he said, smiling a little.
 
   “But, back to the alliance,” I said, changing the subject.  “What do you think?”
 
   “Would it be possible to let me consider it?  I am disposed to agree, but I have my people to think of.”
 
   “Take all the time you want,” I told him, and mounted Bronze.  “It’s not a decision that calls for haste.  But I’ll tell you one thing.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “The fact that you take your responsibility for the welfare of your people so seriously—that makes me more certain than ever that you’re a nobleman who deserves the title.  I’ll be in touch.”
 
   Bronze reared, turned in place, put her front hooves down on the flagstones, and then there were only blue-green sparks where once a statue stood.
 
    
 
   I hate, and I really mean that word: “Hate,” the so-called roads in Rethven.  Bronze is the only one of us with a sense of direction, apparently, or just a memory good enough to retrace our route.  Every time we came to a crossroads, she took the correct branch without hesitation, and without consulting me.
 
   I just held on and let her drive.
 
    
 
   We reached Baret before lunch.  It’s a much quicker trip when we don’t stop every seven miles to ask for directions.
 
   The gates were open for the day, so we went right in.  Apparently, anyone on a fire-breathing, giant bronze horse is exempt from inspection or challenge.  Up at the palace, Banler was busy being a prince, so I visited Velina and our patients; everything seemed on track with them.  I made it a point to pay a social call on the Lady Verenna and have lunch with her, Danler, and Brenna.  The three of them seemed pleased to see me.  Even Brenna; she talked non-stop throughout lunch about everything—her dolls, the food, and her pet hamster (I call it a hamster; the word was thriaska, which is a small, rodent-like fuzzball much like a rotund hamster.  Close enough.)
 
   Banler was still busy after lunch, so I said my goodbyes, assured Verenna that they could call me anytime, and that I’d surely be through again before too very long.
 
   Whoosh along a mountain road to Mochara.  Plenty of traffic, but no signs of conflict or bloodletting.  Very good.
 
   Amber and Tianna were glad to see me, a situation that pleased me enormously.  Tianna was overjoyed at the idea that she might get to meet another princess; Amber seemed pleased by it, as well.
 
   While Amber and I talked, Tianna rode Bronze.  Amber and I decided on a new policy for the traveling wounded, one that would give Amber’s priestess obligations a little leeway.  Anyone who showed up wanting medical attention could get it from Amber and Tianna.  If that failed to solve the problem, Amber would send them on to Karvalen.  That way, the Mother of Flame got some good press and I didn’t get swamped by more general problems.  It was Amber’s idea, but I liked it.
 
   Amber also told me a tribe of the plainsmen were camped nearby.  They didn’t want to see me, necessarily; they just wanted to trade and ask about the mountain.  Apparently, they noticed it had people in it again, so it presumably wasn’t haunted anymore.  They were also curious about whether or not it had plans to go anywhere, which I thought was a perfectly reasonable concern, considering.
 
   I let Tianna ride along while I ran errands.  First, we stopped to talk to Forsh, the silversmith who made the mirrors.  He was quite pleased that I liked his work, and even more pleased to have another royal commission, so I went overboard and ordered a dozen pairs of full-size mirrors, each pair different from the others, as well as a hundred identical small mirrors.  I wanted the little ones in small cases, like an old compact case for ladies’ makeup.
 
   He didn’t even ask for a down payment.  I guess he just assumed I was good for it.
 
   Flim was also pleased to see us.  He had the basic design of the bow I wanted—I already showed him the idea of a recurve bow, to lengthen the lever arm—and he was playing with different types of steel in different lengths and thicknesses.  Another day or two and it would be time to bind the layers together and string it.
 
   It’s nice to have someone who will focus on the task at hand until he gets it.  It’s a good quality.
 
   Speaking of which, Timon had quite a nursery of little plants growing.  Apparently, a local potter had made a whole slew of clay cups for him; acorns and other seeds were just starting to sprout.  I realized how long it was going to take before they could be planted in the wild and made a few changes.  A couple of spells for light, even at night, would help them grow.  I also juiced them up a bit by adding all the vitality they would hold; not much, in the larger scheme of things, but enough that they should sprout at an incredible rate.
 
   Tianna offered to help with that, but also admitted that she might set fire to all of them.  Maybe next year.
 
   I also realized I was missing a bet.  I could have connected Timon to one of the seedlings through Tort’s age-splitting spell; the plant would have aged faster while Timon aged a little slower.  It would have taken the better part of an hour to do it, though, and then again for each seedling I wanted to affect.  It would work, but it wasn’t worth the effort, in my opinion.  Someday, he could either learn the spell—it was rather complicated; maybe not—or someone could set up the spell as a floor diagram and he could cast it that way.  Someday, again.
 
   However, in the connection between humans and animals, the aging distribution is much closer to a simple division; if the human gets one animal, the human ages at half speed and the animal ages about fifty percent faster.  If the human gets two animals, the human’s aging is divided among all three, so the human ages at about one-third normal rate, while the animals both age at about one-third faster.
 
   If the objective is to age animals to maturity more quickly, why not connect mature dazhu to dazhu calves?  If the mother dazhu ages at half speed while her calf ages at half again normal, we’re ahead of the game on both ends.
 
   On the spot, I put that thought into a message spell, folded it up, thought of Tort, and sent it off to find her.
 
   I was also stopped—well, signaled by frantic waving—by a couple of people in the street.  One was a farmer who wanted to know if Mochara was going to get one of those windmill-powered Archimedes’ Screw devices for irrigation; I assured him that I’d see to it.  Another wanted to know who was supposed to run the mill at the canal overflow; I admitted I had no idea, so he volunteered.  I told him to take it up with Amber.
 
   I dropped Tianna off at the house, collected hugs all round and kiss from Tianna, and headed out.
 
   And off to Karvalen!
 
   I’ve saved the life of a little girl, made political friend—I hope—in the Prince of Hagan, had a pleasant lunch with the Princess of Baret, gotten a lot done in Mochara, and now I’m on my way home.
 
   It’s been a good day.  I’m trying to enjoy it without worrying about how it’s going to go wrong.
 
    
 
   Torvil met me at the upper courtyard, wearing his new armor.  Somehow, he’s already managed to scuff it up.  Turns out that, once the replication spell finished, he went ahead and tested it.  People were beating on him for most of the day with wooden weapons.  He’s fine.
 
   Our next test is to put his nice, new armor on a rack and shoot arrows at it.  He wasn’t pleased about that, but it’s better to know in advance how it stands up to arrow fire.  In the meantime, I have Seldar and Kammen down by the original suit of armor, lying down and flipping over every so often while Torvil monitors the process.
 
   The mapping of the original armor included a lot of points I could use to adjust the size, stretching or shrinking the forming suit to match the corresponding points on the wearer.  Torvil was pleased with the fit of his new armor, once he got some padding under it.  I had Kammen and Seldar already in padding, so the fit was going to be a little tighter.  We’ll see how that turns out tomorrow.
 
   In other armor news, I’ve put four shifts of ladies on looms, working hard to make a tightly-woven cloth out of spider silk.  The spiders have been very busy, even for spiders.  I may have goofed somewhere in the spell that keeps them from being hostile toward each other.  They might be working with each other, or actually trying to outdo each other; I’m not sure.  Regardless, I think the spider-silk cloth will make a good material for quilted padding.  If nothing else, it will make really great underwear.
 
   I’ve also got a bunch of kids out capturing more spiders for me.  If they bring me enough of them—as a team effort, to avoid fights—I’ve promised to take them for a ride around the mountain on Bronze.  I’m anticipating a lot more spiders, soon.  And, regardless of how many they manage, they’ll get their rides.  All I said was “enough,” not a number.
 
   Tort, meanwhile, was down on the plains, working over some of the dazhu with T’yl.  T’yl was academically interested in the animal-to-plant age transfer I’d worked out; Tort taught it to him while working on the dazhu, as I’d suggested.  She didn’t need to use the complicated version—the original is complicated enough!—but it was a good opportunity to show it off.
 
   Kelvin found me as I was headed to my chambers; he had the twins in tow.
 
   “Sire.  May I speak freely?”
 
   I paused, almost in mid-stride.  This was an unusual request, and an unusual tone, for Kelvin.
 
   “Of course.  Please, come inside; we’ll talk in my chambers.”
 
   We relocated, settled down, and Kelvin started.
 
   “You’ve been holding out on me, Sire.”
 
   “Uhm.  About…?” I asked, cautiously.  He gestured at the twins.
 
   “These two… two… these two!  I’ve been trying to train knights to be skillful warriors while you’ve had Seldar making them stronger, and I’ve been falling further and further behind.  Then these two come along and beat everybody senseless anytime they go near them!  They tell me you just dropped a thousand years of swordsmanship into their hands like pouring water into a cup!  Why didn’t you tell me about this?”
 
   I began to sense that he wasn’t happy.  Indeed, I started to get the impression that he felt betrayed.
 
   “Do you remember the breakfast meeting where I warned Torvil about the spell?  The bit about Malana and Malena dying in twitching convulsions?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s why.  I’ve never done it before.  They were the very first.  If it worked, I was going to tell you about it.  If it had problems, I was hoping to fix it.  And, most of all, I was hoping that it wouldn’t hurt them—or that we could stop it and fix them if it did.”  I looked at the twins.  They were smiling.
 
   “How do you two feel?” I asked.
 
   “Seldar tells us we are fine,” one of them said.  I’m going to assume it was Malana.
 
   “He has examined us with several spells,” Malena went on.
 
   “He can find no harm to us,” Malana continued.
 
   “We can’t find anything wrong, either.”
 
   “But we’re still lightning-quick.”
 
   “And we only practice an hour a day.”
 
   “Instead of all afternoon, like the other knights.”
 
   “We’re getting better, too.”
 
   “Are we going to have to practice all day again?”
 
   I held up a hand to stop them.  If I hadn’t, I might not have ever gotten in a word.
 
   “You’ll work with Kelvin,” I told them.  “You’re likely to be teachers and coaches.  Kelvin will give you people who need the most help, and you’ll tutor them.”  I looked at Kelvin.  “Fair?”
 
   “I will be pleased to have them,” Kelvin admitted.  “But, about the spell of skill?”
 
   “That’s trickier,” I told him.  “What I did was… well… how to put this?  You know how to fight with a sword, right?”
 
   Kelvin snorted.  Stupid question, but I was leading up to something.
 
   “Okay, you know what you’re doing.  Now, let’s say we wrote a book, complete with drawings and other pictures, detailing exactly how to use a sword in every possible way.  We take everything you know about using a sword and put it in the book.  Would it be useful?”
 
   Kelvin looked puzzled, then thoughtful.
 
   “I suppose it would,” he allowed.  “It would not be as good as a swordmaster.”
 
   “Naturally not.  But if we had a complete novice, we could give him the book and have him memorize everything in it before he showed up in the practice cavern.  Would that help?”
 
   “Tremendously.”
 
   “That’s basically what I did,” I told him.  “I took everything I ever learned about fighting with the sword and gave it to them.  That didn’t do anything for their hands, just for their heads.  They know what to do, and how, but they never actually did it.  Like walking along that slack rope in the training room—you can see someone do it, understand that’s what you do, but until you’ve tried it, you don’t realize just how hard it is, and you need practice.”  I nodded at the twins.  “They practiced until they were exhausted and blistered, and every maneuver they did wrong, they knew it before they even finished the maneuver.  Am I right?”
 
   They nodded, in unison.
 
   “There you go, Kelvin.  That’s the spell.”
 
   “That’s brilliant!” he declared.  “Sire.  Excuse me.”
 
   “No problem; carry on.”
 
   “When can we start using it on everyone?”
 
   “Ah.  Where does this knowledge come from, Kelvin?”
 
   “From inside… oh,” he said, realizing that I would have to cast the spell, myself, every time.
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed.  “It’s a complicated and unpleasantly difficult spell, Kelvin.  I’m told that it risks madness for the caster.  Any wizard competent to cast it probably doesn’t know much about swordplay.  Anyone proficient enough with a sword—or any other weapon, for that matter—to make it worth the effort probably isn’t enough of a wizard to cast the spell.  See the dilemma?”
 
   “Could you not create a magic book, Sire?”
 
   “I didn’t really put a book into… Hmm.”
 
   “Sire?”
 
   “Shush.  I’m thinking.”
 
   Could I build something that dropped a copy of my digested lifetimes of combat knowledge into someone else’s brain?  Maybe.  I’m uncomfortable with that idea, though; this spell is still too new and poorly tested.  Plus, it developed some potential side effects that could easily be lethal if left unchecked.  Building a magical Helmet of Instantaneous Skill that dropped a copy into someone’s brain struck me as more than a little reckless.
 
   I suppose I could build something like a virtual-reality sparring room based on the headspace, or mental study.  People could link up with Malana or Malena and get lessons at the speed of thought, which they could then go out and practice with their real bodies.  That could work, but it would also stop being all that effective if and when Malana and Malena weren’t around.  They’d be stuck in the role of glorified combat-data clerks.
 
   What I needed for this was a way to put everything I knew into an artificial construct—say, a specialized golem—and have it do the combat skill imprinting, instead of using the twins.  The problem is, golems aren’t really strong on that point.  Bronze is capable of independent thought, of course, but that’s because she has a living spirit that animates her, rather than a set of spells that follow rules.  What I needed was something more like Bronze, but designed to think on its own, sort of an A.I….
 
   I fished out my computer core and regarded it, still thinking.
 
   If I enchanted that computer core, made it a quasi-living thing, like building a golem, could I construct a mental aspect and transfer it in there?  Could I make it the spirit of the crystal?  If so… if I went back through the gate and got more computer cores, could I also make other crystals with other skills?  Weaving, cooking, pottery, shipbuilding, agriculture, physics, medicine…
 
   What effect would it have on a society where knowledge is something you can just have without effort?  At least with the physical skills it still requires discipline and work before that knowledge is useful.  Is it important to have the discipline necessary to obtain the knowledge in the first place?  Or does having the knowledge inspire you to use it?
 
   On the other hand, some knowledge requires discipline to avoid using.  Knowledge is power, and power is a temptation.
 
   “Kelvin, take Malana and Malena with you.  And send someone to bother me when it’s time for dinner.”
 
   “Ah… it’s time for dinner about now, Sire.”
 
   “Your timing is atrocious,” I observed, and set aside the crystal.  “All right.  Let’s go to dinner.”
 
    
 
   Dinner was very pleasant.  I ate a great deal while watching the room, and I liked what I saw.  People were… how shall I put this?  Getting along.  They were either going out of their way to be… mannerly?  Courteous, in the sense of being courtly?  I’m not sure what word I want.  They were exercising genuine politeness and courtesy toward each other without regard to rank or station.  Belted knights with squires next to them addressed their “inferiors,” such as the people on waiter duty, with words like “please,” “thank you,” and “could I trouble you,” instead of “You.  Fetch.”
 
   Was it the squires?  Young boys, each sitting beside his knight, awed to be at the High Table of the King, amazed to be served—some probably amazed to find they could eat as much as they wanted—and watching.  Did those wide, watching eyes have the same sobering effect on everyone?  When someone is looking up at you, does that force you to stand taller?
 
   I hoped so.  What I want is a society that has a high regard for personal responsibility and social niceties.  I think my original mistake with Karvalen was trying to start a school without much regard for the society around it.  Since I didn’t change the way people thought, the culture didn’t change much.  Hopefully, I’m setting a good example—and where I’m not, hopefully I can get away with a case of “Do as I say, not as I do, because I’m a monster and you aren’t.”
 
   We’ll see.
 
   During the meal, several musicians played, along with a couple of acrobats, a juggler, and several dancers.  I mentioned the acrobat and the juggler to Kelvin; balance and hand-eye coordination are good skills, and ones we should encourage in knights.  He agreed, mostly because I’m King, I think, and promised to work on it.
 
   Seldar’s girlfriend sat alone.  Well, there were people next to her and they kept trying to talk to her, but she seemed uninterested.  She was a pretty little blonde and I almost expected someone to be overly persistent.  But nobody made themselves a pest; there was only idle table chatting.  Clearly, she missed Seldar.
 
   That made me wonder if I was ruining anybody’s family life.  The knights work hard all day at becoming more dangerous than they were the day before; does Kelvin give them adequate time off to be with their families, or to go get a family?  Good question.  Maybe we can set up some sort of rotation schedule so that every day some of them have the day off.  Maybe Kelvin already has.
 
   When sunset started, I excused myself.  People pointedly failed to notice my temporary absence.  Apparently, it’s just one of those things you don’t talk about.  I appreciate that.
 
   Afterward, someone brought me another goblet of blood and set it on the table; I put a finger on the rim before it could crawl over the lip and head for me.  It’s not that it would make a mess, but it’s creepy to watch and people were still eating.
 
   Malana and Malena got up and took the floor after a string trio finished a set.  They had their light, wooden swords out and bowed in my direction before taking guard positions.  Their routine—if it was a routine—was remarkably fast.  It was also remarkably popular.  I guess it’s kind of like hot babes with big guns; on a certain visceral level, it’s quite appealing.  They danced back and forth between the firepits, spinning, striking, parrying, the long tails of their braids whipping about.
 
   When they finally crossed guards and locked, they stopped, relaxed, stepped back, and bowed in my direction again.  The cheering was considerable.
 
   If anyone was upset at having women as knights, I couldn’t spot it.  I think everyone there knew the twins were as worthy as anyone.  Either that, or people were concerned enough about their own worthiness to give the twins the benefit of the doubt.  Judge not lest ye be judged, and all that.
 
   Then they produced a third wooden sword and laid it on the table, grinning.  There was a hushed “Ooooo!” from the assembly.
 
   I pretended to sigh and picked up the wooden weapon.  What the hell.  I clanked around the table to the middle of the floor, struck an en garde, and waited.
 
   They reminded me of Davad, the dama I’d known while I was Baron Xavier’s wizard.  They were fast, accurate, and surprisingly strong.  They circled me, tried to keep me between them, and did their absolute best to make my breastplate ring.
 
   For my part, there were a number of interesting things going on.
 
   My only real goal was to avoid being hit.  I could have shifted into hyperdrive, broken both of their weapons, tapped them on the head and over the heart, and wound up back in my seat before the broken weapons hit the floor.  I didn’t because that wasn’t the point; they wanted to show off, and they wanted me to help.  So we did.  I danced around, avoiding or parrying everything, while they kept maneuvering and striking.  It was actually a lot more fun than I expected.  The dinner crowd loved it.
 
   I was also starting to… well, I suppose I was starting to recognize what they were doing.  It was becoming familiar, as though I’d seen it before.  I also recognized in myself a desire to strike back; maneuvers appeared in my mind and hands, parry-feint-thrust, dodge-parry-parry-cut, guard-turn-parry-dodge-spin-thrust!  I had to restrain myself from attacking.  I wouldn’t have hurt them, of course, but the impulse for a proper reply to their attacks kept growing stronger as our mock fight went on.
 
   Maybe I should show up for weapons drill more often.  Apparently, I’ve digested a lot of information, but, like the twins and anybody else, I need to incorporate what I know into my reflexes.
 
   For the moment, though, I decided to take a few risks, to show off a little.  And if I got tagged by one or both of them, so what?  It would make them look good.  I tried to arrange things so I could duck under simultaneous swings, or twist out of line of simultaneous thrusts, or sweep both of their blades out of line with a single swipe of my own.  Theatrical stuff you don’t see on the battlefield, but you do see in movies.
 
   It confused them a little.  I wasn’t doing practical things, so they didn’t recognize them.  It didn’t stop them, of course; it might even have helped a little by forcing them to adapt their ancient-knowledge skills to new and different things, thus making the skills more solidly their own.  You never know.
 
   Finally, after five minutes or so—which is a long time to be dancing around with swords—I managed to fight my way to the main table, back up against it, and reach behind me while holding them both off.  I found my empty goblet, but pretended that it wasn’t empty.
 
   I attacked, carefully, driving them back a pace or two, then skipped back, opening the distance.  I saluted with my wooden sword, briskly, and raised my goblet to them.  They stopped, stood straight, saluted in return.
 
   They also blushed quite a lot at the way the cheering echoed all around the hall.
 
    
 
   I spoke with Tyma and her father after dinner; Tyma denied any knowledge of the rumors Prince Jorgen told me.  Apparently, she and Minaren aren’t the only way rumors are born.  I accepted that.
 
   Torvil reported on the progress of the armor; it was growing in nicely.  Also, his armor stood up to the arrow and crossbow tests with amazing results.  Since he knew I wanted it tested thoroughly, he’d also had people with axes try to chop it to bits.  It was heavily scored, starred, and even chipped in places, but it was basically intact.  Admittedly, some of those blows would probably have broken a bone, or at least wrenched a joint, but the person inside would be essentially intact.
 
   We got the armor and went back to watch Kammen and Seldar grow their shells.  I took the time to work some enchantments into Torvil’s armor.  I was mostly concerned with a low-level repair enchantment.  He wasn’t going to be able to take it to Kavel and have him hammer out dents, after all.  This led me to another idea.  The enchantment that repaired the armor could be linked to stresses inside it.  Anywhere it didn’t encounter enough interior pressure, it should shrink; anywhere it had too much pressure, it should grow.  This would, suitably adjusted, would allow the armor to snug itself down on the wearer and change itself to fit.  People don’t stay the same shape forever, after all.
 
   I did pay some attention to the strengthening enchantment, however.  Most enchanted armors have a magical matrix that helps hold the metal together.  My version strengthens the bonds between atoms; this should work exceptionally well in carbon polymers.
 
   I still need to work on that inertia-shedding spell, both for me when I’m in hyperdrive and especially for armor.  I’d rather a catapult stone didn’t jelly someone inside their armor.  Come to that, I also need to learn the flying spells Tort’s promised to teach me.  And I need to experiment with that computer core…
 
   While Torvil kept watch over Kammen and Seldar, I went up to my chambers.  Tort was asleep, unfortunately; I didn’t wake her.  I did remember to tell the mountain that I needed a space under the bed, though.
 
   In my workroom, I settled down with the computer core first.  Maybe it’s just my innate feeling of inadequacy in the face of unknown technology, but I still felt a little miffed about my failure to get any response out of the thing in its own environment.  Now, though, it was in my ballpark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Interlude
 
    
 
   Parrin regarded the hand-drawn map on the surface of the table.  It was a very good map by local standards.  It actually attempted to show some of the more significant aspects of terrain, approximated the shape of rivers, marked the course of roads, and seemed to have some consistent idea of scale.
 
   A number of carved figures occupied the table, grouped together in armies and fleets.  Along the southern coast of Rethven, several small, wooden models of ships pretended to ride at anchor.  In the Eastrange, more small models—these figurines representing monstrous soldiers—clustered near the southern tip.  A few monstrous figurines were farther north, in Vathula, but Parrin ignored them.
 
   He ordered the fireplace stoked hotter; a servant moved quickly to comply.  Parrin clutched his shawl more tightly about his shoulders.
 
   Pieces moved here, pieces moved there… 
 
   Mochara, surrounded by wooden armies, yes, that would be a good start.  They might even take it, although Parrin had his doubts.  The purpose wasn’t to conquer.  This move was to expend the troops from Vathula, weaken three of the coastal cities, and further provoke the current King of Karvalen.
 
   And, maybe, to get some interesting ideas on how to eradicate armies.  The loss of the Vathulan forces at the mountain was still a mystery.  Parrin hated mysteries.  The loss of the troops accomplished his goal; the forces of Vathula were terribly depleted and no longer a factor in Halar’s invasion of the Rethven region.  At least, it seemed that way.  There was still a slim chance that all those missing troops were just sitting in Karvalen and waiting to be used against him in some unforeseen flanking maneuver.
 
   It was enough to cost him much-needed sleep.
 
   The only consolation was the knowledge that, one way or another, he would find out.
 
   He finished moving his pieces on the map and decided the Mochara campaign was good.
 
   Then he turned his attention to the figurines in Rethven and started to deploy them.  War in the shattered kingdom was hardly a rarity, but some of these moves had never been seen before.  Some of them would make no sense, either… unless someone could fathom the motive behind them.
 
   He chuckled briefly at the thought.  The trick was to deplete armies just enough to be believable, but keep enough force to be useful afterward.  It was a delicate balance, but there was some margin for error.
 
   Once armies were in play, the wars would inevitably follow.  The retaking of the Rethven territories would be simplicity itself.  Then he could turn his attention to preparations for the wars against the viksagi, the claiming of the Sea of Grass, and then the Undermountains.  After that, he would need a sizable fleet to reach Kamshasa and Iranesh, but if a beachhead in either country could be established, the other would be placed in a precarious position.
 
   But everything hinged on one piece in particular.
 
   Chess is all about capturing the King.  If one cannot persuade the King to come out, one must remove the other pieces, one by one, until he is open and vulnerable.  The rooks were well-defended and the knights far too well-prepared.  There was no Queen, and pawns are all too easy to sacrifice.  Either of the bishops, though, would do quite nicely…
 
   It was time to make things a bit more personal.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sunday, June 20th
 
    
 
   Fine, I didn’t get much else done.  At least I’ve established that the vast majority of the crystal is simply there to facilitate optical interaction with entangled photons.  The actual “processors” are too small to see; the thing is a quantum computer core.
 
   What I want to do is go back in time, find someone at the university when it was open, and get them to explain how the hell they do this.
 
   Breathe.  Keep doing that.  Calm down.  I’ll be fine.
 
   Look on the positive side.  I spent all night examining and experimenting with the thing, but I did discover what it was and some of the basics of how it works—no, strike that.  I think I understand some of the basics of what it does, but have no idea how it works.
 
   Wonderful.  Technology sufficiently advanced to be magic.
 
   I’m going to need more sarcasm.
 
   I think I also know why I didn’t get anything out of the computer when I powered it up.  The computer itself wasn’t working properly.  In order to do anything, the central processor has to be accessed via laser light; instead of lots of wires running into a silicon chip, I should have seen a webwork of laser lights going through the crystal.  There weren’t.  Ergo, time and decay had damaged the laser units in the computer.
 
   See?  Damaged machine.  Not my fault at all.  I feel at least somewhat better about it.
 
   Also to the good, it’s easily complex enough to house a… well, I don’t know what to call it, but it should make a good home for a personality fragment.
 
   Tort met me in the bathroom; she was up before me to use the tub before I polluted it.  She finished quickly when the sunrise started.  I scrubbed under the waterfall while she went about the rest of her morning routine.  Afterward, she traded me a towel for a kiss and told me about the aging experiments with the dazhu.  In her expert opinion, and T’yl’s, we could quickly increase the size of a herd.
 
   “What do you mean by ‘quickly’?” I asked.  “This week, or this year?”
 
   “Within a few months, I think.”
 
   “I didn’t think it would be that fast.”
 
   “Once you pointed out the change in thinking—how to get the most age possible into an organism, rather than offsetting my own—I realized we could do the spells backward.”
 
   “Backward?”
 
   “Perhaps I should say we can use them backward.  Instead of one creature contributing some of its aging to another, or several, we can instead use several creatures to contribute age to a single creature.  It works,” she said, “and we have several grown dazhu aging a calf very quickly.”
 
   “Keep an eye on it,” I cautioned her.  “If it’s aging supernaturally fast, it will need to eat enormous amounts if it’s not going to starve… and then there’s the possibility it may get some age-related problems much more quickly than normal… it may even grow deformed if—”
 
   “Rest assured, my angel, that we are keeping a close eye on it.  We have started with six dazhu, and we will either add more in the next attempt or reduce the number appropriately.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   “I also need to ask, my angel,” she added, “about a certain dark circle.”
 
   “Dark circle?” I asked, running a cleaning spell over my armor.  I wanted to just wear clothes, but with assassins wandering about, you never know when it’ll come in handy.
 
   “There is a brown, dead area just to the south and slightly west.  It is approximately a hundred paces across, slightly elongated but basically circular, and seems to harbor no life whatsoever.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, in a small voice.  “That dark circle.  Yeah.  My bad.”
 
   “You were hungry?” she guessed.
 
   “That’s where I ate the local dazhu,” I explained.  “I think I ate the life of everything in the area, really.  Plants, animals, insects, the works.  I don’t know if I did anything to the ground itself, but it’s possible.  We should have someone check, though.  If nothing will grow there, maybe Amber can bless it, or something.  If not, we may need to dig it up and fill in the hole with fresh dirt from somewhere else.”
 
   “I see,” she said, faintly.  “Very well.  I shall have some of my people look into the matter.  You have a number of small people who want to talk to you this morning.”
 
   “My spider collection crew?”
 
   “Yes,” she agreed, and shivered.  “They have an impressive number.”
 
   “I’ll take care of it right after breakfast.”
 
   And I did.  The morning meeting went quickly and I made it a point not to hurry anyone on their projects.  Maybe if I didn’t make them work so hard and fast, I might have more time for the things I need to do, too.  I also recalled Tyma’s accusation and the my Gilgamesh concern.
 
   After collecting my spiders, setting them to work, and adding to their rations, Bronze and I started taking kids down the Kingsway.  I could probably have let them ride her on their own; Bronze wouldn’t have minded.  On the other hand, I wanted to be there for safety.  I recall a time Bronze stepped in a gopher hole and flipped.  An accident wasn’t likely on the roads, but if there was an accident, I could take the brunt of it and the kid could survive.
 
   A quick run down the Kingsway, a high-speed turn around the open area just inside that gate, and back up the Kingsway… I spent the morning taking kids for rides; Bronze and I enjoyed it.  We did have a few who made it down the Kingsway and decided that was enough, thank you, and can I get off now?  Most of them took the full ride down, around, and back up.
 
   Every time we made the trip up or down the Kingsway, I noticed a boy slowly trudging his way up the sidewalk.  He was dirty, skinny, and dressed in what were probably described generously as hand-me-down clothes.  He didn’t even have shoes; he had rags wrapped around his feet.
 
   With the rides done, I dismissed the kids to go do whatever kids do, then went back down the Kingsway at a much slower pace.  Bronze and I halted next to the kid.
 
   “Good morning,” I offered.
 
   “Good morning,” he replied.  I think he was about Tianna’s age.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’m going to see the King of Karvalen.”
 
   “Oh?  Why?”
 
   “I’ve got nowhere else to go.”
 
   “Where are your parents?”
 
   “Dad died in the mountains.  Mom got sick.  All that’s left is me.”
 
   “And what’s the King going to do?” I asked, curious.
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted, “but he’s the King.”
 
   “Well, it’ll take you a while on foot,” I noted, “and your feet look like they’re bleeding.  Would you like a ride?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I climbed down, lifted him up, and bounced up behind him.  Bronze moved upward with her best paso largo gait.  We entered the upper courtyard and circled to enter the great hall.
 
   “Hmm,” I said.  “You’re pretty dirty.  You should probably clean up before you see the King.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “He avoids being dirty whenever he can,” I assured him.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Very agreeable young man, I thought.  I showed him to the men’s common bath.  He was reluctant to strip down—well, it was a local thing, not a common custom, yet—but pushed through it.  He seemed to feel much better after soaking in the hot water for a while.  I surreptitiously ran a cleaning spell over his clothes and did some basic mending.  I also sneaked a healing spell onto his feet.
 
   Whenever people looked at me, I pressed a finger to my lips and shook my head.  Fairly quickly, I was suitably ignored.
 
   After he soaked and scrubbed, I asked him if he was hungry.  I was sure of it, having seen and counted his ribs.  He agreed, so we went to the kitchens.  I loaded up a wooden tray with bread, meat, cheese, and vegetables, snagged a jug of water, and we went back into the great hall to sit on the edge of a firepit for our lunch.
 
   He kept looking at me while we ate.
 
   “What?” I asked, munching on a piece of cheese.
 
   “Everyone kept bowing at you,” he said.
 
   “You noticed that?” I asked.  He nodded.
 
   “Is that because you’re a knight?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   We were silent a little longer while we ate.
 
   “Why?” he finally asked.
 
   “Because I’m the King,” I admitted, still chewing.  I worked a tough bit of gristle around in my mouth and shredded it.  People were obviously careful to put only the best possible dish in front of me at the dinner table.  Maybe I should tell them not to bother.
 
   The kid’s eyes widened, then he nodded.
 
   “Okay.  What do you want me to do?” he asked.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Good answer.”
 
   We finished lunch and I waved at a passerby to take the tray to the kitchen.  I can ruthlessly abuse my power like that.
 
   “Do you know what you want to be?” I asked.
 
   He looked at me with an expression that I can only describe as pitying.
 
   “I’m seven,” he said.  He struck me as damn precocious for a seven-year-old.
 
   “Good point,” I admitted.  “All right.  I’ll have you job shadow someone for a week and we’ll work through various occupations.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Never mind.  Come with me.”
 
   He hopped to his feet and followed me.  Since she wasn’t in Karvalen, we went up to Tianna’s room.
 
   “What’s your name, anyway, kid?”
 
   “Loroth.”
 
   “You can stay here, at least for tonight, Loroth.  If you get lost, ask someone where my chambers are.  Those are mine, right there, and pretty much everyone knows it.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “For now, though, let’s go find Thomen.”
 
   “Okay.  Who’s Thomen?”
 
   “For the next week, he’s your teacher.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I sent a magical message to Tort; Thomen might need the help.  I didn’t mention anything about the idea that the two of them might manage to bond a little by acting in loco parentis to a kid.
 
    
 
   With Loroth in Thomen’s hands—Thomen’s reluctantly agreeable hands—I went down to the training auditorium.  I’ve been putting my knights through hell pretty much ever since I woke up; I should really see if I was up to speed, myself.  It was also a good idea to get a feel, personally, for just what sort of skills they developed.  Besides, my exhibition with the twins made me wonder if I was missing out by not getting more martial practice.  I used to do this every day, then we relocated to Karvalen, and the meetings started to get longer, and other projects started taking up my time…
 
   It took a little bit to convince them that I actually wanted to be hit.  I’ve explained it before, but they just don’t want to.  It’s a fake fight with wooden weapons but real armor—not a problem.  Eventually, they got into the spirit of the thing.  We finally got everyone lined up and they tried to keep three people at a time on me.  I’d “kill” someone and he would go to the back of the line while the next guy in line leaped into the melee.
 
   They were good.  A few of them even hit me hard enough that I noticed; with real weapons, those would have been at least serious injuries.  But I had them keep coming, regardless.  It wasn’t about whether or not I would go down under enough enemies; I knew I would.  It was about pushing my boundaries and getting my body to remember things my head already knew.  It was also about experiencing the capabilities of my knights.
 
   It occurred to me that I don’t have an army.  I have a militia, of course, but that’s not the same thing.  I wonder if I need a standing army, or if I can get by with rotating some of the militia into training every day?  Item for Kelvin, which I suggested to him the next time the rotation brought him into the melee.  He recommended a standing army—a real one.  Knights served as the only professional soldiers, backed by a trained militia, in the defense of Mochara.  If we were going to attack anything, though, we might need something more than just defensive troops.
 
   We spent a good portion of the afternoon working up a sweat.  I know I was sweating; the rest of them had lengthy rest breaks.  I still feel as though I acquitted myself well.  The whole line cycled through several times.
 
   Yeah, it did me good.  When we started, three guys was about all I could handle, even with my unnatural daytime advantages.  After a couple of hours, I was starting to wonder if I should have four.
 
   This is a major improvement.  Most people don’t get the difference; what’s one more guy when there are already three?  It’s a huge difference.  Why?  Because.
 
   Get to the point you can fight three guys and have a chance at winning.  Then add a fourth guy.  You’ll see what I mean.
 
   I congratulated everyone on a job well done and thanked them; they gave me a salute.  I then returned them to their regularly-scheduled interpersonal combat and other abuses.
 
   On my way up to shower, I met my guys; they did look amazingly high-tech and dangerously sinister in the black armor.  The faceshields were especially nice, since they were just mirrors from the outside.  The laminate they were made of was set up to be a one-way window, making the wearer an anonymous, faceless creature.  I liked it.  They could have starred in any movie full of CGI robots and explosions.  They seemed to like it, too.  It was much lighter and more comfortable than the tinware.
 
   Torvil started following me around—I could tell them apart by voice.  Kammen went off to find other people who needed armoring.  Seldar vanished; I suspect he had a date and the other two were helping him make time for it.
 
   They’re good men.
 
   I spent the rest of my afternoon working with that crystal.  If I was going to put a warrior spirit into it, I needed to work out some sort of mechanism of action.  Did it talk to the subject?  Did it copy itself into the subject’s subconscious?  Did it achieve a telepathic communion?
 
   I didn’t like the idea of an unsupervised device copying a warrior spirit into people’s heads.  Call me touchy, but I don’t like people messing with my head, either.  Malana and Malena seemed all right, and their practice with various other weapons was also coming along, but I still had some reservations about copying a few facets of my mind into theirs.  There might be long-term effects and I didn’t want those to crop up unexpectedly in everybody.  One error in the original would be copied everywhere, so I couldn’t afford either A: errors, or B: copies.  Since there was no way I could be certain there were no errors…
 
   So, if I built the crystal into, say, a bed, someone could lie down, go to sleep, and have hours of frantic fighting in their dreams.  Afterward, they could spend some time working on mastering what they just had downloaded through a dream, and then go back to the bed for another dose.  This would let them progress at their own pace, thoroughly subsuming whatever got imprinted before having to deal with any more.  And they wouldn’t have a potentially-defective personality fragment living in their heads.  If it turned out to have some sort of unpleasant side effect, I could fix the main unit, rather than have to examine everybody’s brains individually.
 
   As a refinement, if I could build, say, four beds into a single unit, lay them out like an “X” with the heads of the beds meeting in the middle, and put the crystal there… could they all share a sort of headspace encounter together and be trained together?  That would divide the voltage—or the attention—of the crystal-spirit among them, and they would definitely have people to practice those lessons with.
 
   Just call me overcautious and let it go.
 
    
 
   Dinner was pleasant and uneventful.  Loroth was there, sitting next to Thomen, and seemed perfectly at home, which I found vastly amusing for some reason.  Thomen even seemed to be enjoying himself.  Maybe he and Loroth were getting along better than expected.
 
   I excused myself for sunset, and people again pretended not to notice.  Decent of them.
 
   A goblet of blood later, I found myself called away to the conference room—the one with the sand table and the magic mirrors.  The apprentice wizard on duty down there got an urgent call for the King and sent a message.  He got out of the chair when I entered the room.
 
   “What’s the matter?” I asked, sitting down.  It was Banler.
 
   “Good to see you,” he said.  “Shame about the circumstances.”
 
   “Problem?”
 
   “Could be,” he replied.  “Just got word that some ships are headed your way.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Couldn’t make out much in the moonlight.  I keep a small watchpost on the south end of the Eastrange—one of the rocky islands, where the mountains vanish under the water.  They reported about the ships going by, well to the south, just after sunset, headed east.  Probably four ships, but my sentries tell me they couldn’t be sure.  Too dark to identify any flags or banners, either.”
 
   “Is there anywhere else they could be going?”
 
   “If they were headed to Kamshasa, they would be much farther south.  I suppose it could be a trading convoy headed for the plains to collect fifty thousand dazhu pelts, but I doubt it.  What do you think?”
 
   “I think you’re right,” I sighed.  “Well, I’m glad to know in advance.  Thank you.  I appreciate this.”
 
   “Seemed the neighborly thing to do,” he said, chuckling.
 
   “Have you told Mochara?”
 
   “Yep, first thing.  Thought I’d mention it to the King, too, once they were warned.”
 
   “And I appreciate it.  We’ll make sure everything is ready to welcome them.”
 
   “I better warn you about something else, then,” he said.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Diplomats left here this morning, headed for Mochara.  Wexbry, Philemon, and me, as before, but there’s also some perfumed twerp from the Brentwood, too.”
 
   “Brentwood?” I repeated, frowning.
 
   “Let me see… back in the day, it was where the old Duke Brenner had his seat.  Still a nice place, I understand.  Prince… Leomund?  Leoman?”  He turned aside and I heard him talking to someone out of view.  “Prince Leomund,” he said, nodding.  “No major ambitions, so far as I know, but he’s sending someone anyway.  Probably just to look around.”
 
   “I’ll make sure to prepare for them,” I agreed.  “Did you also tell Mochara this?”
 
   “Didn’t cross my mind, what with the ships,” he admitted.
 
   “Fair enough.  If we’re lucky, the ships will show up early tomorrow, we’ll sink them, and then the diplomats can show up in the evening.”
 
   “You’re one hell of an optimist.”
 
   “No, I’m just making a note of what I’d like to happen so I can see how wrong it goes.”
 
   “Oh.”  He nodded, thoughtfully. “I can see that.  Let me know what happens, will you?”
 
   “Will do.”  I hung up and massaged my temples.
 
   “Problem?” Torvil asked.
 
   “Possibly.”  I moved to the sand table and started working with it.  Finding a tiny fleet in the dark without first using a locator spell would, for most people, be a problem.  With my new Sand Table of Scrying ™, it was just a matter of zooming out, finding something unusual on the mostly-flat ocean, and zooming in on it.
 
   I was really proud of the way the sand rolled like the surface of the sea.  The ropes and edges of the sails were a bit fuzzy when I zoomed in, but I’m still not done with it.
 
   I still didn’t get to look at any of their flags—the sand table doesn’t do so well with that sort of thing—but I could see five ships with guys jam-packed on the deck.  From the way they were headed, it looked as though they would pass Mochara and hit a beach farther east, rather than try to deal with that seaward wall.  Day after tomorrow, maybe?  The day after that, at the latest.
 
   I called Amber on the other mirror, but she wasn’t answering.  Busy with preparations, probably.
 
   “Torvil?”
 
   “Yes, Sire?”
 
   “What’s the usual procedure when someone tries to raid Mochara?”
 
   “Well…” he trailed off, thinking.  “Well, first, someone blows a horn when he spots them coming.  After the shouting and pointing, there’s more horns, then bells.  The city watch gets all their guys armed and armored.  Fighting men report to the watch for instructions.  Women and children usually gather in one of the stone buildings—Mother’s Temple, the granary, those places.  Oh, and professional wizards report to the watch, too, so they can help.”
 
   “How do these fights usually go?” I asked.
 
   “If it’s a landing to try and take the seawall gate, usually we throw a lot of fire arrows at them and push ladders away from the wall, Sire.  Or so I’m told; nobody’s tried that in a long time.
 
   “If it’s an attack from overland, they have to get across the canal, and they usually do that before attacking the north wall,” he continued.  “A couple of times, they’ve attacked more than one side.  It’s mostly the same, though.  Ladders and grapples, mostly, Sire.  I hear one group did bring a sort of ram, but the wizards set it on fire.”
 
   “Does Amber participate in this sort of thing?”
 
   “Yes, Sire.  She’s usually helping the wounded until someone inside the walls is actually killed.  Then she…” he trailed off.  “Well, that makes her angry, Sire.  She doesn’t like it when her people are killed.”
 
   “Ah.”  I didn’t need an explanation of angry; I survived the example.
 
   I considered the sand table and zoomed out, zoomed in, examined the shoreline.  The cliffs along the shore gradually shrank as one went farther east, eventually giving way to gravelly beach.  Where the cliffs turned into beach wasn’t a sharply-defined spot, but that general area was the most likely place to land.
 
   As I looked it over, I wondered about the timing.  I handed Keria an ultimatum not long ago; if ships were already loaded and headed toward Mochara again at this moment…
 
   Who works with whom?  Who is allied with her, with me, or with Byrne?
 
   I wanted a map with political boundaries on it so I could color the various states in.  This was about to get terribly political on me, and I hate that.
 
   On the other hand, a few ships full of troops is a few ships full of troops.  No matter how political my life is, if you’re trying to attack my friends, you’re an enemy.  Maybe that’s simplistic of me, but I don’t really want to get too complicated.
 
   Okay, zoom out.  Take some measurements.  Do the math.
 
   If they were intending to land at the earliest practical point, they should hit the shore late tomorrow—assuming, of course, the weather didn’t change for or against them.  Give them all night to get unloaded and organized.  That’s two or three days of steady marching—call it three; an army does not travel fast and light.  They could attack in the evening four days from now, possibly.
 
   If they made it that far.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, June 23rd
 
    
 
   Over the next two days, I made sure we kept a close eye on them.  I was right; they landed pretty much on schedule.  They didn’t immediately set out, however.  Instead, they settled in and made use of a lot of shovels and wheelbarrows.  They ranged out to the rises of the rolling plains, took the tops off, and carted them back.  They went up and down the gravelly beach, gathering it, even cracking chunks off the rocky, low cliffs.
 
   Before long, they had dumped enough rock and dirt to form a narrow roadway out into the water—a sort of dock or pier.  A full-sized ship could pull up to it, lower a gangway, and drop off people or cargo without rowing it ashore.  Very handy.
 
   On the shore, centered on where the road hit the shoreline, they built an earthen rampart.  It was just a long pile of dirt that went around their makeshift encampment.  But it was tamped down solid, pretty steep, over six feet high, and had a two or three-foot ditch outside it.  Nobody would like to crawl up it while it was defended.
 
   While these jokers were busy building their fortifications, the ships turned around and sailed back.  That told me two things: they planned to bring more troops, and they didn’t anticipate being found.
 
   Hard luck for them.
 
   I watched the ships sail back; they docked in a coastal city called Formia and loaded up more troops.  They were mostly mercenaries—several different groups, to judge by their banners—with two large rams.
 
   The wheels on those things were inspired.  Someone knew that rolling covered rams anywhere without a road was going to be a problem, so each wheel was actually two widely-separated spoked wheels with boards connecting them, making them, essentially, hollow and wide—rather like barrels.  Medieval off-road tires!
 
   I checked on the forward base with more regular scrying spells.  While I couldn’t put a sensor anywhere inside the defenses, I could look over the defenses from outside.  The banners told me these guys were regular troops from Formia, Maran, and Tolcaren.  Sensible, I supposed.  Mercenaries would want too much money to go somewhere and be abandoned, so send the regular troops to establish a foothold, then send the mercenaries as reinforcements.
 
   My estimate put a thousand boots on the shore.  Every round trip could land another thousand.
 
   It’s amazing what you can learn when you just take the time to look.  And, of course, have a spy satellite to help you target your more precise observations.
 
   The King’s Council met in the conference room.  We turned the mirrors off and I used the sand table as a visual aid.
 
   “After a lot of observation,” I began, “we’ve got this.”  I brought up the earthworks and encampment.  “This has over a thousand men and their fighting gear.  Tort tells me that, according to their banners, they’re from Formia, Maran, and Tolcaren.  Mercenary reinforcements should land there in another day, maybe two.”
 
   Kelvin stroked his chin, holding his new, black helmet under one arm.  Everyone else frowned.
 
   “We can’t get there in two days,” Kammen said.  “Sire.”
 
   “I can.”
 
   Nobody said anything to that.
 
   “Well?” I asked.  “Comments?”
 
   “Sire,” Kelvin said, “that’s a thousand men right there.  They are sure to have at least one wizard among them, probably half a dozen.  No one is stupid enough to try a raid on Mochara without wizards.  They might even have hired a magician.”
 
   “Maybe,” I agreed, “but I doubt it.  T’yl?”
 
   “Unless he’s a fanatical moron,” T’yl said, “no magician is going to go on a venture this stupid.  Abandoned in grassmen territory?  No, thank you.  Although it is possible,” he added, “that a magician might be scheduled to arrive later, by some other means.  If so, he’ll definitely have a plan for a rapid departure when things go wrong.  But he won’t arrive until the area is secure.  I guarantee it.”
 
   “Sounds reasonable,” I agreed.  “My thoughts on this are to let them land their reinforcements.  Once they have everybody landed, I’ll destroy their ships, possibly burn them, definitely sink them.  That will destroy their morale.  I might even destroy their rams, depending on what I think I can get away with.  Then we can wait for them to decide what to do—try to sneak by, march boldly past, or attack.  At which point, we destroy them.  What do you think?”
 
   There was a long pause while people thought it over.  Kammen spoke up again.
 
   “So, you’re gonna let us fight?”
 
   “If it comes to that, yes.  We’ll negotiate, if we can.”
 
   “You’re not gonna eat ’em all?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Just sink their ships so they can’t get away?” he pressed.
 
   “Sire,” Seldar said, softly.
 
   “Sire,” Kammen echoed, dutifully.
 
   “That’s right,” I agreed.
 
   “I’m for it,” Kammen said.
 
   “I’m not!” Thomen said, surprising me.  “The King is too important.  What happens if they kill you?  Where will we be?”
 
   Tort put her hand on his shoulder, gently.
 
   “He is the King,” she said.  “He will do what he feels is best.  He will do nothing that is not worth such a risk,” she finished, looking me in the eye.  It was a cross between a command and an entreaty.
 
   Thomen subsided; more, I think, from Tort’s gentle touch than her words.
 
   “I don’t like it, Sire,” Kelvin added.  “He’s right in that we can’t risk you.  You don’t even have a proper heir.”
 
   “Amber.”
 
   Kelvin looked as though he had just bitten into something nasty, but he didn’t disagree.
 
   “As you say, Your Majesty.”
 
   “You only call me that when you’re mad at me,” I noted.  “What’s wrong with Amber?”
 
   “Sire, then.  Sire, she… has… her religious viewpoint is…” he trailed off, not certain how to say it.
 
   “I think you underestimate her,” I said, hoping I was right.  “But I suppose I don’t have to do this personally.  Who do we have that can do it?  By that, I mean get there in two days, can’t be drowned, and is physically powerful enough to drive a big spike into an oak beam at a single blow while underwater?”
 
   There was another one of those thoughtful silences.  Torvil raised a hand and I nodded at him.
 
   “Do I get a hammer, Sire?”
 
   “How well are you going to swing a hammer underwater?”
 
   “Ah.  Hmm.”
 
   “Ah, indeed.  Anyone else?”
 
   There wasn’t.
 
   “All right, then.  If this goes as I plan, or anywhere reasonably close, I’m going to want a sizable body of men headed that direction.  Send for the canal boats; we’re going to get all the knights down to Mochara, saddle up there, and head east.”
 
   “We are?” Kelvin asked, eyebrows rising.
 
   “Well, you are.  Depending on how they react, we may have our first real battle.  I hope not, but you never know for sure.”
 
    
 
   I spent the rest of this afternoon in the workroom, carefully crafting some hefty spells into a bunch of giant nails—things about the size of railroad spikes.  And, like railroad spikes, I set shifts of guys—masons, carpenters, and smiths, mainly; the knights were busy—to work beating on them with hammers.  I spent a few minutes beating on them, myself, just to be helpful.
 
   Shortly after sunset, I collected my hammered arrowheads and headed off to Mochara.  There were a couple of fatalities and one voluntary discorporation to handle; I swept up the ghosts almost in passing, then gently escorted the elderly fellow on a personal visit to the Grey Lady.
 
   That duty done, I headed over to Flim’s house.  He finished his experiments in springy metal.  A well-paid Wethel had taken the metal strips and fastened them together with both ingenuity and skill.  It was four layers of metal joined together like some sort of Chinese puzzle.  The layers could slide a little bit against each other when the whole thing bent.  It was quite impressive.
 
   I spent some time with the metal, then, magically checking it for flaws or defects.  I didn’t find much to fix, truth be told.  I did cheat by magically strengthening the steel cable Kavel made me, though, before I strung it.
 
   My test arrow didn’t exactly disintegrate when I loosed it, but it did suffer a bit as the cable tried to move forward faster than the wooden shaft could take.  The rear of the arrow splintered quite a lot.  Important detail, that.  Still, it launched, and the arrowhead exploded on impact.  I don’t know if it was on par with a grenade, but it was certainly something nobody wanted going off nearby.
 
   I built an absorptive spell, much like a spring, into a normal arrow.  That would absorb some of the energy of the launch, then feed it into the arrow after it left the string.  Knowing it had a long way to go, I set it so it would evenly feed the extra push into the arrow over about twenty seconds.  That would vastly increase the range, as well as preserve the arrow’s physical integrity.
 
   Then we were off to Vathula.
 
   While I could, if I chose, turn Vathula and everyone in it into component particles, that would have serious drawbacks and unpleasant repercussions.  Firebrand might not mind the heat and radiation, but the concussion could be another story.  Digging its twisted, shattered remains out of the molten, irradiated bedrock was not a satisfactory result.  Bob, also, would definitely not survive; I might not like him, but I feel I owe him better than that.  And, of course, someone was bound to notice the mushroom cloud.  That could be a whole other pot of haddock when people found out I could do that.  It would polarize everyone who found out; you can’t afford to be neutral when there’s someone who can make your city vanish without warning.  Or just blackmail you with your whole city as a hostage.
 
   It might be the short road to reuniting Rethven, maybe even forging a new Empire.  Sadly, I don’t want to rule everybody; ruling is boring.  I prefer to let other people run the place while I invent and re-invent stuff.  That’s much more fun.
 
   Still, just one little nuke?  No, nuking the place wasn’t worth it.  Tempting, yes, but not worth it.
 
   Instead, I had a quiver of arrows and a bow that could get them where I wanted them.
 
   Bronze and I parked on the trail, just in sight of the gate.  It was guarded, but not heavily so.  They were at a routine level of vigilance.
 
   I dismounted, strung the bow again, selected an arrow.  I drew it back to my ear, gave it some elevation, and let fly.
 
   I’m an indifferent archer.  My form is pretty good, but I’m just not cut out to be a bowman.  Hitting the broadside of a barn is easy enough; hitting the barn door isn’t a challenge, either.  Hitting the barn at two miles away?  That’s a little bit beyond my skill.  The double doors that form Vathula’s eastern gate are about twenty feet high and a trifle wider, forming a big, square-ish target.  I’m not sure I could hit that with an artillery piece, much less with an arrow.
 
   On the other hand, I cheat.  If I wrap a tendril around the arrow and just let it unwind behind the thing, I can tweak its flight path, either for guidance or to help it make the full distance.  I had plenty of time to do so; two miles is a lot of hang time.
 
   It went thunk! into the wood of the gate, high and on the left.  I selected another arrow and repeated the process.  And again, and again.  I peppered the door with all twelve of them.  By this point, the guards had several lanterns lit and were generally on alert.  There were no alarms, as such, but that’s not terribly surprising.  An invading force with rams and siege engines is one thing; some jerk using your massive door for archery practice is just a nuisance.
 
   That suited me just fine.  What good is a warning shot if no one sees or hears it?
 
   I jerked the lanyard, so to speak, and broke the spells containing all that hammering.
 
   The gate exploded.  The arrowheads, buried in the door, turned loose thousands of hammerblows at once.  Wood went everywhere in splinters and flaming shards.  Small cracks even appeared in the wall.  Dust swirled down the pass.  The blast wrecked the portcullis just beyond, bending it badly and springing it from its groove.  It swung drunkenly for a moment, still held up on one side, then crashed down in the gateway to rock slowly back and forth.
 
   I put my stuff away and mounted up.  I cupped my hands to shout, added a bit of directional amplification, and informed anyone who cared to listen that I wanted my sword back, or I would start to get irritated.
 
   Warning shot: delivered.  Which only left me the question of what I would do for an encore.
 
   I went back to Karvalen to carve some spells.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Saturday, June 26th
 
    
 
   The invaders sat tight to wait for reinforcements.  The ships would try to land those reinforcements late tonight, probably.  The sand table helped me track their progress; I felt confident in my estimate.
 
   I’ve got the armor-building spells set up to run without my supervision.  It’s sort of a half-enchantment; the lines are all there and the spell is running.  Someone brings in the materials, lies down in the outline, and both he and two friends work to empower the existing spell.  If it ever quits completely, it’ll have to be cast again, which will be more work for me.  It’s like a fire; they can keep feeding it, but if it goes out, they can’t start it.  I should take the time to do a better job of that, but not now.
 
   Now, if only some of the knights were still here; they shipped out to intercept the invasion force.  I’d be passing them on Bronze and greeting the reinforcements personally, though.
 
   As for enchanting the new carbon-fiber-polymer-laminate-super-armor, that’s another problem entirely.  I can’t just build a… a… an enchantment spell.  Enchanting an object takes time and attention, carefully binding the energies of the magic into the structure of the object.  It’s different for every object, no matter how similar they are.  Aristotle wasn’t talking about magic when he said each object has a unique characteristic, but he might have made a good enchanter.  Tort and T’yl are willing to help, of course, but I haven’t written out the enchantments I’ve been using, nor have I had time to teach them.  It’ll have to wait.
 
   I’ve also given some thought to my warrior-spirit-crystal-beds.  I’m not ready to risk anybody’s sanity with that just yet, but I’ve still got Torvil asking about it every day.  He keeps sending me message spells to ask new questions, and to gently remind me that he wants to be at the head of the line.  He also says he’s got volunteers, if I want them.  It’s tempting to just crank out a prototype and let him try it.
 
   Don’t mistake me; I like that man.  But he can get on my nerves.  If he weren’t one of my personal guard, I would find a way to route his message spells to some sort of voicemail.  Or, at least, have him talk to one of the buffer-people Tort is slowly interposing between me and the people who want minor or unreasonable stuff.
 
   The problem with the dream-teacher thing is that I’m having a bit of trouble deciding what to actually put in the crystal.  I’m trying to cherry-pick the things that go along with, well, everything related to personal combat.  Do I include the knightly virtues as presented in the mythological Knights of the Round Table?  Do I want to include the Seven Virtues of the samurai—or the eleven virtues, depending on who you ask?  Or should I just go with a shot of How To Kill Things, straight up, no soda, no chaser, and let them sort the rest out?
 
   Part of the problem is that I’m not sure how this thing will be used.  Will it be just for knights, which will require me to include lessons on what I expect from a knight?  Will militia or other soldiers use it, and would a lesson or two on knightly virtues be a bad thing?  Is it going to be for beginners, so we can lay the martial groundwork quickly?  Or will it be for the experts, people who have already demonstrated the discipline and virtues I require?  Or will it cover everything possible, for anybody?
 
   I spent a lot of time, today, sitting in my mental study and reviewing things I never learned.
 
   If you think that’s weird, you haven’t been paying attention.
 
   I also spent some time inside the crystal.  There are a number of headspace-style environments in there, now, covering most of the things that we think—okay, okay, that I think—anyone will need.  Urban environments, for fighting in cities, for example.  Forests.  Mountains.  Open fields.  Castle walls, with various defensive geographies.  All the way down to just a plain practice room for lessons in the finer points of personal mayhem.  The works.
 
   All I need to do is decide who to put in there.  Or, more properly, who to make for the purpose.
 
   One pleasant note is that I’ve finished a time-saving device for myself.  It started life as a bed, but now it has an enchantment on it.  This is a simplified version of the regrowth spell, with a couple of automation tweaks.  The subject lies on the bed and the operator indicates two parts; the part to mirror and the place it goes.  Then the subject lies there while the bed does it, working at high speed.
 
   This is draining for the subject, but there’s a reason for the hurry.  It doesn’t place the spell on the person; it only works on them while they’re in the bed.  After a few minutes, they have to be helped out to recuperate from the treatment.  This is, I think, about a week’s worth of regrowth all in one go—it redistributes about a pound of their body mass into filling in the missing part.  After a week or so of more standard recuperation, they’re probably ready for another treatment.
 
   It cuts down on the number of people bugging T’yl, Tort, and Thomen to ask me to help.  Pretty much any wizard can run the thing with just a few lessons.  It’s about as complicated to use as an old-fashioned, rotary-dial phone.  And it might be needful, depending on how this invasion goes.
 
   Now, though, I’m pretty much done with all that.  I have my spike-bombs, I’m wrapped in a number of defensive spells, and I have nothing much to do until sunset.  From the looks of the sand table, the mercenaries will begin disembarking sometime late tonight to reinforce the forward base.  As far as I am concerned, I can’t even think of a way to make that more to my advantage.  My plan is to get going immediately after sunset and be waiting for them.
 
   And, since I have lots of time to sit and stew over it, I’m nervous.  Excited, but nervous.
 
   I wish Firebrand was here.  This would be a cake walk.  Having that heavy chunk of sharp fire by my side is confidence-building.
 
    
 
   Tort caught me fidgeting.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
   “Just looking at one of my defensive spells.  I wanted to make sure that it wasn’t going to interfere with the—”
 
   “Stop.”
 
   I stopped and looked at her.  She looked at me, nodded twice, and gestured for me to follow.  So I did.
 
   Once we were upstairs, she swung the door shut, then shooed me into my bathroom.  I didn’t argue, but I did wonder what was going on.
 
   What was going on involved getting naked and getting into a hot tub for a massage.  I can’t say it was a bad idea, really.  It was certainly a relaxing one.  And, with Tort being Tort—that is, more than moderately sexy and far more than slightly mischievous—it definitely took my mind off the future.  Well, it took my mind off anything that wasn’t the immediate future.  She can really grab a man’s attention.  And she knows how to hold it.
 
    
 
   Sunset started, and that put everything into motion.  Time mattered again.
 
   I rolled to my feet and started to dress, ignoring the prickling, stinging sensation running all over my skin.  Tort didn’t bother to get up; she just sat up, gestured economically, and I felt the cleaning spell whisk away my dying transformation byproducts as fast as they formed.
 
   The only thing that slowed me down was Tort’s kiss.  It wasn’t a perfunctory peck; she kissed me like she meant me to stay kissed until I returned.  I did my best to do the same for her.
 
   Hmm.  I suppose that’s pretty much a good way to define anything I do for Tort.
 
   “My angel,” she said, when she let go of my lips.
 
   “My Tort,” I replied.
 
   “Listen and understand.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Every time you leave my sight, I fear.  I fear that you will be gone again.  I do not fear that you will fail to return; I have your promise.  But I fear that it will take so long that I will be old and ugly and you will not want me.  It is irrational, I know, to have this fear, but there it is.  Know that it is difficult for me even to watch you leave the room, much less ride to battle.”
 
   I took her hands and kissed them.
 
   “Ever since I woke up, I’ve been pressed for time,” I told her.  “I am immortal and always in a hurry.  Have you noticed?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Because the people I care about are not immortal, I have to hurry.  How else am I to give you everything I want to?  I know you don’t have forever.  I’ll hurry back.  Okay?”
 
   I was further delayed, but in a good way.
 
   I met Bronze in the great hall and we made a rapid circle of the upper courtyard, cornered out the gate, circled down to the Kingsway, and really started to run.  I already had a wind-deflection spell going, so we were moving at something slightly over ridiculous when we hit the canal road southward.
 
   We could have cut across, through the rolling plains, but I really didn’t want to risk another gopher hole.  I have bad memories about the first one.  Instead, we blazed a blue-green trail of sparks down to Mochara, then swung hard left to head east along the clifftop.
 
   We passed a cold camp full of knights and their squires; I was pleased to see they’d managed to get enough horses to make the trip quickly.  They cheered as I went by and I waved.
 
   When the cliff started to drop below two or three feet, we slowed to a walk and turned right, heading into the ocean.
 
   First off, that cooled Bronze immediately and made the fire-breathing stop.  At high speeds, she’s about as subtle as a freight train.  On fire.  Tonight, we would need just a little stealth.
 
   Second, we were going to spend a lot of time underwater.  Might as well get started.
 
   We slugged along under the surface, slowed drastically by the water, but still moving faster than a man could run.  My aerodynamics spell needed some altering to work underwater, so I worked on that while hanging on against the current.  We speeded up by about a third, maybe half, when I finally worked it out.
 
   We took up station just off the end of the pier and waited.  Bronze and I were underwater, at night, and wrapped in highly effective anti-location spells.  Is it any wonder that nobody saw us?
 
   The first ship showed up an hour or so later, judging by the moon.  As it pulled alongside the end of the pier, making itself the crossbar of a “T” with it, I took out a spike and rammed it, full length, into the keel.  I tried to estimate where the lines would be to divide the keel into thirds and to hit the front one.
 
   Distantly, I heard some shouting, questions; the usual “What was that?” followed by some debate.  People thumped and thundered off the ship anyway, and there was a delay while people examined the interior of the ship.  The conclusion was that there was a rock in the underwater slope of the new pier, which drew criticism from someone aboard the ship and a rude remark from someone on the shore.
 
   As they departed  I tried to hit the second line of thirds along the keel.  Nobody seemed too upset about it; they were fairly sure they knew what it was.
 
   Over the next couple of hours, I repeated the process for the rest of the ships.  Each time, the ship wanted to know what the hell they hit.  Each time, the guys on shore assured them it was normal.  Well, they’d never had a ship dock here before; they built the pier after the ships had sailed.  How were they to know it wasn’t normal?
 
   Nobody dove in to look around.  At night?  What were they going to see?
 
   So I waited until the last ship started to pull away, drove in the last spike, and dismounted.  Bronze started up along the right-hand side of the pier; I started up the left side.  We kept as low as possible so we could charge out of the water from as close as possible.
 
   Bronze can crouch.  I’m not sure normal horses can be trained for that.  I’m not even sure they’re anatomically capable of that.
 
   Five… four… three… ready… steady… Go.
 
   We came out of the water like submarines breaching.  Water surged around us, foaming, and we charged much faster than anyone could have thought possible.  By the time anyone’s head snapped around to see what that was, I was already snapping his head around even farther.
 
   Out of the water, Bronze wasn’t yet breathing fire; it would take a little bit before she cleared out the water and started torching things.  On the other hand, she gleamed a lot more in the firelight of the encampment than I did, and was much bigger.  She attracted a lot of attention, which was perfect; part of her job was to distract people.
 
   I killed everything in my path to the rams.
 
   The key to the rams wasn’t the wheels, although those were important.  Anyone moderately clever could improvise something—sleds, perhaps—with the local bamboo-like plants.  No, the key part of any ram is the actual ram, itself; a massive chunk of wood, preferably capped with a metal head.  These two were actually quite fancy heads, cast or molded or carved in the shape of dragon’s heads.
 
   I rammed a spike into the mouths of each, then bounced off a soldier to change direction.
 
   Bronze was still making herself useful as a diversion.  Her mission was to go through anyone in her way.  Just run in a reasonably straight line, go through or over anyone or anything in the way, and make it out over the rampart.  If they didn’t have anything primed and ready to deal with her, she could manage that without much risk.  If they did have countermeasures handy, I hoped it would take longer than the twenty or so seconds she would need.
 
   It paid off; she pounded through the camp, wrecked a couple of wheelbarrows, kicked a couple of campfires into blazing showers, and crushed anyone too slow to get out of her way.
 
   If I’d meant “trampled,” I would have said “trampled.”  I said “crushed,” and I meant “crushed.”
 
   I, on the other hand, started to draw some attention, but everyone was already screaming and pointing at her, so I didn’t get nearly the attention I deserved.
 
   As a result, I had time to look around the camp, spot the highest concentration of magic, and head for it.  I waved my disruption fan through it before I got there; nothing exploded.  A lot of someone’s magical effort went to waste, though; my magical vision saw a massive display of thaumaturgic pyrotechnics.
 
   Having done that, I continued to the tent that used to house all that magical potential, went through one side of it, whirled for a moment to subdivide everyone in it, kicked the braziers to scatter coals over the rugs, and departed through the other side of the tent at speed.
 
   Important note:  If I go up a ramp—say, the inside of an earthen berm—when I’m in hyperdrive, I will become airborne just like a motorcycle going up a ramp.  Since I wasn’t prepared for it, I tumbled a few times in midair, getting a nice view of heaven and earth as they spun around me.
 
   I didn’t land well.  It hurt, but I considered it lesson well-learned for an easy price.
 
   Bronze and I regrouped outside the camp.  I stood on her head and balanced there, carefully, to see what was happening.  They were fighting fires rather effectively; someone was bellowing orders.
 
   Good discipline and organization.  I admire that.
 
   I set off all the spikes.
 
   Both rams’ heads disintegrated, as did a lot of the log behind each.  What was left might still work as a ram, but not nearly as well.
 
   The ships, on the other hand, suffered slightly more.  With their keels shattered and hulls breached, they started taking on water at some ridiculous rate.  They were visibly sinking as I watched.  The launches or rowboats or whatever they are barely made it to the water before the ships foundered.  Survivors were either in the boats or clinging to lines as the boats towed them to shore.  All in all, the surviving sailors added another two hundred or so men to the existing force.
 
   I hopped down and dropped into the saddle.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked.  Bronze pawed the turf and snorted.  She was all for going back through again.  I wasn’t totally against it, myself.  On the other hand, we did it once already.  Someone in there had taken firm command and was, if at all competent, preparing for another attack.  With the major stockpile of magical stuff destroyed and, I hoped, the majority of their wizards in pieces, we might reasonably make it through.
 
   We wouldn’t do enough damage to make the risk worthwhile.  Sure, another dozen, two dozen casualties, but so what?  My council counseled against foolish risks; they were right.
 
   I patted Bronze on the neck.
 
   “There will be other times,” I assured her.  She tossed her head:  I suppose so.
 
   Meanwhile, if we weren’t going to attack again, I needed to send them a message.  I took out my bow and the prepared arrow.  The parchment was still fastened in place, still enspelled to be waterproof.  It looked intact, so I climbed up on Bronze’s head again, loosed the arrow into the camp, and thunked it into the chest of someone saluting.
 
   I figured that if he was doing the saluting, they guy being saluted would read the message.  I was right.  It’s a good thing Seldar has excellent penmanship.  They’d never manage to read it in my handwriting.  He even gave me a good signature.
 
   I watched the guy read the note.  He didn’t seem pleased by it.  Well, he didn’t know I was lying about monsters from the deeps ready to eat any ships.  I might have exaggerated about ten thousand people of the plains lurking in the grass, too.  And I might have implied, incorrectly, that they were under constant supernatural surveillance from a city full of wizards…
 
   He went to someone else, who took the message, read it, and took it to other people.  Eventually, it disappeared with some fancy-dressed gentlemen into a larger tent.  I supposed they were debating what to do.
 
   Hmm.  I have a small mirror…
 
   I settled down into the saddle again and pulled out the polished piece of steel.  Moments later, I was looking down from a spot near the peak of the tent.  I guess when I went through the wizards’ pavilion, I disrupted whatever spells were blocking local scrying.
 
   Six men were seated at a camp table and arguing.  A moment of fiddling and I managed to include sound.  Not a lot of sound; reproducing air vibrations in a small piece of steel reduced the volume rather drastically, but I have supernaturally acute hearing.  I didn’t make out the whole conversation, but I did get the gist of it.
 
   The mercenaries wanted to call it quits; they hadn’t been hired for this.  They were paid for a simple raid.  They were promised it would be quick and stealthy, with bonus loot in the form of slaves, good steel, and whatever else they felt like taking.
 
   The commanders of the city forces were divided.  Two insisted this could still work.  If I had the forces I claimed, I’d have smashed them completely, not just disrupted the camp a little.  True, losing the ships wasn’t ideal, but ships were leaving anyway.  Likewise, losing the wizards wasn’t ideal, but how much did it really matter?  Everything else was just a pinprick, an annoyance.
 
   The other city commander was more cautious.  He maintained that the element of surprise was lost, as were the rams.  Taking the city wasn’t going to work.  Against a prepared and alert foe, the forces in question were insufficient.  More than enough for a surprise attack, granted, but all that went away the moment the monsters came out of the ocean.  He considered everyone lucky that I warned them.  Otherwise, they would have marched their troops straight into a slaughter.
 
   One part that got my attention was a question about the other reinforcements.  As several people talked, it went something like this:
 
   “Without the wizards, how do we coordinate with the other troops?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We’ll have to swing around and link up, I suppose, unless they contact us.”
 
   “It’ll cost us time to go up to the mountains, and we’ll be spotted.”
 
   “We’re already spotted.”
 
   “Yes, but our only way home is over that new road, now.”
 
   “We could go through Vathula.”
 
   “You go through Vathula.  And then to the netherworld, likely.  That bitch is insane.”
 
   “I don’t like this.”
 
   “None of us does.”
 
   “So, if we swing around Mochara and hit the Eastrange—”
 
   “—Westrange.”
 
   “Shut up.  We hit the Eastrange and get the reinforcements from the Queen, then attack Mochara frontally.”
 
   “Oh, wonderful plan.  It’s sure to work this time!”
 
   “We’ll be a force of over six thousand.  That’s never been tried before.  Besides, we can cut trees for rams when we get to the Eastrange.”
 
   “If we make to the Eastrange, we can go back along that new road.  We can go around Baret; they won’t sally out against a force this size.”
 
   “And we might find that the Black Queen’s troops hold the road.  What then?  Fight through them?”
 
   “I guess we’d have to go with the deal and take Mochara.”
 
   “There’s still the question of his negotiation option.  In this note, he implies that he’s holding our Princes responsible for this, not us.”
 
   “You trust him?”
 
   “He’s a king.  Best I can tell, he only killed the people actually in his way as he went through our camp.  If he wanted us dead, why are we still sitting here?”
 
   The discussion went on like that for a while.  They argued for hours.  The really sticky point was consensus.  With four major forces in play, nobody wanted to be the guy who took a hard-line position without being sure of his backing.  No one said, “I say we attack anyway, and anyone who isn’t with me is a coward!”  Instead, it was, “I think we ought to try to stick to the deal,” or “Maybe we should see if we can find another way out of this.”
 
   There was a lot of argument, but they finally decided to wait until they could find out what sort of deal they could negotiate.  After all, surprise was out of the question, now.  They might as well explore all their options before making a decision.  To me, that sounded like people who weren’t all that keen on risking their lives if they didn’t have to.
 
   I like enemies to have that attitude.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sunday, June 27th
 
    
 
   I herded half a dozen dazhu up to the earthworks last night.  The soldiers took the hint and were quick to fill them full of crossbow bolts.  I figured there was no need to starve them into moving.  I even conjured a small cloudburst for them; tent canvas and barrels caught drinking water.
 
   From what I could gather by eavesdropping, the soldiers were very pleased at the generosity.  The commanders didn’t like what my kindness implied.
 
   My knights arrived this morning.  We’ve made camp, posted watches, and are resting.  Later this afternoon, we’ll ask the other guys to send out negotiators.
 
   As an aside, I’ve confirmed that I can, with a few accessories, survive a sunrise or sunset in my armor.  It’s like having a form-fitting coffin.  There’s a little light leakage around some of the joints; that burns, but it’s not enough to be a serious problem.  For a sunrise, the burns aren’t fun, but a healing spell takes care of the pain and heals the burns by late afternoon.  For a sunset, the burns disappear in minutes at most.  A few strips of cloth should take care of it, either way.
 
   On the other hand, I have an oversized leather sack—my body bag—that works perfectly.  I don’t like using it, even with Bronze guarding me.  I much prefer being inside something solid, like a building or a mountain.  But when push comes to shove, I have options.
 
    
 
   I think the meeting went well.  The city commanders sent subcommanders; the mercenaries sent their captains.
 
   Anyone who came out of the earthworks and surrendered their arms and armor would be escorted to the mountain road.  They would be provisioned for a two-day hike at the foot of the Eastrange and released, with the suggestion that they find somewhere else to enlist, since Karvalen was now engaged in war with the cities of Formia, Maran, and Tolcaren.
 
   I didn’t say anything about what would happen if they failed to accept the terms.
 
   One of the mercenary captains wanted to know if he could win better terms for his men through a victory in single combat.  He was obviously a skilled veteran, a man who commanded a tough crew of killers by leading from the front.  I was all for it, but Kelvin pointed out that kings don’t do that; they appoint a champion.  So it was agreed; the mercenary captain against my champion.  If the mercenary won, his men would walk home unmolested.  If he lost, his men would surrender outright.
 
   There were a few runners, some messages, and a bit of a wait.  Then we had a lot of spectators on top of the earthworks and the high-ranking witnesses lined up on our side.
 
   I could see Torvil chomping at the bit, so I let him act as champion.  I seriously considered Kelvin, but Kelvin has fought for his life before.  My three needed to learn what that was like.  I considered Kammen, but he really enjoys fighting.  Seldar wasn’t at all eager.  Torvil viewed it all as a competition, though.  He’s the one that I felt needed to learn it wasn’t always a game.
 
   And I needed to know what Torvil was like after he’d done it.  He’s very much the go-getter of the trio; he’s always trying to be the best at whatever he does.  If he won, if he killed a man, would that change him?  It might.
 
   The two of them faced off, saluted, and went right to work.  The captain—I never did learn his name—was actually very good.  He was tough and experienced and fought dirty.  When they started, he immediately threw a head-cut, was parried, parried Torvil’s thrust for the body.  He performed a maneuver I’d never actually seen before, a sharp circling motion with the tip of his blade that allowed him to draw both their blades out of line and step in for corps-à-corps.  He stepped in hard and body-checked Torvil to the ground, a clear violation of the niceties of the fencing strip, but completely acceptable here.  The captain fell with him and landed on him, trying to stab through the gorget of the armor.  The fancy new armor held.
 
   Torvil was not well-trained in fencing strip protocols, either.  He punched the captain in the face, left-handed.  That broke the captain’s nose and stunned him enough for Torvil to bring his sword around in a large, slashing circle, as though scraping the captain off.  With a normal sword, it would have been a good whack to the head.  It wasn’t a normal sword.  It cut through the captain’s helmet, down through the head and neck, along the spine, and out through the small of the back.
 
   Messy.  Icky.  Disgusting, even, as the captain didn’t die instantly, but pumped out a lot of body fluids very rapidly.  He looked surprised.
 
   This did not go over well on the rampart.  Nobody seemed inclined to start the war, but the cries and groans sounded awfully dismal.  The captain’s subcommanders remained calm, however, and didn’t argue about the deal.  About three hundred men took off their helmets, held them in both hands against their chests, and walked/slid down the rampart into our custody.
 
   I remembered this.  Holding your helmet like that is the local version of putting your hands in the air.  It says that you’re not holding a weapon and that you’re relying on the mercy of the other guy by exposing your head.  Good for them.
 
   After disarming them and putting a watch over them, the leaders of the remaining forces retired to their compound.  We started processing our prisoners and I took Torvil off some distance to have a talk.  He was still covered in another man’s blood and other internal fluids.  His hands were still shaking, too, so I sat him down in the tall grass and seated myself in front of him.
 
   “Well?” I asked, quietly.  “It’s different for everybody, so tell me.”
 
   “He…” Torvil started, then paused to breathe deeply and rub his throat.  He might have a bruise there, later; his voice rasped a bit.  “He was trying to kill me.”
 
   “That’s right.  He was.  It’s a little different from practice, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.  There, it’s all about who gets hit the worst.”
 
   “That’s still a good measure,” I pointed out.
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Of course I do.  But you did very well.  You stepped up; you did your duty.  And you lived, which is also important.  We call that ‘victory’.”
 
   “Then why am I shaking?”
 
   “Have you killed anyone before?”
 
   “Yeah.  A bunch of orku and galgar outside the mountain, and that invisible guy.”
 
   “And have you fought anyone to the death before?”
 
   Torvil was silent.  I nodded.
 
   “You looked another man in the eye and knew one of you was going to be killed.  You saw the face of the man who was going to kill you, and you stopped him.  It was your duty, at least until you got swords out and prepared to fight.  Then it was personal—you or him.  You won.”
 
   “Is it always… do… Will I get used to it?”
 
   “I hope not,” I told him.  “I hope you understand the seriousness of what you’re doing every time you hold life and death in your hands—every time you kill a man.”
 
   “How can I keep… how do I do what I do?  How can I be a knight if I’m going to have to look another man in the eye and kill him?” he asked, sounding like a scared little boy.  I didn’t blame him.
 
   “It’s called courage.”
 
   “It’s not about being afraid,” he said.  “It’s about knowing that I’m going to kill somebody!”
 
   “Courage isn’t a lack of fear,” I told him, mildly.  “Courage is knowing exactly what might happen and choosing.  Fear tells you to run, or to quit, or to do something else.  Courage is the ability to choose, not just the ability to resist your fear.”
 
   “But I’m still afraid.”
 
   “Good.  The day you aren’t afraid, you’re a fool.  And the day when you give in to fear, you’re a coward.”  I stood up and offered him my hand.  “A knight of Karvalen is neither of those things.”
 
   He looked at my hand for a moment, thinking.  I gave him the time, standing there, waiting.
 
   Torvil reached up and grasped my wrist.  I grasped his and pulled him to his feet.
 
   “At least,” he said, “I’ve finally found a name for my sword.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Its name is Victory.”
 
   “That’s a good name,” I agreed.  “Being a knight… It’s harder than you thought, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You know what’s even harder?”
 
   “No.  What?” he asked.  “Or do I want to know?”
 
   “Kammen and Seldar.  They haven’t done this yet.  I know Kammen thinks he wants to, and that Seldar is afraid he won’t be able to bring himself to kill.  They’ll have to do it, too, someday, maybe someday soon.  And you won’t be able to make them understand.  They’ll need you there to help them afterward.  Do you think you can do that?”
 
   Torvil straightened.  His stooped posture stiffened; he squared his shoulders.  His head came up until he was almost standing at attention.
 
   “They’re my friends,” he said.  That was all the answer he needed.  It was all the answer I needed.
 
    
 
   The situation in the invaders’ beachhead camp was pretty good.  They acknowledged their position and agreed to leave peaceably.  I thought they might; it allowed them to cross the kingdom unmolested and get to the Eastrange, where they expected reinforcements.  True, they would arrive unequipped, but maybe they could get something from the Black Queen, the Empress of the Undermountains…
 
   I thought it likely they would get butchered and eaten, but maybe I’m just cynical like that.
 
   They came over the rampart in groups of fifty, as instructed.  They carried their arms and armor over the rampart with them, set it all in a pile, and each group set off for Mochara.  We sent them on their way at roughly one-hour intervals and told them to march all night and to stay spread out.
 
   We also cautioned each man:  any group of more than fifty was subject to being reduced to fifty or less without warning.  They seemed to take it to heart.
 
   At just fifty at a time, it was going to take about two days to get them all on the road.  I herded a couple more dazhu into camp.  I also sent word to Mochara about what was happening; Amber agreed to have provisions ready.  She also thought it wise to have the city guard on alert.  I agreed completely.  My daughter isn’t an idiot.
 
   That night, I made it a point to call the five remaining commanders aside.
 
   “Gentlemen,” I said, giving them the benefit of the doubt.  “I would say that I’m sorry about all this, but you wouldn’t believe me.  I don’t really want a war with any of your cities.”
 
   “Or with all three at once?” asked the guy from Tolcaren.
 
   “Indeed.  There’s going to be a massive loss of life and destruction of valuable property when I destroy them.  I hate that.”
 
   Nobody said anything.  I don’t think they knew whether to believe me or not.
 
   “What I’m trying to get at,” I said, “is that I won’t stand for this sort of thing.  It was one thing when these cities tried to raid Mochara, and the kingdom in general, while I was gone.  You were dealing with a kind, generous, merciful lady: the Princess of Mochara.
 
   “Now you deal with me, the blood-drinking Lord of Night and King of Karvalen.  Perhaps you’ve heard of me.”
 
   I let that sink in for a moment and looked at them.  They nodded, carefully.  Yes, they had heard.
 
   “So, here’s what’s going to happen.  At the moment, I plan to destroy Formia, Maran, and Tolcaren.  I may be persuaded otherwise, but that’s my current plan.  I won’t conquer them; I won’t sack them.  I will destroy them.  If anyone wants to live there when I’m done, they will have to build a new city.  Does everyone understand that?”
 
   They did.  They seemed fascinated, with that sick fascination people get when watching something horrible and gruesome play out.  I think they were remembering what happened to Telen—doubtless amplified by rumor and then legend.  It wasn’t long enough ago to be myth.
 
   “What I want from you, gentlemen, is this.  You will bear my message to your respective Princes.  You will make sure they understand how dire their situation truly is.  You will do everything in your power to convince them to give me what I want, because the alternative is destruction, absolute and thorough.”
 
   “My lord?” asked the commander of the Maranese forces.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What is it you want?  May one ask?”
 
   “I was just coming to that.  What I want is a document from your Prince.  In it, he will state that he invaded my kingdom.  He will then pen a formal apology under that.  And, finally, he will write out his oath, swearing on his blood that, until his line shall fail, neither he nor any vassal of his will ever offer insult or injury to the Kingdom of Karvalen, its attendant provinces, or its allies.”
 
   I smiled, deliberately grinning to show teeth.  They did not like that.
 
   “If they do as I have instructed, not only will I forgive them this attempted sneak attack and obvious declaration of war, I will offer them very favorable terms in regard to becoming allies and trading partners, to our mutual profit.
 
   “But they should hurry.  A state of war exists between us, as you know, and I’m already planning a devastating counterattack.”
 
   “My lord?” asked the same commander.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I think I can safely say—for all of us—that we believe you to be what legend agrees is true:  The greatest of the Lords of Night, returned from beyond the Veil of Shadow for vengeance on the Hand of Light.  We are also grateful that you have not spread your blood among your servants, making armies of night as you once did in the long-ago.”  There was nodding at all of this.  “But, whatever my own feelings on the matter, my Prince will not believe you.  Worse, to give such a… document to another lord… I do not think that princely pride will permit it.  Not even for a profit of such gold as will doubtless be the reward.”
 
   I nodded, slowly, realizing he might be right.
 
   “I see your point.  Thank you for mentioning it.  However, I do have a suggestion.”
 
   “Yes, lord?”
 
   “When you return to your city and give my terms to your Prince, if he scoffs or dismisses your warning, or simply refuses, you should get your family and friends, pack up what you can carry, turn your faces to the West, and run.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thursday, July 1st
 
    
 
   We started shuttling them around the Eastrange, carrying groups of soldiers in the fishing boats.  They had mixed feelings about that, but what were they going to do?  They were spread out too much to argue effectively.  We sailed around the horn of the Eastrange, dropped them at the first spot where they could walk, and went back for more.
 
   Yes, we provided them with two days of food and water.  Good thing, too; Baret closed its gates to them and told them to start hiking.  I wondered if Prince Banler’s opinion would carry any weight.  He gave everyone the impression that only a moron would piss me off and that they were welcome to all the pity he could give them, as long as they didn’t stand too close to him.  I’m sure that will get back to the respective Princes.
 
   I really had no intention of destroying any of the cities in question.  All I wanted was for them to consider it as a possibility.  It wasn’t really on the table.  Maybe that was a mistake, in retrospect.  If I don’t destroy a city, people may think I’m bluffing.  Then again, maybe they will come through with the alternative.  I’d like to turn them into trading partners and allies rather than craters.
 
   Meanwhile, a few of the larger boats went east to salvage what they could from the plunder left behind.  The armor and weaponry might not be Karvalen steel, but they were still armor and weapons.  I wasn’t going to pass that up.  It’s hard to have an effective fighting force if you can’t supply them.  We started out by replacing stuff I salvaged from Keria’s initial attack.  Eventually, we were stuck with a pile of orku gear that nobody wanted or needed.  Kavel’s thrown most of it into the mountain’s recycling bin.
 
   I probably have the most well-equipped militia in the history of Rethven, possibly the world.
 
   I went back to Karvalen while my knights handled prisoner transport and loot organization.  Somewhere up in the Eastrange was another major force; I meant to find it.  The sand table wasn’t much help, though.  I decided they must still be underground.  If they were still there at all, of course.
 
   While Amber entertained dignitaries from Wexbry, Philemon, and… wherever else; I didn’t pay much attention… I rode along the Eastrange Road.  Nobody was getting mugged, so that was a good sign, but I wanted to check on my chlorine curse.  It was doing quite well, especially recently.  I asked it questions about the undermountain regions and got the impressions and emotions you would expect from a shark.  It was as happy as a shark can be, I suppose.
 
   Still, that was enough to tell me there was a sizable force down there.  It was fairly far north from the road, though; apparently, they didn’t want their staging area too close to a region known to be haunted by something horrible.  Given the effect chlorine gas has on a body, “horrible” is the right word, too.
 
   Unfortunately, all my reasons for not going down there still applied.  Moreso, if anything.
 
   All right.  If I’m not going down there, they’re going to come up here.  To do that, they need a tunnel.  Not a small one, either.  Something a man can walk through easily, preferably something a horse could walk through.  That was a minimum.  It was only a few hours’ march to Mochara; they couldn’t afford to string out.  They would have to come out, form up, and march as a body.
 
   Where might that tunnel be?
 
   I tried spectrum-shifting, but my x-ray vision doesn’t work so well through hundreds of yards of rock.  My ground-penetrating radar ran into the same problem; it only penetrates so far.  How could I see through the ground?
 
   Well, archaeologists and oil companies create subterranean sound waves to map out subterranean caverns, pockets of oil, and so on.  I tried it with a fast-and-dirty spell.  Bronze leaped into the air and came down hard, all four hooves together, creating a huge thud and an amazing ringing sound.  I felt the shockwave and the echoes like a ripple in my skin.
 
   Yes, I was sure there were tunnels and caverns in the mountain we were on.  I couldn’t sense anything better than that, though.  They were there, but I couldn’t even tell where they were; the echoes were too confusing.  Maybe, with some time to get the hang of it—to understand what I was feeling and to relate it to something I already knew—I could learn to interpret it.  Until then, it was like one of those weird pictures that you have to kind of cross your eyes to see, and I couldn’t.
 
   On the other hand, it did give me an idea.  While I might not understand how to map the echoes, that massive whack Bronze dished out—or dished into the solid rock of the mountainside—might be audible near the mouth of a tunnel.  I have inhumanly sharp hearing, after all.
 
   We worked our way northward along the eastern side of the Eastrange.  Through the Bronze-stomp method, I found two major tunnels that would do very nicely for an army; people could march out four abreast.  One of those was the obvious choice; not too far up from the plains and along a gentle slope, easy to march down.  The other one was about the same height, but the rocky ground required some climbing.  I also found three more openings, although those were much smaller.  Those three could accommodate one person at a time, so were only useful if the army wasn’t in a hurry.
 
   I eyeballed the moon.  It was sinking, so I didn’t have lots of time.  How did I want to do this?  I could mold stone by hand and spell, so I could just seal the cave mouths.  That would annoy people, but it would only delay them for an hour or so while they tunneled out.  I could plant magical charges in the tunnels, but someone would be sure to notice them.  Again, it would delay them while they defused them, but not by all that much.  I could bring down the mountainside, bury the tunnel mouths in an avalanche, but, again, it would be a delay of a different sort.  They would have to detour to some other tunnel and march farther, that’s all.
 
   What I wanted to do was put some dynamite in the mountainside, wait until they were halfway out, then bury the middle third of them in an avalanche.  That would leave one third on the plains, one third dead and buried, and the other third cut off.  While I could easily make some explosive spells, I didn’t feel comfortable just leaving them lying around.
 
   How do you kill thousands of hostile troglodytes without going into their caves?  I didn’t have my own briar patch to lure them into this time.
 
   I puzzled on that one for a while.
 
   I could make another chlorine monster, but, dangerous as they are, they could be killed.  My current curse was a stealthy predator.  Sending in a dozen to just attack would provoke a magical response and would probably ruin the mysterious nature of my chlorine curse monster.
 
   I could pump in a lot of plain chlorine gas, if I had a lot of salt.  The problem was, first, I didn’t have a lot of salt, and, second, chlorine has a powerful odor.  If it’s not bound into a chlorine elemental to keep it concentrated, they would smell it long before it became dangerous.
 
   Explosive gases, maybe?  I could get hydrogen out of water, certainly.  The problem with hydrogen is that it rises; it might not go into the caverns they were using as a staging area.
 
   I thought to check the airflow.  The tunnels sucked in air.  Doubtless, somewhere far up the mountains, air was rushing out.  So I could gas them, in theory, if I had something invisible, odorless, neutrally buoyant in air, and deadly.
 
   Nerve gas would be ideal.  I just didn’t have any.  There might be some I could find if I went through my gate, but could I drag enough back in time for it to be useful?  Probably not.
 
   If I couldn’t poison them, could I suffocate them?  Carbon dioxide?  Carbon monoxide?  I’d need a hell of a fire for that—several of them, really, to provide gas at each tunnel mouth.  I would probably need to go looking for any others, too, if that was going to work… but all those fires might attract attention, which I wanted desperately to avoid.  My big advantage, for the moment, was that they didn’t know I was there.
 
   On the other hand, they probably knew things had gone wrong.  Anyone with a crystal ball and two brain cells would have seen the captured troops streaming home.  Doubtless, the only question now was whether or not they would attack anyway or pull back to plan again.
 
   They were still here.  My money was on the attack.
 
   Wait a minute.
 
   Suffocation isn’t about breathing something bad for you.  It’s about failing to breathe something you need—oxygen.  I have a spell for Kavel’s forge that acts like a filter; it strains out a lot of the nitrogen in the air so that a higher ratio of oxygen is provided to the fuel.  Reversing it and pumping it up, I could have it filter out just about all the oxygen the tunnel mouths sucked in.  Quietly.  Unobtrusively.
 
   Anoxia is sneaky.  It’ll cause someone to pass out and then they can’t get out of the de-oxygenated air, with predictable results.  The beauty of this was that the air would still smell fresh and clean; there would be nothing to connect the sudden plague of unconsciousness with the air.  And, since there would be no spells in the area, no magic would be detectable, either.  It would be a complete mystery.
 
   I like that.  There is nothing so frightening as the fear of the unknown, as I mentioned to Fred.
 
   Even if it didn’t get far enough in to kill anyone immediately—it might mix with air from other sources, ones I might not find—if they tried to head out to the plains, marching down a tunnel with no oxygen would certainly kill some and seriously worry the others.  Without understanding what was going on, they might spend days trying to figure it out.
 
   Well, nothing ventured…
 
   


 
   
  
 



Friday, July 2nd
 
    
 
   It was a long day of exploring the surface of the Eastrange, looking for cracks, holes, tunnels, and caves with air flowing into them.  On the other hand, I feel confident that the air quality in that region is absolutely abysmal.
 
   Bronze took me back to Mochara in time for dinner; Amber and Tianna were pleased to see me.
 
   “You look tired,” Amber observed.
 
   “Yep.  Long day fighting against the hordes under the mountains.”
 
   “Did you win?” Tianna asked.
 
   “Well, they didn’t get me, so I haven’t lost.”  She accepted that and we sat down to eat.  Amber and I discussed some of the things the dignitaries wanted.  They were, as she put it, “a bunch of polite bastards.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “They remind me of Melvin.  They’re more tactful, but they still think of Mochara as a backwater little town, not a peer.”
 
   “Hmm.  We need to impress them, is that it?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “Okay.  But that leads me to another question.  Is it going to be a problem when I build a huge city hall?”
 
   “City hall?”
 
   “A civic center where the business of ruling the city can be done.  Other cities use a Prince’s Palace, I think.  Or a wing of it, maybe.  I’m not totally sure.”
 
   “Oh.”  She frowned for a moment.  “Would that mean I have to live there?”
 
   “No, I wouldn’t think so.  It would be more convenient for your ruling responsibilities if you did; the commute to work would be short.  But that might interfere with your religious responsibilities.”  I shrugged.  “Up to you.”
 
   “Can you put the civic center near the Temple?”
 
   “If you can talk people into clearing a space for it, yes.  I don’t relish the notion of throwing people out of their homes and shops because I want to put up a fancy building.”
 
   “I’ll ask.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, meaning it both ways.  She would ask them for me, and she wouldn’t just tell them to do it.
 
   “They’ll want money, of course.”
 
   “Offer fair prices,” I advised.  “If they still won’t move, find out why.  I’ll try to negotiate if they’re adamant.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”
 
    
 
   Tianna and I rode around Mochara for a bit; she enjoyed it immensely, as did Bronze.  We also watched the fishing ships ferrying more people along.  I made it a point to send another barrel of dark beer to Banler; maybe that would help make up for the inconvenient foot traffic.  I like him.  He’s the most straightforward Prince I’ve met, and he reminds me of Xavier.
 
   The boats were really ferrying only officers and noncoms.  A few regular grunts also came along, when there was room.  Most of the rank-and-file, though, still had to walk back.  While Bronze and I were up in the mountains, I pretty much ignored them and they pretty much stayed out of our way.  But, without anyone to tell them where to go or what to do, I felt it was reasonable to let them walk.  They weren’t in any real danger and were unlikely to become auxiliaries in a military unit anytime soon.
 
   Besides, Mochara needs its fishing fleet to bring in fish.  People get hungry.
 
   “Grandpa?”
 
   “Yes, Tianna?”
 
   “Can I ask you a question about magic?” She was watching a wizard draw on a house.  It looked like an anti-vermin spell, probably one to drive them out.  The square with the arrows extending out from it in all directions was kind of a clue.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Why is it that when you do a spell, you just look like you’re seeing something that isn’t there, then stuff happens?  Everyone else does stuff, like draw or wave their hands or chant or something.  I know you see the spell in your mind, but why doesn’t everyone do it that way?”
 
   “I cheat.”
 
   Tianna tried to turn around.  I lifted her up so she could turn, then she settled onto Bronze’s neck.  Bronze’s mane spread out and supported her as though she was sitting in a chair.  Tianna then looked at me keenly.
 
   “You do not.  You’re honest.”
 
   Well, what do you say to that?
 
   “Maybe I don’t mean cheat, exactly.  Mortal wizards and magicians can cast spells the same way I often do—well, some of them can—they just don’t want to.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “That’s a good question.  Come with me.”
 
   We went down to the place where the ships were unloading fish and I borrowed a small basket.
 
   “Okay, we’re going to cast a spell.  Not really, but I’m going to walk through it with you so you can see how it works.  Okay?”
 
   “Okay!”
 
   I put the basket down on a large rock, near the cliff face.
 
   “Now, I’m going to start drawing on the wall.  Every time I draw something new, I want you to pick up a rock and put it in the basket.  Got it?”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   So we did.  I got out my chalk and drew a circle on the cliff face.  Tianna put a rock in the basket.  I started drawing fake arcane symbols around the circle.  She put more rocks in the basket.  I added some more lines.  She added more rocks.  I waved my hands and she got the idea; she put another rock in the basket.  Then I chanted some nonsense; she giggled and added more rocks.
 
   I finished by pointing my finger and shouting, “Zap!”
 
   Tianna applauded.
 
   “Okay,” I said, “now that I’ve cast the spell and levitated a basket of rocks, how hard was it?  Are you tired?  Did you manage to get the basket of rocks up there without too much trouble?”
 
   “Sure!”
 
   “Good girl.  Now,” I said, taking the basket down and setting it on the gravelly beach, “I’m going to cast a spell my way.  It’s very quick, because I’m going to just visualize that whole arrangement, there,” I said, pointing.  “I’m not going to draw it, or wave my hands, or chant.  I’m just going to see all that in my mind.  Can you do that?”
 
   “Sure.”  She squeezed her eyes shut.  “Okay.”
 
   “Very good.  Now open your eyes and watch me.  I’m casting my spell by visualizing it, holding it complete and entire in my mind, then putting power into it to make it real.  When I do, it’ll be quick, so you’ll have to lift the whole basket at once.  Ready?”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   “Go!”
 
   She heaved and grunted, muscling it up the rock, putting a knee under it, lifting again, shoving it up higher and higher until she could push it sideways onto the top.
 
   “Good work.  Now, which way was quicker?”
 
   “This one,” she said, breathing heavily.
 
   “And which one was easier?”
 
   “The first one.”
 
   “There you go.  The first way lets you work on the spell in pieces, bit by bit; you can even have a lot of people help you with it, maybe.  The second way is faster, but takes a lot of concentration and brute strength.”
 
   “And other people don’t have those?”
 
   “Sure they do.  But I have lots, because I’m a nightlord.”
 
   “Oh, so that’s why your magic is so powerful.”
 
   “That’s certainly one of the reasons,” I agreed.  “I also do things differently.”
 
   “Differently?”
 
   “I use math and physics.  Most people aren’t mathematical wizards.”
 
   “I’m learning math!” she declared.  “You’re teaching me!”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Could I be a mathematical wizard, too?”
 
   “I really don’t know,” I admitted.  “I’m not sure there’s ever been a fire-witch who was also a wizard.  It may not be possible, but we can ask your mother.  She’ll know.”
 
   “Okay!”
 
   Of course, that meant we had to go back immediately and ask.  I dumped out rocks, returned the basket, and we rode up into Mochara.  We detoured to Tort’s house, mainly to avoid tempting fate; sunset was coming soon and I didn’t want to have a transformation on Sparky’s property.
 
   Pilea and Parva met us as we came in.  We traded pleasantries, I introduced Tianna, whom they recognized, and introduced them to her.  Tianna gave them a perfect curtsey and all the polite things one says.
 
   They seemed a little confused that I just wanted to use the privy, then they seemed to get the idea.  Kings aren’t supposed to pee in the street.  Well, that was close enough for my purposes; I didn’t correct them.
 
   It also helped explain the smell in Mochara.  If it was acceptable for people to just squat wherever they felt like it, the whole city was, literally, an open-air cesspit.  I underwent my change in a decidedly irked frame of mind.  Something was going to be done about the cesspool problem, I vowed.
 
   Once cleaned up and dead, I came back out, thanked them for their work in keeping the house ready for Tort.  Then I took Tianna home.
 
   Amber wasn’t against the idea of Tianna learning magic, but also wasn’t sure she was for it.  Reading and math, yes; waving sticks around and pretending they were swords, reluctantly okay.  Magic?  It would take up more study time.
 
   Tianna begged and begged, but didn’t get a definite answer.  She went to bed with the air of one whose life is in turmoil and who sees no resolution on the horizon.  Once she was upstairs, I turned to Amber.
 
   “I have a suggestion,” I offered.  “I’m not trying to interfere, just offering.”  Amber looked interested.
 
   “Go ahead.  You’ve been good about being a grandfather, rather than—” she broke off.  “Tell me your idea.”
 
   “I can arrange to have wizardly tutors come by to teach her for as long as you’ll let them.  Since her studies and prayer and practice are not optional, she can devote as much of her free time to magic as she likes.  Of course, now she can play with other kids—does she?”
 
   “Oh, yes.”
 
   “Then she’ll have to choose what to do.  She may get sick of dry, boring lectures and exercises on concentration and focus and the like.”  I shrugged.  “Who knows?  That sort of training might help with her fire-witchery.  But if she does get bored with those lessons, the tutors stop coming by.  If she doesn’t, then she really likes it and should be encouraged.  What do you think?”
 
   “I think you’re a better father than you let on,” she said.  I stared at her.
 
   “I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand.”
 
   “No, you probably don’t.”  She shook her head.  “Forget it.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think you have people to see in Mochara.”
 
   I paused to think about it.  There were things tugging at me, wanting my attention, yes.
 
   “How did you know?” I asked.
 
   “I always know when someone is nearing their end,” she said.  “Especially when there’s nothing I can do about it.”
 
   “Ah.  Okay.  Well, I’ll be on my way, then.”
 
   “Wait.”
 
   She came up to me, hugged me, kissed my cheek.
 
   “Now you can go.”
 
   I bowed deeply to her and went to find someone dying.
 
    
 
   It still amazes me how quickly people have adapted to the idea around here.  I knock and they let me in to take someone into the afterlife.  I guess it helps that they live in a world full of magic and gods, where they know that sort of thing is real.  Then there’s also the mystique of having the King pay them a visit.  It’s like they just automatically accept that anything the King does is the right thing to do, at least for the King.
 
   Is that any different than a nightlord doing what a nightlord does?  I think it is, or should be.  A king is a person doing whatever he decides to do.  A nightlord, at least in theory, is a creature that does what it is supposed to do, what it’s meant to do—can I say “designed” to do?  A king doesn’t have to pounce on a gazelle and eat it; lions do.
 
   I guess I still don’t like the idea that they all think there’s something mystical and special about kingship.  On the other hand, I shouldn’t complain; it’s the only reason they listen to me.
 
   Tonight, I helped an elderly couple who were ready to go; one of them didn’t really have much choice and the other wasn’t willing to stay behind.  I then paid a call on some other homes where the deceased were already semi-departed.  I wasn’t there when they died, but, as with what’s-his-name, the guy I found off the road in the mountains, their spirits were still there.  I escorted a trio of ghosts to meet the Grey Lady.
 
   They shouldn’t have been there that long.  I dropped in on the House of the Grey Lady to see why the ghosts hadn’t already departed.
 
   Simple.  No priest or priestess.  Since it was late, I made sure to leave a note for Amber; we needed to find someone for that.  I don’t mind doing psychopomp taxi service; it feels right and proper to do so.  I’m helping someone, and I always get a kick out of that.  But I’m also unpredictably unavailable.  That’s not fair to the passengers.  If they can’t fly Air Vampire, they should at least be able to hitch a lift.
 
   Another thing occurred to me.  I drink blood.  When escorting a live person into being a not-alive person, I take all the blood out of them in the process.  Is that by design?  It makes the bodies less squishy, certainly, and easier to cremate.
 
   Was vampirism created by intelligent design?  Come to that, how did vampirism start?
 
   Fortunately for me, I have a shelf in my headspace where I keep that class of question.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, July 7th
 
    
 
   Four days.  That’s how long my oxygen-deprivation spells ran on the tunnel mouths, flooding the undermountain region with stealth suffocation.  I don’t know if it killed anyone or if they just decided to leave, but no one came out, no one attacked.  If we’re lucky, several thousand more troops are fungus food down in the dark.  If not, maybe there are a few dead ones and more with brain damage.
 
   Do you get the impression I don’t much care for orku, galgar, ogres, trolls, and other denizens of the deep mountains?  You may be right.  They’re not just ugly in the physical sense, they’re ugly in the spiritual sense.  They are cruel, brutal, and believe in the domination of the weak by the strong.  And they don’t taste good, either.
 
   “Cooperation” is not in their vocabulary, and I would know.  The closest thing they have to the idea is glochnakà, something like “obedience to achieve a goal.”  This is distinct from the idea of working together for mutual benefit; glochnakà implies that each individual is obeying just to get something for himself.  A shaman with a plan to raid a village can’t command the obedience of fifty armed orku; they will, however, go along with his orders to loot the village.
 
   Most of the time.
 
   We finished deporting most of the enemy troops while keeping a sharp lookout for any other incoming armies.  We didn’t deport all of them; some of them didn’t want to go back.  Well, when you don’t have a family and someone shoves a spear in your hand, a helmet on your head, and says you’re a soldier, it doesn’t really inspire a huge level of loyalty.  I guess, technically, they could be called deserters.  Then again, conscription is a lot like slavery, so I’m pretty much against it.
 
   But what do I do with them?
 
   Amber’s idea was to talk to Captain Rendal of Mochara’s City Watch.  She and I discussed it for a while and she made some very good points.  I agreed and paid a visit to the Watch’s headquarters yesterday.
 
   Yes, I should have put this into an entry yesterday.  Sue me.
 
   Rendal welcomed me into his office immediately.  Not a bit of surprise or anxiety, either.  Apparently, if the King wanted a word, why, that was perfectly delightful.  His office very comfortable, I noticed.  His armor reminded me of a Spanish conquistador’s; it was highly polished with brass accents and was hung on a rack.  From my discussions with Amber, it was my understanding that he did a lot of organizing and ordering, not a lot a tromping around the streets.  He was starting to develop a spare tire around his middle, but that can happen when a man is in his forties.  I noticed his chair was a heavy, wooden thing with no padding whatsoever.  I wondered what that should tell me about his character.
 
   “What can I do for Your Majesty?” he asked the moment we sat down.
 
   “Well, I have some immigrants,” I told him.  I explained who they were and why they wanted to stay.  “I’m not against it, but I’d like to keep them… hmm.  I don’t want to just let them roam around, unsupervised and unemployed.”
 
   “You wish me to assign guards to them?”
 
   “Not really.  I’d rather have them associate with members of the city watch and learn how to be decent, civilized residents of the kingdom.”
 
   “You wish me to find positions in the guards for them.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Rendal hesitated, thinking about what he wanted to say.
 
   “Majesty, are you fully aware of how the guards of Mochara are organized?”
 
   “Nope.  But you are.  And from what I hear, you’re an excellent organizer.  That’s why I want you to help me.”
 
   “I suppose… how many men are we talking about?”
 
   “About sixty, I think, give or take.  But I also want your help on something much, much larger.”
 
   “Oh?” He raised an eyebrow.  I had no doubt that eyebrow intimidated underlings.  It reminded me of one of the professors on my doctoral committee.  It wouldn’t have been any more intimidating if it was loaded.
 
   “Yep.  The city watch—you know, I just realized, I’ve been calling it a lot of things, but I’ve never actually asked what you call it.  What is this organization, anyway?  The City Watch?”
 
   “We keep watch, that’s true, but it is only one of our functions.  I think of us as the City Guard.  We watch for external threats and organize militiamen under us, but our primary purpose is to keep the peace.  We patrol the streets, break up fights, investigate theft, robbery, and murder.  That sort of thing.”
 
   “Got it.  That’s perfect.  It’s exactly what I want.”
 
   “I am pleased to have been of service to Your Majesty.”
 
   “Now I want you to do it again.  I need someone to set up and organize a City Guard for Karvalen.  I’d like you to do it because Amber trusts you and I’ve heard very good things about your abilities.”
 
   “Majesty,” he said, leaning back in his chair, “I would be honored to accept such a position, but I am not a noble.  It seems to me that you want a knight in that position, at the very least.”
 
   I grinned at him, careful of my teeth.
 
   “You’d think that, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “Absolutely not.”
 
   “I’m afraid I do not understand,” he admitted.
 
   “I get that a lot.  Here’s the deal.  My intention is to have a multi-layered process for people who want a military career.  First and foremost, they need to understand how things work in this kingdom, and that means having a fair knowledge of our laws and customs.  I’d like the Guard to take on… hmm.  What’s the lowest rank you have?”
 
   “From lowest to highest, we have Guardsmen, Watchmen, Lieutenants, and myself—the Captain of the Guard.”
 
   “Got it.  What I would like is to put people into the Guards as, maybe, Junior Guardsmen.  They can follow around a real Guard, act as his assistant, and live the life of a Guardsman.  After a year, if they still like the idea of a military career, they can be transferred out of the Guards and into the army.”
 
   “We are not really a good way to train soldiers,” he noted.  “Discipline, yes, we can teach them that, but our weapons are usually clubs or crossbows.  We train with other weapons, of course, to defend the city, but our usual duties require no more.”
 
   “That’s not the point.  I want people to feel that the first duty of anyone who… no, let me start over.  Two major institutions in a kingdom can—legally—use force to impose the will of the King.  The various guards of a city, and the military.”
 
   “The Guards are not part of the military?”  He sounded surprised.
 
   “When we raise the militia, yes; they get sucked into it by the circumstances.  But—and correct me if I’m wrong—most of your time is spent dealing with the citizens, themselves.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “The military, fundamentally, exists to defend the kingdom from its enemies.  If the military is used to police the people, the people generally wind up regarded as the enemy.  That’s my feeling on the matter.”
 
   “If I may say so, Your Majesty, I do not fully agree, but I accept your view on the matter.”
 
   “Noted.  I’ll err on the side of caution, however.”
 
   “As you will, Your Majesty.”
 
   “So, what I want to do is instill in anyone who wants to be in the military the idea that, first and foremost, peace must be preserved.  The people aren’t the enemy; chaos, disorder, confusion, anarchy—those are the enemies.  Their first job is to make peace.  Not kill, not burn, not destroy, but to stop violence.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s possible with an army,” he said.  I agreed with him.  But it was a start.
 
   “True.  I would rather have soldiers that mutiny and drag their commanding officer before me in chains than I would soldiers who will burn prisoners alive because they were ordered to do so.”
 
   “Isn’t that a dangerous thing in an army, Your Majesty?”
 
   “Maybe so.  I would rather face that danger than the consequences of soldiers who think looting, raping, and pillaging is their reward for a job well done.  It may be dangerous, but I think it’s right.”
 
   He leaned forward, hands clasped on his desk, and looked at me keenly.  I looked back at him, wondering what he was looking for.  Whatever it was, he either found it or didn’t, because he leaned back again.
 
   “It’s been said you are a monster, Your Majesty.”
 
   “I’ve said it, too,” I agreed.
 
   “Yet, you move through the kingdom like a whirlwind, changing everything, upsetting everyone, altering the course of destiny, it seems, for every one of your subjects.  You move through and leave chaos and change in your wake, like that whirlwind.  Unlike that whirlwind, when the dust settles, I think you may leave things better than they were before.”
 
   “I sure hope so.  It’s really my biggest fear—screwing things up for everyone.  I just want to make everyone’s life a little easier, or at least a little less short and brutal.”
 
   “Then you are a King,” he said.  “My King.”  He got up and moved to his armor rack.  He drew the sharmi from the belt and came over to me.  He held out the sword.
 
   “No,” I said.  “I’m not going to take it, and I’m not going to knight you.”  Before he could say anything, I held up a hand.  “I’ll tell you why, too.  Knights have swords for symbols, because that’s what they use:  an instrument of killing.  The Captain of the Guards—and all those under his authority—have a different duty.  They defend.  So a sword is the wrong thing.  You shall have a shield, as a defender of the people.”
 
   Rendal’s face split into a smile.  It looked like it wasn’t at home there; all the lines on his face were worry lines.  But it settled in and made itself at home in short order.
 
   “Just as you say, Your Majesty.”  He replaced the sword on the rack.
 
   “There’s another reason I don’t want the Captain of the Guard to be a knight.  A knight is a military man.  We had that discussion about the difference between the military and the guards, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And, lastly, there may be some people who think their fancy titles or supposedly-noble bloodlines or just plain wealth entitles them to a cushy job as an officer in the military.  It doesn’t.  And, to point that up, they’re going to have to learn to take orders from someone with no noble titles at all.  I want a man of the people to defend the people, and even some lordling from a great and noble house will have to learn the discipline—the self-discipline—needed to take orders and to obey them.  Maybe even a small helping of humility.”
 
   “I think I can arrange that.”
 
   “I’m hoping you can also arrange and organize a Karvalen City Guard.”
 
   “It will be difficult, being Captain of the Guard in two cities, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.  I think you can find someone to be Captain here, then someone else to be Captain there.  You’re going to have to, since I’m promoting you to Commander of the Guard.”
 
   “There’s no such thing,” he said, dubiously.
 
   “There is when you’re the organizing and coordinating force among more than one city… Commander Rendal.”
 
   I got to my feet and he rose with me.  I took his hand and shook it.  People are going to have to get used to that; I’ve had to get used to enough of their cultural differences.
 
   “I’ll go arrange for your shield, and then we can see about a ceremony.  I’ll let you know.”
 
   Yesterday was a very good day.
 
    
 
   I’ve also done a lot of work on refining my sand table and almost as much on weapons research.
 
   The sand table is much better at presenting a full sculpture of whatever I’m looking at.  The breakthrough came when I finally realized I was a moron.  Coordinating two scrying sensors was no trouble.  Coordinating three was about as much fun as a flaming stick up your… nose.
 
   So I started using four.  Two of them, linked together, gave a nice stereoscopic view from the left; the other two gave a similar view from the right.  Taa-daa!
 
   I am a genius.  Sometimes a very slow genius.
 
   Now I’ve also got some colored sands.  The sand-sculptures are looking terribly realistic.  I’ve got focus, zoom, pan and tilt, and limited color.  I think I’ll have to start working on a holographic illusion, soon.
 
   I’m proud of that sand table.  I think I have the right to be.
 
   On the other hand, I’m not proud of my second “warning shot” at Vathula.
 
   Naturally, Keria hasn’t sent a messenger or anything, and certainly hasn’t sent Firebrand.  So I’m forced to give her another nudge.
 
   As an aside, I’ve realized the problem with making threats to intimidate.  It’s true that, if you make the threat both credible and horrific, most people will fold.  They don’t want you to do whatever it is you’ve threatened to do, so they give you what you want.
 
   But if they don’t…
 
   Well, then you have to follow through.  What did I say about Vathula?
 
   “You have a choice.  You can send me my sword, or I will come get it.  If I come get it, there will be not so much as a stone left standing on stone where Vathula used to be.  There will be a lake of fire that will burn for a thousand years where once that city stood, and even your ashes will scream as they float amid the flame.”
 
   Well… shit.
 
   Pardon my language, but that’s how I feel about it.
 
   Which, of course, brings me to the thought of Tolcaren, Maran, and Formia.  Didn’t I promise to destroy those cities, too?
 
   My mouth is big enough for my foot.  I can unhinge my jaw and fit both feet, if I try, but it makes me look silly.
 
   On the other hand, I haven’t finished trying to intimidate Keria, and I haven’t even started on the other three cities.  And, boy, have I been awful with my second warning shot.  Gruesomely awful.  Heydrich would have had me up for war crimes.
 
   It’s times like these I realize I really am a monster, and that’s got nothing to do with being a vampire.
 
   So, here’s what I did.
 
   I got my guard together, last night, and we had a little sit-down, headspace-sharing moment.  I wanted them completely up to snuff and familiar with their part.  There was a real risk that I was about to get ambushed; I would be too busy to pay much attention to anything else.  That’s what my personal guard are for, aren’t they?
 
   So we went over scrying spells.  They weren’t very good with them, so we stuck to the simplest forms.  The plan was, when we went to fire my next warning shot, I would have already placed a vision-sharing spell on them.  That way, they could each see what the other saw.  Likewise, I planned to have a couple of small mirrors with scrying enchantments.
 
   (The lesson on scrying spells wasn’t necessary, but any enchanted item is easier to use if you understand the principles.  This is one reason most people don’t use enchanted items even if they happen to come across one; they have no idea how to make it go.)
 
   One of them would place a scrying sensor somewhere and look around.  The second one would also see the area and would put his scrying sensor somewhere in the field of view.  The third would do the same by looking through the second scrying sensor, and then the first one would pick up from there.  In this manner, they could leapfrog around us, patrolling beyond our line of sight without ever leaving my side.
 
   For my part, I was going to irradiate everyone I could.
 
   See, I have spells to distort light.  They change the refractive index of the air, making a lens.  I can even create a virtual mirror by causing all the light in a plane to simply reflect.  These aren’t terribly complicated or powerful spells, by themselves, but it does mean that I can make, say, a three-foot magnifying glass and focus all that light down to a point.
 
   Ever played with a magnifying glass like that?  Good bet you’ve never played with one three feet wide.  Imagine.  Now try to imagine the result for one three meters wide.  Or thirty.
 
   With another lens to turn that focused dot into a beam, I can send it downrange to set fire to things.  So far, so good.
 
   The part that makes people gape in openmouthed wonder, however, is the way I change the frequency of the light.
 
   Normally, a lot of the sunlight is wasted.  Sunlight is made of lots of frequencies we can’t see, like ultraviolet or infrared, microwaves and radio waves, and all that other stuff.  Your glass magnifying lens only bends certain types of light; the rest either bounces off or goes straight through.
 
   I can alter the light coming into the big lens—I don’t change its energy; it still has the same amount of energy in it—by changing its wavelength.  I can shift the ultraviolet light, for example, down the spectrum into visible blue light, which the magnifying lens will affect.  Everything outside the normal visible range gets shifted up or down into visible light, making it much, much brighter.  This all goes into the lens and focuses down to that point.  Now I’m using all of the sunlight, not just the part we can usually see.
 
   Then, after it goes through the lens that turns it into a beam, I shift it all up.  Up into the ultraviolet.  Up again, into the high ultraviolet.  Up again, into the x-ray range.  Up again, and again, and again…
 
   I’m sure you see where this is going.
 
   Not all of the light gets shifted, of course.  There’s a little wastage; a little gets through, but it’s no brighter than a flashlight.  All that light is still light—electromagnetic radiation—but at a fantastically higher frequency.  Now it’s a beam of gamma radiation, invisible and deadly.
 
   I thought aiming an invisible beam was going to be a problem, but I used a frequency-altering spell across my eyes like a visor.  It downshifted the stray ionization into the visible range, making the gamma ray beam look like a searchlight through a fog.
 
   I tweaked the focus of the lenses, widening the beam angle just a trifle, and played with it until I had it just right.  I wanted this to go as quickly and smoothly as possible.
 
   This morning, the guys and I took the fastest canal boat up the northern canal from Karvalen; Bronze pulled us and the three horses.  The canal ran past the mouth of the pass and continued north.  I wondered where it ended.
 
   We did have a bit of trouble getting out of the canal; as we went north, the walls of the canal rose faster than the floor of the canal.  I suppose if the floor had the same angle, the water in the canal would flow too rapidly.  Still, we were very close to where we wanted to be when we stopped.  There was a bit of a delay in disembarking; getting the horses up over a six-foot lip of stone was challenging.
 
   Interesting note.  When loading, the horses did not want to get into the boat.  Bronze snorted at them and they stopped fussing, got into the boat, and stood there shivering for the rest of the trip.  Bronze was also instrumental in getting them off the boat.  She got down in the canal, worked her way under the boat, and stood up under one end to make the whole boat into a ramp.  Afterward, she just leaped out.
 
   Anyway, we spent most of the morning doing that, then rode hard up the pass to get to my vantage point.  We parked where I did before, where the road through the pass comes around that gentle curve to reveal the gate.  
 
   They had done some repairs on the wall and repaired the portcullis.  The gate itself was gone, of course, but they had a temporary wooden wall blocking access to the gateway and a number of workmen chopping lumber and hammering.  The guards were also doubled.  They didn’t like daytime duty, but they were there.
 
   I cast my sunlight-conversion spells, and my guys started their virtual patrol.  Once we had everything set, I raised my hands, added some amplification, and called out my warning.  I wanted Firebrand.  If they didn’t bring it out, they were going to suffer for it.
 
   They didn’t bring it out.  They blew horns and pounded on drums.  More troops flooded the upper defensive works, armed and ready, about like I expected.
 
   I waved the gamma-light over them, back and forth, giving everyone multiple brief exposures.  I wasn’t too worried about induced radioactivity in their gear or the surrounding rock.  While some of the gamma rays were probably well above the threshold necessary to induce photodisintegration, the resulting byproducts would be relatively short-lived.
 
   I would have been overjoyed to use neutron radiation on the parapets, but I couldn’t figure out a good way to generate it.  That would have made the walls radioactive for quite some time; people would rapidly decide that anyone guarding that gate would be accurséd, which is worse than just being regularly cursed.
 
   The other problem with neutron radiation is that, in an atmosphere, it’s comparatively short-ranged.  To use it, I would have had to get right up next to the gate.
 
   Come to think of it, maybe gamma rays are the safest way.  Neutron radiation makes me nervous.  Unlike gamma rays, stray neutrons can stick to your atoms and make them unstable, causing them to become radioactive, which means you become radioactive.  Neutron radiation is contagious.
 
   My guys reported some activity along our flanks; sentries, scouts, nothing pressing.  I nodded and continued my slow sweep of the troops along the parapets, careful to avoid irradiating the towers of the palace.  I also reminded the guys to check around us for a scrying sensor.  They reported the area clean; it seemed no one was willing to expose an eyeball around me.  I was very pleased.
 
   Some of the troops on the defenses seemed to be circulating.  Some were withdrawing, possibly because they were puking, while fresh troops crowded up to see what was going on.  That was a good sign, as far as I was concerned.  I didn’t have a good way to measure the amount of radiation dose they were picking up, but rapid-onset nausea is a good indicator of a lethal dose.
 
   Eventually, Vathula opened up the portcullis and the temporary barriers.  A diplomatic type emerged, backed by an armored column of orku cavalry.
 
   “Hold it right there!” I bellowed.  They ground to a halt.
 
   “Do you have my sword?” I asked.  “Dip your banners if you do!”
 
   They did not.
 
   I shrugged and aimed the beam again, spotlighting the armored column.  Eventually, they started forward again at a walk, trying not to look too threatening.  They had roughly two miles to go, so I wasn’t worried.  My bet was that they were sending a diplomatic-looking person to keep me in place while they moved troops closer.  That was about the level of treachery and deception I expected.
 
   After the first mile or so, a few of the armored column had to drop out; they were violently ill.  Several of the horses were in a similar condition.  That’s a good marker for just how much of a radiation dose they had.  Seldar reported substantial movement out of our line of sight; people were coming out of caves and tunnels.  They seemed to be moving to cut us off from retreat.
 
   I agreed that our work here was done.  My guys got up and mounted.  Moments later, we were on our way.  The armored column didn’t bother to chase us; they could see it was hopeless.  We did have a few people shoot at us from high up on either side of the pass, but no one with any magical assistance.  Deflection spells handled it all.
 
   We made it back to the canal boat.  I paused to let the mountain know we needed stairs right about here in the wall of the canal.  I would give the mountain more details about where to put other sets of stairs later, but for now, a set of stairs as wide as a canal boat was long, right here in front of the pass, would do just fine.
 
   With that done, we headed home.
 
   I’m guesstimating that I gave everyone at least eight to ten Grays of ionizing radiation; it might be—probably was—more.  Regardless, if you start to throw up immediately after a dose of radiation, that’s a Very Bad Thing.  It’s usually a lethal dose for anything human.  My guess is that orku and galgar—and sadly, their horses—don’t have any special tolerance.  Look up the effects of acute radiation poisoning and you’ll see why I’m a monster.
 
   I couldn’t bring myself to care about the various forms of ugly on the walls, but I felt bad about the horses.
 
    
 
   More and more knights are getting their new armor.  It meets with their universal approval.  They love the stuff and I don’t blame them a bit.  They’re not thrilled to still wear the old, steel stuff in practice, but they’ve grudgingly admitted that it’s probably a good idea.
 
   But they wear the new stuff like clothes.  I’m not sure they get out of it to sleep.
 
   At night, I’m pushing hard to get them all enchanted with what I think of as the standard issue enchantments.  Luckily, I have a pretty hefty charge on my gate; I don’t need to keep feeding power into it.  Instead, I hook up my remaining prisoners directly to me and use that power.
 
   That helps a lot.  It kind of freaks T’yl out that I can do that, but he’s getting used to it.  I’m a nightlord; I eat life force.  He knew that from the first, so he’s coming to terms with what that means.  Working together, we can finish everything on a suit in about an hour.  We’ve also worked out a trick, similar to my half-enchantment, half-spell for growing a suit around someone.
 
   While each enchantment is something unique to an object—you can’t grab twenty arrows and enchant them all in a bunch—you can use some mandala (magical diagrams) to help define what you’re doing to whatever it is you’re enchanting.  So, when you put a suit of armor into a man-shaped outline on the floor and start activating the symbols around it, some of the basic groundwork is already there.  And, of course, since you’re working from a drawn diagram, rather than grabbing power and shaping it by hand, it’s a lot less power-intensive.
 
   T’yl and I are getting really good at it.
 
   I asked Tort if she could help, but she says she’s too busy.  I can’t fault her for that; she’s handling most of the day-to-day chores of running the place.  I am duly grateful, and I mean that.  She’s coordinating with Kelvin and Rendal, too, setting up the details of militia training and of our brand-new City Guards.
 
   She delegates a lot.  A lot more than Raeth, anyway.  Of course, Raeth had a much smaller population to deal with—mostly just the knights.  Tort’s dealing with over a thousand people in Karvalen alone, and her reach extends to Mochara as well.
 
   I still haven’t heard from any of the three cities, though.  Sadly, I have heard from a bunch of foreign dignitaries.  They talked with Amber for a while, then elected to press on to Karvalen and talk to the King.
 
   Amber snickered when I complained to her through the mirror.
 
   “Well, it’s not easy being in charge,” she told me.  “I guess you’ll just have to make time to be a ruler.”
 
   “Oh, very funny.  You’re enjoying seeing the tables turned, here.”
 
   “If you think you can find someone better qualified,” she said, “feel free to turn the job over to them.”
 
   I stuck my tongue out at her.  She blew me a raspberry in return.  A pair of mature adults, we are.
 
   “How did Rendal take his promotion?” she asked.
 
   “He accepted a shield from the hand of the King,” I replied.  “He swore to protect and serve the people in accord with the will of the King.  Stuff like that.  There was cheering, as I recall.”
 
   “Good.  He’s a good man, just not a very political one.”
 
   “I like him, I think.  I looked into his soul and didn’t see any of the deep darkness.”
 
   “I’m not going to ask.”
 
   “I’ll explain, if you want.”
 
   “No.  I’ll just take your word for it and move along, if that’s all right.”
 
   “Okay.  The good news is that I didn’t find anything truly awful in the guys who wanted to stay in Karvalen, either.  I don’t think any of them are spies or assassins or agents or whatever; they seem to be what they claim to be.”
 
   “You can tell that?” she asked, interested despite herself.
 
   “Not for sure, no,” I admitted.  “I just didn’t see the… the flickers that come when someone is lying to me.  I asked them why they wanted to stay and they told the truth.  I also didn’t see the really deep, dark places that only seem to show up in people like what’s-his-name, the child murderer.”
 
   “I am very glad to hear that.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   “By the way, good luck with the dignitaries,” she said.
 
   “You’re so helpful.”
 
   “More often than I should be, maybe.  ’Bye, Dad.”
 
   She hung up before I could answer.
 
   Dad.
 
   I wonder if I could get used to that.
 
    
 
   We didn’t get any negotiating done today.  The dignitaries settled into quarters and came to dinner; that was about it.
 
   On the other hand, they did seem interested in the way things were run.  For example, they were surprised that it wasn’t a feast in their honor.  It was just the King’s Table—I have dinner with the King’s Council and my knights, along with any royal guests.  I guess it impressed them.  I know the ceiling of polished gold did.  They think I’m wealthy beyond the dreams of Midas and Scrooge McDuck.  Maybe I should designate one cavern as a money bin and see how long it takes to fill.
 
   They were also immensely impressed with the extent of the undermountain city.  The regular city is impressive, yes, because it’s a big, regular, well-laid-out place and made entirely out of stone.  That’s amazing, right there.  But the fact that the whole upper quarter, maybe third, of the mountain itself is honeycombed with spacious tunnels and pleasant rooms is even more amazing.  And that’s just the Palace.  Below that is even more city.  With running water.  And there are hot, steaming baths…
 
   It’s also well-lit.  I’m very proud of that.
 
   They didn’t quite know what to make of the post-sunset dinner.  I had my goblet of blood, sucked up by one finger, while watching a juggler and pretending not to notice the way the dignitaries stared at me.
 
   A few of the knights also put on exhibitions of swordplay in their new armor.  That was one of the high points of the evening’s entertainment.  They were all over the place, combining tumbling and some acrobatics with their swordplay.  I don’t think anyone but other combat-types could tell they were only playing at fighting.  Still, they were impressive specimens in the old, heavy armor; they were awe-inspiring in light, mobile armor.  It duly impressed the dignitaries.
 
   Tort, that devious woman, made sure Sir Sedrick and Brother Terrany were seated alternately with the visitors.  Those two, all unrealizing, are some of the best PR flacks we could ask for.  There’s something about having a Hero who came to destroy an Evil Overlord tell you what a great guy the Evil Overlord turned out to be.
 
   I retired from the table shortly after my blood; that signals everyone to start winding it up, I think.  I’m not sure, since I’m never there after I leave, obviously.  Tort and Kelvin fielded the dignitaries; I was later informed of my morning appointment to meet with them.
 
   In the meantime, I wanted to do some work with T’yl.
 
   “What’s on your mind, Sire?” he asked.  He always has a faint accent on the “Sire.”  I think it’s because he knew me long before I ever became a king.  Then again, he might just mean it differently; I did sort of father him, what with the new body and all.
 
   “How does one walk through a wall?” I asked.
 
   “Is this a riddle?  I’d say use the door.”
 
   “What if there isn’t a door?”
 
   “Window?”
 
   “You know what I’m asking.”
 
   “Yes.”  He leaned back, hands behind his neck, and thought.  I waited while he did whatever he did to remember things.
 
   “Well,” he said, finally, “I can think of two spells that might do what you want.  The easy one causes a doorway to appear in the wall.”
 
   “Does the doorway go away again?”
 
   “Only if you hire a mason.  Or do it to a living mountain,” he added.  “I wouldn’t recommend it on the mountain; it might not like it.”
 
   “And the other spell?”
 
   “It moves a piece of the wall out of the way.  It doesn’t actually move, you understand, but it slips just slightly out of our world and you can walk through the place where it was.”
 
   “Sounds difficult.”
 
   “It is.  The really tricky part is making sure it sits somewhere it won’t pick up Things.  When the spell wears off, sometimes you get little ones clinging to the part that went away.”
 
   “Any chance I could learn it tonight?”
 
   “Tonight?” he asked, surprised.  “No.  You impress me as few other beings ever have, but even for you, learning Quazer’s Portal will take a lot longer than one night.”
 
   “Then, could we make something—say, a large circle?—that I could hang on a wall and use to go through it?”
 
   “Hmm.  Do you have a wall in mind?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How thick is it?  I ask because you have to get the whole thing or it’s pointless.  Get too much and you may damage something or someone on the far side.”
 
   “I’ll let you know.  Now, how about a flying spell?” I asked.
 
   “Lots of them,” he replied, waving a hand dismissively.  “How complicated do you want?”
 
   “Something that will let me travel fast in a straight line and hover.  And without being more obvious than just a guy flying—no glowing wings or suchlike.  I’d like at least a little subtlety.”
 
   “I can do that,” he said, nodding.
 
   “Something I can learn tonight?”
 
   “It’s possible,” he allowed.  “Romal’s Exit is not nearly as complicated as Quazer’s Portal.  On the other hand, you don’t know any spells for flying already, so this will be new territory for you, yes?”
 
   “Sadly, you are correct.  I think.  I remember a lot of spells from Zirafel, but not really all that clearly.  The more people I eat who knew something, the clearer the remembrance.”
 
   “So, the more complicated the spell, the fewer who knew it, therefore the less-well you know it?”
 
   “’Fraid so.”
 
   “I see.  That’s unfortunate.  However, if you like, I can just cast the spells for you.  Or will you need to do them?”
 
   “You casting them for me… I can make that work, I think.  How are you with invisibility?”
 
   “Mediocre.  I always get a ripple effect that I can’t seem to quash.”  He shrugged.  “It’s not really my area.”
 
   “That will do,” I decided.  “I’ll talk with Kavel about a metal hoop while you get started on tonight’s suit of armor.”
 
   “Just as you say.”
 
   And I did.  Kavel said he could have what I wanted in less than an hour.  I said I’d pick it up in the morning.  Then I helped T’yl with a few suits of armor, thanked him for his good work, and went to find Bronze.
 
    
 
   Playing with the frequency-shifting spells again reminded me that I have the whole electromagnetic spectrum as my playground.  Therefore, my third warning shot was going to be less damaging and more humiliating.  I planned to rescue Bob.
 
   Firebrand told me he was imprisoned in a tower.  Since location spells didn’t find him, my assumption was that he was in one of the five towers of the palace in Vathula.  That’s not terribly helpful, obviously, but it might be just enough.
 
   Bronze carried me north again, then west, into the pass.  But we diverted off the main trail and worked our way around to a much better vantage point, one where I had a good view of the palace.  Someone else apparently thought it was a good lookout point, too, so I killed the sentries and settled in to work while their blood crept over to me and crawled up my boots.
 
   The spells around the palace would block location spells and/or the projection of a scrying sensor.  They would probably block magical gates and other forms of non-spatial translation.  They might even deflect some magical attacks.  I didn’t have a chance to analyze it; I couldn’t get close enough.
 
   On the other hand, the scryshield didn’t prevent someone simply looking at the palace.  I could see it just fine.  Which meant, if I was clever, I could see anything I wanted, anyway.
 
   I built my frequency-shifting spell to ignore everything but the infrared spectrum.  That didn’t do much on its own, but then I stepped up the gain, amplifying it.  Eventually, I tweaked it into a false-color filter of the heat traces through the walls.
 
   And, of course, the walls of the towers—the upper levels, anyway—were thinner than almost anywhere else.  As the night progressed and the stone walls cooled, the images became more pronounced.  People occupied a lot of the towers, at all levels.  The one I wanted, though, was on the northeast side of the palace, about six floors up.  It had a single figure in it, cooler than it should be, and no heat sources to keep it warm.
 
   I switched vantage points to get a different angle, killing another sentry post in the process.  Yes, I was pretty sure that was the only prisoner.  Everyone else was either too large or too active.  It was the right size for an elf, about the right temperature for a prisoner with no blanket, all that stuff.
 
   It wasn’t certain, obviously, but it gave me a good shot at stealing Bob from Keria.  With a little luck, I could convince her that taking Firebrand from her versus her giving Firebrand to me wasn’t a matter of ability, just a matter of the gesture.  “See, I can take anything I want.  Do you want to force me to take my sword back, or are you ready to just give it to me?”
 
   Won’t work.  I know it won’t.  But I guess I need to try.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Saturday, July 10th
 
    
 
   The breakfast meeting went quickly.  Rendal wasn’t too comfortable, at first, but he settled in when he saw me eating normal food.  I guess the idea of sitting within arm’s reach of a feeding nightlord isn’t a very comfortable one.  He saw me eat last night, both ways, but he was a lot farther away, too.
 
   We ran through the usual stuff and spent some time on Rendal’s new rank and duties.  Everyone assured him that if he needed help, they would give him whatever support he needed.  Rendal seemed actually touched by the sincere, factual expressions of support.
 
   Then, breakfast cleared away and people off to their tasks, I put my fancy clothes on and prepared to repel boarders—excuse me, “receive visitors.”
 
   Under normal circumstances, I would cheerfully put one of the two eldest and hopefully wisest people I have—T’yl or Tort—on this, maybe with Kelvin for the military viewpoint.  That would allow me to run screaming into the hills to build a sawmill or redesign that six-bladed plow.
 
   But they wanted to talk to the King, not a flunky.  Dammit.
 
   I suck at high-level negotiations.
 
   No, that’s not meant to be funny.
 
   I was on my best behavior.  I was polite, courteous, even genteel.  I even tried for thrifty, loyal, clean, brave, and reverent.  They were equally polite, even respectful.  I bet they would have been just as nice even without my personal guards in the room.
 
   But they seemed to have an infinite supply of mindless chatter.  About the only one I liked was the guy Banler sent, a brawny fellow named Willit.  He looked about as sharp as a canvas sack, but he kept his mouth shut and his eyes were never still.
 
   I got lots of compliments on the kingdom and a lot of questions about trade, most of which I couldn’t answer.  How many tons of steel do we produce in a year?  How much grain?  How many dazhu pelts?  No idea.
 
   I had a goblet just to give my hands something to do; I pretended to drink from it periodically.  Finally, I set it aside and made it clear we were getting down to the brass tacks.
 
   “Gentlemen, I’ve enjoyed our discussion,” I lied, “and I’m sure you’ll understand that I have a number of demands on my time.  You’re welcome to stay as long as you like; Karvalen is happy to have you as our guests.  But if you have anything to say to the King, you might want to say it now.  I don’t know how many weeks it will be before I can give you another audience.”
 
   They looked at each other with that expression that says, “You first.”  Willit was the only one not upset by this; there might have been a flicker of amusement, in fact.
 
   Finally, the dignitary from Wexbry—a man named Follet—cleared his throat.  I did my best to look at him with polite interest, rather than glare at him with impatience.  I thought I did pretty well.
 
   “My lord—” he began, but Torvil cut him off.
 
   “Your Majesty,” he corrected.  Follet nodded, head dipping almost like he was ducking under something thrown at his face.
 
   “Your Majesty,” he repeated.  “I believe we are all familiar with the ongoing campaign of Byrne in its conquest of the northeastern portions of old Rethven.  Yes?”
 
   “Not really,” I admitted.  “Byrne hasn’t been high on my list of things to do.”
 
   “Ah.  Yes.  Well.  It is somewhat more pressing a matter to those of us without a massive range of mountains to hide behind.”
 
   “I imagine,” I said, ignoring the dig about hiding behind the Eastrange.
 
   “Byrne has proven rather more powerful than expected, especially in the field.  They have sorcerous weapons that can kill men or shatter walls with thunder and fire.”
 
   “I’ve heard about that, a little,” I admitted.  “Go on.”
 
   “We, that is, our Princes, have attempted to consult with Arondael about these weapons.  We were told that they are protected by magic; possibly a wizard operates each one, and also wards it from examination or interference.”
 
   “Tricky.”
 
   “Indeed.  We were hoping,” he said, carefully, “that we might prevail upon you… since you have something of a reputation as a Hero… to gather more information on this matter.”
 
   “I could arrange that.  What’s in it for me?”
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “You want the King of Karvalen to go off and examine the army of your enemy, then report to you on his findings.  Okay, that’s fine; there are things I do around here because no one else can do them.  I’m used to that.  But you aren’t my subjects, and aside from Willit, there, you don’t even represent any of my allies.  So you must have come with an offer of some sort.  That makes sense, doesn’t it?”
 
   Follet looked uncomfortable.  They all did.
 
   “My instructions,” he said, “were to discuss with you the possibility.  There was no mention of a… a price.”
 
   “Your Princes just wanted you to ask, as a favor?”
 
   “I suppose.  In essence.  Yes.”
 
   “Are they stupid?”  I waved my hand, as though to erase the words.  “No, strike that.  Forget I said it.  They’re not stupid, but maybe they didn’t think this through.  Doubtless, they’re worried about Byrne and not focusing on other matters too well.  That must be it.”
 
   There were nods all around.  Must be.
 
   “Fine.  Go home.  Find out what I get in exchange for helping them.  Trading partners?  Allies?  Barons in the new territories acquired by Karvalen?  Whatever.  Then we can see if I’m interested in going on this field trip for a bunch of strangers.”
 
   “Majesty?” asked Willit.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “May I remain in Karvalen?  I would like to use a mirror, if I may.”
 
   “Of course; Baret and Karvalen are good friends and allies already.  The rest of you are dismissed.”
 
   They went without a bit of protest.  Even Willit left the room, probably to go find lunch.
 
   I ruthlessly abused my power again.  I sent Kammen to go bring lunch up for us.
 
    
 
   T’yl spent most of the day working on the circle of metal Kavel made.  It was a flat ribbon of steel, and T’yl carved symbols into it while I watched.  He was right; it was a complicated spell.  It was a bit more refined than the one I vaguely remembered from Zirafel, but still familiar.
 
   I wonder how many spells I know.  Someday, I’ll catalog them all.  Someday.  
 
   I wonder… I think about spells differently from the locals.  They view spells more as whole, entire entities, like a poem.  I think of spells in terms of component parts to achieve effects, like a list.  Theirs are more efficient, true, but I slap things together and get stuff done, albeit at the risk of having one blow up in my face.  Does my digested knowledge of magic help me in that?  Surely so… Am I using ancient spells from dead memories, or am I really building new ones?  Interesting question.  I’m not sure how to tell which is which.
 
   While he finished, I sent Bronze ahead to wait for me; she wasn’t actually vital to my plan, but it was good to have her in position as backup.
 
   The first thing we tried was the arch.  I targeted the room I selected and we tried to make a connection.  There was something interfering, as expected, so I dropped it.  Maybe we could hammer through it, beating down the shield with brute power, but I don’t like that method.  It’s wasteful.  Even if it worked, the gate would be severely depleted and probably not useful for both going there and coming back.  And if we didn’t break through, that meant the spells guarding the palace would still be up and I’d have to start building a charge on the gate from zero.
 
   Not my cup of hemoglobin, really.
 
   On the other hand, a little probing discovered that the gate could park me anywhere outside the palace without too much trouble.
 
   We waited until my sunset transformation ran its course.  I cleaned up and T’yl ran through the list of spells I wanted to wear.
 
   “Are you sure you want that armor?” he asked.  “It adds to the weight, which depletes the flight spell more quickly.”
 
   “If anything goes wrong, I may need it.  If I have to, I can just add more power to the spell, right?”
 
   “True, up to a point.  It’s still just a spell; it will begin to decay from the power you have to run through it.  Keep an eye on it.  You won’t be flying more than half a stripe or so, unless you add more power.  It will give out a few flickers short of a full stripe no matter what we do—and yes, that’s the best we can do for someone of your weight.  You’re like trying to fly a horse, Sire.”
 
   “Bronze would be offended.”
 
   “I won’t tell her if you won’t.”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   “One more thing, Sire.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You do realize that you’re about to embark on a perilous quest without any of your guards.”  It wasn’t a question, but it implied one.
 
   “Yes, I do.  And I don’t want an argument.  They can’t help me with this one; I have things to do as a nightlord, not a king.”
 
   “I’m not sure they’ll appreciate the difference.  I’m not even sure if Tort will, and she’ll let you do almost anything you want.”  Was that a faint smirk?  Maybe.  Well, maybe he was right, too.
 
   “Look, I said I don’t want an argument.”
 
   “I’m not arguing, just pointing out.  Whether you wish it or not, you are a king.  Everything you do carries that along with it.”  He shrugged.  “If you wanted to be a private individual, you chose the wrong career.”
 
   “I mean, I don’t want an argument from everyone else.  If I tell them what I’m going to do, they’ll argue.  Gently, yes; respectfully, yes.  Then I’ll feel guilty for ignoring their advice and making them worry about my well-being.  I hate that.”
 
   “And you must therefore sneak away without telling them?”
 
   “Damn it, T’yl!” I burst out.  “I’m a powerful and dangerous creature!  Can’t I just hang up my crown for the night and go out and be a normal blood-sucking fiend of the night?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I glared at him, but I had the sinking feeling he was right.  Damn him.
 
   “T’yl,” I continued, more quietly, “if I get everyone else involved in this, it will not only take longer, but have materially more risk to everyone involved.  I can accomplish things alone that no one else can.  In fact, having people along to help is often an impossibility; they slow me down.”
 
   “I understand that,” he replied, gently.  “I merely point out that you cannot leave behind your responsibilities.  You are the King.  Every citizen of your kingdom knows you by sight.  Most of them worship you as a god—or, at least, a nightlord.  You cannot take off that mantle and leave it on the throne for someone else.  You cannot mount it, as you would a gem, in a crown to place on the head of another.  Even Tort cannot take your place as the center of the kingdom, and I begin to believe that she knows it.  Wherever you go, whatever you do, you are the King until you are destroyed, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Oh?” I asked, skeptically.  “And what if I screw it up?”
 
   “How?  Everything you do seems to be part of some larger plan—or so people believe.  The kingdom prospers as never before.  People from distant lands flock to our shores.  Industry and trade multiply.  New riches flow into our land.  The kingdom’s strength has risen constantly since you returned, and is now a power no other will fail to consider in their calculations.  You would have to try to be deposed, much to the detriment of the people, and I doubt you have it in you to do so.”
 
   What frightened me was the thought that he might be right.  I’ve brought chaos and change to the kingdom, and a lot of it.  But has it generally been for the better?  Maybe.  He seemed to think so, and he seemed to think everyone else thought so.  Of course, T’yl isn’t exactly known for his intimate knowledge of the common people.
 
   Nevertheless, he was right about one thing.  I didn’t have it in me to do anything less than my best.  I couldn’t bring myself to do a bad job of running a government just to have people kick me out of office.  It would cause to much pain and suffering.
 
   “I acknowledge your points,” I said, slowly, “but, whatever it is that makes me a king, it’s part of what makes me myself.  I can’t be just a king; I have to be me.  The kingdom can have my effort—blood, toil, tears, and sweat—but it doesn’t get to own my soul.  Got that?”
 
   “So, what do we do if you don’t come back?” he asked, not answering.  “The realm, I mean.”
 
   “Oh.  Um.  Well, what did you do before I came back?”
 
   “Not much.  Pretended to care, listened to Amber, nodded sagely, and experimented on ways to halt aging.”
 
   “What did the realm do?” I clarified.
 
   “Mostly, it just sat around and let people do their usual daily thing.  Peasants do what peasants do.”
 
   Which, perhaps, also helps to explain why all the knowledge I brought to the place didn’t have more effect on it.
 
   “All right,” I said, “if I don’t come back, your job is to get everyone to rescue me.  How’s that?”
 
   “Perfectly clear, Sire.  I’ll take care of everything,” he assured me, which probably meant that he’d tell Tort.  T’yl tends toward the minimum of effort—on his part—for a maximum of results.
 
   So I wound up able to fly for about ten minutes and mostly invisible for an hour.  I took the wall-breaching hoop, doused the lights, and opened the gate.
 
   I stepped through onto a mountainside, as close as I could get to Vathula.  The gate snapped shut behind me.  It cost a lot of power to do that without a receiving gate on the Vathula end, but it was worth it for the surprise value.  I hoped.
 
   So, northeast tower, about that high up…
 
   I kicked off from the mountainside in a leap and let the flying spell take over.  It was excellent; I whisked through the air like a man with a jet pack.  I decided that learning this spell was going to be a priority when I got back.  It’s more fun than a motorcycle, even over relatively short distances.  I barely had time to regret that I was on serious business; I wanted to swoop and soar.
 
   Then I hit the spells warding the palace and everything went to hell.
 
   Whatever they were using, it wasn’t just a scryshield.  It broke every spell on me, from spell disrupter to scryshield to flying spell to invisibility.  It even ruined my ring of wall-breaching.  About the only things it failed to affect were my actual enchanted items—sword, armor, that stuff.
 
   I was annoyed.  Also, falling, which annoyed me further.  There seemed to be a direct correlation between my downward velocity and my level of annoyance.  Odd.  I also realized there’s something visceral and instinctive about plummeting to one’s doom.  It brings out something primal in a person, something that knows this is bad, something that just wants to scream all the way to the ground.
 
   I suppressed it ruthlessly.  There’s no point in screaming when I was about to make enough noise to wake the dead.
 
   I hit the courtyard fairly well, I think.  I mean, I hit feet-first and rolled with it.  In hyperdrive, I had all the time in the world to account for my forward velocity, to consider exactly how I wanted to plant my feet, and to absorb the maximum momentum with every stage of my intersection with the stones.  I clanged like an accident in a bellmaker’s shop as I hit, rolled, and skidded across the stones, trailing sparks.  A lot of people in watchtowers, along the wall, and scattered about the courtyard turned to stare.
 
   That was about to be a problem.  I could either push on, or I could abort.  If I aborted now, a lot more precautions would appear.  Security would tighten.  If I pressed on, there was at least a chance of accomplishing something useful.
 
   It was also possible I might get my head removed, but I was already in a bad mood from a six or seven-storey fall.  I shot to my feet and launched myself into the palace.  A door disappeared as I rammed a shoulder straight through it on my way in.  Then I made for the base of the tower.
 
   The tower was a semi-independent structure.  That is, it wasn’t just a rounded bit of the palace architecture.  It was solidly walled like an independent building, except with doors that granted access to some floors of the tower.  Guards were posted outside the door on the ground floor.  I ignored them and the door exploded out of my way, breaking as it slammed open; it was unlocked.  Oops.  
 
   I think the guards were just registering that there was a problem.
 
   The stairs slowed me down a trifle.  They followed the inside curve of the round tower and I didn’t want to run on the wall.  But I planted my feet right up against the wall to keep from sliding sideways as I wound my way around and up to the sixth floor.  Yes, the sixth floor was a prison of some sort.  I grabbed the heavy, wooden door with taloned fingernails to counter my upward momentum, then ripped the thing apart.
 
   If the prisoner in that cell hadn’t been Bob, I don’t know what I would have done.  Cried, maybe.  Screamed, probably.  As it was, Bob looked at me with an expression of disbelief.  I ignored it and paid more attention to his chain.  His hair hung loose around his face and he needed a bath.  Someone had removed his hands, probably to keep him from doing anything to escape.  His chain ran from a large ring in the stone wall to a thick iron collar.
 
   I have a monomolecular-edged blade.  I sliced the collar off him and he tried to go to his knees.
 
   “Not now!” I barked, and jerked him to his feet.  He staggered a bit; he was very thin, probably starved.  Not in the best condition to run for his life, in other words.  So I scooped him up and continued to the top of the tower.
 
   The spell-shield around the palace was still there.  I couldn’t tell if it would ruin spells going out of it as well in.  I also couldn’t tell if I could break it down in time to do any good.
 
   “Bob, are you willing to risk dying in an attempt to escape?”
 
   “Yes, Dread Lord.”
 
   No hesitation on that.  A flicker of a thought wondered what he’d been through.  I started casting.  First, a healing spell, because he could use it and very well might need it in a couple of minutes.  Second, my best gravity-reduction spell.  I also wrapped him in my cloak because he was naked and cold.  I’m a softie.
 
   “When you land, get going.  Get farther down the pass.  Bronze will get you back to Karvalen if anyone chases you.”
 
   “Yes, Dread Lord.”
 
   One advantage of being the Dread Lord is that people don’t back-talk or question; they just do.
 
   Next, I built a quick-and-dirty grounding spell, much like the one I used to drain the Ascension Sphere.  I decided to convert spell energy to electricity and, with that in mind, shot the spell’s “anchor” into the courtyard.  The grounding “cable” of the spell I just tossed through the scryshield and other barriers.
 
   The crackling and sparking were tremendous.  It looked like a transformer explosion that just kept going. I didn’t wait for it to finish.  Instead, I grabbed Bob, whirled him around, and threw him as far as I could.  While he was in the air, headed for the shield, I hammered it for all I was worth, trying to break it locally in the instant he was passing through it.
 
   I must have succeeded; he didn’t plummet like a typical rock just outside it.  He sailed distance like a rock, drifted down like while drifting slowly down.  I thought he was likely to clear the outer wall and land outside the city.  Whether he survived the landing or not was another story, but was also his problem.
 
   While I was watching him sail over the city wall and out into the pass, Keria came up through the rooftop hatch in hyperdrive.
 
   That probably saved my unlife.
 
   Traveling at the speed of dark has its drawbacks.  She came up the stairs, kicked off the wall to change course toward me, but failed to account for her upward vector.  She shot into the air, screeching in rage.  Sadly, she didn’t go far enough to clear the edge of the roof.  Her need to recover gave me enough time to turn and draw my sword.  
 
   She had a short, curved blade in either hand and a wild look.  Her fangs were out, her eyes glowed red, and she was strangely beautiful—cold, moonlight-silver-white, with just enough angularity to her face to make her natural beauty into an exotic one.  Her hair was tied back, but loose; it whipped around behind her head regardless of the wind, as though alive.  She wore a silky, silvery sheath gown with some sort of lacings and corsetry around the middle.  The skirt was already split more than halfway up her thighs just from the sprint up the stairs.
 
   Keria came at me, shrieking, the moment one foot hit the floor.  Both weapons whirled, singing as they cut the air toward my head.  The weapons reminded me of scimitars, just smaller and heavier.  They were enchanted, too; fine edged, hard and strong, easily capable of cutting a throat to the spine and taking the head off with the second stroke, even without the benefit of undead strength behind them.  If she connected with my head or neck, I had no doubts her next several blows would be overkill.
 
   We fought for seconds—only seconds?  They felt like hours—while I shifted into higher and higher gear to match her.  I was fast, but so was she.  I’d never faced anything that moved as fast as I do.  She attacked with everything, slashing in a strange, circular, whirling style, giving no thought to defense, giving me no time to think of anything else.  With that much sharp steel trying to turn my brain into cutlets and backed by an all-or-nothing frenzy of aggression, I parried faster and faster, stepping back with almost every stroke.  More than once, I met her attacks with an edge-to-edge block, hoping to shear right through one of her weapons.  My sword should have been able to cut through any normal blade, but hers were enchanted to have an extra-sharp, extra-hard edge.  So, if I wanted to cut through one of her swords…
 
   She cut at my head and neck, constantly.  Cuts to the body don’t bleed; a stab in the heart won’t stop me.  She knew it, and she went for the brain.  I parried frantically, making sword-steel ring continuously, as I backed away and ducked.  I didn’t like her two-sword style.  All too often, her left hand engaged my blade and her right hand slashed for my face.  I blocked two cuts at my head with my armored left forearm; it held, mostly, at least well enough to keep my hand attached.
 
   Enchanted armor.  Totally worth it.  I take back every unkind thing I ever said about armor.
 
   Then she scissored her blades at my head, shrieking.  I raised my left arm to shield my head again; I used a saber’s fifth parry for the other stroke.  And she kicked me in the codpiece.
 
   Let’s be clear about a couple of things.  When I demonstrate something, like nailing my hand to a bartop with a knife, it hurts.  It hurts a lot.  I can feel every millimeter of the blade, every splintery bit of wood.  The only reason—the only reason—I don’t mind it too much is that I know it’s only a minor inconvenience.  Almost as soon as I pull the knife out, the wound will close up and disappear completely.
 
   I may not have much use for the dangly bits at night, but I’m still kind of attached to them.  Having that section driven up into my abdomen by a full-power vampire kick did nothing to improve my evening.  But, as with a knife through the hand or a sword through the guts, it helps to know that the normal cycle of pain—in this case, a long-drawn-out affair involving hours of recuperation and misery—would pass by in seconds.
 
   Fortunately for me, I didn’t have to defend myself immediately.  The kick was enough to badly dent the codpiece and send me backward over the edge of the tower.  Spectators of all races scattered as though the tower was falling on them—which might have been safer, come to think of it.
 
   It’s amazing how long it takes to fall a hundred or so feet.  I had all the time in the world to tuck, turn, and land on my feet.  Again, I went down instantly, rolling into the fall, absorbing the impact bit by bit as I collapsed.
 
   Everything hurt, but I’m sort of used to that.  I continued the roll and made it to my feet.  I turned around and looked up just in time to see Keria halfway down, headed for me face-first, swords out.
 
   Purely by reflex, I made a backhanded gesture at her with my left hand, striking her with a solid mass of tendrils.  I’m tempted to say the thick mass of them was more like a tentacle.  It hit her, hard, and slammed her into the side of the tower.
 
   I didn’t know I could do that.  It was a powerful strain to do so, but apparently the dark tendrils of my spirit could be used to exert much greater force than I previously believed.
 
   Keria, however, did not let me wonder about it.  She landed about as well as I did, sprang to her feet, and closed with me like a bladed, silvery cannonball.  She continued to shriek the whole time, one long, continuous sound of rage and hatred, eyes blazing with a bloody light.
 
   I was ready for her now.  I set my footing and prepared to meet her rush.
 
   Sparks flew in that first clash as I fenced against her slashing blades.  We fought, standing there, facing each other, blades shivering at every touch, sparking at every scrape, singing their ringing song of death every instant they hung free in the air.  I started to counterattack, scoring hits on arm, chest, neck, thigh—things that would have been important on a mortal.  Against an undead, they merely served to increase her vast rage.
 
   I leaned back as her first, right-hand blade cut at my face, even as I parried a backhand, lower down, from her left blade in prime.  I stepped forward as I did so and drew both our blades out of line.  As the backswing from her first blade returned, I grabbed her forearm and forced it up and over, around and down, bringing both her blades and mine down and to my left, binding them there.  She struggled against the bind, but, as I suspected from our first clash of blades, I was stronger.
 
   With a twist of my wrist, I brought the edge of my blade against the flat of one of hers, avoiding the majority of the enchantment on it.  My weapon sheared it off an inch or two above the guard while I kicked her feet out from under, making it easy to twist her remaining sword-arm around some more.  With that extended and clear from her body, I held her wrist in one hand and severed her remaining sword at the elbow.
 
   It was a little disconcerting to find her severed hand wouldn’t let go.  I cut the fingers from the hilt, then sundered that weapon as well.
 
   While I did that, she flipped herself to her feet and threw the hilt of her ruined weapon.  It didn’t do anything but ring off my shoulder.  She charged me as I finished cutting her weapon in two and plowed into me, clawing at my throat and neck, biting at my face.  Her claws scored my armor, screeching almost as loudly as she did; her teeth snapped at me, trying to bite.
 
   Fine.  I could stand to vent on her a little more.  I have a lot of angry things in the basement.
 
   I let go my sword to get a grip on her and used my superior strength and mass to roll on top.  With one forearm across her throat to keep her face away from me, the other hand gripping her wildly-thrashing hair, I hammered a flagstone with her head until she stopped struggling.  Yeah, her regeneration was working fine, but if you scramble the brain enough, even a vampire has to take a time-out for repairs.
 
   Then, because I was feeling more than a little upset with her, I use my fist like a hammer and beat her in the forehead a couple of times, just to make sure she wasn’t getting up for a few minutes.  I recovered my sword, cut her at the shoulders and hips, and kicked the extraneous body parts some distance away.  It takes a lot longer to grow them back than to reattach them.
 
   When her skull resumed its normal shape and she opened her eyes again, they weren’t glowing.  Her hair had calmed down, too.
 
   Do my eyes glow when I’m angry?  Does my hair do weird things?  I’ll have to ask some survivor who’s seen me angry.
 
   I lifted her by the throat and laid the flat of my blade on top of my hand, under her chin.  Cutting her throat wouldn’t do much; cutting her head off, however…
 
   “Now,” I said, in my most reasonable tone—which, given my level of annoyance, wasn’t very—“you can either talk like a civilized being, or I can see if I can take slices off your head faster than you can grow them back.”
 
   “You fool,” she said, quietly.  “He was right.  You are an utter, utter fool.”
 
   “I’m not the one disarmed and dislegged.  You’re my prisoner, bitch, and I’m about to drag everything you know out of you if I have to peel you like an onion to do it!”
 
   Then there was a flicker of shadow and darkness across her skin, like a sudden sweat of black mist, appearing for a fraction of an instant, then gone, vanished, leaving behind a smell that reminded me of demonic Things—burning, acidic, acrid.
 
   She screamed.  It was a sound like nothing else I’d heard from her.  It rang through the air and echoed from the mountainsides.  It grabbed the nerves like fingernails on a blackboard and scraped them, stretched them.  It went on and on and on, rising higher, growing louder.
 
   I dropped her just as she burst into flame:  Violet, indigo, black, crackling and sizzling, crawling over her body, her face, even on the scattered, severed limbs.  Demonic fire, burning like the blackest soul set aflame.  I remembered it from Zirafel; a soulless corpse, animated by some terrible Thing from beyond the world, burned like this.  Skin flaked away, turned to ashes, vanished.  Layer by layer, she disappeared, eaten away by dark fires.  Even with her ribs burning away, her lungs disappearing into ashes and nothingness, that scream went on, longer and longer, lasting the rest of her life.
 
   And then there was silence.
 
   Is that how vampires die?  I wondered.  The soulless ones who have died during the day, losing all semblance of mortality… is that what happens?  Will that happen to me, someday?
 
   I didn’t think that was typical, but nothing in my digested memories leaped out to answer my question.  Maybe when I got back to the mountain I could have someone see what sunrise did to some of my vampire experiments.
 
   Wait a minute.  “He was right,” she said.  He said I was a fool… who was “he”?
 
   I stood there and looked at the blackened, melted places where her flesh had touched while it burned, thinking about the glassy outline of Sasha’s death and wondering what Keria meant.
 
    
 
   The courtyard was empty.  Strangely, no one cared to witness the duel between their dark and terrible gods.  I can’t imagine why.
 
   With measured tread, I made my way through the palace to the throne room.  There were a number of creatures in there, mostly orku and humans, with a smattering of galgar and one rather well-dressed ogre—that is, dressed in clothes and pieces of armor, rather than hides.  No elves.
 
   Everyone knelt and placed their foreheads on the floor.  I thought that a very good idea.
 
   “Bring me my sword,” I said, softly, and it carried to all the corners of the room.  Yeah, I was in that sort of mood.
 
   At least a dozen people leaped up and ran out of the room.  I let them go.
 
   “It is my understanding that the usurper, Keria, had a magician or two in her service,” I said, and nudged the nearest subject with a toe.  “Well?”
 
   “Yes, Dread Lord!  Three, Dread Lord!”
 
   “Fetch them.”
 
   “Dread Lord!  Two are slain; only one remains.”
 
   “Then you will be even quicker about it,” I suggested.
 
   Fading impression of someone sprinting out the door.
 
   I moved to the throne, noted that there was no magic on it, and slouched into it.  I didn’t bother to tell anyone to get up.  They shuffled about a bit, though, changing direction so they were kneeling at me the whole time.  I was vaguely tempted to pace around the room, just to watch them try and keep oriented.
 
   Six people came in, carrying what reminded me of a coffin.  A ceramic coffin.  They set it down at the foot of the stairs that led up to the throne, then backed away and resumed kneeling positions.
 
   There was a lot of magic on that case, most of it designed to prevent fires; a couple of spells blocked most forms of magical communication or sensing.  I tromped down to it and flipped the lid open.  It came off like the lid of a sarcophagus and crashed to the floor, shattering. 
 
   Boss!
 
   “Hello, Firebrand.”
 
   You have no idea how glad I am to see you!  Is the crazy bitch dead?
 
   “Yes, Keria is dead.”
 
   I’m almost as glad to hear that as I am to see you.
 
   “I’d imagine.  I don’t suppose they saved your sheath?”
 
   Doubt it.
 
   “We’ll get you another,” I told it, lifting it out of the case.  “I know people.”  Firebrand ignited, at least four feet of flames rippling along the metal like the Damascus striations in the blade.  It felt good to have a big, heavy blade in hand again.  The dragons-head pommel seemed to grin at me in delight.
 
   I don’t suppose we can find something flammable, maybe?
 
   “Soon,” I promised.  “For now, I just want to know who Keria had as her chief lieutenants.  Do you know?”
 
   Yeah, I’ve met people.  You want the magicians or the lieutenants?
 
   “I’ll settle for the lieutenants for now.”
 
   Two of them are right here; the other two are probably out minding the wall or running the place.
 
   I kicked the ceramic case, twice, breaking the rest of it into pieces, then returned to the throne.
 
   “Bring me the ones who served Keria as her chief lieutenants,” I ordered.  A few people ran from the hall, two others rose, advanced, and laid their foreheads on the bottom step.  I ignored them, waiting on the results of the ones who ran.  Sure enough, two more guys came in before long, hurried to my end of the room, and laid their foreheads on the bottom step.
 
   “Is this everyone?” I asked.  There was the general murmur of agreement with the dread lord.  “Everyone else, get out.”
 
   They did.  They didn’t quite have a traffic jam, but they also didn’t care what door got them out.  In seconds, the room was clear, except for four sweating guys—three orku and a human.
 
   “Tell me,” I began, “do you know who I am?”
 
   “Yes, Dread Lord,” they chorused.  Not bad, but not the smooth chorus of the twins.  Not even as good as my personal guard.  But not bad.
 
   “Do you know who Bob is?”
 
   There was a pause.  One of them asked if I meant the elf.
 
   “Yes, that’s him.  The one who used to rule here as my viceroy.  That one.”
 
   “Yes, Dread Lord.”
 
   “Good.  Now, when I send him back here to rule as my viceroy, what will you do?”
 
   “Obey him in all things, Dread Lord.”
 
   “Also good.  Now, find out what’s keeping that magician I summoned.  Go.”
 
   They went, and I sat there, alone, on the throne of Vathula, thinking.
 
   “He was right,” she said.  He said I was a fool.  Who said that?  And a fool in what way?
 
   I hoped worrying about it wouldn’t keep me up nights.
 
   On the other hand, maybe he was right.  People have been trying to kill me, off and on, since I woke up.  And I’ve been sitting in Karvalen, building up a kingdom, rather than hunting down the threat and destroying it.  Could be that I am a fool.
 
   Maybe, Boss, Firebrand said, but anybody after you has to be more of a fool than you.
 
   “Thanks, Firebrand.  But now… now I think I need to look into this.  I have so much that I want to do, to accomplish—I don’t want to be involved in a whole new jihad against nightlords.  I just want to build things and be left alone.”
 
   And, I thought, strangely, I don’t really feel the urge to go home anymore.  Then again, considering what’s happened at home… I’d like to know more details, but…
 
   “Some idiot is being a jerk and dragging me into a fight, I think.”
 
   His problem.  Not for long, I’d guess.
 
   “Hopefully.”
 
   I continued to think about things.  The demon said something about his master, a shadow that stood behind his master, and how Keria was a pawn of… well, one or the other or both.  Assuming, of course, that it was telling something at least close to the truth.  It might have; it was holding out bait to preserve its life.  Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t listen to a word.  Under those circumstances, however, the generalizations might be true; the demon was in the details, of course.
 
   The human lieutenant came in, prostrated himself in the middle of the room, and waited.
 
   “Speak!”
 
   “Dread Lord, the magician is gone.  No one saw him leave.  He must have departed through some spell.”
 
   “Where are the other three lieutenants?”
 
   “Spreading word of your victory and instructing your subjects to obey your servant, Bob.”
 
   “Bring them here.  Now.”
 
   “At once, Dread Lord!”
 
   I heard horns.  Very quickly, all four of them were in front of me again.  I stepped down, picked up one of the orku, broke him over my knee, physically ripped him in half with my bare hands, then crushed his head like popping a balloon.
 
   It felt good.  I hate that it did, but it did.  Blood pumped from the crushed remains, streaming over to me, crawling up over my feet.  That felt good, too.
 
   Actually being a Dread Lord is sometimes much too tempting.
 
   “Now,” I said, pleasantly, “let there be no confusion.  I did not order you to spread any word; I ordered you to bring me a magician.  Initiative in carrying out my orders is a fine thing, good and right and proper.  Inventing your own is not.  Do not think you can anticipate what I want done; that is for Bob and Bob alone.  Are we clear?”
 
   There was a lot of agreement.
 
   “Now, show me to the magician’s laboratory.”
 
   We went down into the dungeons.  I can’t call it a basement; a basement can be a pleasant place.  This was a storage facility for people no one cared much about, and with a short shelf life.
 
   The magician certainly left in a hurry.  One wall had the remains of a circular gate diagram, a one-shot spell, presumably for diving through.  Another sign of a hurried departure was the way he left everything behind.  There were a number of magical objects still lying about, most of which had to do with summoning and controlling various Things from Beyond.  I especially disliked the summoning circle, seeing as it surrounded a sacrificial altar.  There were chains, manacles, and suspicious-looking stains.  The smell reminded me of burnt onions, burnt flesh, and old blood.
 
   I examined the remains of the gate spell.  It was mostly burned away, obliterating any destination information.  Reluctantly, I concluded that he made good his escape.  Pity, that.  I wanted to ask him some questions.
 
   Before leaving the dungeons, I checked to see if any of the occupants were still alive.  I unbolted a door and looked in; the human male on the floor looked up at me.  He wasn’t too emaciated, but he looked ill and badly beaten.
 
   “Why are you in here?” I asked.
 
   “I’m a captive,” he muttered, hoarsely.
 
   He didn’t sound like he was being a smartass.  I guess he wasn’t in the best of shape.
 
   “I know you’re a captive,” I said, trying to be patient.  “I know you’re a prisoner of Vathula.  How were you captured, and why?”
 
   “I survived a raid by some human mercenaries.  They dragged me back here.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Fair answer.”  I turned to my escorts, picked one.  “You.  Bring all the prisoners to the throne room.  Let no further harm come to them.  I expect them in half an hour.”
 
   “At once, Dread Lord!”  He scurried off and the rest of us went to examine the workrooms of the dead magicians.  One of them was a blasted, burned ruin.  A perfunctory effort had gone into removing burned furniture and such, but the charring and soot were still there.  The faint smell of burned metal and burned flesh still lingered.
 
   Steel can be a good explosive, done right.  Score one for me.
 
   The other magician’s workroom was pretty much bare.  After some boring questioning, I found out his paraphernalia consisted of several chairs and some magical cords.  They were very nice cords, apparently enchanted to allow other magic-workers to contribute power to someone who was casting a spell.  By the looks of them, the contribution didn’t need to be voluntary, either.
 
   The magician in question was found dead in his central chair, a little after sunset.  Aside from an expression of soul-devouring horror, he didn’t have a mark on him.  And, yes, his name was Hagus.
 
   Back in the throne room, I examined the prisoners.  Most of them were humans, captured in raids from surrounding lands.  A few were orku or galgar that had managed to get attention in a bad way.  According to my new lieutenants, they were all slated for use as sacrificial victims for demon-summoning, or as hosts for summoned entities, or just for amusements for Keria—much like mice can be amusements for cats, I gathered.  Entertainment and then food.  Dinner and a show.
 
   “Do we still have the mercenaries that captured them?”
 
   We did.  The mercenary captain reported to the throne room and I gave orders to have the human prisoners transported to Karvalen.  He looked as though he wanted to ask questions, but he took his cue from the way everyone else was behaving.  I think their abject fear was catching; he recognized that anything these people held in unanimous terror was probably something worthy of terror.  He agreed in unreserved terms, bowed, and backed away.
 
   I watched him do so.  He seemed likely to do as he was told; nothing in his soul looked as though it was going to give me any trouble on this.  He liked gold, he liked his work, and if he didn’t like some parts of his work, he got more gold to make up for it.  Prisoner transport wasn’t entirely to his liking, but it was better than a lot of things he’d done in his career, or so he felt.  He also seemed to think that being farther away from Vathula would be a very good thing.
 
   That would do.
 
   I spent the rest of the night sorting out what the lieutenants knew about Keria and the relationships with other realms and principalities.  In short, she didn’t share much with her subordinates.  She had a very authoritarian, dictatorial, even tyrannical style.
 
   What I gathered was that she had an alliance with Prince Parrin of Byrne.  There were a lot of messengers, anyway, traveling to and from Byrne, and at least three ambassador visits from there every year.  Of course, the lieutenants weren’t too helpful with the frequency of magical communications, if any.  Likewise, what agreements might have been made were a mystery.  But they were ordered to treat any and all representatives or troops from Byrne with respect and courtesy.
 
   Think Bob will know anything more? I asked Firebrand.
 
   Maybe.  He wasn’t a prisoner until recently.  He’ll at least have more background, Boss.
 
   That’s what I was thinking.  How’d you get so smart?
 
   Just naturally sharp, Boss.
 
   Ouch.
 
   Glad to see you got the point.
 
   Double ouch.
 
   Too many cutting remarks?
 
   You can stop now.
 
   Hey, I was in that case for a long time.  I’ve got to draw blood somehow!
 
   I ignored this.
 
   I left orders to carry on as before, minus the raiding, and to await further instructions from Bob.
 
   “Any questions?”
 
   Sometimes, that’s the wrong thing to say.  They wanted to know what to do with all the sickening people.  Around a thousand troops were suffering terribly from some malady.  It had not escaped their notice that everyone with this condition had been on the wall or rode out toward me not long ago.
 
   I gestured the three lieutenants closer, almost into a huddle.
 
   “Those who oppose me,” I said, almost whispering, “deserve to suffer before they die.  Let them.”
 
   They thought they could manage that.
 
   In the meantime, they would make sure the change of command went smoothly—on pain of getting the same horrible disease that was slowly killing so many others.  With that sort of visual aid, I figured things would be pretty seamless.
 
   With that sorted out, I walked out the Eastgate.  It was actually kind of entertaining, watching everyone who came into line of sight go face-down until I passed.  I sternly reminded myself that I was only playing the role of Dread Lord.  But it sure can be fun when I’m in the right mood.
 
   Boss?
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   Thanks.
 
   “You already said that, Firebrand.”
 
   Yeah, but I mean it.  Thank you.
 
   “Forget it.  I go to great lengths for my friends.  I’m just sorry I didn’t do this sooner.  I thought you were down in the mountains hacking off heads and setting fire to rebels.”
 
   I was.  It was great!  Then Keria put me in a box.  About the time you woke up, I think—I heard you, then something cut us off.  I’m not sure, but that’s what I’m guessing.
 
   “As long as you’re guessing, guess about this.  Was that too easy?”
 
   Huh?
 
   “I just waltzed in there and became Emperor of the Eastrange.  Admittedly, I had to kill the former ruler, but everyone just sort of fell in line after that.  It seems too easy.”
 
   Boss, I hate to tell you this, especially since you just did me a huge favor, but…
 
   “Go ahead,” I encouraged.  Firebrand seemed to be thinking about a way to be tactful—possibly a first for it.
 
   Did it ever occur to you just how frightening you are?
 
   “Well, yeah.  Sometimes.  I usually have to work at it.”
 
   Work at—? Boss, I’ve heard these things thinking about you.  They’re gut-wrenchingly afraid of you.  Keria was a scary person and you’re her father.  They sometimes confuse you with that other thing, the Father of Darkness.  Remember him?  And it’s no wonder!  Did you see any of the guys who are dying?  The ones too weak to crawl, with their skin coming off, and bleeding from every hole?
 
   I tried not to think about the pictures I’ve seen of acute radiation poisoning.
 
   “No, I didn’t.”
 
   You have a reputation.  It scares people even when you’re not around.  You brought a metal statue to life, Boss—not like a normal golem, but you made a living thing.  You ate a dragon—and coughed a lot of it back up again, I admit—conquered Eastgate, brought down a church, held off a demon invasion, made a mountain walk, killed two of Keria’s magicians in magical combat, and cursed a thousand troops with a disease no one has ever seen and no one ever wants to see again.  Then you not only killed Keria, the Empress of the Undermountains, but destroyed her with some sort of unholy black fire.  You’ve even got a cult under the Eastrange that worships you as some sort of deathgod.
 
   These people don’t know what you do for a living, Boss, but they’re certain they want to be on your good side—if you have one!  If you’d tried to ride up and force the issue of who was in charge, yeah, that would have been a problem; I don’t think Keria was intimidated by you, but I couldn’t read her very well.  As it was, you made it past everyone and everything to the palace proper, right?
 
   “Yeah.  How did you know that?”
 
   I hear things.  My point is, I think Keria thought you were after her, not me, and she couldn’t depend on anybody to help her once you made it past the walls.  And, once you killed her—getting into a fight on top of a tower, in full view of the gods and everyone, then destroying her in a screaming ball of black fire—
 
   “I didn’t do that,” I interrupted.
 
   Does it matter?  People who saw it will think you did.  Anyone in line of sight was going to bow down on the spot.  After her magician bolted and her lieutenants wet themselves in terror, that was the end of it; the old power structure was wrecked.  You may have a lot of work ahead of you in cementing your hold on the Undermountains, but Vathula is as much yours as your underwear.  Anyone smart enough to breathe is smart enough to not argue.
 
   “Huh,” was my brilliant reply.  I thought about it.  “Maybe you’re right.  I’m still getting used to the sudden switch.  Most coups don’t go that smoothly.”
 
   Most coups don’t involve a legendary supernatural creature that provokes religious fear, mortal dread, and immortal awe in people, Firebrand countered.  I had to admit, it had a point.
 
   “You have a point,” I admitted.  “It still feels… I don’t know.  Too simple.  I mean, Keria shouldn’t have come up that tower to kill me.  She should have worked with her magician—”
 
   Rakal.
 
   “—her magician, Rakal, to at least get some defensive spells, or conjure a dozen demons, or something.”
 
   Well, nobody said she was all that rational, Boss.  Her head’s been all cracks and shards ever since she died as a mortal.  It just got worse over time.  I’ve heard her arguing with herself inside her head; that’s not fun to overhear, by the way.  She was like two people, and neither of them nice.
 
   Besides, who would bother to summon a demon or thirty to try and kill you?  You killed over a thousand of them in a single fight at the Edge.  People know that won’t work.
 
   “Oh.  I didn’t know that.”
 
   Live and learn.  Well, exist and learn, in your case, Boss.
 
   I walked along, still thinking.  Firebrand might be right about everything.  Keria did have that red glow in her eyes and a shrieking fit of temper.  Maybe vampires get… I don’t know… less rational, more animalistic, instinctive, if they die during the day.  When all that’s left is darkness, do we lose touch with living?  Do we just give in to being things that go chomp in the night?
 
   Bronze thundered up to us, alone.  She greeted Firebrand by breathing fire on it, much to Firebrand’s delight.  I mounted and we went back to Karvalen.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sunday, July 11th
 
    
 
   Tort had already taken Bob in hand.  She saw to it that he ate as much as he could hold, then put him to bed with healing spells to encourage his body to recover.  When I got there, he was sleeping comfortably.  I let him stay that way and got the wizard on night duty—Kelvin has some schedule for the watches and guard rotations; I don’t know it, I don’t need to know it, and I don’t really care.  I trust him to handle it—to make sure I was notified the moment Bob woke up.
 
   Firebrand went into the forge.  The shop was in full swing; Kavel has enough guys and enough projects that it runs constantly.  Firebrand was immensely happy, so I left it there; sunrise wasn’t far off.
 
   I hurried to have a brief conversation with the mountain.  I wanted to be clear on the stairs in the walls of the deeper canal areas, and I wanted to give it the basic idea for adding four more entry points to the undercity.  I could have just given it instructions in a spell, but I also wanted its feedback on the idea.  It got the plan and felt that it could do everything without much rearranging.  I was pleased, let it know, and hurriedly dashed to my chambers.
 
   After my waterfall, I got a call from Amber.  I went down to the communications room and sat down in front of the mirror.  She smiled at me and told me about a dozen big, boxy wagons that pulled into Mochara just before dawn.  The occupants wanted to talk to me.
 
   “Did they say why?” I asked.  I have a lot of people, now, acting as filters.  Most injuries don’t make it to me; most civic duties don’t either.  There are very few things that actually require my attention, mainly because they can get solved or fixed by people whose job it is to do so.  This lets me get on with my own stuff.
 
   “Yes,” she told me.  “They claim you have a deal with them.”
 
   “Who are they?”
 
   “I’m not sure what tribe or family or whatever they are, but they’re a bunch of gata.”
 
   “Ah.  Well, then, yes, I probably do have a deal with them.”
 
   “You do?” Amber seemed surprised.
 
   “The gata have an old tradition of… hmm.  They don’t fear nightlords like most people do.  They’ve had a long history with them, stretching back into ancient tradition.  They were once families of servants to the Lords of Night, highly regarded and favored.  This caused them to be ostracized when others started a campaign against the Lords of Night…” I trailed off.  I hadn’t known that.  Or, rather, I knew it, but I hadn’t known I knew it until the digested memory was triggered.  At least it didn’t give me a headache.
 
   “I see,” Amber said, faintly.  “What should I do with them?”
 
   “Feed them, please, then send them on to Karvalen,” I said.  “It’ll take them a couple of days, but that’s not a bad thing; I’ve got things to chase down and kill.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   I related to her what happened in Vathula.  She didn’t seem surprised.
 
   “So, now you control both of the passages through the Eastrange?”
 
   “Looks like.  As soon as I give Bob a hand or two, I intend to put him in charge of the place.  Unless you’d rather have it?”
 
   “No.  I’m absolutely fine right here,” she said.  “But I thank you for the offer,” she added.
 
   “Somehow, I didn’t think you’d want to move.  But you’re welcome.”
 
   “What do you intend to do now?”
 
   “Fix Bob as quickly as is elvishly possible.  Pay a call on the princes of Tolcaren, Formia, and whatever that other place was called.  Depending on how that goes, I may also have to talk to the sea-people and see if my technique for punishing one or more of those cities is going to cause them problems.”
 
   “Sea-people?”
 
   “The merfolk.  The fish-bodied people that live in the ocean?”
 
   “I thought they didn’t come near the shore?”
 
   “They don’t, as far as I know.  They generally live in the deeps.  But I need to make sure.”
 
   I could see her thinking-frown.  She couldn’t see how that had anything to do with punishing a city or three.
 
   “All right,” she agreed.  “Now, on the subject of that civic center.  I’ve talked to everyone in the area you wanted; there are a lot of empty places, so moving the ones who are still there wasn’t hard.  Anytime you want, you can start on it.”
 
   “That’s quick,” I said, nodding.  “Okay.  Get the stonemasons and quarrymen to bring in loads of rock.  Just have them pile it in heaps along the edges of the area.  I’ll take care of it from there.  And hire some people to tear down anything in the area that isn’t made of stone.”
 
   “Certainly.  Anything else?”
 
   “Yes.  How’s Tianna?”
 
   “She’s fine,” Amber said, smiling.  “She wants to know when you’ll be by again.”
 
   “Soon.  And I may bring Bob, just so you know.”
 
   “Oh?” Amber asked, eyes narrowing.  “Why?”
 
   “Because he needs to know who you are and recognize you.  He’s a vassal, not a member of the Royal Family.  And he needs to know that if he allows anything under his control to upset either of you, I will be three times as upset with him.”
 
   “Ah,” she said, nodding.  “That makes sense.”
 
   “It does?  I must be getting better at this.”
 
   “Don’t let it go to your head, Dad.”
 
   “If I do, you’ll let me know, Daughter.”
 
   “See you soon?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   We signed off; I turned the mirror back over to the wizard on watch, and went to breakfast.
 
    
 
   “So, we’re expecting refugees from Vathula, as well as some unknown number of gata?” T’yl asked.
 
   “Yep,” I told him.  “I already sent a couple of guys with a canal boat to meet the mercenaries escorting them.”
 
   “Are we keeping the mercenaries, too?” Kelvin asked.
 
   “Only the ones who want to quit the mercenary business.  Anyone else we’ll pay off and send on their way.”
 
   “Do you intend to make any of them knights?”
 
   “No.  I suppose it’s possible a few of them may eventually prove themselves worthy.”  I shrugged.  “I don’t have a magical hammer for them to lift as a test.  Really, I had more in mind just gaining them as soldiers.  If they want to join the City Guard on their way to being part of the military, I’m all for it.”
 
   “They can’t be trusted,” Rendal said, flatly.  “Men who will kill for gold are not men who value loyalty.”
 
   “In principle, I agree.  However, I think that a year of service in the City Guard will weed out anybody who doesn’t measure up to our standards.  Under your keen and watchful eye, Rendal, I have no doubt they’ll reveal their true colors.”
 
   He bowed his head in acknowledgement of the compliment and the order.
 
   After breakfast, I helped sort out some power problems with a waterwheel-powered sawmill, marked off the areas where new undercity gates were forming, and heard a complaint from what I can only call a groundskeeper.  He was lying down with a bandage on his arm.
 
   “So, you’re tending the gardens of the upper slopes, is that it?” I asked.
 
   “Aye, Majesty, me and half a dozen more.  Lady Tort put us on it, as its growin’ wild, Majesty.”
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   “Got a lot of thashrak nests up there, Majesty.”  He tapped the bandage around his arm.  “Got bit, see?”
 
   Thashrak are small, reptilian, and venomous.  They resemble snakes with leathery wings and can grow to be up to eighteen inches long.  Their mouths have lots of teeth, however, in addition to a pair of fangs.  They normally feed on fruits and berries, sucking the juices out of them, or on small animals, usually rodents.  Generally, they avoid larger animals and people.  The bite of a thashrak is poisonous, but it isn’t usually fatal to something the size of a man.  It usually causes temporary paralysis and sometimes causes permanent blindness.  They prefer high places, like mountains.
 
   They aren’t usually a problem in the Eastrange; their normal habitat is farther south, across the Circle Sea.  However, the mountain’s heat keeps the upper slopes warmer than one might expect, especially near the exhaust vents, and the vegetation is almost exclusively fruit trees and berry bushes.  An ideal habitat, really.
 
   “Did you do anything to antagonize it?” I asked.
 
   “Not so’s I noticed, Majesty.  I was just trimmin’ stuff to make pathways clear.”
 
   “Okay.  You rest.  I’ll see what needs to be done.”
 
   “As you say, Majesty.”
 
   So I trudged up the inner wall of the courtyard, wandered around for a bit, and finally found a thashrak nest by the southeastern chimney stack.  I approached it carefully.  They lay eggs, so the mother reared up, flapped her wings, and hissed at me.
 
   I’ve used translation spells before.  Some of them work by simply trading vocabulary; others are more idea-based.  I went for the second type, hoping to find enough brains in the reptile skull to reason with it.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   Go away.
 
   Not in so many words, of course, but the meaning was pretty clear.  Surprisingly so.  The things might be more intelligent than a typical lizard.  I backed off a step.
 
   “Is that better?”
 
   Better.  But go away.
 
   “Look, I just want to talk to you.  I’m not going to hurt you or your eggs.”
 
   I don’t believe you.
 
   “All right,” I said.  “You don’t have to believe me.  I just want you to not hurt any people.”
 
   Stay away, it—she—advised.
 
   “Okay.  I’ll make you a deal.”
 
   Deal?
 
   “I give you, you give me.”
 
   Stay away.
 
   “I will.  We all will.  But you have to warn us away, like now.  If you hide your nest, we don’t know we’re too close.”
 
   She drew her wings in a bit, her head wobbling from side to side.  This was something new to her experience, obviously, and she was having trouble processing it.
 
   Rear up?  Hiss?  Flap?
 
   “Exactly.  That’s how you warn us.  Do that and we’ll leave your nest alone.  We’ll go around it, maybe near it, but we won’t touch it.”
 
   I defend the nest.
 
   “I get that.  But we don’t want your nest.  We don’t care.”
 
   No?
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   This seemed to confuse her.
 
   “You just think about it.  Give it a try.  You’ll see that you can ignore us; we’re safe.”
 
   Defend the nest.
 
   “Fine, fine.”
 
   I went back down, muttering about one-track minds.  The gardeners weren’t too happy about the infestation, as they thought of it, but I told them to leave the things alone.  We’ll try being neighborly, first.  If we can have a couple of generations of the things thinking that we’re not a problem, we should be fine.  If not, I’ll have to treat them like vermin and exterminate them.
 
   It would be nice if we could work out a deal.  There are going to be other vermin in the mountain, someday—I don’t like rats and mice; they get into things.  If we can teach the local lizards to handle that for us, I’ll get behind the idea.
 
    
 
   That afternoon, I finished my preliminary work on the Crystal of the Warrior Spirit.  He was a smallish-looking fellow with broad shoulders, a chiseled jaw, and a bald head.  He wore black umanori pants and an expression of utter serenity.  The thighs of the umanori had the impaled dragon of my banner on them, which I had not envisioned.  This raised questions about my personality fragment I was unable to answer.
 
   There was a fight to get him out of the basement without letting a lot of unpleasantness out with him.  Fortunately, fighting is something he’s very good at; he held the head of the stairs while I jumped up and down on the trapdoor to close it.
 
   The remains of subconscious Things sank through the floor and vanished, leaving behind only stains.
 
   I don’t like that basement.  It may have been a mistake.
 
   Eventually, I’ll get around to having a training session with my combat aspect, possibly bringing along some other people, just to see how it goes.  For now, though, busy, busy, busy.
 
   Bob woke up while I was inside the crystal.  I set it aside and went to see him.  He was eating again—well, being fed—which was a very good sign.  He already looked a little heavier and his color was excellent.
 
   “Good afternoon,” I offered.  He started to get out of bed to kneel; I pushed him back.  “Stay.  You need to recover your strength and grow new hands.  Do nothing to exert yourself that doesn’t involve either of those.”
 
   “Yes, Na’irethed zarad’na,” he agreed.  The lady feeding him glanced at me.  I shrugged.
 
   The phrase he used started with na’irethed, which meant, roughly, “master of the darkness.”  It was more complicated than that, since irethed was, more literally, “without light.”  Maybe a better translation would be “Lord of the shadows.”  They have another word for darkness, vahaa, which is treated as an object or substance, rather than just a lack of illumination.  Zarad’na, on the other hand, had the na as a suffix, making it a possessive form of zarad, or, literally, “owner,” in the sense that someone who has mastered a skill can “own” it.  So the whole thing was, roughly, “Master of the Lords of Shadow.”
 
   I hate translating.  It never comes across quite right.
 
   “So,” I said, sitting on the edge of the bed, “I understand things didn’t go so well for you when I woke up.”
 
   “When Keria the Usurper discovered you were abroad again, she confined me immediately, knowing that my loyalty is entirely yours, Dread Lord.”
 
   “Tell me everything you know about Keria’s takeover and her involvement with Byrne.”
 
   And he did.
 
   Keria’s mortal life ended sometime before she came to Vathula.  This annoyed her greatly, since she was once a magician.  Her conclusion was that you need to be at least partly mortal to be a magic-worker.  That fact was not something I mentioned to her during the creation process; it seemed to offend her that she wasn’t given full information.
 
   If I’d known, I’d have told her.  I didn’t see why she was so upset; she wanted to be immortal and she got it.
 
   Still, it annoyed her enough that she quietly found a few magicians who were interested in researching the potential for immortality.  The power of her oath prevented her from just making them into nightlords, but it didn’t say anything about examining her blood.  In return, the magicians she found were willing to help her, sort of being on her staff, as she worked with Bob to nail down the Empire of the Eastrange.
 
   As for Byrne, it wasn’t even noticed until after Rethven went to pieces.  Twenty years or so later, the new Prince of Byrne sent messengers to Vathula and they were eaten.  He sent more, and the process repeated itself until Keria—apparently a rather short-tempered ruler—finally decided to hear what they wanted.
 
   Short-tempered, maybe, but not stupid.  Byrne was now just a city-state, but it had extensive farmlands due to the various streams and other runoff from the Eastrange.  With lots of land and lots of water, it could grow more food than it knew what to do with.  The initial deal was to trade food for copper, tin, and some other metals; Byrne wasn’t known for its metals industry.
 
   Naturally, Bob made it a point to look into their new trading partner’s affairs.  Byrne seemed mostly willing to viciously defend its borders and be left alone.  After several years, however, it became apparent—at least, to Bob and his spies—that Byrne was building up its military.  It was a slow process that spanned three generations.  The Prince accepted sons into his army in lieu of taxes, for example.  Soldiers’ sons were automatically enrolled in the army, daughters married other soldiers.  The care and farming of the Prince’s personal lands was gradually taken over by soldiers, to feed themselves.
 
   Meanwhile, all the excess food was shipped to Vathula, trading it for more metal.
 
   Within the last six years or so, Byrne finally decided that it had enough metal.  It stopped trading for metal and just accepted cash.  With that money, it hired quite a few wizards and went cheerfully to war.
 
   The new weapons, big, bronze rams of some sort, were obviously magical.  The wizards were in charge of the men who moved and pointed the rams.  The rams themselves, when activated, hurled dozens of marble-sized metal balls, or single balls of iron larger than doubled fists.  The first mowed down men and horses, no matter how thick their armor, and the second destroyed walls and gates.
 
   (While Bob talked, I wondered if these “bronze rams”—let’s go ahead and call them “cannons”—were using gunpowder, or if someone had come up with a spell, or a new application for an old spell to duplicate the propellant effect.  Offhand, I could think of at least four ways a wizard might produce a gunpowder-like effect in a heavy, bronze tube.  The fact they also had a wizard captaining every gun crew lent weight to the idea.)
 
   Byrne rolled outward from its territory and conquered every principality with which it shared a border.  After a year of that, it did it again, vastly expanding its territory.  Now, after nearly a year of consolidating its gains, he expected it to expand again.
 
   “And how does this relate to Vathula?” I asked.  “Good stuff about Byrne, and I thank you for it, but…?”
 
   “In that regard, I am not entirely certain,” Bob admitted.  “There were a number of private meetings between Keria and the Prince’s chief advisor.  I cannot say what went on, nor what bargains were struck.  I can tell you that, after the very first meeting, she was much more agreeable to every proposal of the Prince.  I felt that, somehow, she had become some sort of vassal to Byrne, for her willingness to heed their requests transcended Prince after Prince.”  He frowned, thinking.
 
   “More than once, I asked her magicians about her state of mind.  They assured me that, for a quasi-demonic entity, she seemed relatively normal.  I cannot say if they spoke the truth, for I cannot look beyond the flesh and see the spirit that moves a person, but I had my doubts.  I would have asked the Dragonsword, but it was on the northern frontier, helping with the expansion of the Empire.”
 
   “And when did this start?” I asked.
 
   “The meetings between Keria and Byrne?  The first meeting was… sixty-two?  Perhaps sixty-three, or sixty-four years ago.  I began to doubt her within a year, Dread Lord, but she was the only Lady of Night available, and she chose to claim the throne based on her descent from you.”  He shrugged.  “What was I to do?”
 
   “I think you did well,” I told him.  “So, she was acting suspiciously by knuckling under to Byrne’s princes.  Anything else?”
 
   “Perhaps.  She also seemed,” he hesitated, then added, “brutal.”
 
   I felt my eyebrows climb.  Such a description from a creature that regarded other life forms as a temporary annoyance was chilling.
 
   “She acted as though she hated everyone and everything,” he continued.  “Her casual use of torture—no, let me say that another way.  Her delight in torture, and the gleeful way she played with her victims… it did more, I think, to foment rebellion than anything else.  And, of course, when word of some rebellion reached the capitol, her delight at sending her forces to collect new playthings was… concerning.  Perhaps even dismaying.”
 
   “I think I see.”
 
   “I am sure you do, Dread Lord.”
 
   “All right.  So, Keria and Byrne have some sort of relationship, but we don’t know exactly what.  What can you tell me about her magicians?”
 
   “There were three.  I believe she knew them from her mortal days.  They sought to extend their lives, of course; Keria provided them with prisoners upon whom they could inflict their ancient years.  She also allowed them to study her, on occasion.  In return, they used their skills and powers to serve her interests.”
 
   “Makes sense, from her perspective.”
 
   “Indeed, Dread Lord.  The magicians were Hagus, Tyrecan, and Rakal.  Hagus was an expert in sending dreams and spying on them.  Tyrecan’s main purpose was to scry upon things other than in the realms of dreams.  Rakal was the one who conjured demons for her, with occasional assistance from the other two.”  He smiled.  “I understand that Hagus had his soul ripped from his body during one sojourn into the realm of dreams, and that Tyrecan died in a blast of fire while spying on someone who did not care for it.”
 
   “You understand correctly.”
 
   “As for Rakal,” he continued, “he was what I considered the leader of the magicians, insofar as magicians can be led.  They listened to him, as did Keria.  I wondered, on occasion, if Rakal had some sort of hold over Keria.  I presume she needed all three of them, but perhaps Rakal held some special significance for her from her mortal days?”
 
   “I don’t know.  If I ever met him, it was briefly, while I was inside a containment circle.  It wasn’t really a social occasion.  And, if I ever meet him again, I don’t anticipate being very social then, either.”
 
   “I understand, Dread Lord, and look forward to your meeting with pleasure.”
 
   “Now, let me get some string; I need to measure you for some new hands.”
 
   Bob glanced at his freshly-bandaged wrists.  I could clearly see from his expression that he wanted to ask “You can do that?” but all he said was, “Thank you, Dread Lord.”
 
    
 
   Sunset.  I stood in a waterfall and waited it out.  As I was dressing, Tort came in with a belt and baldric, as well as a heavy leather sheath, complete with sword.
 
   Hi, Boss!
 
   “Hello to you both,” I returned.  “I see Firebrand has a nice place to hang around.”
 
   “Yes,” Tort said, and Firebrand agreed.  “I thought it might be content with but one day in such a forge as my angel created, and so wish to accompany you.
 
   Keep this one, Boss, Firebrand advised.  She not only likes you, but she thinks ahead.
 
   “I agree,” I said, answering them both.  Tort helped fasten everything on and I settled Firebrand into a comfortable position, relegating my other sword to the opposite side.
 
   What do you need that one for, Boss?
 
   I’m sentimental about it.  Besides, you never know when I’ll need to grab an enemy’s soul and jam him into a sword.  I’m certainly not putting anyone else in with you.
 
   Hmm.  Good point.
 
   Besides, I might want to fight with a sword in each hand.  Keria did that to me, and it was an ugly, unpleasant experience that I would like ugly, unpleasant people to experience.
 
   Firebrand chuckled.
 
   “I like it,” I told Tort, and kissed her because she seemed to be expecting it.  Maybe a little bit because I wanted to, as well.  She really is a wonderful person.  Why she chooses to hang around with me is an open question.
 
   “Now,” I continued, “what can you tell me about the cities that recently tried to invade?”
 
   “Tolcaren, Formia, and Maran are coastal cities between Baret and the old capitol, Carrillon,” she told me.  “Their Princes are Rogis, Palays, and Drannis.  Maran attempted an invasion through the seawall under Drannis’ father, Prince Dromon, and was repulsed.  Formia—Prince Palays—also attempted an invasion by landing and marching to Mochara, and suffered considerable difficulty before even reaching Mochara.  Tolcaren, however, has never before shown any interest in us, but it is suspected that Prince Rogis has been persuaded, either by representatives from Byrne, or by some offer from Kamshasa, to participate in this latest attack.”
 
   I stared at her for several seconds.  She looked back at me, unabashed.
 
   “My angel?  Is there something wrong?”
 
   “No, no,” I assured her.  “I’m just… I didn’t think we knew a lot about the Rethven cities and their politics?”
 
   “You did say we should find out more,” Tort pointed out.
 
   “I did?”
 
   “You did.  And so I have.”
 
   “Been spending a lot of time at the scrying mirror, have we?”
 
   “Oh, no!” she protested, shocked.  “That would be pointless.  Such a course would require seer observing each city—more than one, to watch it constantly.  Even then, we would only learn what the seer could actually see.  The difficulty with being able to see anywhere is knowing where one needs to look.  Watching a palace would take constant effort by teams, for although one room may be interesting, more important things may happen are in another.  It really is not a practical way to gain this kind of information.”
 
   I frowned in thought.
 
   “New spell?” I asked.  “Or some sort of automated word-recognition?  A magical recording, somehow, of various scrying points that you can review later?”
 
   “No,” she said, head cocked to the side, “although your idea is something new.  I could attempt such a thing in the future.”
 
   “Okay, I give up.  How are you collecting all this information?”
 
   “Spies.”
 
   “Spies?”
 
   “People who will observe and report,” she clarified.
 
   “Yes, I know what the word means,” I told her.  “Spies.  Direct.  Simple.  Even mundane.  Why didn’t I think of that?”
 
   Because you think like an honest man? Firebrand suggested.
 
   Tort’s lips tightened with the effort of not laughing, but her eyes danced.
 
   “Thank you, Firebrand,” I said.  “I’ve missed you.”
 
   Glad to help, Boss.
 
   “Sometimes I’ve missed you more than other times.”
 
   Have I just been insulted?
 
   “Rebuked, maybe,” I allowed, and looked at Tort.  “So, you’ve sent spies into various cities in Rethven?”
 
   “Yes, my angel.”
 
   “Okay.  Carry on.”
 
   So she told me about the Princes of Tolcaren, Formia, and Maran, as well as a lot more about their cities—who they traded with, who they didn’t like, what claim each had on the throne of Rethven, their family trees, their relative wealth, the size of their standing armies, the defenses of their cities, the works.
 
   We moved into my study area so I could sit down and take notes.  Tort just rattled it all off as though she memorized it, which she very well might.  She’s a magician; you don’t make it to magician status by being stupid.
 
   I looked over the pages (Pages!  Of paper!  Lots and lots of glorious paper!—sorry about that.  To continue…) of notes and wondered if Tort had missed her calling.  Maybe she should have been a spymaster, rather than a magician.  Or did being a magician make it easy to be a spymaster?  Good question.
 
   “All right.  I think I have a plan.  Sort of.  How are we doing on magic mirrors?  Do we have, um, four sets?”
 
   “We do.  T’yl and I have recruited some of the wizard’s guild for help; six of your sets are ready.  The other six are still not yet complete.”
 
   “That’s more than enough.  I only need four, tonight.  But I think I’ll need you and T’yl down in the gate room.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Since it would be rude to wake people, let’s do this now; hopefully, we can finish in less than an hour.  Then I can be up all night arguing with people.”
 
   “I feel certain I can help you recover from the ordeal,” Tort promised.
 
    
 
   We took the local half of the magic mirror pairs to the conference room and let the mountain hold them on the walls.  For my part, I worked with the sand table, zooming out and in, finding three cities.  In each one, there was a palace, which required a little “wandering around” before I could find someplace suitable inside it.
 
   As I did so, I wondered about magical protection.  Do people just not much care about being spied on by wizards and magicians and such?  Or is warding a whole palace too much work?  Admittedly, all magic-workers have varying levels of skill and power; maybe some rooms of the palace are more thoroughly defended than the palace as a whole.  Still, it’s not hard to maintain a spell.  Someone could hire a magician to put a good one on the palace to prevent scrying and other magical spying, then the court wizard—or wizards, for really rich places—could simply keep it going.
 
   Maybe I’m just too used to magic being all over the place.  People in Rethven consider traveling wizards to be the only magic they’re likely to see; they only come to town every week or so.  It’s kind of like having the circus come to town.  In Karvalen, a wizard is a distinction between a dabbler in magic and a professional that earns his living.  Karvalen wizards are more like plumbers—and, yes, like plumbers, they’ll fix what you tried to do yourself.
 
   Once I found my target points, I fixed them in memory and we headed down to the gate room.  A little work with a regular scrying spell brought up the first one, in Hagan.  Prince Jorgen was a decent sort, and he promised to think about continuing to be a decent sort in regard to Karvalen.  I wanted to drop off a mirror so we could talk about it.
 
   I disconnected the prisoners from the scryshield and plugged them into the gate.  We weren’t going out of the universe tonight, but I planned to go several places.  It was going to strain the gate’s charge.
 
   First, Hagan.  There wasn’t an exact fit, but the ornamental, wrought-iron arch over the garden gate was pretty close; we targeted that and I stepped through, carrying a large mirror.  The gate snapped shut behind me.
 
   Two minutes later, I had the attention of four guards and was being escorted to their captain.  He listened politely as I identified myself, dropped off my gift, and asked to be escorted back to the garden.
 
   There was some difficulty in that he wanted more information.  I did my best to explain.  It did not seem to comfort him.
 
   “Look,” I finally said, “have the court wizard look over the mirror.  In the meantime, take me back to the garden and watch me leave.  If I’m gone, where’s the problem?  Plus, you get to see how I leave.  But the important thing is that I’m leaving, which means there’s no danger.  I’ll even wait long enough for the court wizard to show up and watch, if you like.”
 
   The logic of this appealed to him.  I think the ability to share any blame with the court wizard was also a selling point.  At any rate, they escorted me to the garden and met the wizard there.  I sent Tort a message spell and they opened the gate.
 
   I stepped through, waved, and the gate closed.  It might be interesting to hear what sort of report they gave.  Considering I was hopeful that Jorgen would be calling me to chat, I might.
 
   Next up was Tolcaren; it was farthest west, so would take the most effort.  For this, Tort and I cast a spell to allow us to think at each other constantly.  If I had to leave in a hurry, I didn’t want to waste time with sending a message to open the gate.  We made sure my typical magical defenses and my disguise spells were in good shape while we were at it.
 
   Then I locked in on the palace at Tolcaren.  It had a lot of arches to choose from; the thing was very old.  Most of the doorways and all of the hallways were done with a rounded top.  I picked one near the court wizard’s quarters.
 
   Moments later, I was trudging through a hallway with a wrapped mirror under one arm.  I knocked on the wizard’s door.  Then knocked again.  When he finally answered, he seemed to be in less than a good mood.  Well, it was late.
 
   “What?” he demanded.
 
   “Package for Prince Rogis,” I told him, and held out the mirror.  He looked at me as though I were a simpleton.
 
   “Then take it to the Prince,” he said, snappishly, and slammed the door.
 
   Polite bastard, isn’t he? Firebrand asked.
 
   Not so you’d notice, I replied.  I turned around and headed in the general direction of that portion of the palace reserved for actually living in.  I wasn’t sure exactly where I was going; I hadn’t studied the layout all that much.  A servant with a bucket and a brush was very helpful when I asked for directions; apparently, anybody in armor is someone to defer to.
 
   I knew it was the door to the Prince’s family quarters because of the fancy-dress guards on either side of it.  I approached, still holding the wrapped mirror in front of me.
 
   “Package for the Prince,” I said.  “Wizard said to take it up to him.”
 
   They glanced at each other.  One shrugged.  The other accepted the mirror with a grunt; the things aren’t light.
 
   “What is it?” he asked, hefting it into a better carry.
 
   “Gift from the King of Karvalen.  Magic mirror.  It’s supposed to be some sort of thing for talking to him.”
 
   The other guard looked hard at my sash.  I wasn’t wearing a tabard, of course, but Firebrand’s hilt is distinctive and my sash isn’t exactly standard Rethven issue.
 
   “And who are you?” he asked.
 
   “King of Karvalen,” I answered.  “Good evening.  And now I’ll be on my way.  Remember, you’re not to abandon your posts,” I finished, as I turned and walked away.  I could hear Tort laughing in the back of my mind.
 
   I got several paces down the hall while they struggled with what to do.  You’d think they’d have some sort of standard operating procedures… then again, what’s the SOP for getting an unexpected delivery from a foreign ruler?  Do you jump him?  No?  Do you chase him?  No?  What, exactly, does one do in these circumstances?
 
   It turns out they decided to get instructions.  One of them rapped sharply on the door, presumably to inform the Prince.  I just kept going and made it back to my chosen archway before they sounded any alarms.  T’yl and Tort opened it, I stepped through, and it snapped closed again.
 
   Tort was still smiling.  T’yl wanted to know what happened, so I told him, with a little help from Tort.  He was as amused as she was.
 
   Next, Maran.  Considerably closer, it wouldn’t take as much to open, but we didn’t have any archway types of doors or ornamental trellises or whatever.  The closest thing I could find in the place was a fancy, circular window about the right size—it had a circular piece of glass in the center, then wedge-shaped bits extending from there to the frame, all set in lead or tin or something.  It would work, but it had the drawback of being in one wall of the Prince’s private study.
 
   I gave serious thought to just burning the extra power to force a connection with a rectangular doorway.  If there weren’t four trips—two for Maran, two more for Formia—to get through tonight, I might have done it.  We could probably manage that, just on the charge left in the gate; if not, we could invest it with more power from simple spellcasting efforts, charging it directly.
 
   But I don’t like having a low battery.  It makes me nervous.  If anything went wrong, or if the gate had to be open for longer than anticipated… yeah, I like having some margin for error.  I have lots of errors; I want margin for them.
 
   I did a quick check with a scrying spell.  The Prince was up and going through paperwork.
 
   Great.
 
   On the other hand, Firebrand pointed out, we could just kill him on the spot and save the boring talking part.
 
   “And then we’d have a war for certain,” I reminded it.
 
   Yes?
 
   “Yes.”
 
   …and?
 
   I sighed.
 
   “Contrary to popular belief, I don’t want to have a war.”
 
   Oh.  Maybe we can have one later…?
 
   “There is always that possibility,” I admitted.  “For now, though, let’s try to be as diplomatic as possible.”
 
   You mean, as diplomatic as it’s possible to be when you step straight into his study?
 
   “Have I told you to shut up recently?”
 
   No.
 
   I waited.
 
   Ah.  Shutting up now.
 
   Tort’s laughter was only in the back of my mind; her face betrayed nothing.  I grumbled under my breath as we readied the gate again.  It opened and I stepped through and down to the floor; it snapped shut behind me.
 
   “Evening,” I offered.  Prince Drannis looked up from his paperwork and studied me.  He didn’t seem frightened, just mildly startled.  He wasn’t a large man, but he had good shoulders.  His hair was light brown, liberally salted with grey.  He wore a beard, close-cropped, running low along his cheeks.
 
   “Good evening,” he replied, sticking his quill into a holder.  “If I ask what this is about, will I regret it?”
 
   “I hope not.  I’ve just come to give you a gift.”
 
   “A gift unasked is often more trouble than it is worth,” he observed.
 
   “A gift you ask for isn’t really a gift, either,” I told him.  He nodded, slowly.
 
   “Very well.  I have other questions.”
 
   “I’m sure you do,” I replied, and put the bundle of the mirror down next to the window.  “I’m on kind of a tight schedule, tonight, but I can take a couple of minutes.  That is, I can spare you a dozen flickerings of the candle.”
 
   “Who are you, what is the gift, and why are you giving it to me?”
 
   “Succinct.  I like that.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “In order, I’m the King of Karvalen, it’s a magic mirror so we can talk at greater length, and because we need to discuss your part in the invasion of my kingdom.”
 
   “If you are who you say you are, I take it that you are not here to kill me?”
 
   “Yep.  That is, you are correct.  I have no desire to kill you.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe,” he said.
 
   “You’ve been listening to rumors about me,” I accused.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “You should really try sending someone over,” I suggested.
 
   “I did.”
 
   “I mean, to talk.  Not to invade.  Gossip only goes so far.”
 
   “Well, that’s true,” he allowed.
 
   “Great.  I look forward to talking with you about it.  Just get your wizard—you do have a court wizard, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay.  Your wizard should be able to use the mirror to reach me, or someone who works for me.  It’ll work for you, too, but it’s easier if he shows you how.  I’d like to work out a reasonable alternative to your invasion attempts.  My first thought is to have a trading alliance, but I’m not a politician; I have people for that.  We can work something out, I’m sure.”
 
   “I do not think so,” he replied.  He lifted a sheathed sword from where it had lain, out of sight behind his writing-table.
 
   “Oh, for—look, before you start, can I at least ask why?” I asked.  He hesitated and I pressed him with, “I answered your questions.  Please?”
 
   “Because I have no choice.  Parrin has my daughters.  I’ll not risk them for your sake.”
 
   “Aha.  That would be Prince Parrin, of Byrne?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Fair enough.  I’ve been thinking that I may need to kill that man, anyway.  This just confirms it.”
 
   He drew his sword.
 
   “I can’t let you do that.”
 
   “Oh, I’m planning to recover your daughters, first.  I’m against the idea of him having hostages, especially children.  You may have heard that about me.”
 
   “Yes… I have,” he admitted.  “But you will understand that I will not risk them.”
 
   “No problem.  We’ll talk about this more, later; in the meantime, you go right ahead doing whatever you need to do to keep them alive.  I won’t hold it against you.”  I paused for a moment.  “Do you happen to know if Formia or Tolcaren are in the same boat?”
 
   “Boat?” he asked, frowning.
 
   “Are they being blackmailed?  Does Prince Parrin have hostages from them?”
 
   “I do not know,” he admitted, “and I do not care.  All I care about is getting my daughters back.”
 
   “Okay.  I’m with you on that.  We’ll work something out.”
 
   The gate opened behind me and I sat down in the gate/window, rolled backward amid much clanking, and it closed after me.
 
   “Did you get all that, Tort?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Anything from the spy network on that?”
 
   “No, I have not heard of it.  It is either a close secret, or is very recent.”
 
   “Fair enough.  T’yl?  How are we on gate charge?”
 
   “I am certain we have enough for Formia,” he said, judiciously, “but I should hope we have something much more accommodating than that window you just used.”
 
   “There’s a big, fancy fountain in the courtyard.  It’s got four arches on the lowest level of it that are almost exactly the right size and shape.”
 
   He grunted, meaning that it was a good thing.  I got another mirror and we prepared for my final jaunt of the evening.  The gate opened and I stepped through and down again, this time into the palace courtyard.
 
   The guard by the front door, leaning against the wall, out of the wind, straightened up with a startled oath.
 
   “Evening,” I greeted him.  “Delivering a gift to Prince Palays of Formia.  Are you authorized to accept it for him?”
 
   “I… that is, my captain... I’ll have to get someone…”
 
   I leaned the mirror on the edge of the fountain, placing it carefully.  I sat down on the rim of the fountain.
 
   “Well, go on, then,” I encouraged him.  “I haven’t got all night.”
 
   He pounded on the door and someone inside unbolted it.  He went in and closed it behind himself.  There was a wait of several minutes, then the door opened again and a dozen guards came out, followed by a man in much fancier armor.  The captain stopped just outside the door while the guards formed a line between us.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked, without so much as a word of greeting.
 
   “Just delivering this mirror to Formia,” I said.  “I was going to explain how it works and what it’s for, but I’m sure your court wizard can figure that out.  I’m in no mood to talk to a lowborn fool who doesn’t understand the first thing about courtesy.”
 
   On cue, Tort and T’yl opened the gate behind me.  I sat down on the edge of the fountain and rolled backward through the archway.  The gate snapped closed and I stood up.
 
   “Temper,” T’yl cautioned.
 
   “I’m fine,” I assured him.  “I just don’t like idiots, and the captain was being one.”
 
   “He did not know who you were,” Tort soothed.  T’yl snorted.
 
   “A magic portal opens in his courtyard and a man steps through,” he said.  “It would strike me as wise to exercise more tact.”
 
   “That was my thought,” I admitted.  “Well, at least we’re done for the night.  That was my last diplomatic mission.  Hopefully, we’ll hear from them tomorrow.”
 
   “Good,” T’yl said.  “I’m off to bed.”  He pushed the door open and headed off to his quarters.  Tort shook her head.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing.  Do you have any other plans for tonight?”
 
   “Actually, I do.  I want to get some preliminary work done for enchanting the small mirrors.”
 
   “I thought as much.  You mentioned that they were to have an enchantment much like the ones on the large mirrors, but connecting each of the hundred to every other one.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I already have Loret and Reena—wizards of the guild—at work on that.”
 
   “Really?” I asked, surprised.  “I’m not even sure how I’m going to do it, yet.”
 
   “Come.  Let me show you.”
 
   So we went up to another room, this one large and mostly circular.  A hundred small mirrors, complete with clamshell-style wooden cases, were sitting on the edge of a giant circle that took up most of the floor.  No one was in there at the moment, but I could see what they had been doing.  Lines were painted on the floor, running from one mirror to each of the others.  Each mirror was being treated this way, symbolic lines of power connecting it to each of the others.
 
   “Why paint?” was my first question.  “Why not chalk?”
 
   “Chalk rubs off,” Tort said.  “Also, a line of paint can be painted over the same line in the opposite direction, corresponding to the way the mirrors will all work to and from each other.”
 
   “Good thinking.  I probably would have used the brute-force visualization method, myself.  This is better.”
 
   “I am pleased, my angel,” she replied, smiling.
 
   “It’s a lot of work, though.”
 
   “Is there a special hurry?”
 
   “Nope.  But it is a pleasant surprise to see that it’s coming along faster than I expected.”
 
   “Good.  Now, have you any other plans for tonight?”
 
   “Plans?”  I frowned.  Was there anything else I needed to do tonight?  Well, it would be nice to have some sort of spell prepared to give Bronze a larger magical charge if we were ever going to go through the arch again.  Maybe a variation on the Ascension Sphere.  Or a gemstone to act as a battery.  And, of course, I needed to find some volunteers to go with me into the Warrior Crystal.  Bob was in good shape, for now, so nothing there… Byrne, yes; I needed to start a sand-table scrying of Byrne and see if—
 
   Tort took my arm and moved up close to me while I was thinking.  Very close.
 
   “Come to think of it,” I said, “no, I don’t actually have any plans.”
 
   “Good,” she purred.
 
    
 
   Several hours later, with Tort snuggled comfortably at my side, I realized I didn’t have anything more pressing to do.  There were lots of things that needed doing, but so what?  This was a good place to be.  And, while I don’t need to sleep—I slept for eighty-seven years; I haven’t bothered since—I am capable of sleeping.  This seemed like a good time.
 
   Of course, just as I was settling in for a nap, I heard a voice from under the bed.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Shh.  One minute.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I gently disengaged from Tort, who woke up enough to kiss me before snuggling down again.  I lay down on the floor and slid into the alcove under the bed.  It was much larger than it should have been, but I expected that.
 
   “Hey, Fred.  What’s on your mind?”
 
   “I’m done with your guys,” he told me.  “They’ve all had a chance to get scared out of their wits.  Nobody’s really been too bad, but a couple of them get all aggressive.”  Fred sounded a little miffed.
 
   “I recall you mentioning it.  I’m really just looking for people who can’t control their fear.”
 
   “They can do that,” he assured me.  “I got a corner of the blanket and started chewing it, gradually pulling it under.  They don’t see me, ’cause they’re too old to believe in me.  But the blanket doesn’t care.  They get really worried when they yank the thing up and see it chewed on,” he finished, chuckling.  I chuckled with him.
 
   “I imagine so.  Anyone actually dive under the bed to find out what was going on?”
 
   “Not without a light.  They can’t get in when they look.  A couple did try reaching over the edge and waving a sword without looking,” Fred said.  I wondered which ones were sleeping with their swords.
 
   “I bet that didn’t go well.  Did you take any of them?”
 
   I heard Firebrand’s psychic chuckle.
 
   “Yeah,” Fred admitted.  “I gave ’em back, though.  I pretended to spit them out.”
 
   “Good thinking.  By the way, I’d like you to meet Firebrand, my sword.”
 
   Fred eyed Firebrand.
 
   “Um.  I see you have a new one…”
 
   “Firebrand, say hello to Fred.”
 
   Hello.
 
   Fred’s eyes widened.  All of them.  Well, all the ones that had eyelids.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   So, you’re the monster under the bed?
 
   “Yup.  And you are…?”
 
   I’m the monster living in a sword.
 
   “Lot of monsters, these days,” Fred observed.
 
   I’ve noticed.
 
   “So, uh…” he trailed off.
 
   “I just thought I should introduce you,” I said.  “If Firebrand ever finds itself under a bed, it’ll have someone to talk to.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, that’s fair, I guess.”
 
   Is that why you wanted me to meet Fred?
 
   Hush.  It’s polite to introduce people.
 
   Am I people?
 
   Do you think you’re not?
 
   Good point.
 
   “Someday,” I said, aloud, “I’m going to try and figure out why I can see you and nobody else can.”
 
   “I thought it was because you’re a monster,” Fred said.
 
   “That may be it.  But I’d like to know more about it.  I’m weird that way.”
 
   “Eh.  I guess everybody needs a hobby.”
 
   “Really?  Do you have a hobby?” I asked, interested.  What does a monster under the bed do with his free time?
 
   “Sure.  I collect stuff from under beds.”
 
   That explained so much.
 
   “I see.  Shoes?  Toys?”
 
   “All sorts of stuff.  I’ve got shoes, yeah, and toys.  Some books, a lot of rope, boxes of all sorts, some shoes, jewelry, combs, coins—”
 
   “Hey, that reminds me.  We’re minting coins, but we don’t have anything good to stamp on them.  Could you let me look at your collection?  I’d like to find something good that I can just copy.”
 
   “Yeah, I can do that.  I get ’em all back, right?”
 
   “Of course!  I can even throw in one of every denomination we wind up pounding out.”
 
   “Oh, that would be good.  Sure.  Wait here; I’ll go get it.”
 
   And I was lying in an alcove under the bed.
 
   If he had invited me along, could I have gone with him?  Where would we have gone?  Someplace outside all time and space, or just somewhere under an enormous bed?  A warehouse full of beds, all jammed up, side by side?
 
   Come to that, what about bunk beds?  Could Fred show up on the lower bunk to scare someone in the upper?  I don’t know.  I just don’t know.
 
   Tort looked over the side of the bed.
 
   “My angel?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Is something the matter?”
 
   “Not at all.  Just talking to Fred.”
 
   She frowned.
 
   “You have mentioned someone by that name,” she said, “but I have not met him.”
 
   “Well, not recently, no.  He’s the monster under the bed.  Not like me; I just happen to be under this one.  He’s the one that children always talk about.”
 
   “Nonsense.  There is no such thing.”
 
   “Take my word for it.”
 
   “Very well.”
 
   I waited a bit, hands folded on my stomach as I lay there.  Tort just looked at me with a moderately bemused expression.
 
   “Could you not look?” I asked.  “I don’t think he can show up if you’re watching.”
 
   “Oh, of course,” she said, and moved out of sight.
 
   Suddenly, the niche was much larger and there was a multi-armed monster.
 
   “Got a grownup in the room?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah.  It’s okay, though.  She’s not watching, now.”
 
   “Got those coins you wanted.  Here.”  Fred thumped down a chest; it clinked meaningfully.  I hefted it, pushed it out into the room proper.
 
   “Thanks, Fred.  I appreciate this.  We’ll go through the coins as quick as we can.  When we’ve looked at them all, should I just put the chest back under the bed?”
 
   “That’ll do fine,” he agreed.  “Um.  I dunno how you feel about it, but someone is scared.”
 
   “Ah.  Okay.  Would you like to meet her?”
 
   “Meet her?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s going to work.”
 
   “I’ve got an idea.”
 
   “Well… okay.”
 
   “Wait here.”
 
   I slid out into the room, shoved the chest out of the way, and stood up by the bed.
 
   “Hey, Tort?” I asked.  She looked at me with an expression of, if not fright, at least deep worry.
 
   “My angel… I could hear you speaking with someone, but…”
 
   “Yeah, I call him ‘Fred’.  He’s a pretty decent guy, all things considered.  I’d like you to meet him.”
 
   “You say he is a monster under the bed?”
 
   “The monster under the bed, as far as we can tell.  Here, throw on some clothes,” I said, handing them to her.  “He doesn’t get to meet many people socially.”
 
   Tort wriggled into lounging pants and a tunic, then stood up next to the bed.
 
   “Now,” I said, “close your eyes.”
 
   “Close my eyes?”
 
   “You’re too old to see him, I think.  I’m hoping that if you can’t see him, you won’t make him disappear.”
 
   Tort closed her eyes.  I helped her to sit down, then lie down.  I lay down with her and slid us both sideways under the bed.  It was very spacious.
 
   “Fred, this is Tort.  Tort, this is Fred, the monster under the bed.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you,” Fred said, and held out a relatively human-like hand.  I guided her to shake hands and she shivered at the touch.
 
   “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” she offered.  I didn’t believe her.  I’m pretty sure Fred didn’t, either.  He was good about it, though.
 
   “Wow,” he observed.  “You’re terrified.”
 
   “Yes,” she admitted.  Fred let go of her hand.
 
   “I’m guessing he doesn’t like that,” Fred continued.  “Nice to have met you, and thank you for being scared, but maybe you better go.”
 
   Tort needed no encouraging; she scrambled sideways, stood up, and hopped back into bed.
 
   “Sorry about that,” I told Fred.  “I didn’t know how frightening you were.”
 
   “It’s what I do,” Fred said, shrugging.  “I’m just glad you’re not getting all fussy about it.”
 
   “It was my idea; my fault.”
 
   “You’re awfully understanding, for a monster.”
 
   “I get that a lot.  Well, thanks for the loan of the coins.”
 
   “No problem.  Anyone else you want scared?”
 
   If inspiration was a lightning bolt, I’d have been electrocuted.
 
   “Actually, do you think you could find someone for me?”
 
   “That depends.  I don’t really find people, as such.  I just find beds.”
 
   “I’m not sure if they’re in beds or not,” I admitted.  “I’m looking for some girls, the daughters of a prince, probably kept as prisoners somewhere in Byrne.”
 
   “I could check the beds,” Fred offered.  “If they aren’t in one, though, I’m not going to find them.”
 
   “Fair enough.  If they aren’t in a bed, then they’re probably in a cell.  That would tell me something, anyway.  But if they are in a bed… I see you can bring things with you.  Could you bring a person?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.  Children generally don’t get under the bed with the monster, though.”
 
   “I can’t imagine why not,” I said.  “But could you take me with you to them?”
 
   “Huh.  I guess.  Yes, I’m sure I could.  If I can find them, anyway.”
 
   “I’d appreciate it.”
 
   “Okay.  I’ll ask around and see if anybody admits to being a princess.”
 
   “Thanks, Fred.”
 
   “Pleasant dreams.”
 
   I climbed up into the bed again and found Tort wide-eyed.
 
   “Something the matter?” I asked.  She whumped into me and held me like I was in danger of blowing away.
 
   “I’m guessing that’s a ‘yes,’” I said, putting my arms around her.  She was shivering, possibly trembling.  I’ve never been too clear on the difference.  We stayed like that for a while.  In fact, we stayed like that not only until she fell asleep in my arms, but until she woke up in the morning.
 
   It seemed to reassure her that I never let her go.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, July 14th
 
    
 
   To some degree or another, each of the princes of Tolcaren, Maran, and Formia was open to the idea of not having hostilities.  They didn’t like the ultimatum their retreating troops conveyed, but I promised not to follow through with it now that I understood the situation.  Being caught between Byrne and Karvalen wasn’t a good thing for them; whichever side they went for, the other would do terrible things.
 
   Oh, yes; Byrne had gone to some effort to get a grip on those three cities.  Prince Drannis of Maran had two daughters missing, for example.  Prince Palays of Formia didn’t want to talk about whatever Byrne had on him.  Prince Rogis of Tolcaren simply admitted that he didn’t have enough buffer states between himself and Byrne territory to feel safe, nor sufficient defenses.  Tolcaren provided transport, not armies.
 
   If Byrne wasn’t a problem, however, they each assured me they would be more than happy to discuss the possibility of trade with a thriving kingdom beyond the Eastrange.  In the meantime, however, Byrne was a problem, so, if Byrne said to go give me problems, they would have to weigh that very seriously.
 
   I can’t say I was overly thrilled to be on the receiving end of all that, but I was certainly sympathetic to Drannis’ problem; his kids were at stake.  It gave the other two more tolerance than they really deserved.
 
   I’ve done a survey of the cities under Byrne’s control.  It’s done a good job of conquering most of the northeastern portion of Rethven.  It’s current borders are the Averill river to the north, the Quaen river to the west, the Eastrange on the east, and it holds lands as far south as Shaen—or about four days’ ride south of the former village of Delvedale, or six days’ ride north of Vathula.  Well, assuming it hasn’t rained in forever and the dirt tracks they call roads are dry.
 
   While it held those lands, it effectively threatened everybody along the eastern edge of Rethven.  It could come straight south along the Caladar river to hit Verthyn, Tegron, Philemon, Wexbry, and Baret.  Other cities were less worried; to go any farther west would involve crossing the Quaen river.  Bildar was the only real crossing-point near Byrne’s current holdings so it was pretty nervous about the future.  The other option was to go all the way south to the rivermouth and cross the bridges in the city of Formia. 
 
   I suppose one might ferry troops across at Loret, but that was inconveniently far north.  Or they could ferry across at Telen, I suppose, between Bildar and Loret.  Ferrying troops would take time, though.  I’d like to think Byrne wouldn’t do that for fear the army would be attacked while divided.
 
   There was also a small bridge—if you can call it that—in the very far north, in the rocky mountain-hills where the Quaen split off from the Averill and started southward.  It was a rickety thing that Raeth and Bouger and I once crossed, very carefully, one at a time.  I doubted it was still there.  Although, come to think of it, there was a town not too far south of that.  Clariet, I believe.  It didn’t make much of an impression on me when we went through it, but I suppose they might have maintained the bridge.  It still wasn’t something you marched an army across, and it certainly wasn’t wide enough for wagons.  It was barely wide enough for a horse.  I doubted they could roll a cannon over it.
 
   I drew a crude map and considered.  If I were in Byrne’s shoes, I’d use the Quaen as a barrier.  Conquer or subjugate everything east of that river, consolidate my hold over it, declare it the new Kingdom of Rethven, and promptly take both Bildar and Formia to control the two main crossing-points of the river.  That would still be a long way from taking the old capitol of Carrillon, but if Byrne could hold that large a section of old Rethven, the resources should be more than enough to creep along the coast, one city at a time, taking Maran, then Tolcaren, and finally Carrillon.
 
   But it wasn’t up to me, and that might not be a good plan if you tried it on the ground.  Still, I didn’t see any reason it wouldn’t work.  I planned to run it past Kelvin, Tort, and T’yl and see what they thought.
 
   Prince Parrin’s appeared to be strongly in favor of the iron fist approach.  Between Tort’s reports and my own satellite reconnaissance, we determined that the ruling families were put to the sword or burned alive, depending on whether they surrendered their cities before or after the fighting.  Much of those cities were burned, as well; a not-unsurprising result of angry men running around and trying to kill each other.
 
   More surprising was the violence done in the little towns and villages attendant to the major cities.  Those were generally not well-defended in the first place, so surrendering to a clearly superior force was the expected thing.  Parrin seemed fond of the concept of decimating them; that is, killing one person in ten.  As far as we could tell, it was just to make a point.  Then he conscripted anyone in the slain person’s immediate family to serve in his armies—men for soldiers, women and children for support duties—as well as taking a hefty tribute to feed the war effort.
 
   None of our scrying attempts found his “great bronze rams.”  We didn’t know where to look.  He hadn’t needed to use them in over a year, since this was a consolidation cycle.  For all we knew, they were hidden in a cave, or in a dungeon, or just sitting in an old barn somewhere.
 
   Tort felt certain that with a little more effort, we could at least try and track the wizards in charge of the cannon.  I agreed that would give us a bit more to work with, so she started that program running.
 
   For my part, I had Kavel work on casting a cannon of our own.  Someday, we might have to face them.  People should be prepared.
 
   Who am I kidding?  Of course we’d have to face them.
 
   The good news was that I rummaged in my mental junkpile and found a thing I’d read on how cannon were made.  While Kavel is working on casting a jumbo steel cylinder, we’ve already got the drillhead and rollers for the Wilkinson-style borer.
 
   I’m cheating again; I’ve enchanted the edge of the drillhead.
 
   I’m also wondering about how to defend someone from cannon-fire.  I mean, a deflection spell can deflect grapeshot, or even a cannonball… but it has to be so ridiculously over-powered that I’m not sure a wizard could do it; it might take a magician.
 
   How good is the new armor, I wonder?  Will it take grapeshot?  Maybe.  But even if it survives a cannonball, the man inside won’t; he’ll be pudding on the inside of the armor.
 
   Hmm.  Momentum and kinetic energy, acceleration… I may have an idea.
 
   On a lighter note, a small caravan of medieval mobile homes showed up this afternoon.  Shada’s adopted gata—that is, Utai’s; that was her original name—rolled up the canal road and parked near the bridge.  I had to go out and invite them in, which I found vastly amusing.  The vampire had to invite the humans in.  Color me tickled.
 
   They rolled on in, visibly growing more impressed with almost every foot.  It took a while to convince them that most of the city was empty and that they were welcome to stay anywhere they liked.  Yes, it’s a city; yes, it’s mine; yes, I’ll share it with you.
 
   The concept of actually staying somewhere permanently seemed to be a new one.
 
   When we halted along a street of houses, their matriarch emerged from the inside of her wagon and greeted me more formally.  She was a question mark, bent and wizened, dressed in a hundred colors.  One eye was sharp as cut glass and the other covered in a greyish film.  I couldn’t help but think she was looking at me with both eyes, maybe even seeing more with the filmed-over one.  A young man helped her through the door in the back of the wagon and down the steps, cautioning her to mind her footing.
 
   I didn’t need prompting, this time, because I was looking for any resemblance.  I recognized her from our conversation so many years ago, when I made rocks talk for the amusement of children.  I moved to bow over her hand.
 
   “Welcome, young lady.  It is a pleasure to see you again, Anni,” I told her.  She chuckled, an old, evil sound.
 
   “Flatterer,” she accused.  “I’ve changed far more than you.”
 
   “Ah, but surely for the better,” I said.  “Welcome to Karvalen.  Will you do us the honor of being the first on the Street of Seers?”
 
   “Street of Seers?” she repeated.
 
   “I have in mind to invite all who scry or prophesy to have their shops—if they choose to sell their services, of course—along one street, as in ancient Zirafel.  I could not do so, however, until you arrived.  That place of honor is yours, if you will have it.”
 
   Anni looked at me keenly.
 
   “Have you really waited for me to come?” she asked, “or are you just a honey-tongued demon made flesh?”
 
   “I am sure one of your wisdom will divine that for yourself,” I countered, smiling, and winked at her.  She chuckled again.
 
   “Aye, and I will, then!  But what of the rest?”
 
   “As I’ve told this young man—your son, perhaps?”
 
   “Great-grandson.”
 
   “That can’t be; no one could have a great-grandson and still look as lovely,” I protested.  She chuckled yet again, and I continued with, “But as I’ve told him already, the majority of the city is empty—truly empty.  Pick a street; pick a house.  I own the whole thing; it’s mine.  I welcome you to live in it, however, for as long as you choose to stay.”
 
   She held out her hand to me; I held out mine.  She took it, loosely, and closed her eyes.  I recognized magic, but it was something too quick to analyze.  When she opened her eyes, one filmed over, the other clear and sharp, she was looking past me, past everything, possibly past the world.
 
   “You’re a good one, that you are,” she said, softly; I found that slightly confusing.  “You’re kind, more than most men, and more than most will ever know.”  Her eyes widened, still with that distant gaze.  “Kindness, and a hidden heart of deepest black.  Who will tip kindness into the pit?  I cannot see.”
 
   We stood there for maybe half a minute, then she let go of my hand and her gaze returned to things closer than the horizon.
 
   “Well,” she said, more loudly, “your kind have loved us, and we’ve done for you what we might.  Where else would we go?  We accept, and, so long as you live here, we’ll bide with you.”
 
   I bowed to her, and she bowed to me; a curtsey was a bit beyond her, I suspect.  Someone started playing a reed pipe and other instruments joined it.  Anni climbed aboard her wagon again, with a little help from me and her great-grandson, and they rolled on, searching for a street they liked.
 
   Oddly, no one in Karvalen had anything to say about them.  Or, come to think of it, maybe not so odd.  No one in Mochara would have ever met anyone in a gata, after all; they might not even have heard of them.  It was kind of a good thing that the gata didn’t have to overcome a reputation.  And, of course, being able to claim a personal friendship—or maybe just alliance—with the King didn’t hurt them in the realm of public opinion, either.
 
    
 
   We finished the hand mirrors, all one hundred of them, in a single night.  The wizards who had drawn all the lines had taken a while to do it, but it was well-done.  I made sure to etch a number on the inside of each case; that would be important, later.  Then, with the symbolic connections drawn between all the mirrors, it was just a matter of laying the linked scrying and speaking spells on them, wrapping them up into one great enchantment, and investing it into the polished steel.
 
   It sounds simple.  It wasn’t.  But it was possible, thanks to lengthy and detailed efforts by Loret and Reena.  And I did thank them, personally, and offered to do something for them in return.  They both declined, however, claiming that it was enough for them to have done a service for the King.
 
   I suspect they think I’ll remember them.  They’re right.
 
   Now each of my knights and my council has a personal communicator.  For most people, they take a little effort to use; trained magical types like Thomen or Tort can do it almost without thinking about it.  But now, if someone needs to reach me—or anyone else, or everyone else—all they need to do it take out their magical mobile phone and concentrate on the number.  Or on all the numbers.  Or on each other’s numbers.
 
   We’ll see if I find it more useful than annoying.  Here’s hoping I’ve given these things to people with the judgment to avoid using them.
 
   When I gave one to Seldar, he took the opportunity to ask me about getting paid.
 
   “Paid?” I asked.  “Of course you get paid.  Has no one given you money?”
 
   “No, Lord of Forgetful Finances.  But, to be fair, I have not asked until now.”
 
   “We’ll fix that,” I promised.  “Anything in particular you need the money for?”
 
   “Ah.”  His tone and manner changed markedly.  He seemed much more diffident, bordering on hesitant.  “I was… that is, I hope to offer a bride-price,” he admitted.
 
   “Really!  Good for you.”
 
   “You do not object?” he asked.
 
   “Should I?”
 
   “I do not know,” he admitted.  “I was not certain if you would allow members of your personal guard to marry.  It could be a division of loyalties.”
 
   “Oh, that.  By all means, marry; how else are you going to raise children who can be in my personal guard?”
 
   “Thank you, my Generous King.”
 
   “Not a problem.  Who’s the lucky girl?”
 
   “Carella, if her father will agree.”
 
   “That’s the blonde who sits next to you at dinner?”
 
   “Yes, Sire,” he replied, blushing.  He didn’t think I noticed.  He might even think he was being subtle about his affections for Carella.  I’m pretty sure everyone knew.  He’s a sharp guy, but he’s not always the most perceptive person.
 
   “If you like her that much, go ahead.  See what sort of bride-price her father wants.  But don’t let him hold you over a barrel; offer him something fair,” I advised.  “If he’s stubborn, don’t agree to anything; let me know.”
 
   “I will, Sire.”
 
   Poor Seldar.  It looks like he’s going to get married.  Well, maybe that won’t be a bad thing.
 
   Hmm.  I better brush up on marriage services and the like.  I bet they’ll want me to officiate or something.
 
    
 
   Bob was doing very well.  His right hand was complete and he was feeding himself as quickly as he could force it down.  His left hand still had a couple of knuckles’ worth of fingers to go.  That, combined with the existing spells on him to encourage healing and growth, should have him in perfect shape again in another couple of days.  I felt that was good enough for government work, so I had T’yl help outfit him in some appropriate armor and weapons—I’ve got quite a bit of elf-work stuff just lying around for some reason.
 
   When T’yl showed him into the main hall, I was tying off a well-wrapped magic mirror so it wouldn’t bounce against Bronze’s side at a gallop.  I already had a spell on it to cushion it against impacts, just in case.  As I finished, I noted that Bob seemed very pale and more than a little frightened.  I wondered what T’yl had done.  Then, when I reached down from my seat on Bronze’s back, to help swing Bob up behind me, he actually blanched and stepped back.  He looked terrified.
 
   I looked at T’yl.
 
   “What did you do?” I asked.
 
   “Me?” he asked, surprised.  “I did nothing to justify his horror.”  I gave him my Disbelieving Look and turned my attention to Bob again.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.  “I’m just taking you back to Vathula.”
 
   “Anything you wish, Na’irethed zarad’na ,” he said, voice shaking.  He was sweating.  He made no move to approach.
 
   “T’yl?” I asked.  “Are you sure you didn’t do something?”
 
   “I am innocent, Sire.”  He grinned at me.  “Bob seems not to appreciate what a gift you have given me.”
 
   “Gift?  Oh, the elf-body.  I think I get it.”  I turned to Bob.  “Does the presence of a human soul in an elf body bother you, Bob?”
 
   He nodded, apparently unable to speak.  He seemed unreasonably terrified.  I didn’t want Bob terrified; I just wanted him to be a loyal vassal lord over a region I didn’t want to deal with.  Respectful, yes.  Obedient, yes.  Innovative, creative, and helpful, yes.  Pants-wettingly terrified, no.
 
   “Okay, Bob.  Calm down.  Take a couple of deep breaths.  Maybe you can explain why this seems to be such an awful thing.  Can you tell me what happens to an elf when he dies?  Do you have souls?  All I know for sure is that you’re delicious.”
 
   Not the most tactful thing I’ve ever said.
 
   Bob did his best to explain that elves don’t have an afterlife, as such.  It took a while, but I was in no hurry.  When an elf died, the spirit that moved them—the thing they used for a soul—disintegrated.  It washed away in the magical fields of the world, dissolving in the great life-ocean, never to return.  Calling back a dead elf had been tried, too, in the process of creating a new elf.
 
   Apparently, elves make other elves; they don’t reproduce in the same way other living things do.  Bob claims that elves were created by something called the heru.  These heru were a race of beings born from the primal forces before the world, and were responsible for its creation.  Rendu, the greatest of the heru (naturally) created the elves as the most perfect creature in the world.  What he didn’t do was give them the capacity to create more of themselves.  Why would he?  They were “perfect,” right?
 
   Later, there was some sort of argument or conflict among the heru.  They went away, or dissolved, or did whatever it is that ancient gods do to explain why they aren’t around.  During this thing, men were brought to the world by another of the heru, one called Maddarrah.  That’s when elves needed to reproduce and increase their numbers.  Without Rendu to make more, they had to learn to create elves through their own arts—as Bob described it, their “feeble copies of the Great Art of Rendu.”
 
   They figured out a way, all right.  They would kidnap a freshly-pregnant woman, work their magic on her unborn child until it was ready—a matter of seven years or so!—and then cut the elf-baby free.  It only worked one time in ten or so, but that didn’t stop them trying.
 
   I decided I liked elves even less.  I tried not to show it.  But what he said rang a bell.  I had heard of Maddarrah, and the elves I’ve eaten pretty much agreed with his story.
 
   The fact that I could eat an elf-spirit didn’t bother him too much; it was just to be expected that a life-drinking horror could drink any life.  The fact I could then put a human soul into the unoccupied flesh bothered him a great deal.
 
   The elven perspective was of a total unity of flesh and spirit; the two were inseparable and indivisible, united throughout eternity or until they were destroyed together.  Having a human soul inside an elf body was as horrifying to him as waking up to the rotting corpse of a loved one trying to cook breakfast for you.  They’re in there, but they’re the rotting dead and bits are landing in your bacon.
 
   Maybe it’s the cultural differences.  Maybe it’s the fact I had my Dark Lord hat on.  Maybe I’m just inured to the idea of death, dying, the soul, and various forms of afterlife.  Whatever the reason, I found I wasn’t too terribly moved to sympathy for the poor elf.
 
   “Thank you.  I’m sure T’yl appreciates the lesson as much as I do.  Get on the horse.  We’re leaving.  Now.”
 
   Bob visibly forced himself to take the hand of the Thing that demanded it.  The Thing hefted and swung him up onto the back of the Thing’s magical horse.  Bob didn’t want to put his arms around the Thing, and the Thing allowed him to hang on to the Thing’s belt.  I’m such an understanding Thing.
 
   Shortly thereafter, we went up the pass and approached the gate.  No one gave us any trouble.  They shone lights down at us, of course, but they didn’t bother to call out a challenge.  Once they actually saw us, the thuds and clanks of the gate opening process began.  It was a very nice gate, brand new.
 
   Bronze strutted through the streets of Vathula.  The place seemed very quiet.  There was a strong smell of decay in the air, and I asked Bob about it.
 
   “By now, if your mercy has been granted, there are a thousand dead, Na’irethed zarad’na .  They are doubtless the source.”
 
   “If there are any survivors of that curse, let them live; they can serve as examples of what it means to defy me.”
 
   “As you command, so shall it be, Na’irethed zarad’na .”
 
   Bob was obviously feeling very formal.  Usually, he just settled on “Dread Lord” and left it at that.
 
   I rode into the palace and the throne room, dropped him off on the steps to the throne.  Several dozen unpleasant faces watched from the doors, but didn’t quite dare to go in.
 
   “Get another chair,” I told him.  “Set it lower and to the right of the throne.  That’s yours, as my regent in this place.  Let no one but me sit on the true throne of Vathula.”
 
   “As you command, so shall it be, Na’irethed zarad’na ,” he repeated.  Well, maybe he would become a little less terrified of me when I was farther away.  I cut the cords on the mirror and lowered it to him.
 
   “Put that in a safe place.  It will contact another mirror just like it in the capitol.  Another of my servants is always ready to answer the mirrors, so you may reach me whenever you find it needful.”
 
   Bob went to both knees, one hand supporting the wrapped mirror.  He repeated his new catchphrase again.
 
   Bronze and I left without another word.  Bob used to be a better conversationalist.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thursday, July 15th
 
    
 
   My talks with Drannis, Palays, and Rogis convinced me that Drannis and Rogis were fairly reasonable people.  They agreed they had no real reason to be ill-disposed toward Mochara and would even welcome the opportunity for trade, except for the current difficulties with Byrne.  Drannis, especially, seemed more than willing to be an ally to the Kingdom of Karvalen, especially if it got his daughters home.
 
   Palays, on the other hand, really didn’t want to talk to me a lot.  He was brusque and cold.  I wasn’t sure what he was upset about.  Maybe he was upset about multiple failed invasions.  Maybe he didn’t like Sparky’s religion.  Maybe he didn’t appreciate my part in destabilizing the Church of Light and Rethven.  Maybe he just didn’t like nightlords.  Pick any of the above or invent your own.
 
   Unfortunately, while I might be able to recover Drannis’ daughters, that wouldn’t help Rogis.  And if Byrne pressed south, Rogis’ military problem would rapidly become Drannis’ problem, hostages or no hostages.
 
   Byrne was a problem for them, and therefore, a problem for me.  Of course, Byrne was the logical culprit for the bungled assassination attempts, too.  It gave us a common enemy.  That’s always a help when trying to make friends.
 
   What did Prince Parrin have against me?  If I asked nicely, would he tell me?  Sure, it was unlikely that I could just fix it, whatever it was, but it would be nice to know.  I’d much rather undercut his desire to fight than take an army into the field and watch men get slaughtered.  I’m just a wuss, I know.
 
   I consulted with Tort, my Grand High Everything.  Her spies didn’t have a good answer, but she promised to look into it.
 
   At her mention of looking into it, I thought of crystal balls and Anni.  The magical arts of the seers of the gata are different than the scrying arts of magicians, even different from the Ribbon of wizards.  It was more like one of those odd talents that people developed, like smiths singing to metal or the dancers of the People of the Plains.  I don’t understand how they do what they do, but it couldn’t hurt to ask her to look into it.  Anni agreed, but also cautioned me.
 
   “It’s not an easy thing, you know, to look into the hearts of men.  I’ll see what there is to see, but I don’t know him.  If I see anything at all, it will still be murky and dark.  You may have to see for yourself.”
 
   “Young lady,” I said, which made her smile, “you know very well that I’m not nearly so artful as you.”
 
   “No, but you’re the one toward whom his hatred flows.  I stand on the side of the stream and watch it go by; you can wade in its depths and take the measure of the current.”
 
   “Perhaps, but I don’t know how.”
 
   “If I cannot find what you want,” she said, softly, “I will show you how.”  Her voice dropped lower.  “I am the eldest of my gata; it is mine to decide.  But, if I must, I want something from you.”
 
   “What would you have?”
 
   “No, let us not speak of it.  It may not come to that.  Run along, old man; I’ll tend to your wants.”
 
   “As you say, young lady.”
 
    
 
   I finally ran out of excuses after lunch.  Torvil made it a point to bring me lunch in the conference room, where I was working on the sand table.  He also brought Kammen and Seldar with him.
 
   “Sire.”
 
   “Torvil.  What’s on your mind?”
 
   “You say you have a warrior spirit in a crystal.  We would like to be the first to be taught by it.”
 
   “’We’?  Or you, and they are coming along?”
 
   Torvil turned pinkish, but didn’t answer.  Kammen did.
 
   “Sire.  He says it’s dangerous, or that you think it might be.  He’s willing to give it a go, and I’ll be dead a week before I let him do something dangerous without me.”
 
   “I agree with Kammen,” Seldar said, “although, perhaps not about being dead for a week.”
 
   “I see,” I said.  Well, someone had to try it, and I’d be right there with them…
 
   “Come with me.”
 
   I found T’yl and brought him along.  After I explained the general outline of what I’d done, I explained what would happen.
 
   “We’re going to go into the crystal, much like a wizard visiting a mental study.  Time will seem to run much faster there; how much faster, I have no idea.  The crystal is really a sophisticated quantum computer core and may have a processing speed greater than…” I trailed off at their blank looks.  “It’s a very powerful magical crystal and may cause time to go much faster in there than in a typical mental study.”  They got that.
 
   “Inside, there’s a warrior spirit that I’ve created, forging it out of all the knowledge and experience I’ve gained from hundreds of thousands of souls.  We’ll work with it in there, learning from it.  Then, in between lessons with this teacher-spirit, we’ll practice what we’ve learned.  Questions?” Torvil held up a hand.
 
   “Sire, why is this dangerous?  In what way?”
 
   “There are several ways I can think of where it could go horribly wrong.  It could dump too much information into your head and burn out your mind.  It could affect your motor skills—that is, your coordination, and so cause you to die in twitching convulsions.  It could copy itself into your heads and destroy who you are, making your body the host for a copy of the warrior spirit.  Should I go on?”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   “Anyone want to not do this?” I asked.  Kammen and Seldar raised their hands.  I sighed and rephrased my question.  “Is anyone not going to do this?”  They lowered their hands again.
 
   “Right,” I said.  “Everyone pick a table.  Lie down on it, head toward the crystal.”  While we did that, T’yl walked around the whole thing, looking it over.
 
   “My lord?  What do you wish me to do?”
 
   “Observe us closely.  If we start to… well, if we start to react badly, tell Firebrand.  It will tell me.”
 
   Is that why I’m here, Boss?
 
   No.  You’re here because I don’t want to let you out of arms’ reach.  You were gone for too long.
 
   I missed you, too, Boss.
 
   I am going to let T’yl hold you, though; you’re no good for this job if you come inside with us.  I do want you to listen in on everyone while we’re inside and see if you can detect anything that might be considered damaging.  Work with T’yl on this, would you?
 
   Makes sense.  I don’t like it, but at least T’yl isn’t going to go thinking he can actually use me for hacking at anything—nothing annoys me more than being wielded by an incompetent.
 
   So, you’ll do it?
 
   Sure, Boss.
 
   “Here.”  I unbuckled Firebrand and passed it over.  T’yl greeted it and they exchanged a few pleasantries.
 
   “Everybody ready?”
 
   “Yes,” said Torvil.
 
   “Yes,” said Kammen.
 
   “No, but go ahead,” Seldar said.
 
   I activated the enchantments on the tables and we went into the crystal dojo.  It was a very nice place; it ought to be.  I spent enough time designing it.  My composite warrior-spirit greeted us with great courtesy, quizzed us for a couple of hours on what we hoped to achieve and why, and then invited us to join him on the mat.
 
   It is possible I made my virtual training simulator a trifle too real.  On the other hand, if it doesn’t hurt, you don’t react as you should.  I guess I did it right.  Painfully right.
 
   We didn’t eat; we didn’t sleep; we didn’t feel the need.  We did nothing at all that wasn’t fighting or related to fighting.  There was a startling amount of philosophy involved, most of which seemed a mixture of Zen awareness and Arthurian chivalry.  They actually went together surprisingly well.
 
   After some unmeasured time—a week?  Two weeks?  It was a long time to spend in a high-pressure learning environment, anyway—I felt that psychic tickle that meant someone was trying to reach me.  Knowing that could only mean one thing, I bowed to the teacher, as did the other students, and we were dismissed.  We exited by the same door we entered.
 
   I sat up with a headache.  Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar stayed where they were and groaned.  Well, my brain has more practice at directly absorbing knowledge.  It goes with my vampiric digestion.
 
   Boss?
 
   Yeah.  I have a headache.
 
   I figured.  T’yl says the other guys were starting to struggle, so I tried to let you know.
 
   Good work.
 
   Aloud, I asked T’yl how we did.
 
   “You were in communication with the crystal for several moments,” he said.  “The effects were immediately noticeable, but not too serious.  After a very short time, however, the mortals began to suffer a low-level degradation in their urushti… ah, that is, one of the aspects of their living being.”  He shrugged.  “I have a spell that will let me look at a soul, but it does me no good if I don’t know what I am looking for.  Magicians look for several qualities in potential magicians, and the urushti is one of them.  Theirs was becoming overtaxed.”
 
   Urushti.  Yes, I recognized the word.  It might be best described as the temperature tolerance of a computer core.  You can overclock the core to make it run much faster, but that makes it hotter, too; that maximum tolerable temperature would be the urushti.  The urushti of a person was the spiritual equivalent.  A person’s spirit could be forced to do more, do it faster, and do it more strongly than it normally should, but its ability to be pushed beyond its normal limits would be measured as the strength of the urushti.
 
   Of course magicians would look for candidates that had a strong urushti.
 
   “So, how long were we in there?” I asked.
 
   “Moments.  A hundred heartbeats, perhaps.”
 
   Torvil groaned again.  I glanced over at him.
 
   “Problem?”
 
   “No, Sire.  I just… now we have to practice all that again.”
 
   “You’re the one who wanted to try out the prototype.”
 
   “Yes, Sire.”
 
   I got up and stretched.  Could I put a timer on it so lessons ended in, say, one-third as long?  Make it one-quarter.  Thirty seconds, maybe?  That might work.  We would see how my three coped, first.  If there were no side effects, then we could see about regular virtual lessons for all the knights and maybe the squires.  It might even be part of the basic training package for the army, when I got around to having one.  Possibly even for the senior city guards and the militia.
 
   On the other hand, I still had a headache.  I saw how the three were leaning on each other and reached a decision.
 
   “Day off,” I told them.  “You got a lot done just now.”
 
   They didn’t argue about it.  They didn’t even try.  That’s how I know they were beat.
 
    
 
   As long as I was doing things with a massive time differential, I decided on a trip through the gate again.  There were a number of things I could deal with in a very brief time, that way.
 
   Covering Bronze in a magic-concentrating field was one of the things I wanted to test.  I doubted I could cast such a thing on the other side—at least, I doubted I could cast one that large, or that effective—but if I put it on her here, it might help her feel better over there.
 
   T’yl helped me with it.  He seemed quite impressed that I added a subroutine to tell the spell to follow the surface of an object.  I let him be impressed.  It’s actually more efficient to make it a sphere, maximizing the volume inside so that it can store more magic.  On the other hand, increasing the surface area of the Ascension… well, Field, I suppose… should mean that it intercepts more magic, even if the interior space isn’t as large.  One is appropriate for a high-magic environment, the other is better for a low-magic environment.  Maybe.  They both have their good points and bad points.
 
   With Bronze prepared, we opened the gate and I was back in the library.  I also fell flat on my face and writhed on the floor.  Stabbing pains wracked me and it felt as though I’d just been hit by a one-two combination of concrete floor and steel ceiling.
 
   It passed after what must have been forever—three seconds, maybe.
 
   I became aware of Bronze nuzzling me and Firebrand asking, Boss?  Boss?  Can you hear me?  Are you okay?
 
   “That,” I said, slowly sitting up, “is a stupid question.”  I patted Bronze’s nose and climbed to my feet.
 
   Yeah… I guess it is, Firebrand admitted.  Are you okay now?
 
   “I think so.  Yes.  Dead, but fine.  I’ve just… I think I stepped from a sunlit time zone to a nighttime time zone.  I’ve never gone through a full transformation in three seconds before.”
 
   Sounds awful.  Looked awful.
 
   Bronze nodded, still worried.
 
   “Felt awful, too,” I agreed, “but I’m all right, now.  Let’s see about getting out of this library and finding another one.  We’ve got magical tests to run on Bronze and some computer crystals to find.”
 
   What’s a computer?
 
   “Remember that crystal with the warrior spirit?”
 
   Sure.
 
   “That crystal was the heart of a computer.”
 
   Then we’ll kill the computers and take their hearts!
 
   I’ve missed Firebrand.
 
   Bronze munched on carnivorous vines while I tried to figure out what time it was.  The sky was overcast, which wasn’t good; dawn might be ten hours away, or one.  I brought a leather body bag, just in case, but I wanted a better idea of what to expect.
 
   While Bronze grazed, I got out the chalk.  My spells might not have a lot of punch behind them, here, but they could still be useful.  I started with a cleaning spell—the slow version that basically used my own movement to scrub me clean.  Call me what you will, I don’t like being covered in my own filth.
 
   Since I still had time, I then worked on a visor spell; this one would simply put a field over the open eyes of my helmet.  That area would shift the higher frequencies of electromagnetic radiation down into the visible range.  I put more than one layer on so I could get different slices of the spectrum—radio, microwave, ultraviolet, and x-ray.  I figured that would give me a good sample of stellar radiations and I could, hopefully, identify things like the North Star and some of the other constellations even through the clouds.
 
   When I looked up at the sky, I had a much better view of the stars.  Overcast or no, I could see.  The stars were there, blazing away in glorious colors!  No feeble, twinkling points of white, these, but brilliant lights in the sky.
 
   I had a hard time recognizing them.  Their magnitudes altered markedly with the addition of false spectrum colors.  It took a little while to puzzle out the shapes I knew.  North was that way, so… that was Polaris.  If that was the North Star, then there was Orion, and the Dippers.  And there was the Moon, pale and shadowy as it reflected a feeble glow, but studded with bright points like diamond dust.
 
   Fast-moving stars flew across the sky, glowing bright as small suns.
 
   I stood there in the dark, gazing upward at the lights of the heavens, and wondered.
 
   Satellites, yes, solar-powered and beaming out radio signals for all to see.  No problem.  But what was on the Moon?  Communications relays?  Human colonies?  Aliens?
 
   It’s only a quarter of a million miles.  All I need is a space program.  Maybe I’ll cobble together a radio and a parabolic antenna and see if anyone answers.  Someday.
 
   Meanwhile, I guessed I had about half the night left.  Bronze felt pretty good, so I rode to other buildings.  She stayed outside to graze while I carefully cracked open doors.
 
   Why are we being careful?  Are computers dangerous?
 
   “No.  Well, yes, they can be, but I doubt these are in any condition to bother us.  They’re old.”
 
   So, why are we being careful?
 
   “There’s no telling.  I might want to come back here for something I haven’t even thought of.  If I just bash holes in the walls, wind and rain and animals will get in for free.  They might ruin things.”
 
   Thinking ahead, huh?  Smart, Boss.
 
   “Immortality problems,” I replied.  “I have to think ahead; there’s a lot of it.”
 
   After searching several buildings, I realized the university’s computer model had changed over the years.  Instead of hundreds of computers connected through a network, each building had a central computer with dozens of terminals.  All the work in the building was done on that central machine.  Each building’s machine communicated, presumably, with the others, although I didn’t find out how—landline, radio, microwave, superpowers, or what.  I couldn’t even tell if there was a peer-to-peer network between the buildings or if they all linked to a central machine.
 
   Still, I managed to vandalize—excuse me, “salvage”—a dozen computer cores.  If I could build a combat simulator, I could certainly build a scholar.  People could teach it things they learned, which would preserve that knowledge for anyone who needed it later.  Mathematics, literacy, magic… or simply sheep-shearing, thread-spinning, and weaving.
 
   There were other reasons I came through the gate, though.
 
   Bronze took me back to the police station, where I did a more thorough job of ransacking.  The weaponry was at least as modern as the armor.  At one time most of it was, presumably, electronic and nonlethal.  Naturally, it no longer worked.  They did have some ballistic weapons, once I forced my way into an arms locker.  They appeared to be based on electromagnetic propulsion, though, rather than on combustion gases.
 
   This was not helpful.
 
   We searched downtown for a bit; I found an antiques dealer.  There were some antique firearms in his shop, but they did not meet with my approval.  Sure, the nickel-plated revolver was nice, but someone had filled the barrel with a clear substance.  Everything that looked capable of firing was treated that way.  The older pieces—or the worse-preserved ones—were not, but I wouldn’t risk my hand by trying to use them.
 
   Where else might I get weapons?  National Guard armory?  Military post?  Would they have anything useful left?
 
   We went to find out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Later that Day
 
    
 
   I originally thought that we would head toward Horsham Township and the joint base there, at least until we started to head through Harrisburg.  Well, what was left of it.
 
   Whatever else happened while I was gone, they definitely nuked the place.  My spectrum-shifting visor spell was still going.  As we got closer, I could see some places glowing with faint radioactivity.
 
   If I fed Bronze some plutonium, would that fuel her?  Or would it just make her dangerous to sit on?
 
   Nevermind.
 
   Harrisburg was a wasteland.  Nothing grew there.  How long had it been?  Long enough for the buildings that survived the blast to give way to rain and wind.  Crumbled ruins and mud, that’s all.
 
   I decided not to press on to the military base.  If someone had hit Harrisburg, they definitely hit a target like a military base.
 
   Was the Statue of Liberty lying on the beach, half-buried?  Could I go there and scream, “You blew it all to Hell!”?  No, better not.  Too melodramatic.  Besides, the Statue of Liberty would have been crumpled by the bomb that got New York.
 
   Bronze and I turned around.
 
   Problem, Boss?
 
   “Not really.  Yes.  I don’t know.”
 
   You’re pissed off and sad all at once.
 
   “Yeah, I suppose I am.  Does it show?”
 
   Only to me.
 
   Bronze snorted.
 
   …and to her, of course, Firebrand added, hastily.
 
   “This used to be my world,” I said, softly.  “I used to live here.  It was home.”
 
   And nobody took care of it?
 
   “And these assholes ruined it,” I corrected.  “You bet I’m pissed about it.”
 
   And the sad part?
 
   “I’m going to miss it,” I said, sighing.  “I liked it.  I grew up in it.  It was home.”
 
   I’m sorry, Boss.
 
   “You don’t sound sorry.”
 
   I was a dragon.  Dragons don’t think of someplace as home.  They hatch, they get taught to fly and stuff, and then they get kicked out of mom’s hunting grounds.  It’s not really a happy home memory kind of thing.
 
   “Point taken.”
 
   The closest thing a dragon has to a happy home life is when mom plops down something to eat that hasn’t been killed, yet.  Then you get to roast it or rip it apart yourself.  Although, come to think of it, that is a rather pleasant memory…
 
   “I get it, I get it.”
 
   Bronze just paced along, headed back to the library and the arch.  While Firebrand might say it felt sorry about how I felt, Bronze felt sorry with me.
 
   I suppose I knew what happened, or suspected it.  You don’t have a world go to hell in a handbasket like this without a major catastrophe—man-made, in this case.  There was a radioactive ruin where a city used to be.  Until I saw that, I wasn’t sure what did it.  A near-miss by a rogue planet might have triggered massive earthquakes and altered the climate forever, for example.  It’s possible something along those lines precipitated the nuclear exchange.
 
   As a best case, perhaps we can say it was a limited exchange brought on by panic.  Maybe even some minor nation decided to get up on its hind legs and be stupid—and lured someone else into doing the same.  Or someone simply made a mistake and a misunderstanding bloomed into a giant flower.
 
   Still, someone pushed the Big Red Button.
 
   Sometimes, I think we’re all idiots, rushing headlong into oblivion, shouting about how unfair it is while refusing to steer anywhere else.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Saturday, July 17th
 
    
 
   T’yl let me know about some attempts to penetrate the scryshield.
 
   “It’s been there for quite a while,” I pointed out.  “People are bound to take an interest.”  He seemed more than a trifle frustrated with my slowness.
 
   “Sire, if I may?” he asked.  I nodded.  “You’re thinking like a peasant.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You’re a King.  You have a city.  You’ve performed a feat of epic dimensions, shielding the whole thing from outside observation.  Magicians, at least, recognize that as an epic achievement; the less-skilled are more likely to regard it as miraculous.  Only a fool would attempt to penetrate it.
 
   “And yet,” he continued, “there are fools aplenty in the world.  Of those who are both fools and capable of attempting to see through your shield, none would be so foolish after the first attempt.”  He smiled, an evil expression that seemed quite at home on an elf-face.  “I’ve seen that flaming eye.  It is quite an impressive piece of work.”
 
   “I’ll pass along your congratulations to Peter Jackson.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “A magician of my own world that specialized in illusions.”
 
   “Ah.  Well, with that as deterrent, who do you think would continue to probe at your shield?”
 
   “Someone who was determined to see inside?”
 
   “Exact, if not precise,” T’yl agreed.  “Eventually, someone will discover a way to circumvent the shield.  We shall require another method, if you intend to preserve your privacy.”
 
   “Tort mentioned something about that.  I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “And, if I may?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “With your permission, of course, I will see to adding another shield; this one, however, will be smaller, only around the palace, or the peak of the mountain.”
 
   “Oh.  Probably a good idea.”
 
   “And, if you have not already tasked the Mistress of Spies with it,” he added, “I should like to see if I can determine the source of these magical probes.  I dislike being spied upon.”
 
   “I haven’t, and I’d like to know, too,” I agreed.  “Sure, have at it.”
 
   For my part, I sat in my mental study, picked up my notes on the scryshield, and thought.
 
   Once I started enchanting magic mirrors for communications devices, I started to wonder about scrying sensors.  What I think I’ve worked out is a redirect.  If someone tries to put a scrying sensor somewhere inside the scryshield, I ought to be able to drag that sensor as it forms to a point I designate.  From the other end, it should look as though it worked normally.
 
   The only problem is that always appears in the same wrong place.  Appearing in the same wrong place every time is a weakness in the system.  The caster will discover his spell is being hijacked, which means he will then start to work on a way to counter it.
 
   To avoid this, I’ve been thinking of a four-tiered defense.
 
   First, another scryshield.  Since I have one already in place, adding another layer to it isn’t that hard.  It’s like building a new bridge when the river already has one over it.  Building the new bridge next to the old bridge is a lot easier.
 
   This scryshield, the outermost layer, will be a simple blocker.  Scrying attempts try to go in and bounce off.  It takes the caster more power to punch through.  This is just to deter casual attempts; the shield won’t expend itself to stop someone, just act as a hefty speed bump.  Since it will give way rather than break, it’ll be hard to take down through the brute-force method, but will still make it much harder to experiment with the inner defenses.
 
   The second line is the Flaming Eye of Intimidation, the original scryshield.  It can scare people off and block their vision for a cheap expenditure of power.
 
   The third line is the redirect.  A scrying spell that gets through doesn’t manifest its sensor where they intended, but where I intend, instead.  If they figure out a way—when they figure out a way—to filter out the Fiery Eye, they’ll only see what the redirect allows them to.  Wherever they’re trying to look, they’ll just get rerouted.  That’s not too power-intensive, either; it should be easy to maintain.
 
   The fourth thing is just clever, if I do say so myself.
 
   I take a computer crystal and copy the mountain’s layout into the thing.  Then I start running a change on it, causing streets to move, buildings to change, caverns to alter, doors to vanish and reappear elsewhere, the works.  It’s a slow process, as befits the speed of the mountain, but the changes are also constant and totally unrelated to the mountain’s actual alterations.
 
   When a scrying sensor gets routed to the crystal, it appears somewhere at random inside the crystal’s simulation, seeing only the mountain as simulated by the crystal.
 
   So, best case for a spellcaster, he gathers up four or five times the power needed for a typical scrying spell, punches through with his new and much more complicated spell to bypass the flaming eye, and—unknowingly—gets redirected to a computer crystal running a mountain simulation.  He doesn’t like that view?  Aww.  So he does it again, gathering up all that power, casting his complicated spell again, and parks his sensor… somewhere else in the crystal.  If he’s done it right, he may even park his new viewpoint just down the virtual hallway from his original scrying sensor, and, piece by piece, start exploring.
 
   But it’s still not going to do him any good.  It’s really a very convincing simulation.  It just lacks people.  That should confuse him.
 
   I’m thinking it’ll take a scrying spy weeks, at least—maybe years—to even figure out that something is wrong.  A lot of it should be dead-end research on trying to figure out how I’m hiding all the people!
 
   Or… can I put people simulations in there, too?  They don’t have to do anything complicated, just wander around.  That would add an extremely convincing depth to the simulation.  Hmm.
 
   It’ll also take longer due to the outer shield; a wizard won’t want to do that kind of spell more than once a day, maybe twice.  Even magicians will be annoyed to have to do it four or five times and still not see anyone.
 
   Best of all, I don’t have to detail a bunch of wizards to keep the things charged up and at full power.  I have prisoners who have already been condemned to hard labor for life.  Once the shields are at full strength, I’ll set them to charging up the gate again.  But I can probably afford to have a couple of prisoners on shield duty instead of gate duty, full-time.
 
   Now, how do I connect a scrying spell to a crystal simulation?
 
    
 
   For my part, scrying with my sand table is easy and quick, but still rather frustrating.  Given that I can look wherever I want, I still have to decide where that is.  I can see anywhere that isn’t deliberately blocked, but I don’t have a search function, or a radar locator.
 
   I spent a lot of time looking over the borders of Byrne.  Not just the southern border, but all of them.  Up the Quaen river on the west, then across, following the Averill river upstream as I headed west-to-east along the northern border, then south, weaving back and forth along the foot of the Eastrange.
 
   Incidentally, Byrne still hasn’t sent anyone to talk to Vathula.  I suspect Keria’s last magician may have gone to Byrne to report.  Or, he might have skipped Byrne and just gone directly home.  Or he may be in a dungeon, somewhere, summoning demonic hordes.  I have no way to tell; Byrne’s palace is also defended with the standard barrier form of a scryshield.
 
   Judging by the troop dispositions, Byrne doesn’t seem too worried about ugly things coming down out of the mountains.  Either that, or the villages and towns along the Eastrange are considered expendable.  I bet the Prince doesn’t much care about them.
 
   Byrne’s not too worried about anyone coming over the Quaen river, either.  It’s not all that wide that far north, but it’s pretty fast.  A fleet of small ships could haul a sizable force across, but they’d drift a long way south, first, and have to be towed north again before they could cross another body of troops.  It would be lengthy, awkward, obvious, and slow, in addition to scattering the landing forces.
 
   In the extreme northeast of Rethven, the Averill, where it comes out of the Eastrange, is a big sucker of a waterfall.  It drops maybe ninety or a hundred feet, but it’s wide, it’s foamy, it’s icy cold, and it dumps water like the flush of a Titan’s toilet.  After that, it levels out pretty well into a canyon for many, many miles before it splits.  The Averill continues west, but the Quaen branch turns south through some low mountains.
 
   I scrolled along, following the course of the Averill, and paused to watch some people fishing off the north bank of the river.  Viksagi don’t use fishing poles, it seems; they throw weighted nets into the river and use horses to haul up their catch.
 
   I wondered if the viksagi would be interested in an invasion of the southlands.  Specifically, into the lands Byrne currently controlled.  It might be worthwhile to see how Byrne reacted.  If they brought cannon to the swordfight, at least I’d know where they were.  Even if they didn’t, diverting troops and supplies to deal with a northern invasion would help curb their southern expansion.
 
   That southern expansion bothered me.
 
   Byrne was doing a fine job of conquering the remains of Rethven.  That, by itself, was a good thing.  I was all for it.  A unified kingdom could end a lot of the inter-city skirmishing and warfare, take a huge bite out of banditry, enhance trade, and generally make life better for everyone.
 
   It could also rule with an iron fist.
 
   I’ve got nothing against central government; I’m generally in favor of it.  It’s a civilizing influence.  It permits people to get on with their lives without worrying too much about being eaten by the neighbors.  As long as we maintain some basic human rights and the dignity of the people, I think it’s a fine thing.
 
   Byrne, on the other hand, is willing to conscript troops, decimate the population as an act of control, and take hostages from enemy cities to enforce its will.
 
   This does not fill me with enthusiasm for rule by Prince Parrin.
 
   Maybe he intends to use whatever methods are required to achieve unity.  Maybe he’s an idealist, seeking to reunite the kingdom by any means necessary, with the intent to rule as a just and benevolent king thereafter.  The only problem is that, having done everything he had to do to get there, he won’t be able to stop.  If your atrocities get you the crown, you have to keep using them to keep it.  There will always be people who want you dead for the things you’ve done; there will always be people who want revenge.
 
   If Byrne gave any hint that it would be, or could be, a benevolent government, I’d stay out of it.  Yes, even after their interference in my part-time life, even after a few awkward potshots at me, even after all of that.  I think I could tell them to shut up and go play on their side of the Eastrange without me.  They might even do it.
 
   Problem is, I don’t see any sign that Byrne is anything but a bunch of bullies trying to take what everyone else has for themselves.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sunday, July 18th
 
    
 
   Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar seem to be intact.  They’ve been practicing diligently with each other and with the other knights; I try to practice with them for an hour or so every other day.  This is for my benefit, of course.  They get the majority of their work done at the daily sessions.
 
   After considerable consultation and examination, they’ve been declared fit.
 
   Hesitantly, I asked for volunteers from among the knights.  I was immediately inundated with requests to try the latest toy.  Knights, city guards, some militia—how word got out, I’m not sure, but people strained the capacity of my staff—
 
   (I have a staff.  Apparently, Tort has been busy building an in-palace hierarchy of people to act as buffers for requests for the King’s attention.  Good thing, too; otherwise, I’d never get anything done.  It was also well done.  I didn’t even notice until it became impossible not to.  My Tort can be a subtle lady.)
 
   —with their requests.  Squires volunteered.  I decided on policy at that point.  If the knight wanted his squire to start learning to use a weapon, the knight would start teaching him.
 
   Even with the pool restricted to grown men, it’s still a large sample.  If anything is going to go wrong, we should see it in somebody.  Maybe we can even do something about it.
 
   So we gave everyone thirty seconds in the Crystal Dojo.  They lay down, they twitched in their sleep a bit, then they got up looking much more sober and serious.  My guys went through it, too, on the argument that they should always be a little ahead of the curve.  Royal Guard and all that.  I chose not to argue, since they would also be the ones with the most exposure and therefore most likely to develop any side effects.  If they were all right with a heavier regimen, everyone else should be fine, too.
 
   Afternoon practice sessions have changed.  There is a lot more in the way of pauses to work out the exact movement, and a lot more slow, controlled maneuvers.  They’re not just getting in there and fighting each other, then showing the loser how it happened.  They’re… what?  I don’t know.  But it looks less like a general melee and more like a postgraduate class in killing.
 
   I have mixed feelings about this.
 
   One thing I’m undeniably pleased about is the coinage.  We now have steel coin stamps; we’re producing actual coins, rather than just coin blanks.  I dumped a lot of Fred’s money on the breakfast table and the council went through it, found designs they liked, and we now have a very nice, simple, decimal money system.  Someday, we’ll move away from hard currency, I’m sure, but that’s a long, long way off.  For now, it’s copper, silver, and gold.
 
   I wonder about some of the money Fred let me borrow.  Some of the designs are not from Rethven, or Zirafel, or even Kamshasa or Prydon or Telasco or any other nation of this world.  When you see a coin design with what is clearly a space-ship on one side and a spiral galaxy on the other, it raises questions.
 
   Fred was very little help.
 
   “I dunno,” he admitted, when I asked him where the unfamiliar coins came from.  “Just… under beds.”
 
   “But where are the beds?” I pressed.
 
   “It’s hard to describe,” he said.  “Beds are beds.  They’re just there.  I dunno how to explain where beds are.  They’re just there,” he repeated.  He sounded baffled.
 
   “So, if I asked you to find a bed, could you do it?”
 
   “Always.”  Positive.  Confident.  Certain.
 
   “But if I wanted to know where that bed was?”
 
   “Well… I could take you there, I guess, and you could look around.”
 
   “But could you point me in the right direction?”
 
   “You mean… out there?”
 
   “Well, yeah.”
 
   “No.”  He shuddered.
 
   “You sound nervous.”
 
   “I don’t like it out there.”  Again, with that emphasis.  “I like it in here.”
 
   “Can you even come out?”
 
   “Yes.  I don’t want to.”
 
   “Fair enough, fair enough,” I soothed.  “I’m just trying to find out more about how things work.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Thank you for the loan, by the way.”
 
   “Did it help?”
 
   “Yep.  Got a lot of good coin designs to copy and we’re using them now.”
 
   “Then I’m glad to help.”
 
   “By the way… you mentioned that you could take me to the underside of a bed?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Any bed?” I asked.
 
   “Pretty much.  At least, I think so.”
 
   “How do you find them?”
 
   “Uh.  They’re just, you know…”
 
   “There.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Okay.  Any luck on that propaganda campaign we discussed?”
 
   “Sort of.  I’m pretty sure a bunch of people are scared about this Byrne place, anyway.”
 
   “Good, good.  Just remember, if anybody mentions me, vanish.  I want people worried about Byrne conquering them, but I also want them wondering if Karvalen will save them.”
 
   “I remember.  No problem.”
 
   “Any word on the girls I wanted you to find?”
 
   “Sorry.  I’ve looked all around the stuff local to Byrne.  There are some places in Byrne I can’t go—magical wards can keep me out, sort of.  They make beds disappear.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yep.  I’m a magical creature, you know.”
 
   “I hadn’t noticed.  But no luck on the girls?”
 
   “They’re either sleeping on vanished beds, or they don’t have beds,” Fred assured me.
 
   “Well, thanks for looking, Fred.  I appreciate the help.  Is there anything I can do for you?”
 
   “Already did.  I haven’t had this much fun in ages.”  He shifted around and looked bashful.  Don’t ask me how I interpreted an expression on something that hasn’t got a face.  Maybe it’s just body language.  “I’ve never had anybody to, you know… talk to.”
 
   “Glad I could help,” I assured him.  “I wish I had more time to chat.”
 
   “Someday,” Fred assured me.  “It’s not like we’re going anywhere.”
 
    
 
   Later, looking at the sand table and using it as satellite map, I did some measuring.  Given the rough-to-awful conditions of the roads in old Rethven, things like troop transport, logistics, and anything else that involved movement was going to be difficult.  Barring a platoon of magicians casting teleportation gates, moving something like cannon was going to require teams of horses.  Where could they go?  Where could they not go?  Come to that, if I wound up having to invade Byrne’s current holdings, what routes could I take?
 
   As I was poring over the map, I noticed something.  Prince Rogis of Tolcaren claimed that his motivation for doing as Byrne ordered was their proximity.  Actually looking at the map, on the other hand, made that seem nonsensical.  Tolcaren, like Maran, was on the west side of the Quaen river; Formia straddled it at the rivermouth.  All of Byrne’s holdings were on the eastern side.
 
   If Tolcaren was being threatened by Byrne’s proximity, it had to have resources west of the Quaen, which meant going through Bildar, and which meant threatening Hagan—A line drawn through Bildar and Tolcaren almost went through Hagan.
 
   Puzzled, I went up to find Tort.  She was in a sitting room, occupying a chair, and deep in contemplative meditation.  At least, that’s what it looked like.  A moment’s examination showed a sort of psychic communication spell going; she was on the phone.  I got comfortable and waited.
 
   It wasn’t a long wait.  She opened her eyes after no more than five minutes, smiled to see me, and put a small vial into a case full of other vials.  They were each labeled with a name.
 
   “Good afternoon, my angel,” she said, and stood up to stretch.  “It is good to see you during the day.  Have you come to pay me a social call, or do you have a task for me?”
 
   “Both, really.”
 
   “Good.”  She came over and sat on my lap.  “Perhaps you should tell me of the task before we engage in being social.”
 
   “Smart girl.  I take it you’re a busy spymistress?”
 
   “It is a constant thing,” she assured me, breathing warmly into my ear.  “Reports come to me at all hours.”
 
   “Well, there are a couple of things I need to find out, and my usual methods aren’t working.”
 
   “Certainly.  What do you wish to know?”
 
   “I’d like to know where Byrne is keeping its bronze rams.  I want to look at one and see how it works.  I’d also like to know why Tolcaren says it’s under threat of Byrne invasion—at least, why Prince Rogis thinks that’s a credible reason for doing as Byrne says.  Does Byrne have an army west of the Quaen river?  I haven’t seen it.  And Hagan.  Is it also threatened by Byrne?  I’ve asked Prince Jorgen if he’d like to have a nice, friendly treaty with Karvalen, but he’s hesitant—is it because Byrne is crawling down his throat, or because he’s afraid I will?
 
   “On unrelated fronts, I’d like to know more about the viksagi.  I’m thinking of asking them—or offering to let them—invade from the north into Byrne-held lands.  I don’t know how many of them would be willing to do so, nor how to go about asking.”  I gave her a smile as she locked her fingers together behind my neck.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked.  “Too much at once?”
 
   “Well,” she said, thoughtfully, “some of that I can answer, but most of it is either conjecture or completely unknown to me.”
 
   “Really?  What do you know already?”
 
   “Tolcaren is not concerned with any land invasion.  Their concern is with sea invasion.  I believe,” she stressed, “that Byrne has acquired ships that can navigate the southern waters of the Quaen.  They must be smaller vessels, not the great ships of the Circle Sea—only one or two masts, at most.  I further believe they may have some of those thunder-spitting rams mounted aboard such vessels.  Perhaps not; they may just have a way to mount them easily.”
 
   “That would account for Prince Rogis’ worry about Byrne attacking him directly,” I mused.  “I think he’s willing to be our ally, provided we can find a way to defend him.”
 
   “Most cities would,” Tort agreed.  “Byrne’s rapid conquests have made it unpopular.”
 
   “Any chance we could spread some rumors about their terrible atrocities?” I asked.  Tort smiled that I-know-something-you-don’t-know smile and I gave her the I’m-guessing-I-do-too look.
 
   “You’ve already started that, haven’t you?” I asked.  The smile answered for her.  I guess she wouldn’t be the Spymistress of Karvalen if she was stupid.
 
   “Okay,” I said, “tell me what else you know.”
 
   “Little enough, I am afraid.  I do not know why Prince Jorgen is hesitant about an alliance.  If I had to guess, I would say it is because he is far away, has no good line of travel between us, and Byrne is poised to move south and come directly between us.  Hagan is not on the Quaen, so he cannot be threatened by ships, but if Byrne were to take Bildar, it would not be a difficult march to reach Hagan; the roads are much better on that side of the river.  We would have to sail around to Maran and then march about as far north.”
 
   “Do you think it has anything to do with my being a part-time undead?”
 
   “I doubt it strongly.”  She shifted on my lap to snuggle against my breastplate.  “I tell you again, my angel, that your most endearing failing is your inability to understand how people see you.  You are much more commonly viewed as a dragonslayer, a hero, even a… a legendary, even mythic figure.  Not,” she added, squeezing me, “as a blood-drinking monster that preys on the souls of men.”
 
   “If you say so, then it must be so,” I agreed.  Normally, that would settle it.  I still have some reservations about that subject, though.  It’s my most endearing failing, apparently.
 
   “So,” I continued, “if we could assure Jorgen that we could drop a thousand troops into his army anytime he asked, he’d be happier?”
 
   “I doubt that.  But he would be much more amenable to alliance.”
 
   “I see the difference.  Good point.  I’ll do some more thinking about that.  What about the viksagi?”
 
   “I have no spies among them.  Truthfully, I have given them no thought.  Ever since the bridge at Crag Keep was broken in their last invasion—”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I interrupted.  “This is the first I’ve heard of that.  When was this?”
 
   “Ten years, perhaps as much as twelve, after old King Relven’s death,” she explained.  “The viksagi marched on Crag Keep and almost took it.  The commander at the time deemed it needful, and so ordered the wizard of the Keep to release the ancient spells within the supports of the bridge.  The center span crumbled and fell, saving the Keep and halting the invasion.”
 
   Nobody ever tells me anything.  I wish I’d known about that when I was dealing with them!
 
   “Correct me if I’m wrong,” I said, “but wasn’t the whole purpose of that bridge to be a bait?  I know the viksagi don’t like open water—and if I lived in a climate that cold, I wouldn’t like it, either—which is why the bridge was so tempting.  Without it, won’t they just build rafts or something and cross that way?”
 
   “They dislike rushing water, which the Averill is.  To cross, they must either go far, far west, almost to the western coast of the Circle Sea, where the canyon of the Averill widens and the river becomes more placid.  Or they must try to climb the mountains and cross the great lake that feeds the Averill.”  She shrugged.  “They can build boats, I suppose, but only small ones.  They must lower them, you see, down the sides of the Averill’s bed, then cross the water, and finally climb out.  It is difficult to move more than a raiding party, and it virtually assures that if they must retreat, they must do so empty-handed.”
 
   “So, they would really like a new bridge, hmm?” I asked, thinking of the new bridges across two deep gorges on the road to Baret.
 
   “I should think so.”
 
   “Do you know anyone who speaks any of the viksagi dialects?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then we’d better be social for a bit,” I decided.  “I’ll be gone for a few days.”
 
   Tort breathed an agreement into my ear.
 
    
 
   One of the peculiarities of a part-time undead metabolism is the unerring wake-up call at sunrise and sunset.  I remember sitting in a computer lab, a long time ago, and looking at the clock only to wonder, “Is that AM or PM?”
 
   That’s not a problem, these days.  No clocks, for one thing.
 
   Still, sunset hit me just as I was settling in for a good bout of post-coital cuddling.  This is a bad thing, on the order of spending a summer day mucking out animal stalls before grabbing your significant other in a bear hug.  It’s messy.  It’s stinky.  It’s just not good.
 
   I sat under the waterfall while Tort leaned on the doorframe, smiling at me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Why do women do that?  It makes me nervous.  I’m nervous enough as it is.
 
   The mountain’s most recent project, four new gates to the undercity, had gone perfectly.  We now have a gatehouse at each compass point, down in the main city proper.  Just inside is an airlock arrangement of two pivot-doors, each big enough to pass a wagon.  
 
   Improved traffic flow will become important, hence the new gates, but I draw the line at allowing animals into the undercity.  Rain will clean the streets of the surface, but a pile of horse manure in a hallway will stay there until someone comes by to scoop it, sweep it, then mop it—and the smell will still linger.
 
   Under the watchful eye of the City Guard, people can go through a pivot-door and have it swung shut behind them.  Once that was done, the second pivot-door, the one in front of them, would open and allow them to proceed into the undercity.  It slowed down traffic, yes, but it seemed like a good security measure, especially if we were about to be involved in a major war.
 
   With that thought, I mentioned to Tort about getting the City Guard beefed up and ready for sneaky saboteurs.  She assured me that she, T’yl, Thomen, and Kelvin were already on it.  When I asked about Rendal, she sniffed.  Apparently, he wasn’t part of the planning, just part of the implementation.  Not really an ideas man, just an organizer.
 
   I refrained from pointing out how important organizers are.  Ideas come to nothing without someone to make them real.
 
   Anyway, with the mountain’s most recent project finished, I took a moment to give it some new ones.  It was delighted; I think it likes doing something besides sitting there like a rock.
 
   One of the changes I wanted was running water.  We already have four springs coming down off the central spire for turning waterwheels.  I wanted to expand on that, allowing water to run along stone channels in a network all through the city.  It would form the foundation of, eventually, a system of running water for everyone.
 
   I also needed a bridge that I could put over the Averill river.  I didn’t explain how I wanted it to work; I let the mountain decide that.  I wasn’t sure exactly how it would accomplish it.  It might start a new road through the Eastrange, starting from wherever the northern canal terminated.  But, if there was an easier way, I was sure the mountain would find it.
 
   I also imprinted a vision of the New York City Hall in a playback spell and handed it to the mountain for use in Mochara.  By the time it extended a layer of stone into the right area, we should have enough clear space and a lot of rock already piled up.  It would also be nice to see some streets in Mochara actually paved, instead of rocky mud.
 
   Come to that, sewers and streets for Mochara wouldn’t be a bad deal, either.  I wasn’t totally sure what the mountain did with sewage, but I had a feeling it involved some incineration and an underground connection with the sea.  Don’t ask me for details; I decided I didn’t want to know that much about industrial levels of sewage.  But Mochara, while it didn’t have the same incineration capabilities, certainly had a much easier connection to the ocean.
 
   Another thing I have to check.  Can we just dump waste into the sea?  Are there any mer-people who will be inconvenienced?  Or will they be pleased to have free fertilizer drifting over their latest kelp farms?  Nobody else is going to go down there and ask.
 
   Streets, though.  We can do streets.  At least we can manage that.  Rainwater can run off into underground pipes and into the ocean.  That’ll decrease the mud and the smell.
 
   Having spent a few minutes in my spellcasting, I then kissed Tort, headed up to the throne room, mounted Bronze, and headed west.  I passed Baret without slowing; sentries waved from the top of the wall and I waved back.  That was a nice feeling.
 
   Then I had to rein up and pause.  No, it looked as though I needed to detour to Baret.  I just had a feeling.
 
   They let me in without undue fuss.  It takes a while to unbar a main gate; Bronze won’t fit through a typical person-sized door.
 
   Once inside, I borrowed pen and parchment from the guardsman in command, sent a note to Banler, and then hurried on to find someone.  Sure enough, I found a number of people scattered all over the city.  Each of them was ready to go, but not quite able to depart.  People don’t usually have an off switch.  I did my duty, tried to be reassuring to any loved ones in the vicinity, and departed.
 
   It may have cost me two hours.  I guess I shouldn’t complain.
 
   We left by the western gate and stuck to the coast road after that.  We passed through or by a number of small towns and villages, then skirted Brentwood.  A few more villages went by, and then we reached the mouth of the Quaen river and the city of Formia.
 
   Formia occupied a good position at the rivermouth.  They built bridges inside the city, forcing travelers to go through instead of around.  Good for taxing and tolls, of course, but not so good for travelers.  Ah, well.  Bronze and I sink like rocks, and I don’t need to breathe at night.  We detoured around Formia by simply going through the river.  It was slow going, but the worst problem was the mud.  Bronze powered through it and I experimented with spells to thicken and stiffen the mud for her.
 
   On the far side, I waved hands over her to remove the clinging, black silt.  She felt a lot better after that.  I made a note to avoid swamps, bogs, and anything else with softer footing.  We can go through it, but it’s slow and unpleasant.
 
   We made much better time after that, sticking to the roads of Rethven.  It was slightly better than cross-country, at least.  And, delight of delights, all I had to do was keep going north.  It’s hard to get lost when you don’t care where you are or where you’re going, just heading in a direction.
 
   And Bronze… well, Bronze loves to run.  I got her aerodynamic air-shield up, tilted gravity a trifle so everything was more or less downhill, and we made the world roll by.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Monday, July 19th
 
    
 
   We managed to thunder our way across the entirety of the old kingdom in a single night, despite twisty, muddy roads.  She was amazingly happy, and I was proud of her.
 
   Crag Keep wasn’t unoccupied, just undermanned.  We got there close to sunrise, so I camped out for the transition rather than have to deal with it during the process of greeting the guards.  It also gave Bronze a chance to cool down from her run.  I thought it good to stay low-key and mostly mundane, if possible.
 
   The last time I rode up to Crag Keep, it had a thriving little town behind it.  Admittedly, most of it was there to tend to the needs of a military base.  Finding a whorehouse used to be easy; finding someone to teach you to read was somewhat less so.
 
   Now, Crag Keep was mostly surrounded by farms.  There were a few small huts, but it looked as though most people lived in the castle proper.  The farms were much too large for the people I saw living on the land.  I wondered if the soldiers did most of the farming, or if they just helped with the planting and harvesting.  At least the water-wheel was cranking water up from the river.  I’m not sure how they would have managed to grow anything without it.
 
   Surprisingly, the keep let us in without much more than asking my name.  Once in the courtyard, a stableboy tried to take Bronze; Bronze was gracious enough to permit it.  He seemed a bit bemused that Bronze simply followed him without any need for reins.
 
   I was greeted by a subcommander, some guy who introduced himself as Leareth.  He was a medium-sized man with a close-cut beard and a slightly officious air.
 
   “Pleased to meet you,” I returned.  “My name is Halar.”
 
   “What city sent you?” he asked.
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “What city?  We need to mark you off against someone’s obligation.”
 
   “People still get sent up here?” I asked, surprised.  “I would have thought, with the bridge gone—”
 
   “That doesn’t change the requirements,” Leareth interrupted.  “They’re all still obligated to send men to defend the keep.”
 
   “I see.”  I looked around.  The place wasn’t falling apart, but it could use a good mason, a dozen assistants for him, some carpenters, and about three months of maintenance and repair.  It also needed about eight more sentries; the two on watch weren’t enough to cover the approaches.
 
   “I hate to tell you this,” I said, “but I’m not here as part of anybody’s obligation.  I’m here to cross into the viksagi lands.”
 
   “Impossible.”
 
   “Um.  Why?”
 
   “The bridge is destroyed.  Nothing can cross.”
 
   “Yes, well, that’s my mission.  I’ll have to try.”
 
   “And I tell you that you can’t,” he insisted.
 
   “Could you at least show me the bridge?” I suggested.  He shrugged and gestured me toward the main gate.  We walked together.
 
   “Why do you need to go there?” he asked.
 
   “Got to find out how many of them there are, if they’re planning to invade, what they’re doing in general, that sort of thing.  Find out whatever I can, really.”
 
   “They’ll kill you and eat you, you know.”
 
   “I’ve heard that,” I lied.  He gestured me to help and we muscled the gate open enough for us to pass through.
 
   The bridge was partially there.  The far side was intact; the near side was intact.  The middle section was missing.  Altogether, it looked like an empty span of fifty or sixty feet.  With a good run-up and may a little gravity-bending, I was certain Bronze could clear it.
 
   A number of ropes hung from the near portion of the bridge.  A half-armored soldier hauled up a funnel of interlaced branches, a sort of fish trap.  We walked out and he nodded to Leareth.  Leareth nodded back and we looked over the edge of the bridge.  It wasn’t that far to the water, but it was farther than I’d care to dive even in the days when I could swim.  It was much too deep for me to walk across in daylight.
 
   “See?  There’s no way across, unless you brought a boat.”
 
   “I left it in my other pants.  Do the viksagi ever attack here?”
 
   “No.  We just try to keep a watch, really.  We can only man the first few stations along this bank, but it’s worth it to spot raiders coming south.”
 
   “Get a lot of that, do you?”
 
   “No.  They’ve learned not to cross around here.”  He shrugged.  “At least we’re useful.”
 
   I doubt that very much, I thought.  Still, it would have been impolite to say so.
 
   “Well, here’s hoping that they’re not planning a major invasion,” I said.
 
   “Indeed.  Now that you’ve seen the bridge, do you want to stay to breakfast, or do you need to go back immediately?”
 
   “I could stand breakfast, but I still plan to cross.”
 
   “Oh?  How?”
 
   “I’m a wizard.”
 
   “Oh.”  He looked at me speculatively, eyeballing my armor and sword.  “You don’t look like a wizard.”
 
   I gestured and produced a glowing ball of light in my hand.  He shrugged.
 
   “Okay, you’re a wizard.  If you say you can get across, I’ll want to see it.”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   “Come along.  The Captain will want to see you.”
 
   So we went back and inside the keep proper.  The Captain was sitting at breakfast when I was shown in.
 
   The Captain was a spare man, made almost entirely of bone and gristle with some skin to hold it all together.  If a smile ever crossed his face, it consulted a map and realized it had a long walk ahead of it.  I wondered what he’d done to get stuck here.
 
   Still, he was courteous.  He stood up while I was shown in and introduced, traded bows with me, invited me to sit at the small table.  I sat down, carefully, not wholly trusting the chair, but it was a durable old thing and only creaked under my weight.
 
   After a few minutes of food, he opened the conversation.
 
   “Leareth mentioned that you intend to go inspect the viksagi.”
 
   “I do,” I replied around a mouthful of scrambled eggs.  Duck eggs, I think, with goat cheese.  Pretty good, actually.
 
   “It’s been quite a while since they bothered to attack in force.  What makes you think they might be planning such a thing now?”
 
   I thought for a moment, both on how to be tactful and, at the same time, what lies to tell.  I certainly wasn’t going to tell the man tasked with keeping the viksagi on their side of the river that I was planning to give them a whole new bridge to play with.
 
   “Are you familiar with the city of Byrne?” I asked.
 
   “Vaguely,” he admitted.  “Some second-rate city in the northeast, isn’t it?”
 
   Yeah, they were a little out of touch up here.  I explained about Byrne’s expansion.
 
   “The thing is,” I continued, “from a practical standpoint, they’ve got to take either Bildar or Formia to cross the Quaen.  Considering that Byrne is a rather bloody-minded bunch, they might be planning to divert attention by encouraging the viksagi to invade.  We’re west of the Quaen, after all, and if everyone sent their troops north to fight an invasion, Byrne would have an easy time of it.”
 
   “If everyone sent a proper tithe of troops to garrison the watchtowers, an invasion would be stopped almost as quickly as it was mounted.”
 
   “I agree, but as things stand, if ten thousand screaming viksagi row across the Averill, climb out, and start southward—could they do that downstream, where your men wouldn’t see it?  Could they just go around you and into the southlands without opposition?”
 
   The Captain frowned.  It looked as though he was done with breakfast; I may have spoiled his appetite.
 
   “Yes, they could.”  He folded his hands on the table and looked at me.  “People say we’re useless,” he said, softly.  “Without the bridge, what’s the point of a garrison?  This isn’t a place that defends a kingdom anymore.  It’s a place to send fools and incompetents that lords can’t—for whatever reason—justify kicking out of their service.  Family ties, money, personal reasons… most of those sent here never arrive; they just disappear—desert—along the way.
 
   “Nobody seems to understand what we do, and that we can’t do it without help.  Now, with this news… if Byrne organizes the viksagi, they can bypass us.  Raiders sometimes sneak by, anyway; we can’t man enough watchtowers to cover the whole river.  If a few thousand screaming barbarians make it across, they could do untold damage.”
 
   “Yeah, that would be bad,” I agreed.  And I meant it.  It hadn’t occurred to me until that moment that Byrne might actually be planning something like that.  It might not be worth it, really; it depended on factors I didn’t understand.  How much of a horrified reaction would the news garner from the southern cities?  Would they immediately launch a counterattack?  Or would they let the cities north of them act as buffer states and only worry about it when the viksagi came knocking on their own doors?
 
   “That’s one of the reasons I’m going there,” I told him.  Now, at least, it was.  “I have to find out if there’s anything of that sort going on, and gauge the viksagi strength.”
 
   “Very well.  You have my leave to cross, if you can.  I don’t know how you intend to manage it.  We have no boats, and the bridge has crumbled.”
 
   “Thank you.  I’ll manage.”
 
   “When do you plan to make your attempt?”
 
   “After a visit to the privy.  That tea seems to have gone right through me.”
 
   “It does that,” he agreed.
 
   A few minutes later, the same stableboy lead Bronze to the north gate.  I stroked her nose and she blew warm air into my hand.
 
   Leareth and the Captain—Captain Dinuad—were with me, watching as I cast spells in their courtyard.
 
   “Is… is that horse made of metal?” Leareth asked, sounding odd.
 
   “Yes,” I agreed.  “She’s made of a type of bronze.”
 
   I noticed the glance exchanged between the two men.  A crowd of people started to gather atop the wall.  People wanted to watch; I didn’t mind.
 
   “What did you say your name was?” Captain Dinuad asked.
 
   “Halar.  I was once known in these parts as the Wall of Blades.”  It still sounds stupid whenever I say it.  At least, it sounded stupid to me; they seemed to be taken a bit aback.
 
   “Are… are you…?”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed again.  “That’s me.  Now, could you please order someone to open the gate?”
 
   The Captain did so.  The gate started to open.
 
   “Before you go,” he added, “just one thing.”
 
   “Yes?” I asked, waiting for the inevitable.
 
   “When you’ve finished, will you come back?  Please?  We could use the help.”
 
   I blinked at him and didn’t know what to say.  That was so far from what I expected that I needed a different map to find it.  When I did, I had to give him kudos for asking.  It took guts to admit he needed help, and more guts to ask me for it.
 
   Then again, the last time I was here, I did do nice things for the place.
 
   “What sort of help?” I asked.
 
   “Anything,” he said, mouth twisting.
 
   “I’ll give it serious thought.  I’ve got a lot on my plate just now, but if I think of something I can do, I will.”
 
   “That’s closer to a promise of help than we’ve had in the last year,” he admitted.  “Good luck.”
 
   “Thank you.  Hold the fort.”
 
   Bronze turned toward the gate and started her run-up.  She had the whole width of the courtyard and about a third of a bridge; she might not have made it to top speed, but it was close.  She leaped, springing upward and allowing momentum to carry us forward.  We must have hit a new record for altitude on that leap; I really put some effort into my gravity-bending.
 
   Of course, that meant it was a long way down, too.
 
   We hit the far side of the bridge with a ringing, cracking sound, but Bronze landed running and powered for the bank like a rally-racer, hooves scraping and grinding with a terrible metal-on-stone sound.  I glanced behind us, under one arm, and saw a sizable chunk of stone toppling away from the edge of the bridge, broken free by the impact.  The rest of the bridge seemed stable enough, though.
 
   We ground to a halt on the far bank and half-turned.  I waved at the men on the far side while they cheered.  Then we turned north, over the grassy hills, and soon vanished from their view.
 
    
 
   My sand table satellite view already gave me a rough idea where to look for a viksagi settlement.  I bore right, eastward, until the hills settled down a bit and forest started to appear.  Then I kept between the river and the treeline.  The gap narrowed slowly as we trotted along, and the land started to show signs of cultivation.  I passed a number of people and sod-covered buildings, probably homes, and attracted no small amount of attention.
 
   We came to a village.  I guess it was a village.  Maybe it’s more accurate to say we reached the center of the community.
 
   The place had one building of heavy timber construction.  There were a number of outbuildings, all constructed out of multiple materials and roofed with grassy earth.  The place didn’t look like it held much of a population, but, judging from the farmsteads we passed on the way to it, most of the population lived in the suburbs.  The dozen or so people in the village center looked at me with guarded expressions.
 
   We walked right up to one of them.  I looked at him; he looked at me.  I tried to think of what to say in viksagi.  I ate a lot of them; I should at least understand what they said.  But, try as I might, I couldn’t bring anything in that language to mind.
 
   “Good afternoon,” I said, settling on Rethven.  He just looked at me, as though waiting for something.  I tried again in the language of ancient Zirafel, then again in one of the orku dialects.  Still nothing.  Either he didn’t understand me, or he didn’t care to answer.
 
   I don’t think he understands you, Boss.
 
   You think?
 
   Don’t you have translation spells, or something?
 
   Yes, but it’s rude to reach into someone’s head like that.
 
   I thought it was just surface stuff?
 
   It is, but it’s still rude.  Especially since I want something from these people.  You don’t just go around casually making psychic connections with strangers.
 
   Seriously, Boss?
 
   Okay, I don’t.
 
   On the other hand, this wasn’t casual.  I did try to talk to him.  With no common language, and with no prompting from him to spark my memory, I was pretty much out of options.
 
   I punched up a brief translation spell and tried again.
 
   “Good afternoon.”
 
   “Is it?” he asked.  I realized that I understood him even without the spell, but actually assembling a coherent conversation in his language was going to be difficult, if it was possible for me at all.  I’d have to rely on the spell, for now.
 
   “Well, it’s a nice day.  I’d like to think it’s a good afternoon.”
 
   He grunted noncommittally.  It was, actually.  The weather was relatively warm, the breeze cool, and there might be a hint of rain to come hanging in the air.
 
   “Could I trouble you to show me to whoever your leader is?”
 
   He grunted again and walked away.  Bronze followed him, since he was headed for the heavy, timber building.  It was quite large, easily a hundred feet across, and probably intended to be circular.  It actually had thirteen sides; I wondered if the number was significant.  One of the sides was mostly door; Bronze went right in without trouble.
 
   The interior was built to be open.  A fire burned in a circular hearth in the center; a wide, raised walkway went all around the room.  Another one, narrower and about ten or twelve feet higher, formed the “second floor.”  A third one, even more narrow, was the top floor.  The roof was open in the center to let the smoke out, but had a secondary roof over that hole, like a permanent umbrella, both to slow the escaping heat and to keep the rain out.  The pillars in the walls and supporting the walkways were heavily carved, mainly with stylized faces.
 
   On the far side of the fire sat three people.  One was clearly a shaman, easily identified by the animal headdress and abundance of tattooed decoration.  Another was a woman with light brown hair in an amazingly thick and heavy braid.  The third was an older man, thick about the middle, thick wrists, thick beard, thick brows, and all his hair silver salted with iron.
 
   Bronze stopped at the open hearth and we all looked at each other.
 
   “Good afternoon,” I tried.  They just looked at me.  These people weren’t much for pleasantries.  I’ve had warmer welcomes from people who wanted to kill me.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I apologized, “but I don’t know the proper customs for greeting you and politely introducing myself.  What should I do to meet and greet without offending?”
 
   The man and the woman looked at each other.  I think I succeeded in prompting them to react.
 
   “Tell us who you are,” the man said.
 
   “I’m called Halar.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I want people who will cross the river and raid the southern kingdom.”
 
   “No,” he said.  He shook his shaggy head.  “The blood reavers don’t bring back much of value, not like in grandfather’s time.  It’s not worth the trouble.  They are of better use here.”
 
   “Surely there are some who would go?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” he admitted, gesturing dismissively.  “Youths out for glory.  You can’t bring back much in the way of animals or slaves on a raft.”
 
   “In exchange for men to attack across the river,” I said, “I will give you a new bridge.”
 
   They looked at me with stony expressions for several seconds.
 
   “The bridge is broken, and the castle still guards it.”
 
   “A new bridge,” I repeated, “without a castle to guard it.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “East of here, near the mountains.”
 
   “I have not been there.”
 
   “The towns and cities often have mines; they have a lot of metal goods.  They also have livestock and good harvests; the mountains shed water into their fields.”
 
   He stroked his beard, running thick fingers through it.
 
   “Why would you do this?”
 
   “That’s a long story.”
 
   He nodded, slowly.
 
   “I am Hargus, master of this hall.  This is my wife, Cymbell.”  The lady nodded, still expressionless.  “And this is Rakhill, the shaman.”  The guy nodded, as well, but his expression was readable: hostility.  “For three days, you are welcome here, Halar of the south.”
 
   “And after three days?”
 
   “We shall see.”
 
    
 
   They may be a bunch of cold, unfriendly strangers, but once you get past that, they really know how to party.
 
   Hargus called in two of his friends, Jorm and Garrick, and we all sat down at a giant table to eat, drink, be merry, and discuss the invasion of the south.  As the day progressed, word spread to the farmsteads and people trickled in.  By what I thought of as dinnertime, there must have been fifty men, about twice that number of women, and three times as many youngsters.
 
   Footnote: I hate mead.  I don’t even much care for beer.  But I drink what I have to drink because it’s part of polite protocol.  At least my living liver and kidneys work really well.  I’ve already established that I’m not a cheap drunk.
 
   There were three main groups of people who would instantly go south, bridge or no, if I promised them loot: young men seeking glory, blood reavers, and men whose farms and herds would only give them a lean winter.  The first needed no explanation.  The other two…
 
   A blood reaver (surropveetus, “one who cleaves flesh and frees the blood”) is as close to a socially-acceptable homicidal maniac as I’ve ever seen.  At best, they’re people with extremely poor impulse control and violent tendencies.  They delight in killing and are, for the most part, kept around because they are usually very good at it.  Why were violent killers tolerated so well?  That leads us to the third category.
 
   Households usually did pretty well over the summer.  The growing season was short, but everything sprang up like it was in a hurry.  Under normal circumstances, the viksagi—in their language, “the people of the north”—would do just fine.  The problem was the ice giants.
 
   I admitted that I’d never seen a giant.  They were happy to tell me everything I could ever want to know.
 
   Ice giants came in two main types.  White giants lived farther north and looked very much as if they were carved from ice.  They stood as much as four times the height of a man, but seldom came far enough south to encounter temperatures higher than sub-zero.  Rarely, one might be seen wandering around in the winter, but they tended to mind their own business and the feeling was mutual.
 
   The second type were the blue-skins.  They superficially resembled human beings, but with pale-blue to sky-blue skin, usually tinged with white, and hair that always looked as though it had been washed and left outside overnight in a snowstorm.  They stood between two or three times a man’s height and were broader and thicker than a proportional human.  They used primitive weapons—clubs and rocks, mostly—and seemed to take great delight in eating warm-bloods.  For their purposes, “warm-bloods” included anything with a body temperature above freezing, including all the usual farm animals and humans.
 
   The viksagi did their best to fight them off with superior weapons—swords, axes, other edged things, as well as flaming arrows; blue-skins hate fire.  Dealing with a stocky, eighteen-foot-tall giant wielding a small tree for a club can be problematic, though.
 
   I began to see why the viksagi raided south over the Averill.  The giants ate them out of house and home.  And livestock.  And sometimes each other.  It started to explain the ratio between grown men and women, too.   I also started to see why having a few manic killing machines around might be regarded as acceptable.  Someone needs to run screaming up to a blueskin and try to hack its kneecap off while archers put flaming arrows into its face.
 
   In more prosperous times, of course, blood reavers tended to get restless, hence their willingness to head south and find someone to eat.  I mean, “kill.”  Unlike blueskins, they seldom actually ate anyone, but they had no compunctions about biting a chunk out of an adversary—probably how that rumor got started.
 
   Has anyone ever actually talked to the viksagi before?  Did anyone else south of the Averill know about the ice giants?  Under normal circumstances, I’d be considering how to beat the blueskins into submission and convince them to leave these people alone.  At the moment, I was trying to be a king, not a Hero.  I wanted the viksagi willing to raid south and bother Byrne.
 
   I didn’t like it.  Not one bit.
 
   There was a story I heard when I was teaching on campus—probably not true—about a theology professor.  In one class, a student asked her how she could reconcile a benevolent and loving god with the fact of infant mortality, cancer, and just bad things happening to good people.  Her answer was along the lines of, “God, in His public capacity, sometimes has to do things which, in His personal and private capacity, He finds deplorable.”
 
   Kings apparently have the same problem.
 
   We discussed the idea of a new bridge; I admitted that I could probably put it wherever they wanted, which made Rakhill lean forward.
 
   “How?”
 
   “How?  I can build a bridge.  Someone built the one in front of Crag Keep.  Why not build another?”
 
   “You know how to build a bridge that big?”
 
   “Sure.  It’s just a lot of stones piled on stones.”  And some engineering principles you would probably think of as magic.  But I didn’t say that.
 
   “I want to see you build a bridge.”
 
   “If we get enough people to go south, you will.”
 
   He didn’t like that.  I think he was suspicious of me.  I’m going to blame that on Bronze and Firebrand; they aren’t exactly subtle, as far as magical items go.  It might have been a case of artifact jealousy.
 
   In between our discussions, I got invited to play some games.  They were, without exception, violent and dangerous.
 
   One of them involved getting a log, placing it across one’s shoulders, holding it there with both arms, and swinging it at a similarly-equipped opponent.  Whoever was knocked down first was the loser.  I was good at that one.  Superior strength and body mass.  Very helpful.
 
   Another was a game of poles.  A dozen logs were placed in holes around the room and stood upright.  The objective of the game was to go from one side of the building to the other, jumping from the second-storey level to the top of a pole, then to another pole, and so on until reaching the other side.  It was legal, by the way, to make contact with your fellow racers.  I wasn’t so good at that one.
 
   In general, I think I acquitted myself well in their games.  They seemed to be more open after each game, more friendly, and maybe a bit more respectful, too.  One of them, Provur, kept slapping me on the back like he was trying to knock me down and telling me what a solid little man I was.  That seemed fair; he was at least four inches taller than I and half again as wide.
 
   I wasn’t seriously hurt, just a bit bruised and battered.  It would take care of itself after sundown.
 
   Hargus explained that getting together a serious raiding party was going to require that bridge.  The whole purpose of any major trip across the river was to get stuff.  While portable wealth was nice—gold jewelry was popular, as were weaponry and tools—there was a major river to consider.  The really useful stuff, like sacks of grain, cattle and pigs, or barrels of anything, were high-volume, high-weight loot.  You didn’t just grab a cow and stuff it in a sack.  You drove it north, across a bridge, or you didn’t bother.
 
   “We don’t really care about killing you lot,” he told me, grinning through his beard.  “We just want the things you have.”
 
   “Except for blood reavers?”
 
   “Except for them.  They’re born with blood-madness, so they don’t count.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   Bronze garnered a fair amount of attention, which was understandable.  She didn’t appreciate it, but she took it like a trooper.  Or, rather, like a statue.  She just stood by the door and waited with all the patience of a giant piece of metal.
 
   “You rode here on that thing?” one man asked.  He didn’t seem belligerent, just curious.
 
   “Yes,” I admitted.  “Her name is Bronze.”
 
   “It doesn’t move.”
 
   “Bronze,” I called.  She lifted her head, looked at me, then walked carefully to me and put her head over my shoulder.  I patted her neck.  My inquisitor nodded, apparently satisfied.  Bronze whuffed hot air in my hair:  Are we going to be here much longer?
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   Bronze walked back over to her spot beside the door and held still again.
 
   Firebrand, on the other hand, grunted.
 
   What?  I asked.
 
   Someone’s messing with me, Boss.  Off to the right.
 
   What are they doing?  I asked, looking for the source.  Rakhill was looking intently at me while rubbing some bones together in one hand.
 
   Feels like a close scrutiny.  It’s not a problem, but it’s like sticking your nose against someone to look at their eye.  I don’t like it.
 
   I smiled at Rakhill and walked over to him.  He put the bones into a pouch immediately and stood up to meet me.
 
    “Is there a reason you’re casting spells at my sword?” I asked, trying to be pleasant.
 
   “Yes.”  At least he didn’t try to deny it.
 
   “I’m not sure of the customs here, but where I come from, it’s rude.”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “Okay, let me try this another way,” I said.  “I’m offended.”
 
   “So?”
 
   I didn’t have a good answer for that, so I worked my way through the place, looking for Hargus.  I ran into Cymbell, first, though.
 
   “Excuse me, please.  I need to ask a question about your customs.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “If the shaman offends me, what’s the proper course of action?  Do I backhand him to the floor?  Do I challenge him to a duel?  Or do I just tell him not to do it again and hope he listens?”
 
   “Are you a shaman?”
 
   “Where I come from, it’s called a wizard.  Not exactly the same thing, but close.”
 
   “You are?” she asked, surprised.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you can challenge him to a shaman’s duel, if you like.”
 
   “What does that entail?” I asked, just as Hargus came up to us.  “Oh, good.  You’re just in time.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “I’m an outsider, so I don’t know many of the customs of your people.  Rakhill was casting spells on my sword, which offends me.  I’m trying to find out what I can do about it.”
 
   “I’ll speak to him.”
 
   “I’m told I can challenge him to a shaman’s duel.”
 
   “You can challenge him,” Hargus agreed, “but you’d have to be a shaman.  He won’t fight you with a sword.”
 
   “I’m a wizard.  I work magic.”
 
   “Oh.”  Hargus looked confused.  “Your spirits let you carry steel?”
 
   “You could say they insist on it,” I said, thinking of both the warrior-spirits I’ve eaten and the spirit in the metal of Firebrand.
 
   “I think I like your spirits better.  Go ahead.”
 
   “What’s involved in this?  I’d like to know what I’m getting into.  Unless you’d rather just tell him not to do it again.”
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “Shamans just sit and stare at each other until one of them looks away.”
 
   “Huh.  Okay.  Well, if you’d tell him not to do it again, I’ll let it go.  Next time…”
 
   “You’re a guest, and a stranger.  I will do it, this time.”
 
   A couple of hours later I sat down in an outbuilding, threw a leather sack over me, and waited for the sunset to pass.  I cleaned up and went back inside.
 
   Rakhill pointed at me as I walked in through the doors.  He screamed something I didn’t quite catch, but sounded like arthurgong.  I turned to look behind me, but I didn’t see anything.  Other people looked outside with me, apparently assuming Rakhill saw something they didn’t.
 
   Rakhill got himself under control enough to stop screaming and start shouting.
 
   “Him!  Him!  The outlander!  He’s the ahrtrugaung!”
 
   I looked at him inquiringly, doing my best impression of a non-threatening guest.  The men nearest me looked at me, then at Rakhill, then at me again, obviously puzzled.  One of them leaned close to me and sniffed.  Then he looked disgusted and spat in Rakhill’s direction, adding an epithet that, loosely translated, meant “stupid.”  Other people took it as a fact and ignored Rakhill’s further insistence.
 
   While he started buttonholing people and pointing at me—they kept shrugging his hand off and telling him to go away—I addressed the guy who sniffed at me.
 
   “I’m sorry, but what’s an ‘are-true-gong’?”
 
   “Ahrtrugaung,” he corrected.  “It’s a dead man, a rotting corpse.  A great warrior who does not die in battle sometimes comes back as one so he can be properly killed.”
 
   “Oh.  So, when you sniffed at me?”
 
   “You’re not rotting,” he said, simply.  I nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “That makes sense.  Thank you.”
 
   He grunted and I moved through the crowd toward Rakhill.  He saw me coming, turned pale, and started casting a spell.
 
   Normally, I’d just shift to my magical mode of seeing, determine what the spell was, and decide whether to attempt to disrupt it, counter the effect, or just endure it.  Rakhill’s magical work, however, wasn’t quite what I was used to.
 
   Small spirits of various sorts clung to him, or to some of the objects he had on his person.  It looked, to me, as though they were bound to the objects—a bone, a feather, some braided leather, whatever—and therefore subject to Rakhill’s will.  As a result, he could draw on their power.  For a wizard, that would mean that each little spirit would gather and hold magical power for use in spells.  For me, it would mean that each little spirit was a potential source of life essence for direct conversion into magical power.
 
   Rikhall, on the other hand, accessed the various powers the spirits normally possessed.  I’m sure he could start fires with the flame-spirit in the reddish-orange rock.  The pouch of flower petals and other herbs probably contained a spirit that could perform some sort of healing.  And so on.
 
   He gestured at me with a small, tightly-woven bundle of reeds or willow branches, I’m not sure.  The spirit bound in it launched a surge of power at me.
 
   It wasn’t a spell, as such, but it was a magical attack.  My defenses must have blunted it; all I felt was a slight thump, as though a small child had punched me in the stomach.
 
   I raised an eyebrow at Rakhill and closed the remaining distance while he stared at me.
 
   “You’re being rude again,” I told him.  “I’m going to take offense if you don’t stop.”
 
   He made another gesture, this time some sort of warding sign.  I stood there and looked at his hand, wondering what significance it held.
 
   “Is that a religious sign,” I asked, conversationally, “or is it a gesture of agreement?  In my own culture, for example, a closed fist with a thumb extended upward means agreement.  I’d demonstrate, but in other cultures, it’s considered a rude gesture and I’m trying not to give offense.  What does your gesture signify?”
 
   “Why aren’t you hurt?” he moaned, backing away.
 
   “Because I’m not a… whatever it is.  Arthur-gong thing.”
 
   “But I can see you dead!”
 
   “Was I dead earlier?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So, I died in the outhouse, rose again, and came back in?  Does that make sense?”
 
   He paused to think about that.  Put that way, it did seem unlikely.  On the other hand, he was right; I was definitely dead.  I wondered what other weird abilities he might have.  Probably as many as there were spirits attached to him, and there were a lot.
 
   That could be a problem.  How do I broach the subject of being a blood-drinking undead with my host?  Is there a polite way to tell someone that they’ve invited a vampiric monster into their home?
 
   This could be a deal-breaker.  And things were going so well up until now.
 
   Still, if I could get away without that discussion, that might be best.  I resolved to avoid the topic and succeeded.  We had a lot of other things to talk about, after all.  There were a number of other manors, some friendly, some not, who might be interested in something more than just a small raid.
 
   Gradually, the party calmed down, mainly due to the decrease in participants.  Sleeping arrangements were wherever you felt like passing out.  The best spots were on the third level, it seemed.  My guess was that it was warmer up there.  It was also the place to be if you were worried about someone being sick above you.
 
   The ones left were the executive decision makers:  Hargus, Jorm, Garrick, and Rakhill.  Cymbell either wasn’t part of that group or had decided to call it a night, which was a pity; the rest of them weren’t much fun to look at.  Rakhill was especially annoying; he wouldn’t speak to me, wouldn’t even look at me, even if I asked him a question.  Earlier, everyone else managed to hear about the proposal and give an opinion before or during the serious drinking.  With public opinion adequately measured, Hargus could now make an informed decision.
 
   The actual discussion only lasted a little while, not counting the party.  They don’t waste a lot of words around here.  In short, they agreed that they would, in principle, be in favor of my arrangement.  In practice, they couldn’t promise anything for anyone else.  There would have to be a great meeting of manors before anybody could make a real agreement.  And a bridge.
 
   “Show me a bridge,” Hargus said, “one without a break in the middle or a castle guarding it.  Then you’ll see us in the south, at least for a while.”
 
   “I can do that.  I plan to put it in front of the waterfall.  Or,” I added, “I might tunnel back behind the waterfall.  I should look at that.”
 
   “All right.  I’ll send word to other manors, and they’ll send word on from there.  We’ll have this thing before the moon’s shape comes back again.”
 
   I jiggled my translation spell a little.  I think he meant that it would take half a month.  The moon was in half-phase, so by the time it reached half-phase again… Or, he might mean a whole month, until the moon went full cycle.
 
   “That suits me,” I agreed.  “I’ll see about putting the bridge in.”  I stood up from the table and everyone looked surprised.
 
   “It’s dark out,” Jorm observed.  “Spend the night.  We’ll see you off in the morning.”
 
   “Love to,” I answered, “but I can’t.  Lots to do if I plan to put in a bridge before your meeting.”  Jorm nodded.  He could understand that I might be a bit rushed to get that done.  I thanked Hargus for his hospitality and invited him to come visit, someday.  That was a mistake; I had to explain how to get to the mountain.  Then I had to draw them a map.
 
   “How did you get past the Wall of the World?” he asked.
 
   “That mountain range to the east?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Chalk up another name for the Eastrange.
 
   “There are two ways.  One is a pass, about here,” I drew a line on the map, “but I don’t recommend it.  There’s a city blocking it on this side, like so, and it’s full of orku, galgar, and other nastiness.  The other way is a road, all the way down here,” I drew another line.  “It’s farther to go, but less trouble.”
 
   Hargus peered at the map.  Maybe I should call it a “drawing.”  I’m not sure he knew what a map was.  People in Rethven don’t.  Judging by the awful examples of the cartographer’s art in Karvalen, maybe no one does.
 
   “You’ve come a long way,” he observed.
 
   “I have.  And I’ll be going this way,” I showed him on the map, tracing the route of the Averill back to the mountains.  “I’ll look for a place to put the bridge and see if it’s practical to tunnel around behind the waterfall.  When I’m done looking it over, I’ll probably come back here,” I ran my finger downstream to Crag Keep, “and cross over the broken bridge.  Then, of course, just head south to the coast and follow it east until I can take the road, here.”
 
   Hargus nodded, obviously trying to wrap his head around it.  It looked as though he was getting it.
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “About here,” I said, and drew a small circle on the map.  “More or less.”
 
   I left them with the map and took my leave.  Miles to go before I sleep and all that.
 
    
 
   While Bronze pounded eastward, Firebrand spoke up.
 
   I don’t like that Rakhill guy, Boss.
 
   “I don’t much care for him, either.”
 
   No, I mean… aside from the fact that he’s nosy, I’ve been thinking.  He might have been trying to get me out of the sword.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   You know those spirits he’s got?
 
   “Yes.  I saw quite a few.”
 
   They’re not bound too tightly.  I’m not sure he can.  They’re just kind of leashed.
 
   “And?”
 
   I’m in here like it’s my body.  Feels like it, anyway.  I’m not some free-roaming spirit that’s loosely connected to a bone.
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   He didn’t know that.  The more I think about it, the more I think he was trying to pull me out—I think he was trying to steal me right out from under your nose, Boss.
 
   I almost pulled up and turned around.  Almost.  I fired off a couple of nasty words that might cause Rakhill’s ears to catch fire.  Probably not; distance is a factor.
 
   If I was sure he slept in a bed, I’d have sent someone under it.
 
   “If he does anything like that again, let me know,” I told Firebrand. “I’ll backhand the ugly right off his face.”
 
   That’s a lot of ugly, Boss.
 
   “If his face comes with it, I won’t be sad.  Hold it.  Bronze?  Did he do anything to you?”
 
   Bronze chuffed flames and flicked an ear: If he tried, I didn’t even notice.
 
   Either Rakhill was a very lucky man or smarter than he looked.  My money is on lucky.
 
    
 
   We stopped by the waterfall and I watched it in the last of the moonlight, roaring its way down into the canyon of the Averill.  The river was wider where the waterfall foamed, almost forming a pool.  I wouldn’t want to take a boat across it, though.  I didn’t think going behind the waterfall was a viable option, either; too much tunneling or carving involved.
 
   A bridge was the only good way across.  Just a little farther downstream, where the wide water at the foot of the falls narrowed into a river, was a good spot.  Rocky canyon walls, a fairly narrow span… it could probably be done in a single arch.
 
   On the other hand, who says it needs to be an arch.  How about a suspension bridge?  We make steel cable.  With some pylons, a lot of boards, and a crew on each side, we could probably put something up in a week.  It would need more maintenance than a stone arch, of course, but it wouldn’t even require magical assistance.
 
   I looked up at the top of the falls.  It might be even easier to put a bridge across the top, but that would involve a lot of stairs or ramps cut into the mountainside, and I’ve been told that the ability to move livestock is important.
 
   Right.  A bridge.  Well, now I know for certain what I need.
 
   The more I think about it, the more I like a suspension bridge.  It appeals to me, somehow.  Maybe it’s the delicate look to them, or the clever way the forces are distributed.  A suspension bridge would also give me a chance to see how fast we can produce steel cable and saw lumber.  It can also vanish suddenly, if the need arises.
 
   Then again, what would happen if we put a dozen permanent bridges over the Averill?  Could we make the northern region just another province, rather than an isolated backwater full of barbarians?  The people of the plains aren’t so bad; Karvalen gets along with them pretty well.  I’ve seen maybe three different tribes in the vicinity of Mochara or Karvalen on trading visits.  I haven’t seen anything that precludes the viksagi from getting along with other humans.
 
   True, their customs and manner take a bit of getting used to—maybe it’s easier for professional diplomats; I have to remember to be nicer to them, because their job is tougher than I thought—but they’re not bad people.  I can think of a dozen or more people I know, or knew, who wouldn’t mind living with them.
 
   Anyway, it was time to head back to Karvalen.  Without a bridge, that meant going the long way around.  I considered trying to jump the Averill and asked Bronze what she thought.  She shook her head—regretfully, it seemed to me.  If we could have built a ramp, perhaps.
 
   I wish we could have cleared it.  I would have liked to ride through Byrne’s territory.  A spy satellite’s view is one thing.  Cruising past villages and towns, talking to the locals—that’s different.
 
   We thundered west, stopping only to let the dawn overtake us.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Tuesday, July 20th
 
    
 
   Crag Keep opened up the gate for me; Bronze carried me over the gap in the bridge again.  Captain Dinuad held me up for a bit of conversation.  He was nice enough to fail to mention anything about who I was, though.  I appreciated that.  And, since it was still early in the day, I let him persuade me to stay for lunch.
 
   If it was a clever ploy to make me feel generous and agreeable, it worked.  I wasn’t in all that much of a hurry; I could afford a couple of hours.  Since they didn’t have a wizard on staff at the keep anymore, I played the part.  There were a number of minor injuries and several old ones.  What I didn’t fix I at least set up to fix itself over time.
 
   I wanted a second waterwheel, some living stone, and a sawmill.  The place really could be much nicer, but that would involve either a lot of people who knew what they were doing, or a lot of time.
 
   Still, we helped out.  Bronze helped clear a little more land by hauling some large rocks away.  Firebrand helped with some tree stumps.  I had to do the hitching for Bronze, of course, but Firebrand was much easier.  I stuck it in a stump and left it there.  It lit up, burned the tree stump to ash, and I recovered it from the hole.
 
   I like my sword.
 
   About midafternoon, though, I called it quits.  I enjoy being helpful, doing my good deed, being thrifty, loyal, brave, clean, and some other stuff I don’t recall offhand, but we still had a long way to go.
 
   Captain Dinuad and Lieutenant Leareth both thanked me and clasped wrists with me.  If they had any aversion or misgivings about touching me, they hid it perfectly.  Lacking any evidence of horrific monsterdom, they were choosing to ignore legends, gossip, and hearsay.  I silently awarded them kudos for that and resolved to do something nice for them.  Something more than a few healed injuries, moved rocks, and burned stumps, that is.
 
   On the way home, instead of just heading due south, we headed east again until we hit the Quaen river.  It diverted from the Averill, branching off southward through some low mountains or big, rocky hills. We followed it south, which let me look it over more closely.  The northern portions weren’t entirely impassable; in some places, it was wide and slow enough that it might even be fordable, at least in the dry season.  It picked up small streams and creeks, however, as it continued south.
 
   Night fell by the time we reached Bildar.  Bildar was a peculiar city, with some bases on either bank of the Quaen, but with the majority of the city placed on the bridge.  Originally, it had started as a city with a bridge.  Over time, it had grown onto the bridge, and the bridge was therefore widened.  And more buildings were built on the widened bridge.  So they widened it again.  And so on.
 
   At this point, Bildar was about a thousand souls or so—on either bank.  The bridge, if one can call it that, was closer to ten or twelve thousand.  It had three main thoroughfares wide enough to be a four-lane highway and a dozen smaller roads, while between the buildings were innumerable twisty little passages, all alike.
 
   Still, the city was cleaner than you might think; drains were everywhere and gutters didn’t have far to go before dropping their burdens in the river.  I’m sure people downriver didn’t appreciate Bildar turning the Quaen into a sewer, but what were they going to do?
 
   The river was deep enough for some ships, rather than just boats.  Bildar’s docks weren’t what I would call extensive, but they were still busy, even at night.  Ships could pull up to the downstream side of the bridge and tie up there, but the bridge blocked passage for anything with a fixed mast.  Smaller boats could row under it, effectively going through a tunnel under the main portion of the city.  Bildar was a major trading center for this region and farther north.  Bulk goods could cheaply sail up the river this far; after this, it was smaller lots, retail.  Stuff could also barge down the river to Bildar, but almost had to stop there and to re-ship farther south.
 
   The city was locked up, of course.  I didn’t think it worthwhile to gain entry just to inspect the roadway.
 
   We continued south, passing through or around various farming villages and towns.  While there were a number of places one might land a ship, a ship was still a requirement, unless the troops could walk on water.
 
   Yes, there’s a spell for that.  Assuming you have one wizard for every three soldiers, it might also practical.  But I’m not sure I have one wizard for every three soldiers—that is, one wizard competent to cast the spell and proficient with it.
 
   I need new words.  Magicians are powerful and well-educated.  Wizards are professional spellcasters, the blue-collar workers in the field of magic.  Sorcerers are quasi-demon-possessed people who traded their soul for some sort of specific power.  What should I call people who know some magic, but don’t do it professionally?  Most of my citizens fall into that category!
 
   Dabblers?  Magicians, wizards, and dabblers?
 
   Well… I guess it’ll do until I think of something better.
 
   Formia was the only other major city on the Quaen.  Again, we didn’t want to go through the place because they don’t seem very hospitable.
 
   I wondered, though, about their bridges over the rivermouth.  How did they allow ships through?  Drawbridges?  They would almost have to be, wouldn’t they?  Mental note for something to look at with the sand table or a magic mirror.
 
   We slugged through silt again, cleaned up, and hustled homeward.  Sentries on the wall of Baret waved at the flaming thing going by in the night; I waved back.  Then it was through the mountains, along the canal road, around Mochara, and up to Karvalen.  And with time to spare before sunrise, no less.
 
   My first order of business was making sure Bronze’s manger was loaded with coal.  It was; it had filled up while we were gone.  I left her to crunch her way through it and fetched back some metal bits.
 
   That brief trip should have taken months.  She’s a wonder.
 
   Since I had some time before sunrise, I used it to have an actual conversation with the mountain.  A brief one; I only had a couple of hours.
 
   Yes, it had something for me regarding the bridge; it was in my study.
 
   Yes, it was very pleased to have people living in the city.
 
   Yes, my running-water project was moving right along.
 
   Yes, it had started on growing the new building in Mochara.  (I mentally scolded myself for not stopping to look while I was going by.)
 
   No, it didn’t need anything—unless there was something else I wanted?  I agreed that there was, told it about my desire for underground tunnels for drainage and the like, as well as proper streets for Mochara.  It assured me that wasn’t a problem.
 
   I thanked it and returned to normal speed for the sunrise.


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, July 21st
 
    
 
   A message from Kavel was already waiting for me when I reached my chambers.  I read it, had my waterfall, and went down to the forges.
 
   “How’s it going?” I asked, over the sound of hammering.  Kavel wiped his face and beckoned me over to a large, vertical mold.
 
   “We finished the pour yesterday,” he said.  “That was tricky.  The forge won’t hold enough steel to do it all in one go, so we had to get help from the wizards.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes, Majesty.  They did that thing you did on the forge on the mold.”
 
   It took me a second to parse that.
 
   “They did a heat-containment spell on the mold?”
 
   “Yes, Majesty.  One of them even kept casting hot spells on the metal to keep it melted.”
 
   “And you melted and poured a fresh batch of steel?”
 
   “Twice.  But we got it topped off yesterday and they wanted to drop the spells.  I wouldn’t let them,” he said, sheepishly.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “The mold is stone, Majesty.  If they’d just dropped the things, it’d have cracked and we’d have a steel floor in here.  I made them heat up the mold while they started undoing the thing that kept the metal hot.”  He looked at the floor.  “I may have yelled at Thomen a bit.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll forgive you.”  Kavel reddened.
 
   “I might have also called him some things, Majesty.”
 
   “Oh.  All right, I’ll see if he’s upset.  If he is, maybe I can get you off his fecal roster.”
 
   “Majesty?”
 
   “I’ll try and smooth it over.”
 
   “Thank you, Majesty.”
 
   I walked around the stone mold.  It was a big, hollow cylinder, about eight feet high, with a center of solid steel.  It was still hot to the touch, despite the airflow through the smithy room.  Well, that was all right.  I indicated to the mountain that this large block of stone could go away and leave behind the steel pillar.  In a few hours, it could start cooling without an insulating blanket of rock around it.  Then we could put it on the rollers and start drilling out a bore.
 
   I still needed to work out a way to stop cannonballs.  You train knights, you armor them, you arm them, and some jerk with a popgun blows them out of the saddle.  It’s just not fair.  But there were so many things that needed doing, and doing soon.
 
   Okay, I’m a king.  I can delegate.  Some, at least.  People can make mirrors for me; it looked as though I would need even more of them.  I can also tell people to call the southern cities that already have mirrors and discuss things.  We were still growing armor on people, but we were almost done; soon, I would get my own suit.  I could probably delegate someone to build a bridge across the Averill—I should really check on what the mountain made for me.  Later, later.  I would have to handle the talk with the sea-dwellers myself, of course, to make sure that our sewage disposal wasn’t dumping in their living rooms.  I also have to develop a spell to counter cannonballs—one that didn’t rely on brute force opposing brute force.
 
   At least I could start on that last one, because I already had an idea:  a transfer of momentum.
 
   But first, to set things in motion, I attended my breakfast meeting with everyone.
 
   “Busy day for me,” I started, without sitting down.  “I’ll be in my workroom for a while, countering Byrne’s big weapons.  Meanwhile, I would like a few things to happen.  More of the twinned mirrors; someone please buy some more.  We may be needing them.  Also, find someone diplomatic and tactful and persuasive—Minaren, maybe; Tyma’s tongue is a bit sharp—and have him call up the cities we already talk to.  I suspect I know what Byrne will be doing, soon.”
 
   “Sire?” Kelvin asked.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What will Byrne be doing?”
 
   “Oh.  I think they’ll push southward, using the Quaen to secure their western border.  Once they have everything between the Quaen and the Eastrange under their control, they’ll conquer their way along the coast.  Then they’ll work their way north along the western bank of the Quaen.  If any of the Rethven princes want to stop them, we’ll be happy to help.  If they want to sit quietly and allow Byrne to trample them, they’re welcome to roll over.  But we’re hoping to get a coalition together to fight them.”
 
   “Thank you, Sire.  That’s part of your message for Minaren to relay to the Princes?”
 
   “I suppose it is, yes.”
 
   “I shall speak to Minaren, then.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I beg your pardon, Master of Diplomats,” Seldar added, “but what about the viksagi?”
 
   “They’re not really a bunch of bad people.  They just want what everybody wants—good food, good drink, all that stuff.  They just live in a rather inhospitable region and don’t always have enough of those things, so they cross the Averill now and again to take what they need.  I’ve told them about the new bridge I’m putting in, so they’ll use it.  It’s just a question of when.  They’re less organized than the princes.”
 
   “I see.  So, no formal help from them, Sire?”
 
   “Nope.  But it’s still worth doing.  Which reminds me—has anyone managed to find any of Byrne’s bronze rams?”
 
   Heads shook all around the table.
 
   “I believe,” Thomen told me, “that they have some magic shielding them.  Until we find their location, we can’t begin to break it down.”
 
   “And rain is wet,” T’yl noted, sneering at the wizard.  Tort shot him a warning look.
 
   “What I further believe,” Thomen continued, locking eyes with T’yl, “is that their magical shielding is clouding the vision of even scrying spells.  They are not invisible, not truly so, but whatever we see in our mirrors or bowls has their presence removed.  Hence, despite so many scryers searching, we have yet to see even one of these things.”
 
   “Can you do that?” I asked.  “Make something invisible to a scrying spell?”
 
   “I can’t,” Thomen admitted, “but it should be possible.”  T’yl looked openly disdainful.  Tort merely nodded, looking thoughtful.
 
   “Okay.  Tell you what; keep people looking, but see if you can figure out how it’s done.  Tort, will you help, please?  If we can figure out ways to do it, maybe we can find ways to undo it.”
 
   “Of course, my angel.”
 
   “Yes, Sire.”
 
   “By the way, Thomen.  Kavel sends his regards and his sincere thanks for the wizards’ effort in making that metal pillar.  He tells me that your work was vital to success, so I want to thank you.  I’ve seen the thing, and I think I understand how much it took to make it happen.  Good work, Thomen.  Please convey Kavel’s—and my—congratulations to your Guild.”
 
   Thomen blushed.  I’m not sure he was used to praise and thanks.  Being in charge of a guild of wizards was probably more a case of dealing with disasters and complaints than anything else.
 
   “Sire,” Torvil said.  “We also have, ah… some of the people of the plains want to talk to you.”
 
   “Did they say why?”
 
   “No, Sire.”
 
   “Did they say it was urgent?”
 
   “No, Sire.”
 
   “What did they say?”
 
   “That they wished to speak to the nekelae.”
 
   “Where are they?”
 
   “Camped on the northwest.  Looks like a whole clan or tribe or whatever.”
 
   “Offer them our hospitality.”
 
   “We did, Sire.  They declined to come into… into the ‘walking ghost mountain’.”
 
   Well, when you say it like that, it doesn’t sound unreasonable, I thought.
 
   I agree, said Firebrand.
 
   That settles it; if you think it’s reasonable, it’s got to be exceptionally reasonable.  You’re highly resistant to reason.
 
   Thank you, I think.
 
   “Fair enough,” I said, aloud.  “Anything else that we can hit quickly?”  Rendal lifted a hand and I nodded at him.
 
   “Sire, your knights have undergone some sort of magical training.  Would it be possible to begin similar training for the City Guard?  I understand that it is your intent to, eventually, allow immigrants to gain status and position after serving in the Guard.  Should not their training there be thorough?”
 
   “Yes and no.  Their year in the Guard should teach them more about respect for civilized behavior and the proper use of force, not just how to use more of it.  That’s their primary lesson.”
 
   “Ah.  Very good, Sire.”
 
   “But you’re right about Guardsmen in their second year or more,” I agreed.  “Kelvin, Thomen—please work with Rendal on a schedule for them.  They have regular duties, remember, so there will have to be some sort of rotation, obviously…”
 
   They assured me they would sort it out.  No one else had anything pressing, which was good.  I wanted to get to work on my distribution-of-momentum spell while the idea was still hot and fresh.  I handed the meeting over to Tort and disappeared into my workroom.
 
   The reason people die from impacts—sword strokes, maces, car crashes, falling off buildings, whatever—is not the acceleration.  Acceleration doesn’t hurt.  Every time you jump into the air, you accelerate.  The problem is uneven acceleration.  A punch in the face will accelerate your head, but it will start with your nose and start it moving backward before the rest of your face gets the idea.  A sword will try to move the part of you under the edge without moving the stuff to either side, resulting in a cut.  Even an astronaut being launched into space has this problem; the seat behind him is pushing him forward, trying to shove his backside while his frontside is still wondering where they’re going.  Give it enough oomph and you get squished astronaut.
 
   What if an incoming object could have its force distributed evenly throughout the target in a perfectly inelastic collision?  Instead of a cannonball hitting a breastplate, with predictable results, how about hitting the breastplate and transmitting that force out to every cell and atom in someone?  If everything moves together, you don’t get the squish effect.  Everything stays—as far as the subject is concerned—right where it is.  Ribs don’t try to relocate; organs don’t splash; tissues don’t tear.
 
   Think of it like gravity.  Falling doesn’t kill you; you accelerate everything in your body at once, which makes it harmless.  The sudden stop at the end, however, doesn’t affect the whole of you, just a sequence of body parts as they come into contact with the ground.
 
   If this can be done, instead of making a hole, someone would suddenly start moving backward in the direction of the cannonball’s line of flight.  Just slower.
 
   How much slower?  Depends on the mass of the cannonball, the speed it was going, and the mass of the target.  It would average out.  A one-kilo ball hitting a nine-kilo target would wind up being a total of ten kilos.  If the ball started at ten meters per second, the combination of the two would wind up traveling at one meter per second.
 
   Ratios.  Nice.  Finally, I can use math.
 
    
 
   Boss?
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   Good time to bother you?
 
   “Hmm?  Oh.  Yes.  What’s on your mind?”
 
   Tort wants to know if you’re coming to dinner and if you’ll have time for a meeting afterward.
 
   “She asked you to ask me?”
 
   Yep.  You were busy, and she didn’t know if she could interrupt without disintegrating the world.
 
   I didn’t ask if that was hyperbole.  Tort has a very high opinion of me; she might have meant it.
 
   “Tell her yes, to both.  I’ve got the basics on this sorted out.  Some of it came from aspects of that flying spell T’yl cast for me; it seems to treat a person as a whole unit, rather than directing forces from a direction.  I’ve got that going on, so any transfer of momentum in or out of the system should affect the subject of the spell as if it were a particle, rather than a system of particles.  But my spell still needs more work.  I keep getting some thermal changes and I’m not sure why.  It’s more than I like, though.  At higher speeds and masses—like cannonballs—I’m worried that it’ll heat up a human enough to cause shock.  It’s fine for me, at night, but living people are more sensitive to rapid temperature changes.  I need a way to shield the subject from it, or work out how to vent it somewhere else.”
 
   …am I supposed to understand all that?
 
   “Not really, no.  I’m just talking to myself.”
 
   Bronze is up on the throne level.
 
   “Oh, very funny.  Wait.  Throne level?”
 
   That’s what people call it.
 
   “Oh.  I guess that makes sense.”
 
   And you haven’t got long before dinner.  Do you plan to get ready for it, or just show up?  —Tort wants to know, Firebrand added.
 
   “I’ll be right up.”
 
   And I was.  I made it a point to arrive a little early, freshly cleaned, pressed, and polished, just to make Tort happy.  She likes it when I clean up for dinner.  I was awarded the Pretty Smile of Cheerfulness in reward.
 
   Dinner was dinner; not much different about that.  My recent trip to visit Hargus, though, made me especially conscious of the differences between the cultures, as well as the similarities.  Entertainment here was less participatory, more performance-based.  Music was more melodic here, rather than rhythmic.  And, of course, there was a good deal more polite nothings, courtesy comments.  Sometimes, I think the please-and-thank-you of a civilization can tell you more about that civilization than any of its technical achievements.
 
   I did notice Sir Sedrick picking at his food, though.  He didn’t seem happy; he seldom smiled, nor did he participate in the singing or the laughing.  At a bet, something was on his mind.  I had the young lady who was waiting on my table mention to him that I wanted a meeting after dinner, if he was available.  A minute or two later, after she whispered in his ear, he looked up at me and nodded.  Good.
 
   Tort looked an inquiry at me.  I smiled and nodded:  yes, she was invited.
 
   After the ceremonial goblet of blood, I called it quits for dinner.  Tort got up with me and we headed up to my chambers.  T’yl joined us in the hallway just outside his rooms.
 
   “Majesty.  May I have a word?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “In private?” he asked, glancing at Tort.  I shrugged.
 
   “Tort, if Sedrick shows up before I get there, please ask him to wait.”
 
   “I shall.”  She gave T’yl a look, then continued.  T’yl and I stepped into his chambers and he closed the door.  He also gestured, activating a powerful shielding spell around the room.
 
   “Private conversation, hmm?” I asked.
 
   “Indeed, Your Majesty.  I have some concerns.”
 
   “If you’re concerned, I’m concerned.  Tell me.”
 
   “It is about Tort, Your Majesty,” he said, sounding nervous.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I know you are intimate with her, and that you have strong feelings about her.  Yet, I feel I would be remiss indeed if I did not share my thoughts on the matter.”
 
   “T’yl, you’re a trusted advisor and a member of my council.  Whether your observations are correct or not, I want them.  I understand that you’re a little worried about making me angry.  Don’t be.  You’ve just warned me that you are only doing your duty by telling me what you think.  Okay?”
 
   “Very good, Sire.”  He visibly, consciously relaxed.  “I believe she is maneuvering to place herself on the throne.”
 
   I waited.  He looked at me.
 
   “And?” I prompted.
 
   “She may be planning to take the throne,” he repeated.  “I believe her intent is to rule as Queen.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay?” he echoed.
 
   “Amber doesn’t want the job.  Tianna’s too young and I doubt she’d enjoy it, either.  I know I don’t like it, and I don’t feel that I have the organizational skills needed to run a kingdom, anyway—that’s why I have so many council members.  I need all the help I can get.  Tort runs the day-to-day stuff and makes an excellent right hand in all matters of internal affairs.  Can you think of someone better suited for the job?”
 
   “But… but you are the King!”
 
   “Yep.  And if she wants the job of ruler, she can ask for it.  I might just give it to her.  Not because I love her, which I admit freely that I do, but because I think she’d do a swinging job of it.”
 
   T’yl gathered up his jaw and worked it back into place.
 
   “You…” he began, but didn’t know where to go with that.  I clapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “I know.  But don’t worry about it.  She’s a woman, and they’re dangerous, but this one seems intent on being dangerous in ways I can live with,” I said, humoring him.
 
   “For now,” he said.  “I don’t fully trust her, Sire, and particularly when that much power is at stake.  As a magician, her mischief is limited by her own capabilities.  As a ruler, it knows no bounds.”
 
   “You’re forgetting that I’m the King.  If she becomes Queen, I’ll be her boundary.  But if it’ll make you feel any better, I’ll keep an eye on her and her mischief.  If I find something I don’t like, I’ll let you know.  Maybe you can help me if she starts to get out of hand.”
 
   “Just as you say, Sire.  I have warned you.”
 
   “So you have, and I thank you for it.”  I lowered my voice and added, “Please keep an eye on these matters.  People are more careful around me; they know I can hear them even at a distance.  But you can notice things I’ll miss.  Let me know what else you discover.”
 
   “I shall.”
 
   He didn’t seem completely put at ease, but he obviously felt better with royal sanction to listen to gossip.  For my part, I made a mental note to pay more attention to what Tort does, just to keep him happy—and because I’d probably have to justify her actions to him.  What I go through to keep my friends from being nasty to each other…
 
   Of course, Tort does wear a lot of hats for me; how would I tell if she was plotting after the throne?  She does most of the work of governing the place as it is!  Besides, if she cared to play a long game, it wasn’t unreasonable to hope for a crown just by marrying me.
 
   Hmm.  Do I even own a crown?
 
   I continued my interrupted walk to my rooms and found Tort in conversation with Sedrick.
 
   “Evening,” I offered, and thudded into the carved chair.  “What’s on your mind?”
 
   They looked at each other, clearly offering to let the other go first.  Tort insisted with her eyes and Sedrick bowed from the neck in assent.
 
   “Majesty, I feel that I am wasted here.”
 
   “Oh?  Not enough evil?”
 
   “Exactly.  I am a Hero.  I quest for evil to destroy, yet the only evil here is the occasional, petty evil found in all men.  That is hardly fitting work for a Hero.”
 
   “I don’t know.  There’s the never-ending battle for Truth, Justice, and other capitalized things.  But I see your point.  Your job is to find big evil things and smite them, and there’s nothing worth your powers here.”  I sighed.  “Well, I’d say I’m sorry, but, you know…”
 
   “Of course, Your Majesty, of course.”
 
   “I do apologize, however.  I really thought that horrible nastiness would pop up more often around here.  I expected it to keep showing up, but now it seems to be avoiding the place.”
 
   “It’s not your fault, Majesty.  Well,” he corrected himself, “perhaps it is your fault, but I doubt anyone can blame you for it.”  I chuckled at that.
 
   “Fair enough.  Do you plan to leave us?”
 
   “I must.”
 
   “I think I understand.  Well, if I may make a suggestion?”
 
   “I would welcome it.”
 
   “Go through Baret and head north.  Take a look through the territories of Byrne, if you can.  They’re rapidly becoming my major political priority, and I suspect they’re being unpleasant to everyone.  I hear rumors of conscription and tyranny, and I suspect there’s at least one professional demon-summoning magician working for the Prince of Byrne.  I don’t know if that counts as the sort of evil you want to challenge, but I’d sure like to have a Hero’s opinion on whether or not Byrne is an evil place or not.  My own judgment may be a little skewed, you understand, being king of another country.”
 
   “Certainly, Your Majesty.  I can look for evil anywhere.  Who knows?  Byrne may have more than its share.”
 
   “It will take some time for him to ride to Byrne,” Tort said.  “Not everyone rides an enchanted steed, my angel.”
 
   “Ah.  Yes, there are disadvantages to living so far out in the country.  Hmm.”  I thought about it for a minute and decided it was probably worth it.  “Tell you what.  When you get your gear together and get ready to leave, I’m pretty sure I can put you down on the other side of the Eastrange, maybe pretty far north.  I’ve got some other errands to run, but… day after tomorrow?  Is that too long?  Or too soon?”
 
   “I see no reason I could not wait upon Your Majesty’s convenience.”
 
   “Wonderful!  I won’t be ready before the day after tomorrow, at the earliest, so there’s no rush to pack.  Anytime after that, I think.”
 
   “Nonetheless, I shall hold myself in readiness,” he assured me.  “And thank you for your kindness, noble King.”
 
   “Think nothing of it.  I’m just here to help.”
 
   “Perhaps you are,” he said, which I found rather cryptic.  “By your leave, Majesty?”
 
   “Go.”  He went.  Tort immediately moved to occupy the Royal Lap.  I kissed her lightly before speaking.  “You can’t stay there long.  I’ve got a lot to get done, and some of it requires me to be dead.”
 
   “Still?  What else is there after your long absence?”
 
   “It wasn’t that long.”
 
   “It felt like forever, my angel,” she said.  I made a pfft noise.  She smiled.  “It always does.  Perhaps not forever, but it was longer than I expected or desired, especially at my age.”
 
   “Ha.  I should be back before morning.  I have to talk to the sea-people about Mochara’s sewage.”
 
   Her brows drew together as she tried to figure out how those two things related.
 
   “Trust me,” I said, “it’s important.  And I have to get going—wait.  There is one other thing.”
 
   “Anything, my angel.”
 
   “Do we know farmers who would be willing to go live at Crag Keep?  Not that I want to order anyone to go, but I’m thinking of offering a sizable pile of gold, a plow, tools, a pair of horses, a wagon, and all the trimmings.  Do you think anyone would take me up on the offer if it meant moving to Crag Keep and setting up farming shop there?”
 
   “Probably.  We have marked off a number of plots within each of the four fields, as you described, but there are younger sons who do not stand to inherit.  If a bride-price can be included, I feel sure a new couple would find it very tempting.  May I ask why you would do this?”
 
   “They were nicer to me than they needed to be,” I told her, “and they need the help.  I won’t send anyone, but if someone can be paid to go there, I’ll do that much for them.”
 
   “I see.  Very well.  I will find out if there are any takers.”
 
   “Thank you.  Now, I’m off to the ocean, then probably to the lab.”
 
   “Shall I have the stone bridge placed in your workroom?”
 
   “Stone bridge—?  Oh.  I’ll handle it.  Thank you for reminding me.”
 
   “One of my many utilitarian services,” she assured me, and kissed the end of my nose.
 
   “You have lots, as well as your ornamental functions,” I said, and set her on her feet.  “But I’m wasting the night.  I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   “Goodnight, my angel.”
 
   I ducked into my study while she headed to the bathroom.  I found a small, stone model of a bridge in the middle of the floor.  It looked a lot like the ones that spanned the gorges for the road to Baret, just tiny.
 
   It was alive.  Seriously alive.  The mountain had jam-packed vital energy into it.  I immediately recognized what it had done.  It had created a sort of mountain-seed.  If I put this thing on one side of a river, in contact with the ground, I had no doubt it would start to grow.  Would it grow enough to span the Averill?  Maybe.  If it didn’t, though, I could add more vital energy to it to make it grow more.
 
   Would it grow into a mountain?  Or would it just be a bridge?  I suspected it would just be a bridge.  It looked like a bridge, rather than a miniature mountain.  Since it didn’t have a vital-energy reactor setup, when it used up all the vital energy stored in it, it would just be regular stone again.
 
   Probably.
 
   I moved the model bridge into my workroom and left it there.  I could plant the seed when I dropped Sir Sedrick off.  For now, I had a seaside trip to take.  Bronze took me out and around and down.  We passed by Mochara on the way to the sea, waved at the sentries on the wall, and went right over the low cliff, landing in the water with an enormous splash.
 
   Neither of us needs to breathe.  At least, Bronze doesn’t; I don’t need to breathe at night.  We just kept going out into deeper water.  I squinted and blinked a lot, at first; the salt water stung my eyes.
 
   Firebrand?
 
   Yo.
 
   Can you hear anybody?
 
   You mean any fishy guys?
 
   Yep.
 
   No… but then, I don’t hear anybody all that far away.  I only hear you over long distances when you shout.
 
   Got it.  I should have given some thought to how I was going to find anybody.
 
   Bait? it suggested.
 
   Not funny.
 
   No, I mean, is there anything we could use to attract them?
 
   I gave that some thought as Bronze plowed us deeper into the ocean.  I knew they liked glass.  They also liked gold.  Was there anything that they liked that would be useful as an attractant?
 
   Aha, I thought.  Fire.
 
   Fire?
 
   They like fire, remember?
 
   Well, yeah, when it’s not so close it’s blinding.  Okay.  Want me to light up and see what swims over, Boss?
 
   Hold on a second.
 
   Bronze slowed to a halt on a rocky, underwater prominence.  I unsheathed Firebrand and held it up.  It blazed like a bar of burning magnesium, shedding a hard, harsh light and sending up a boiling, seething column of bubbling steam.  The light drove back the abyssal darkness and changed the pure black-and-white of my vision into a brightly-colored tapestry of plants and corals and fish.  Fish schooled and swarmed around us, attracted and repelled at once.
 
   We stayed like that for several minutes, waiting.  Eventually, a creature, resembling a walrus more than anything else, glided up close enough to see through the swarms of fish.  It had long, thick arms ending in three-fingered hands and large, black eyes.  It blinked at me several times, turned suddenly, and darted away.
 
   I lowered Firebrand and it stopped burning.
 
   What do you think, Boss?
 
   I think it was sent to look.  I don’t know how smart those things are, but they seem to work for the sea-people.  My guess is that someone will be along shortly.
 
   And I was right.
 
   A dozen of the walrus-things returned and the fishy schools hastily dismissed class.  Behind them, carrying glass-tipped lances, were the sea-people I remembered:  Webbed hands with well-defined fingers and legs that ended flippers—I doubt they could walk on land; they didn’t have “ankles.”  They wore minimal clothes, mostly utilitarian belts and such, apparently woven out of seaweed.
 
   I got my translation spell ready.  I’ve never eaten a sea-person, so I have no familiarity with their whalesong-dolphin-squeaky language.  I’m not sure I could say anything in it, anyway.  I took a couple of deep breaths to clear the air out of my lungs.  Burbling does not help when trying to talk.
 
   They surrounded me, much like the last time, but they seemed to be curious rather than cautious.  One of them swam right up to Bronze and looked her in the eye.  She blinked at him, just to show that she could.  He made a peculiar warbling sound; I think it was laughter.  He then reached out, slowly, to stroke Bronze’s forehead.  She let him, and he made the sound again.
 
   Then we were surrounded much more closely.  Webbed hands roamed everywhere, touching Bronze, tugging at my clothes, taking my hand and examining the unwebbed fingers…
 
   “Excuse me,” I said.  The translation spell did its job; they understood the impulse behind the phrase.  I was dealing with a rather alien culture, one that might not have corresponding words, so I was using the less precise version of the spell.  It broadcast the idea, much like a telepath might, so they “heard” it in their language, in whatever fashion they could understand best.
 
   They backed away suddenly, mostly out of surprise.
 
   “Who are you?” one asked, and I heard both the sound of whalesong and the words.  Good spell.  Last time I tried to talk to these people, I had to fall back on tendrils and purely psychic communication.
 
   “My name is Halar,” I said, my voice sounding much lower and deeper underwater.  “I’ve come down from the world above to talk to you.”
 
   This seemed to surprise them.  They whistled and sang at each other for a bit, then the apparent leader waved his spear and quieted his friends.
 
   “This is strange,” he said, “but there are old stories of one such as you.  If you are a descendent of the Bright One, we will be pleased to take you to the gathering-place.”
 
   “Bright One?” I asked.
 
   “The Bringer of Fire.”
 
   “Oh.  Yes.  Of course.  By all means, let us go to the gathering-place.”
 
   “This way.”
 
   Bronze and I sink like bricks, so running along the bottom of the ocean isn’t all that hard.  The water does tend to slow her down a lot, though, and the terrain is… unpredictable.  They don’t have roads on the ocean floor because they don’t travel on it; they swim.  Very quickly, they outpaced us, then turned back to see what the delay was.
 
   I discussed it with Bronze.  She wasn’t happy, but agreed that they should probably carry me.  After all, I had to be on the surface, lungs drained of seawater, and in a light-proof place before dawn.  Time was the important thing.
 
   The sea-people were very accommodating.  They got the walrus-things to carry me—this time, four of them at once; one for each limb.  We descended ever deeper into the abyssal dark of the ocean.
 
   And I realized it wasn’t quite as dark as I had thought.  The glass-tipped spears gave off light; the glass was enchanted.  It was hard for my night-eyes to notice, but every time a spearpoint came near anything, that thing gained colors.  Well, I knew the sea-people were magic-workers; now that they had moved from the Bone Age to the Glass Age, it was only a matter of time before they enchanted it.
 
   We crossed quite a lot of countryside—underwater countryside—on our way down to a city of coral domes.  As before, they took me to the largest one in sight, but I also recognized that this was not the same group of domes—the same town?—as before.  I was considerably east of where I originally tried to drown, so that made sense.
 
   The interior of the dome wasn’t quite pitch-black; there were a lot of people in there with glowing spears.  I suspect the light wasn’t much more than starlight, but these people have exceptionally large eyes.  They probably saw better in the dark than owls.  And, judging by the sensations in my inner ears, they definitely had some sort of sonar going on.
 
   My guides dispersed to various perches all around the dome while the walrus-things settled me to the floor in the center.  I stood up as they swam away.
 
   “Hello to you all,” I offered.  They hroomed and wheeed for a bit.  They didn’t sound all that different, really, from any other crowd of people talking to each other.  It was just a bit more musical, and with that odd distortion you get when hearing something underwater.
 
   “Sorry to rush you,” I continued, “but is there someone here who can be a spokesman?  I’d like to talk to you about something, but that’s hard to do with everyone.  Can just one of you talk to me, please?”
 
   More discussion.  Eventually, an obvious elder glided over to take up station-keeping in front of me.
 
   “I will speak,” he told me.
 
   “Excellent!”  And I told him about what I wanted to do with Mochara’s sewer system.  Land-based water would come out from the ground, like a dirty river, and disperse in the ocean.  It would be a long way from here, of course—only about a quarter-mile, maybe a half-mile from the shore.  Would that be a problem for them?  Or would that cause an area downstream with the current to be better for their farming?  Did they have any objections or suggestions?
 
   We discussed underwater ecology and farming practices.  That is, they explained that they had no objection, provided they could pick the spot.  I simply agreed with everything and promised to do it their way.  I know when I’m out of my depth.
 
   Four fresh walrus-things helped me to return to the shallows; thirty or forty sea-people accompanied me.  I get the feeling they don’t do much of anything without company.  They don’t seem to like being alone.  It makes me wonder if they evolved from schooling fish, rather than predatory fish.  Assuming they evolved.  I have some evidence that various forms of life were simply created.
 
   In the shallows, I stuck to Bronze while they scouted around.  I’m not sure what they were looking for.  Maybe they were picking a good spot for kelp beds.  Maybe they were sniffing the current to determine where the watershed would go.  Maybe they were just swimming around for a while to make it look good.  I don’t know; I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.
 
   Eventually, they reached a consensus.  I marked the spot with a magical spike and thanked them for their help.  They thanked me for being so considerate.  We parted company in a thankful frame of mind.
 
   As Bronze carried me away, I laid down a magical line for the mountain to follow.  When it grew tunnels out into the sea, it could follow that and create an outlet when it reached the spike.  I would leave a line like that all the way to the wall at Mochara so the mountain could link into it easily.  That was the sewage problem solved, at least.
 
   Something tickled me in the back of my mind.  Like something I should remember, or something I should think about.  Tianna, perhaps?  Was there something I’d forgotten to do?  Maybe a promise I’d made and skipped over?  Perhaps… but I felt a strange urgency to my thought despite the vague, unformed nature of it.
 
   Bronze and I headed for the shore.  I had a slightly-panicked moment when I saw bright light ahead; I thought it was the sunrise.  But, no, we were headed north, out of the ocean, not east.
 
   We surfaced, splashed to the shore below the city wall.  A pillar of fire split the night over Mochara like a signpost for Israelites.  It towered into the night sky like a searchlight of solid flame, barely wavering as it reached for and blotted out the stars.
 
   I stared at it for a second.  Amber was doing something damned—or blesséd—impressive, but I wasn’t sure what or why.  Something about it seemed to scream, but the actual sound, if any, was inaudible at this distance.
 
   Want to go check, Boss?
 
   I started to say, “Yes, of course,” and spouted water.  I spat, coughed, and eventually just hung upside-down off one side of Bronze; she was helpful enough to hold one ankle with her mane while I drained.  Several deep breaths later and some coughing to make sure, I was internally dry.  I swung up again and seated myself in the saddle.
 
   “Yes, I think we will,” I said, answering Firebrand.  Bronze went up the steps and the men on gate duty hailed us.  I identified myself—I couldn’t blame them for being a little confused; I’m not usually a sea monster, and Bronze was cool enough to not breathe fire involuntarily.  On the other hand, we were very clearly illuminated; people in the mountain would notice this.  They let us in as soon as I replied; maybe they were just overcautious from nervousness.  I sympathized fully.
 
   We hurried into town to find the pillar of fire.  I was willing to bet it was at the Temple of the Mother of Flame, jetting up through the oculus at the top of the dome.  I was close; it was at the priestess’ residence.  The perspective had fooled me about the size of the pillar.  It was much wider than I thought, probably thirty or forty feet across.  The temple proper, statue, dome, and all was apparently untouched and oblivious to the raging inferno that was melting the walls of the house.
 
   As we got closer, it became harder to get closer; a crowd had gathered to form bucket-chains.  Everything near the priestess’ residence was on fire.  The chains of people were splashing the buildings and making it difficult to get through.  I had to do some shouting and Bronze a little screaming; she can sound a lot like a steam whistle when she tries.  This cleared a path pretty effectively.  That got us up to the grounds and the bucket-lines re-formed behind us.
 
   The roof of the residence was gone, blasted or melted away by a roaring column of yellow-white fire vomiting a thousand feet or so into the night sky.  It looked like a particularly bright and clean volcano.  It seemed to have a vague suggestion of a female outline in the fire, fifty feet tall or more.
 
   Well, that’s not good, I reflected.  Speaking would have required shouting.
 
   You think? Firebrand replied.
 
   Do your best to keep me from being broiled.
 
   You sure you don’t want to burn off the buildings around it, first?
 
   They’re blocking the heat from reaching the buildings behind them.  We have to deal with the central column.  If I live through that, then we can work on damage control.  Now focus, okay?
 
   I’ll try, Boss, but you know this is divine fire type stuff.  I’m also not so good at keeping things from burning…
 
   I know.  Just suck up whatever you can so it doesn’t get to me.  Every little bit helps.  Got it?
 
   I’ll do my best!
 
   I put a heavy-duty heat reflection spell on myself.  Whatever was going on in there, Amber and Tianna were involved.  Getting it to stop—or, at least, getting them uninvolved—was about to happen, even if I had to take another big, hot bite out of Sparky.
 
   I really didn’t want to do that.  The last one didn’t sit well.  But what choice did I have?
 
   I dismounted and started stripping, piling things next to Bronze.  She looked at me reproachfully.
 
   “You’ll melt,” I said.  I didn’t need to raise my voice, not for her.  We don’t communicate with words, as such, but we understand each other.
 
   She didn’t argue it, but she also didn’t like it.  I continued dropping things next to her:  cloak, swordbelt, armor, and various other accoutrements that couldn’t stand up to a pyrotechnic version of Hell.  In short, I got naked; none of it would help, and having it melt on me or catch fire might actually distract me.
 
   This attracted a surprising amount of attention.  You’d think people would have other things on their minds.
 
   “Besides,” I added to Bronze, “if I scream, I want you to get a good run-up, charge straight in, and open a hole for me to get out through.  We can both get out quickly and hopefully without anything overwhelmingly fatal.  Got that?”
 
   She was happier about that, but not much.  She agreed to rescue me if she could and kicked at the street a bit, gouging out divots she could use for starting blocks.  I pulled Firebrand from its scabbard.
 
   Are we really going in there, Boss?
 
   Yes.
 
   Um.  Couldn’t we just wait until the fiery bitch-goddess finishes her tantrum?
 
   What does it say when the flaming Dragonsword doesn’t want to go into the fire?
 
   No, I answered.
 
   Can I ask why?
 
   My daughter and granddaughter are in there.
 
   And that’s important, right?
 
   I imagined a glacier with letters of blue ice:  Yes.
 
   Firebrand shuddered psychically.
 
   Got it, Boss.  Important.  Very important.  Really high priority.
 
   I didn’t bother to answer.  Instead, I took a deep and biologically unnecessary breath.
 
   I reassured myself that I survived Sparky’s previous blast.  By some reflexive, defensive measure, I blocked Sparky’s initial burp of pyrotechnic annihilation.  Looking up at a tower of fire so bright and hot that it ignited things across the street, I was not reassured.
 
   Could I do it consciously?  I knew I was going to try.  So I denied the flames.  I rejected them.  I accepted their existence, denied them any relationship to me.
 
   I looked into the fire and told it No.  I held that thought, concentrated on it, felt that all-inclusive negation like I felt the setting of the sun.  Holding that thought, living in it, I faced the fire.
 
   One hand held up to shield my eyes from the light, I went into the melting building.  Immediately, I found the going much more difficult.  The floor had softened, forming a treacherous, deceptively slippery surface, like walking on mud-covered clay.  Molten stone squished between my toes like hot mud.  With my attention focused on an all-inclusive negation, it was difficult to keep my footing.
 
   It didn’t hurt.  I wasn’t on fire.  It was hot, but not painful.  As long as the sea-people didn’t have a sudden crisis of faith, maybe I could get through this.
 
   Carefully, I made my way through the remains of a slumped wall and into what I thought of as the bench room.  The pillar of fire was centered there, so Amber should be there.  I couldn’t see a thing through the yellow-white wall of light, but the sense of her presence—outraged, angry, agonized—grew stronger.
 
   Can you see anything? I asked Firebrand.
 
   Not exactly.  There’re two people in there, sort of.  One of them is having a sort of tantrum or something.  The other one is unconscious.
 
   Sparky and Amber?
 
   No.  I’d know if it was the flaming goddess.  I think Amber is having the fit and the little one is the one knocked out.
 
   At the speed of thought, even with just a small portion of your attention, you can pack a lot of swearing into a fraction of a second.
 
   Blinded by the sun-bright pillar of fire, I went ahead and closed my eyes.  I extended the rest of my senses, looking for magic, looking for the flow of living energies.  Yes, that helped…
 
   The pillar of fire was definitely a Sparky-like manifestation.  Inside it was Amber, somehow larger than she should be, towering tall, taking up the whole of the thirty-foot-wide column of fire.  She didn’t seem corporeal, but spiritual, as though her soul had come loose from her flesh.  I had no idea where her body was, but putting her back into it struck me as a very good idea.  She was slowly coming apart, as a spirit does when it isn’t bound to something.
 
   On that level, I realized I could hear her.  Mingled with the roar of the flame was an ongoing, unending scream, mixed pain and rage.
 
   Can you get her attention? I asked.
 
   Are you serious, Boss?  Firebrand demanded.
 
   I had to admit, Firebrand had a point.
 
   Fine.  Can you tell me where the unconscious person is?  I can’t see through this hash of light and life-energy.
 
   Gotcha.  Circle around to the left.  A little more.  Okay, you’re as close as we can get.  She’s about six or seven feet in from the edge of the fire.
 
   I added some more vocabulary to my previous observations.
 
   I decided there was nothing for it but to try.  Still refusing the flames, I went into the pillar of fire.
 
   The column was a quasi-solid cylinder of flame, blazing outward from a center point and blasting upward from there.  I felt it pushing against me, almost stumbled over something, recovered, knelt.  It was someone, my hands told me; someone small.  I lifted her and carried her out of the flames.
 
   Facing away from the fire, eyes slitted against the light, I could see what I already knew.  Tianna was unconscious.  I had no idea why.  She seemed unhurt.  I wiped away melted floor from her, much like wiping off mud—she’s a fire-witch; they’re fireproof—and realized she was also naked.  Apparently, a fire-witch can defend her clothes from coronal mass ejections, but only if she pays attention.  And me without a spare shirt.  Well, my cloak was okay, outside on Bronze.  Once we got out…
 
   She didn’t wake up, but I did spot that her breathing was almost nonexistent.  Was there anything to breathe in this inferno?  Can a fire-witch be suffocated?  Presumably so; fires can be extinguished if you deny them air.  It seemed reasonable that it was still an issue for a priestess.
 
   I carried her outside and into fresher air.  Once I set her down, I breathed into her a few times; my nighttime lungs don’t use the air they take in.  After a couple of boosts, her breathing deepened and she opened her eyes.
 
   “Grandpa!” she screamed.  “You came to rescue us!”
 
   “Yes,” I shouted back, not sure what she meant.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “Some man hurt Mom!”
 
   I glanced at the pillar of fire again.  Yes, that could easily be a dying fire-witch.  Given that she was completely out of her body, she might be a dead fire-witch.
 
   Somehow, I didn’t think she was interested in taking a walk with the Grey Lady.  Personally, I didn’t want her to, either.  Tianna needs her mother, and I don’t want to lose my daughter.  If she’s got a body I can put her back into, I decided, she’s going back into it.
 
   “You go over by Bronze,” I shouted, pointing.  “You wait right there!”
 
   “I want to help!”
 
   “Good!” I shouted at her.  “Concentrate really hard on not letting Grandpa catch on fire!”
 
   Tianna looked at me with an expression of surprise and something like fear.
 
   “You can’t burn, Grandpa!”
 
   “I hope not, but help me, okay?”
 
   “Okay!”
 
   She’s a good kid.  She screwed up her face in an expression of intense concentration and I hoped that whatever she was doing would help.  I jogged over to Sparky’s statue and looked up at it.
 
   “Do you give a damn?” I asked.
 
   Without waiting for an answer, I went back into the fire to find Amber.
 
   Her body was, of course, lying in the exact center of the flaming pillar, half-sunk in the molten floor.  I still couldn’t see anything, but I could touch her.  There was no heartbeat, and certainly no breathing.  Still, I checked for stab wounds with my fingertips, searching for anything that might have hit a vital organ.  If it was something I could weld together, maybe I could restart her body and put her back into it.
 
   Nothing here, nothing there, nothing in the other place… and then I tracked up her spine, felt the hole at the base of her skull.  It was made by something with a long, narrow blade, much like the one that got me; the difference was that it penetrated her upper spine and probably went into her brain.
 
   And now her spirit was loose.  She was definitely dead.  Just… not quite gone.
 
   Oh, this is so not going to go well.
 
   I shouted for her, backing it with my mind and will, careful to keep the majority of my concentration on being not-burning.
 
   “Amber!”
 
   She screamed at me, clearly not quite herself.  I felt buffeted and rocked by the writhing currents of fire as she looked at me, swirled and flowed around me.  There was no sense of additional heat, just the buffeting.  It knocked me down, rolled me through the molten floor, swept me around in the pillar of fire.  I sank my hands into the glowing rock and scooped, set my toes into the floor and held.  Eventually, I slid to a halt and could concentrate on other matters.
 
   If her spirit was still here, maybe it could be stabilized enough to talk to.  It might be the only way to calm her plasma-ghost down enough to do anything constructive.
 
   Is this normal for a dying fire-witch?  I’ve only ever seen Tamara, and she wasn’t exactly a fire-witch at the time.  Does this sort of display happen every time a fire-witch dies?  It would help explain why they were generally poorly-tolerated in most communities.  Or is it only when they die by violence?  Or did splashing Amber’s soul with the spirit-blood of Sparky have something to do with it?  Or is it a combination of things?
 
   I don’t know.  Maybe I never will.  Add it to the list.
 
   I focused entirely on that peculiar portion of my sight that allowed me to see the soul.  Eyes open or closed really didn’t matter.  It’s not really seeing that reveals a soul.  It’s not feeling it, nor tasting it.  It’s simply there, and that knowledge comes to me in a fashion my brain most often interprets as seeing.
 
   She was there, cut loose from everything, like a kite with a hundred strings loose in a whirlwind.
 
   The image of her struck me forcibly.  That’s what I look like when I have a cloud of dark tendrils surrounding me.  More of them, yes, and dark rather than light, but the image was so similar… Is there some sort of relationship?  Or is it just a coincidence that it looks a lot alike?
 
   Again, not the time.  I grabbed strings, tying them off and tying them together.  I didn’t have a living body for her; even if we weren’t dealing with a burning pillar of fire, I couldn’t put her body back into working order.  Well, maybe, with time to experiment, but not right now.
 
   The loose anchor points of her soul were, one at a time, simple things to handle.  Grabbing one, I could wrap it around and around, tie it off, and stabilize it.  I already did something like that with my chlorine curse… 
 
   Amber’s soul was considerably more complicated than a shark spirit, of course, but at least I had the principles down.  I wrapped her around and throughout her fiery pillar, squeezed it smaller, and bound it tightly.  Then I took another anchor point, another aspect of her soul, and wrapped another portion of it around and through that seething, pyrotechnic hell.  I repeated it again, and again, and again; one strand at a time, one link, one channel, one anchor, each bound around and though and back into it all again.
 
   I didn’t hurry, but I did work quickly.  How long until dawn?  Long enough?  Maybe.  Maybe not.  I have no idea how much time I took, or what would happen if I was interrupted before I finished.  Could I stop and finish after sunrise?  Could I do anything like this during the day?  It seems unlikely; many of my powers only work at night.
 
   No time wasted.  That was the rule.  Concentrate on denying the flames and take one strand at a time.
 
   Somewhere along the process, Amber started to talk to me.
 
   Father?
 
   Yes.  Hush.  Working.
 
   What’s going on?
 
   Talk to Firebrand, I snapped, my concentration teetering.  Busy!
 
   I was vaguely aware of her and Firebrand holding a conversation, but I had no attention to spare.
 
   At last, I finished tacking the final thread into the woven pattern of her fiery matrix.  A lady of flame—a real Lady of Flame—stood on the molten floor of what was once a stone building.  Slumped walls of smoking rock slowly solidified around us and I realized I was more than knee-deep in goo.  Hot, smoking, slowly-solidifying goo.
 
   With some effort, I managed to extricate myself.  Amber, meanwhile, stood there, brilliantly bright and rippling, holding up her hands and examining them.
 
   I touched Firebrand to the floor; heat surged through the floor and up into the blade as Firebrand absorbed it.  The floor solidified, darkened, cooled.  I toed it cautiously and it felt solid.  I tried to let go of my concentration on flame-negation but found that some portion of my mind seemed locked into that role.  It was like trying to not think about something… no, it was exactly like that, because that’s what I was.  I decided to not worry about it; I’d notice if anything started to scorch.
 
   “All right,” I said, looking at my flaming daughter, “tell me what happened.”
 
   “I… I’m not sure,” she said.  Her voice sounded familiar, but there was a rushing sound as an undertone, a cross between a throaty whisper and the sound of air being sucked into a furnace.  “I don’t… I don’t feel well at all…”
 
   “I’m not surprised.  I’ve never done this with an actual soul.  I probably need to do some fine-tuning on your linkage points.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I’ve done something I don’t know how to do; I may not have it completely right.  But you’re better and I’ll work on making sure you’re perfect.  In the meantime, what’s the last thing you remember?”
 
   “A man came to see me… pounded on the door, said it was an emergency… I let him in… he talked about a Thing that attacked his daughter… I started to go back upstairs to dress… A pain went through my head like the worst headache in the world… I fell across a bench.  Tianna screamed, and I tried to get up, but nothing worked.  I couldn’t feel anything but the headache, and then I… I felt myself… I couldn’t feel my body, but I could see it, and I couldn’t get into it…”
 
   “Yeah, I have some idea how that feels.  I’d hug you, but you’re not too terribly solid.  Sorry about that.”  Now that I was no longer concentrating so hard, I could take the time to consider what happened and start to feel angry.  Amber had a head start on that, but I suspected I might be about to close the gap.
 
   “What did you do?” she asked, her shining face showing the first signs of alarm.
 
   “I’ll explain in a flicker.  What happened to the guy who stabbed you?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I was stabbed?”
 
   I examined her body.  Dammit, she was half-buried in the now-solidified floor.  Still, it was facedown; the stab wound was quite plain.  She knelt by the body—her body—with me and looked at it.  .  Getting it out of the floor, later, was going to be tricky.  I don’t know why it didn’t burn in the fiery display; Amber wasn’t in it to defend it.  Or was her body immune to her own soul-fires?  No, then the molten floor should have burned it anyway.  Another thing to wonder about.
 
   “Who did this?” she asked, and her voice sounded as though someone was going to burn for it.  I agreed in principle, if not in detail.
 
   “I have no idea, but I would bet money that he died after doing it.  This is a fatal wound and almost instant.  If you blew up as quickly as I’d guess you did, he didn’t get away.  Do all fire-witches blow up like that?”
 
   “No.  I’ve never even heard of such a thing.”
 
   “There you go, being exceptional again.  Good work, daughter mine.”
 
   “You jest.  But I am still… angry.  Upset.  Disturbed.  I am… not entirely… me.”
 
   “You’re you,” I assured her.  “I know you; I bound your soul into a pillar of divine fire so that you could shape it into your new body.  You are entirely yourself.  My main concern, right now, is finding the ghost of an assassin, if I can, before dawn.”
 
   “You have very little time,” she offered.  “Dawn will be here shortly.”
 
   “How do—nevermind.  Thank you for the warning.  Excuse me.”
 
   I unwrapped tendrils with considerable malicious intent.  If I had done so before, would they have been incinerated as quickly as I could spread them?  Or would they have survived because of my defenses?  Regardless, I could use them now, hunting for whatever might remain of an oxidized assassin.  There was nothing to be found in the immediate area, though.  Could Amber have blasted him into oblivion, both body and soul?  It was a quasi-divine manifestation of power, so it was possible.  I hoped not.  I wanted to have a very brief vampire-to-prey talk with him.
 
   We walked out of the ruin of the building.  All around us, the town was smoking slightly, but everything that was burning had stopped.
 
   Firebrand?
 
   Wasn’t me, Boss.  I can only put out fires by making things burn faster and eating it.
 
   I spotted Tianna.  She was sitting on Bronze, wrapped in my cloak, and looking smug.  Her face broke into a huge smile when Amber’s flaming form drifted into view behind me, pretending to walk.
 
   “Mom!”
 
   Bronze, at Tianna’s urging, walked toward us.  Amber held out her fiery hands and clasped Tianna’s.
 
   “You’re not solid,” Tianna complained.
 
   “It was the best I could do,” I explained.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay, Grandpa.  She’s pretty.”
 
   I’m sure every mother wants to hear that a radical change in her physical form is “pretty.”
 
   “Good.  I’ll be right back.”  While they talked, I hurried in a circles, spiraling outward, tendrils fanning rapidly outward, sweeping through walls, people, wood, stone, metal…
 
   There you are!
 
   Tendrils grabbed, seized, and dragged.  The wandering spirit was suddenly bound in dark lines of power and suspended directly before me.  I stood in the street and glared at a confused and panicky ghost.  Exhausted and sooty people spared enough energy to look at me curiously.  They only saw me, standing in the street, illuminated only by a few wizard-lights and scattered lanterns.
 
   I then realized I was still naked.  Fine.  Let them watch; I was in a hurry.  My victim’s spiritual cohesion was already degrading.  Unlike Amber, he was still coming apart.  Also unlike Amber, he wasn’t about to get any help.
 
   “Who sent you?” I demanded.
 
   “Sent me?  I was in the dungeon… I don’t know how I got here.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me!” I snapped, but I could see he was telling the truth.  He believed what he was saying.
 
   “I’m not lying.  I just don’t… I wasn’t here.  I was in a dungeon, on a table, and there was a dark thing that touched me, and it was cold…”
 
   “Yes?  And then what?”
 
   “There was something cold inside me,” he said, shuddering.  “It was so cold, and I couldn’t keep awake.  I fell asleep, I think, even though I was afraid I was freezing to death, but I couldn’t care, it was so cold… and there was something moving inside me, making me even colder.”
 
   I nodded.  Someone had summoned a Thing from beyond the edge of the world, one without a physical form, and sent it into this poor guy’s body.
 
   Keria!  That black mist that burst from her!  That’s what that was; a Thing that inhabited her, possibly controlled her!  It might even have destroyed her in the process of leaving her flesh—that dark-looking fire-effect that consumed her.  Was that deliberate, to keep her from being free, or from talking to me, or just a result of the Thing leaving her?
 
   And the assassin who stabbed me; he was possessed by a Thing, as well.
 
   Even I can see a pattern, here.
 
   That magician, Rakal, was the professional demon-summoner.  I wanted to talk to him at some length.  He had a lot to answer for.  I might not feel justified in venting on this poor sucker in my tendrils, but Rakal was another story.
 
   I had a flashback to Tobias.  This was different; trying to kill Amber or Tianna makes it personal.  Rakal was asking to die.  I was in a mood to oblige him.
 
   “Where were you?” I demanded, just as the itching, tingling feeling of a sunrise started.
 
   “It was a dungeon, with candles and strange—”
 
   “No!  What city?” I asked, shaking the ghost a trifle.
 
   “City?”
 
   “Yes.  What city were you in?  Whose dungeon?”
 
   “It was the magician’s dungeon,” he said, and I wanted to slap him.  “It was in the city of Shaen.  I was a soldier when Byrne attacked, and I was captured when they forced their entry—”
 
   “Yes, fine, great, thanks.  Temple of the Grey Lady is that way,” I suggested, pointing.  “Get going.”
 
   “Am I dead?” he asked.  Just my luck, the guy was too confused even to get help.  Well, I didn’t have time to escort him, but I did have time to eat him.  I gulped him down in a hurry and he vanished into me.  Then I ducked into the nearest quasi-intact building to hide from the sunrise.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thursday, July 22nd
 
    
 
   I cleaned up and came out of the shack that had sheltered me from the dawn.  After a brief walk, I found Amber, Tianna, and Bronze.  They had relocated to the now-empty area that had once been the equivalent of skid row.  Wise, I thought; there wasn’t anything there for Amber’s new fire-flesh to burn.  It also allowed Amber to address people from the vantage of Bronze’s broad rump.  They remembered to bring my stuff; I decided to stand in the back and wait while Amber talked to the crowd.
 
   Bronze likes Amber, I think.  Either that, or she’s very understanding about my father-ish tendencies toward her.
 
   Amber explained what happened to the gathered crowd.  She went on about the wrath of the Lady of Flame at having her priestess killed, and then pointed at me.
 
   “But my father is a Lord of Night,” she said, “and he decided that I should not die.”
 
   A lane opened up like Moses pointing at the Red Sea.  Wild, wide eyes stared at me for seconds, then people rippled downward to one knee, heads bowed, hands raised to hide their eyes.
 
   I wondered what the gesture meant.  I guess I haven’t eaten enough modern locals to know.  Maybe they just didn’t want to embarrass me by staring.
 
   I headed down the lane and rejoined my ladies.
 
   “Father?  Did you find the ghost?”
 
   “I did.  He was possessed by a demonic Thing, I think,” I told her.  I also started getting dressed.  “My guess is that the magician Rakal is responsible, at the behest of Byrne.”  I gestured at the bowing crowd.  “What’s going on?”
 
   “Gods made themselves manifest, last night,” she said, quietly.  “They are frightened and in awe.”
 
   “Can’t say I blame them,” I muttered.  “I’ll talk to the stone about putting your house back together while it’s building the city hall.  How do you feel?”
 
   “Aside from being a trifle incorporeal—I have more substance than a normal flame, but I am not solid—and all that seems to entail, I feel… I suppose a bit…” she made circling gestures with her hands, leaving faint trails of light.  “Feverish?” she guessed.  “Everything seems distant.  Loose.  Like I am watching myself do things.  As though I’m not really here.”
 
   “Yeah, I mentioned there might be some bad connections.  I’ll look at you again as soon as I can and see if I can figure out where I went wrong.”
 
   “I think I am pleased.  I cannot tell.”
 
   “Hmm.  That sounds like another symptom.  If you notice any others, let me know.”
 
   “How?  The mirror is destroyed.”
 
   “Crap.  Okay, I’ll get you another one.  Have you had a chance to see how Mochara is taking this?”
 
   “Scorched, but not seriously damaged,” Amber told me.  “There is mostly exhaustion and some injuries, with a bit of property damage immediately adjacent.  A few fires spread, but they were quenched by buckets and by Tianna.  The buildings will be rebuilt.  The burns will heal.  I will see to it, if I last so long.”
 
   “Please do.  But I need Bronze; I have to get back to the mountain.”
 
   “Of course.  You have a war to plan.”
 
   “Possibly.  That’s one of the things I need to discuss with my council, and maybe my knights.”
 
   Amber stepped off Bronze and drifted downward, about like a person sinking in water.
 
   “Go, Father.  I will tend to these matters.”
 
   I helped Tianna down and held her for a moment, still wrapped in my cloak.
 
   “You did a fantastic job,” I told her.  “Thank you.  You helped me help your mother, and then you did what everyone in Mochara needed you to do.  Best of all, you helped people without anyone needing to tell you.  I’m very proud of you.”
 
   She stood very straight within my cloak and looked proud of herself.
 
   “Thank you, Grandpa,” she said, very seriously.  I kissed the top of her head and sprang aboard Bronze.
 
   “Hold what you’ve got,” I told them.  “I’ll be back.”
 
   We shot toward Karvalen.
 
    
 
   Most of the time, Bronze loves to run and I enjoy it with her.  She hits her stride and the road rolls under us like a ribbon stretching into the infinite future.  I sit there, feeling the wind in my face and hair, listening to the bell-like thunder of her hooves and the windchime-wire tinkling of her mane.  It’s good.
 
   Not today.
 
   Today, I have time to think.  During the incident with the pillar of fire, I didn’t have time to think.  All I had time for was act and react, find the problem, solve the problem.  It was purely a matter of doing whatever was in front of me at the time.
 
   Now I can feel the limp, unmoving body of my granddaughter in my arms.
 
   Now I can see the energy bleeding out of my daughter’s soul.
 
   My fingers can recall the way in through the hole in the back of Amber’s skull.
 
   My lips can recall breathing into Tianna.
 
   Not long ago, an army tried to kill me and to kill Bronze.  It offended me instantly that Bronze was harmed.  But Bronze is big and powerful; she’s capable of taking care of herself.  Most of the time, the thought of doing battle with her would probably justify some preparatory measures.  When I saw her hurt, I was instantly angry, but it cooled down over time.  It erupted like fire, burned brightly, and dimmed to the glow of coals.
 
   This anger is growing.  It is too vast to come upon me all at once.  The rage is rolling in, wave after wave of it, like the tide.  It is a cold and dark thing, colder and darker than the depths of the ocean I recently visited.  And it rises, ever higher.  Soon, it will spill like water when the dam breaks, pouring relentlessly upon everything in its path, sweeping away anything that does not scramble to avoid it.
 
   I’m not trying to divert it.  I’m not even trying to contain it.  In some measure, I welcome it.  It reminds me that I have things that matter to me, people that I love.  That I can love people enough to have this kind of all-encompassing fury seems… right.  
 
   I once thought that, while I used to be human, I’m not a human being anymore.  But that seems unreasonable.  I keep thinking like a human being.  I keep loving like a human being.  And, as much as I can love, I can also hate.  That, too, seems right and proper.  What would I be if I could not love?  And, what is there that has the capacity for love but does not have the capacity for hate?  It seems a good thing, to me.
 
   Less so, for others.
 
    
 
   As we approached Karvalen, I saw a camp of the plains-people, which reminded me they wanted me for something.
 
   Damn.  If I don’t deal with it now, I never will.
 
   Problem, Boss?
 
   Not exactly, yes, and maybe.
 
   Nice to know some things never change, Boss.
 
   You’re not helping.
 
   Bronze cornered to the right at the south bridge and carried me over to their encampment.  People rushed out to greet me.  That is, they hurried out, dropped to their knees, and pressed their foreheads into the grass.  Hunting dogs eyed us with considerable mistrust, but their handlers barked commands to sit down and be quiet.  Everyone else was paying attention to us without looking at us.
 
   I should have expected that.  As it was, it just annoyed me further, which I did not need.
 
   “You,” I said, and Bronze nudged him gently with a hoof.  “On your feet.  Look at me.  Why are you here and what do you want?”
 
   He got to his feet quickly and kept his eyes fixed on the ground.
 
   “Dark One, it is my elder that brings us here.”  The word he used was herahu, pronounced hee-ra-hoo, with the accent on the first syllable.  Literally, it meant “the eldest of my family,” but also meant “chief of my tribe,” or something similar.  Maybe “clan leader” comes closest.
 
   “Show me.”
 
   He led me to one of the dome-tent-things they used and went back to kneeling at me by the flap.  Grumbling, I slid out of the saddle and hit the ground.  Tossing aside the flap, I went inside.
 
   The old man looked up as I entered.  He sat by a bundle of furs that contained a child, probably about two years old.  It took me a second glance to determine the kid was still alive.
 
   “Dark One,” he began, but I cut him off.
 
   “You’ve come here because the kid is ill and you want him to live, right?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, simply.
 
   I cast my spells and looked the kid over.  It wasn’t a disease and he wasn’t wounded.  Frowning, I examined him more closely, checking his vital organs and looking for anything out of place.  Eventually, I found it; it was his heart.  More specifically, it was a heart valve.  Every beat of his heart pumped some blood, but the valve didn’t close properly, so it lost a lot of pressure.  His heart had to work twice as hard just to achieve a normal level of blood flow, to say nothing of any other problems the defect might cause.
 
   I took a look at my own heart valves, then compared both of them to the elder’s.  The fundamental design was the same; the kid’s just had a loose flap.  After another spell to reach inside him without actually opening him up, there followed a little manipulation, a little stretching, and a bit of stiffening.  After that, it seemed to form an adequate seal.  Blood went in, came out, and didn’t have any backflow.  I finished by telling his body that this was the right shape and tying navigation points into the surrounding tissue; I didn’t want him developing heart-valve problems again in the course of growing up.
 
   “There.  Fixed.  Anything else?”
 
   “Fixed?” the elder replied.
 
   “He’s better.  Look at him.  His color is improved and he’s breathing easier.  He’ll be fine in a day or two.”
 
   “But will he run?”
 
   “He’ll run.  He’ll do everything a boy should do.  That’s what I mean by ‘fixed’.”
 
   “Thank you, Dark One,” he said, going facedown.  “My family thanks—”
 
   “And I appreciate your thanks,” I told him, “but I’m in kind of a hurry to start a war and destroy evildoers.  I’ve got no time for niceties, and I’m sorry about that; you’ve caught me in a bad mood on a damned busy day.  You’re very welcome, I’m glad I could help, and may you live long and prosper.  Have a nice day, and I’ve got to run.  Pleasure meeting you.  Farewell.”
 
   I didn’t give him a chance to kowtow further; I left the tent and hit the saddle again.  I almost made it out of the camp before spotting a man with a missing arm.
 
   “You,” I said, pointing.  “What happened to your arm?  And stand up when you answer!”
 
   He stood up from where he had flung himself and told me how a dazhu hunt had resulted in a trampling, along with the amputation.
 
   “Come with me; you’re getting your arm back.”
 
   He was prepared to run.  I was in too much of a hurry, so I dragged him aboard Bronze.  He yelped, but gritted his teeth and endured the ride.
 
   I forgot she gets hotter than most people can take.  Oops.  Well, he was going to be lying in a magical Hospital Bed of Regeneration anyway…
 
    
 
   Breakfast was served along with a side of politics.
 
   “As a result,” I finished, “I believe Rakal is serving Byrne, and that the attempts on my life, the attacks by Vathula, the invasion by the coastal cities, and even this last attempt to assassinate Amber are all the doing of Byrne.”
 
   I looked around the table.  People nodded, looked at each other, nodded more.  Kelvin broke the silence.
 
   “When do we leave, my King?”
 
   “Leave?”
 
   “I presume we will march on Byrne.  I would like to gather supplies and prepare for the march.  I would also like to know if this is a punitive war, or if our goal is conquest.”
 
   I put my elbows on the table and rubbed my temples.
 
   “Kelvin, do you recall what I said when I knighted everyone?”
 
   “I do, my King.  I will remember it until I have been dead a year.”
 
   “As will we all,” Seldar said.  Torvil and Kammen nodded, silently.  Everyone else just sat quietly, listening.
 
   “I want you to be better than me,” I reminded him.  “When I do something terrible, because, as King, it needs to be done, I need you guys to remind me that it is a terrible thing.  And to tell me if it was right to do something terrible.
 
   “A war is a terrible thing,” I continued.  “If we go to war, men, women, and children will die.  Men will die on the field; women and children will starve, homeless and alone.  Some of our own men will die, despite all the training, all the magic, and I love them too much to allow that if there is any way to avoid it.
 
   “What I want to do is go to Byrne, find this Prince Parrin, and unscrew his head.  I still might.  But that’s part of why I have a council of advisors.  What should be done?  Is this worth all the horrors of war?  Or should I respond in kind and simply try to kill the man responsible?  Discuss this amongst yourselves; I’m going to go build a bridge.  I’ll be back within the hour.”
 
   I stood up and went to do that without waiting for anyone to say anything.  It was a relatively quick trip, all things considered.  I used the gate to go to the southern bank of the Averill, up against the Eastrange; there was a nice niche that would serve adequately.  It wasn’t ideal, but it beat the hell out of forcing my gate to appear in both places at once.  I brought with me both my bridge-seed and Sir Sedrick.  The bridge could grow northward over the river while Sedrick rode south.
 
   Getting him, his horses, his squire, and all that gear through the gate was more expensive in terms of power than I expected.  Pack trains don’t move quickly.  On the other hand, I had also expected Brother Terrany to accompany him.  Once we were through I asked him about it.
 
   “Brother Terrany has other goals,” Sir Sedrick informed me.  “He is quite content to preach his gospels to the people of Karvalen, unopposed by other sects.”
 
   “Oh, really?” I asked.  “I ought to pay more attention to him.”
 
   “Perhaps, Your Majesty, but allow me to offer a reassurance.  He does not seek power; it is against the way of his order.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Indeed.  They are the priests of the law.  Terrany is quite pleased to have found a kingdom without laws, for it their fondest wish to create them.”
 
   “He’s making laws?” I asked, frowning.
 
   “Not so much, Your Majesty, as he is attempting to codify the customs and traditions of your people.  For example, you are aware that married women wear their hair in a special head-garment?”
 
   “The things that show their faces, but gather up all the hair in a bag at the back?”
 
   “Yes.  I am no expert on women’s garments, but I believe it is called a wriage.  It has fallen out of fashion in many cities of old Rethven, but here it flourishes.  Terrany may be codifying that custom into a law.  For example, as part of the wedding ceremony, after the bride shaves the groom’s head, and he helps her don the wriage for the first time—”
 
   “Hold it.  The bride is expected to shave the groom’s head?”
 
   “Of course.”  Sedrick blinked at me in surprise.  “Did you not know this?”
 
   “I had no idea,” I admitted.  “What the hell for?”
 
   “Well, as I understand it,” he said, thinking, “it came about in a number of ways.  One way was to insure that his hair was not, ah… infested?”
 
   “Lice.”
 
   “And fleas,” Sedrick agreed.  “Not all kingdoms are as, well, clean as yours, Your Majesty.”
 
   “I’ve noticed.  Go on.”
 
   “Also, the tradition is that, until he has enough hair to reach his eyebrows, he can indulge in no dangerous deeds.  A soldier may not go to war, a knight may not participate in the passage of arms, nor may a man participate in a duel—he can challenge or be challenged, but it must wait until his hair grows out.”  He smiled. “It is also said that it is good luck to sire a child during that time, and might be another reason for it.  To give the couple a chance to do so,” he finished.
 
   “I see.  Okay, back to Terrany.  He’s trying to make this wriage thing a law?”
 
   “His order does not make laws.  He is merely codifying the tradition,” Sedrick replied.  “We have talked much, he and I.  He and his order are keepers of the law.  They write the laws down and interpret them.  Kings often use them for judges, for they take holy oaths to be impartial.  Just as often, they are forbidden to be judges, for their gift is law, not justice, you see.  He will doubtless approach you when he has assembled a codex of law for Karvalen, for your approval.”
 
   “As long as he doesn’t try to lay down the law without consulting me,” I agreed, then mused, “I suppose we do need to have some laws actually in force, rather than just word-of-mouth customs and traditions.”
 
   “That is the purpose of their order, as I understand it.  They seek only to understand and define the laws of men.  Your kingdom is a delight to him, for you have no laws.”
 
   “I guess I can live with that.  I’m not sure I like the idea of a holy order of lawyers, but…”
 
   “He’s actually very agreeable,” Sedrick said, smiling.  “He is a good man, and he means well.”
 
   “Those are the worst kind,” I muttered.  “All right.  I’ll talk to him at some point and go over what he thinks makes a good law.”
 
   “Eminently fair, as always, Your Majesty.  Now, before we go our ways, is there anything else I may do for you?”
 
   “Actually, yes; I think there is.”
 
   “Name it, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Take this mirror,” I said, handing him a small, wooden box.  “It will let you talk to me, or to Tort, or to pretty much anyone in authority in Karvalen.” He accepted it with a bow.
 
   “And what shall I say to them?”
 
   “If you would, go into Byrne and see what evil lurks there.  If you find some, let us know what kind of evil it is.  And, if some one of us should call you on that mirror, we might tell you to flee that city; if so, please do.”
 
   “Flee?” he asked, frowning.  “Why would I do such a thing?”
 
   “Because, if I’m asking you to flee, it’s because I don’t want you to be hurt by what I’m about to do to it.”
 
   “Ah, that makes sense,” he agreed, nodding.  “I shall certainly seek out evil for my own sword to smite, but if I find something worthy of your powers—or, at least, beyond my own—I shall be swiftly forthcoming with that information.”
 
   “I appreciate it.  And one more thing…”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “As you go, you might mention that you’re hero-ing up here because you’ve heard that the King of Karvalen is coming, and there won’t be anything left for you when he finishes.”  I grinned at him.  “It’s not true; I usually leave survivors.  But it might encourage guilty people to run for it, which kind of makes them obvious.  ‘The guilty flee when no man pursueth,’ and all that.”
 
   “Of course, Your Majesty,” he replied, chuckling.  “And, I trust, if you have any actual evil that needs smiting, you will recall me?”
 
   “Naturally.  Everyone needs a professional Hero now and again.”
 
   “Then farewell, Lord of Night and King of Karvalen.  Long may you reign in peace, prosperity, and righteousness.”
 
   “And may good fortune follow you all the days of your life,” I answered.  He and all his baggage set off at a headlong slow walk.
 
   I turned my attention to the bridge.  I jogged west for a bit, past the waterfall-pool, and found a suitably narrow place.  I aligned the model bridge carefully, then set it down on the stony lip of the riverbed.  It latched on immediately, almost hungrily.
 
   How long would it take to grow, I wondered?  A day?  A week?  It certainly wouldn’t take all that long to cross the river, but I couldn’t begin to make an actual estimate of when it might be useful.
 
   I left it to its work and jogged back to the niche I was using as a gate point.  With a trifle of work to shape it a bit better, it made for a closer match to the archway.  Then I called the wizard in the gate room on a mirror and told him to expect an incoming call.  Shortly thereafter, I stepped back into the mountain.  I took a detour to the foundry to drop off my armor and went back to my chambers.
 
   Upstairs, they had reached a consensus.  I sat down at the breakfast table and helped myself to everything.
 
   “Majesty,” Thomen said, “you set us quite a pretty problem.”
 
   “I know.  My own impulses may be based on personal feeling; I want your opinions, too, before I finalize a decision and set plans in motion.  It’s a big decision and will impact the lives of thousands.”
 
   There was much uncomfortable shifting around the table.  T’yl broke the silence.
 
   “May we ask your intentions, Sire?”
 
   “No.  I want you opinions before I give my own.  I need alternative points of view, and I’m afraid you might tend to agree with me.”
 
   “I would not think so,” T’yl said.
 
   “Nevertheless,” Thomen continued, cutting him off, “we have argued many points, both for and against a full-fledged war.  We have not treated it lightly,” he finished, glancing sharply at Kammen.  Kammen appeared oblivious to this.
 
   “I am pleased,” I told him.  “So, what have you concluded?”
 
   “Sire,” T’yl replied, taking over again, “there was some spirited debate.  Knowing your fondness for the welfare of children, we considered most carefully the ramifications of war.  It is true that war will cause suffering, but that suffering is not the goal.  It is done without malice toward children; it is merely a consequence.”
 
   “One I don’t like,” I agreed.  “Go on.”
 
   “Yet, any action may have such a consequence.  When you kill a man who has murdered a child, his own children may be orphaned.  Even when you defend the city against invaders, those attackers who die on the field may leave children destitute at home.”
 
   “Granted.”
 
   “While it is a good and noble thing to be a defender of children, it is not the only thing.  As you have noted, Sire, you must do things in your capacity as King that you would not condone as a private individual.  The office of King must do things that you, as a person, would not.”
 
   Sometimes, T’yl can be a real pain.
 
   “Granted,” I agreed, again.
 
   “With that in mind,” Kelvin said, “we feel that you—as King—have been provoked sufficiently to warrant war.  You may, if it please Your Majesty, choose any lesser course.  But if your choice is to march on Byrne and reduce it, then we will go to war without hesitation and without doubt.”
 
   I looked at my three.  They nodded, expressions grim.  Even Torvil.  Then I swept the table with my gaze.  As my eyes met each member of the council, they all nodded agreement.  If I chose to throw a war, they would all bring bloody presents.
 
   “All right.  In that case, what do you all think?  We can go to war; we can find some other way to punish Byrne; we can ignore this as we’ve ignored everything else.  What do you say?  Tort?”
 
   Tort, seated at my right, looked me in the eye.
 
   “War.”
 
   I looked at T’yl, seated next to her.
 
   “War,” he said.
 
   Around the table, one by one, war, war, war, until only I was left.
 
   “Kelvin?”
 
   “Yes, my King?”
 
   “You’ve just been promoted.”
 
   “I thank you, my King, and will do everything in my power to fulfill my new responsibilities to your satisfaction.  May I ask to what station I have been promoted?”
 
   “You are now the Warlord of Karvalen, responsible for the preparation and conduct of war.  If you need my personal assistance with anything, I am available at your request.  In peace, your authority as Warlord is pretty much what you have already been doing.  Now that we are at war, your authority is second only to my own.  I want to enter Rethven, crush our enemies, see them driven before us, and hear the lamentations of Byrne.  Make that happen, Warlord.”
 
   “As my King commands.”
 
    
 
   There is more to planning a war than just men, armor, and weapons.  I knew that, but I didn’t truly understand it until it was time to start doing it.  It was like learning to ride a bicycle.  You know there are two wheels, two pedals, and handlebars.  Balance on the two wheels, turn the pedals, and steer with the handlebars.  Simple enough that even a child can do it.  At least, until you get on a bicycle for the very first time.
 
   Kelvin surprised me.  The very first thing he did was call an assembly of the knights and explain, in his terms, why we were going to war.  I was in my conference room, using the sand table to look over the city of Byrne and waiting on a delivery of two new mirrors for enchantment.
 
   In the meeting room, Kelvin explained that Byrne had tried to assassinate the King—and the King had ignored it.  This did not meet with the approval of the assembly; there were dark and angry mutterings.  Byrne had summoned demons to eat me—more mutterings, and louder.  Byrne had manipulated Vathula into attacking Karvalen—this was very moving, since most of them had experienced that.  They don’t like running from a fight.  Byrne had manipulated three other cities into invading the kingdom—they really didn’t like that; they had seen the enemy on their shores and come this close to actually getting to fight them.
 
   Kelvin held up his hands to quiet the crowd of angry men.  They stilled to listen.
 
   “And now, Byrne’s demonic assassins have struck at the Princess and her daughter—the daughter and the granddaughter of the King.  The Princess Amber has died of her wounds, but has been reborn through His Majesty’s power as a being of living flame, as befits a priestess.  The Princess Tianna almost died, but His Majesty breathed life into her and restored her.
 
   “He has forgiven attempts on his own life.  He has forgiven two invasions.  Should he forgive this?  Or will we have war?”
 
   “War!”
 
   “War!”
 
   “WAR!”
 
   “WAR!”
 
   “WAR!”
 
   I heard the chanting all the way in my scrying room and I went to investigate.  I found a seething mob of men, beating the flats of their swords on the front of their shields, chanting “War!” at the top of their lungs.  As they noticed me, they parted to let me through, still chanting, still pounding their shields.  I went up to Kelvin and he saluted.
 
   The room quieted immediately.  Everyone saluted, swords out, points up.
 
   They didn’t kneel.  They saluted.  I can’t express how pleased I was.  More, this was a perfect opportunity to show, publicly, Kelvin’s new authority.
 
   “Kelvin of Karvalen,” I said, “you are Warlord of the Realm.  Our enemy is Byrne and all who would ally with her.  Will you destroy my enemy?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Warlord, ready the army.”
 
   He rose and gestured.  Everyone started out, leaving the room at a brisk trot, and he followed them.
 
   I sat down on the raised area at the front of the room.  We had declared war in the cool of the council table, and in the heat of the warrior’s hall.  We had decided on war, and war we would have.
 
   They were going to go out and kill.  Part of me was glad.  They loved me.  They loved my daughter and granddaughter.  They loved the kingdom.  They loved to fight.  Pick any or all of the above.
 
   Another part of me was deeply saddened.  Some of the people they killed would doubtless be just some poor guy dragged off his farm, hit with a uniform, and a spear shoved in his hand.  I hated that, and I hated Byrne for putting me in a position where I had to kill unwilling participants.
 
   Some of the people killed would certainly be some of my knights, too, despite anything and everything we could do.
 
   On the other hand, perhaps I could do more.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Tuesday, July 27th
 
    
 
   Amber seems all sorted out.  I spent a goodly portion of one night unplugging some of her soul-strands and tying them together differently.  With her indicating whether that felt better or not, we worked through a trial-and-error process.  It took a while, but she says she feels much more alert and focused.  I don’t see any spiritual leakage or shorts, so I guess she’s okay.  As okay as a disembodied soul bound into a quasi-solid form made of divine fire can be, anyway.
 
   I also think I’ve got my new cannonball spell pared down and sorted out.  T’yl helped with the simplification once I got it working correctly.  We tested it with hammers, then with sledgehammers, and it seems to work perfectly.
 
   One evening, I called an assembly of the knights out in the dazhu pasture to show them the effects of a cannon.  I didn’t have gunpowder, of course; it’s harder to make than you might think.  On the other hand, I had water.  With a cannonball, some wadding, and a quart of water down our cannon’s throat, Firebrand and I managed to channel a lot of heat into the water, vaporizing it.
 
   The effect was impressive.  Everyone jumped as the cannon bellowed and spat, and the log target I’d assembled disintegrated satisfactorily.
 
   “That will go through enchanted armor,” I told them, reloading, “the man inside, and out the back to kill the man behind him.  It’s more dangerous than a thunderbolt and easier to aim.”
 
   Then I stood a few feet in front of the thing and told Firebrand to cut loose into the energy-transfer spell.  The fresh load of water vaporized into steam.  The cannonball belched forward, hit me squarely on the breastplate, and the two of us were suddenly moving backward.  I didn’t quite flip over, but I dug ruts in the dirt with both feet and teetered for a moment before recovering my balance.  That felt amazingly awkward, but I didn’t even feel an impact as the spell evenly transferred the momentum.
 
   “That,” I said, “is our latest defensive spell.”  I picked up the undamaged cannonball.  “When you cast it, it won’t last more than two hits, if that; one is all I guarantee.  But you’re going to learn it, and you’re going to use it, because this,” I held up the cannonball, “is going to kill you if you don’t.”  I dropped it to the ground with a heavy thud.
 
   It made an impression on more than just the ground.  They’ve been studying the new spell with intense devotion.  I am starting to feel a sort of cautious optimism.
 
   Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar, meanwhile, have been taking it in shifts to guard me, night and day.  They made the very good argument that, while at war, anyone of rank was a target, the King especially so.  I didn’t argue; they were right.  But I did have them pick out some bodyguards for other people—Kelvin, Tort, and T’yl, of course, and most especially for Amber and Tianna.
 
   I’m not sure Amber needs a bodyguard.  She doesn’t really have a body to guard, as such.  She’s really just a contained plasma in the shape of her old body.  Stabbing her will just melt anything short of Firebrand.  She might be disrupted, I suppose, but it’ll be a while before anyone figures out a way to do that.  For now, what’s someone going to do?  Poison her?  Cut her throat?  Maybe an assassin can throw a bucket of water on her, but that’s not going to do more than make her angry.  I suppose being submerged and held underwater would do it, but how?
 
   Tianna, on the other hand, has her mother and the twins, Malana and Malena.  I don’t want to turn my granddaughter into a plasma being and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t want to be one.
 
   Well, I take that back.  Amber is “…very pretty, Grandpa.  Can I do that, someday?”  She doesn’t want to be one right now.  Later, maybe.  I still don’t want to turn her into one.
 
   For our logistics, we have quite a lot of armor and weapons; the local militia is getting outfitted and drilled.  Kelvin asked for volunteers, rather than imposing a levy, which made me very happy.  Between Mochara and Karvalen, we’ve raised nearly two thousand troops—that’s a hell of a large volunteer force, given our population!  Relatively few of them are people who fled the Rethven region to get away from the wars, of course, but we need people to hold the home front, too.
 
   Kelvin wanted to know what to do about women volunteers, as well as young people—ages ten to fourteen, mostly.  I told him women were allowed to fight if they wanted, provided they could prove their kids (if any) were well-cared-for.  If they wanted a non-combat role, that was fine, too; someone needs to act as a field medic or support personnel.
 
   As for kids, they needed a parent’s say-so.  If the kid was accompanying someone—a son going to war with his father—that was okay.  He could stick with his father and sort of squire for him until the fighting started, then join the support squads.
 
   A kid off to war on his own, with permission, was also okay.  They could help cook, clean, and drag wounded off the field.  But I insisted that, even if they were armed, they weren’t to fight.  They could practice and train with their elders.  They should defend themselves if attacked.  But they were definitely not soldiers and would not be used as such.
 
   Kelvin listened closely, nodded sagely, and promised to communicate that down through the ranks, which pleased me greatly.
 
   What he did that I found much less than pleasing was the training he gave the militia.
 
   Bear in mind that I spend a lot of time under the mountain.  I was working on a cannonball defense spell, refining my sand table to use telescopic functions rather than actually move the scrying portals, rigging my mini-mirrors to improve my selectivity and control, making a new magic mirror for Mochara, all that sort of thing.  It took me a while to notice that the militia being drilled in the courtyard and in the city were astoundingly competent.
 
   When I noticed and asked Kelvin about it, he complained that exchanging people from the tables took longer than the actual training they got in the crystal.
 
   “You mean to tell me you’ve been putting everybody under the warrior-spirit crystal?” I demanded.  He seemed surprised I was upset.
 
   “Of course, Sire.  Is that not what it is for?”
 
   “Well, that’s what it does, yes, but I hadn’t intended for it to be used on this scale!  I’m still not certain that it doesn’t have some sort of terrible side effects.  It might be dangerous, Kelvin!”
 
   “I have seen nothing harmful, Sire,” he pointed out.  “There are over two thousand people who have benefited from it.  Surely, if there were some dire curse, it would have made itself manifest?”
 
   I had no argument for that.  Plus, since we were going to be on the road soon, most people would have only one go at it instead of repeated exposure.  I crossed my fingers and hoped really hard that I hadn’t set up a lot of people for schizophrenia or multiple personality disorder.  
 
   At least I finally had an experiment with a significant statistical sample.
 
   On the diplomatic front, Kelvin and I have had a talk with Banler.  He’s agreed that, when we march past Baret, we can expect another thousand men to join us, as well as some extra horses.  Wexbry, Philemon, Brentwood, Tirondael, and Tegron have all agreed that we can march north through their territory without hindrance, and maybe expect a little help—supplies, mostly, but perhaps a few volunteers.
 
   Brentwood really didn’t need to do any of that; they’re too far west for us to be marching through there.  On the other hand, Brentwood has also agreed to send supplies to Baret in anticipation of our march, but no men.  Formia is on their western border and if Byrne really is telling Formia what to do, Formia could march east while a lot of manpower is headed north.  Brentwood could stop that, and Baret’s fleet can keep Formia’s from having easy passage along the coast.
 
   I spoke to Bob through the mirror; he agreed that all the forces of Vathula were at my disposal.  Unfortunately, said forces were somewhat depleted by recent events.  Several thousand never came out of Karvalen, a few thousand more were found dead in a series of southern caverns used as a forward staging area, and about a thousand died from a Horrible Curse.  As a result, Vathula is really just holding the pass.  With a little luck, no major force will get through to menace Karvalen or Mochara.
 
   Strangely enough, Hagan, Maran, Tolcaren, and Carrillon have responded to our diplomatic inquiries by promising to stay out of it.  I think they’re hoping to see Byrne taken down, possibly to then expand their own holdings by shooting at the winners.  That’s as may be; I’ve left orders to keep a scrying eye on them for troop buildup and movement, just in case.  For now, if they’ll just stay out of it, I’ll be happy.
 
   Well, content.  I’m not going to be happy for quite a while.
 
   Tort’s not happy, either.  I’m busier than ever, and that really cuts into our private time.  She’s more than a little annoyed about it and I’ve apologized to her—which embarrasses her mightily.  I’m her angel; it’s never my fault.  From her point of view, it’s the fault of those jerks who forced a war on me.
 
   On the brighter side, she’s been very helpful in working with Thomen about establishing a Wizards’ Corps to go along with the regular army.  Thomen can motivate the professional wizards—a few hundred of them!—and Tort has ideas on how to use them.  I’ve stayed out of it and just listened to their ideas.  When they get on a roll, their discussions are clever and inventive.  I can see why she likes him.
 
   They’re an effective and bloody pair.  They have ideas on how to channel the magical force of all those wizards into a single spell—any sort of spell—but they keep running into the problem of it being lethal to the caster.  It’s one thing to have a dozen helpers; any magician can direct that surge of energy.  But a hundred?  Two hundred?  It’ll kill whoever tries it, magician or not.
 
   They’re still working on some ideas on how to use spells to channel energy into spells, kind of like a relay.  If the caster can use a spell to control a more-powerful flow of energy, manipulating it indirectly instead of channeling it through his own mind/spirit/soul, then we might make use of this method.  Until then, it’ll stay in R&D.
 
   They seem not to have noticed that I can probably channel the whole energy load through me, at least at night.  They think of me as the king in a game of chess; I’m not supposed to take other pieces, I’m just supposed to avoid capture.  I’m not entirely happy about that.
 
   I am pleased, though, that Tort and Thomen are getting along so well.  I’d leave Thomen in Karvalen with Tort if I could, but he’s the only one I trust to act as a captain for the Wizards’ Corps.
 
   Things that are not getting along so well are my plans for the knights.  Kelvin has gone to some lengths to set me straight.
 
   My idea was that knights should be officers.  Each one should have a platoon or company or however many we worked out.  He should command his unit and be the example for the men to follow.  After all, the knight is the one who is most thoroughly trained and best equipped, right?  He’s the professional military man who knows what he’s doing, and should therefore command others.
 
   Kelvin explained that I couldn’t be farther from right if I was running to the left.
 
   Knights are assembled into a unit of their own, as elite troops.  Dividing them among the footsloggers is just dissipating their force.  They’re most effective when they are together, concentrated, and capable of blasting into the enemy as a group.  It doesn’t do nearly as much good to have them scattered among the more lightly-armored and less-trained soldiers.  I really thought that organizing the army in the same way that modern (to me) armies were organized was a good idea.  Kelvin agreed with that much, but he was adamant about putting knights into their own units.
 
   We argued about it until Kelvin insisted on dividing up the army into teams—one to do it my way, the other to do it his way.  If I was going to be an idiot, I was going to see the product of my idiocy.
 
   I backed down, mainly because I trusted him enough to make him Warlord.
 
   To be fair, I did spend a while in my mental study reviewing Zirafel’s imperial armies and their organization.  Kelvin did a good job of explaining exactly what he meant and why it was the right thing to do.  With his explanation and some research, I started to understand.  You don’t take a platoon of elite troops—Navy SEALs, Special Forces, whatever—and divide them up as leaders among infantry.  Or, better yet, you don’t take a bunch of tank commanders and give them infantry platoons.  I began to see his point.
 
   I made Kelvin uncomfortable, too, by apologizing to him.
 
   It worries me that people think I’m infallible.  Well, maybe not infallible; just more competent than I really am.  They think I’m some sort of quasi-divine being that works miracles!  I know better.
 
   On the other hand, Mochara has reason to be awed and so forth.  I tried to get the mountain—at least, the outlying portions that were growing into Mochara’s roads, city hall, and outer wall—to listen to Amber.  It had a problem with that, or she had a problem accessing the spells, or something.  I’m not sure why they couldn’t seem to communicate, but I suspect it has something to do with the way her soul is bound into the flame, and vice-versa.  I think I may have tightened her down a little too much.
 
   Tianna, on the other hand, has no problem at all talking to the mountain through the spells I provided.  Amber discusses what they need, masons and stonecutters lay out the pattern, and Tianna tells the mountain.  She even encourages it to grow faster, zapping that area with life energy and heat; she doesn’t have to worry about frying it!  It may even make things go faster to have the stone heated.  I must remember to measure the growth rates…
 
   What does it say about me that I’m putting masons out of business?  Or that I worry that I could be?  If the mountain can grow anything we want, what’s the point of being a mason?  I don’t want them to be out of a job.  I also don’t want the kingdom to be totally reliant on the mountain for so much.  Maybe the mountain’s range is limited, maybe not, but if it can create “building seeds” the way it created a “bridge seed,” its growth range is really kind of immaterial.
 
   I think I’m going to have to pass an ordinance or edict or something that says you have to build the building by hand before you can get the mountain to subsume it into a regenerating, solid structure.
 
   Oh!  Another moment of brilliance by my offspring.  Amber and Tianna have discovered that the mountain can grow glass—well, sort of.  Their new home is between Sparky’s temple and city hall; they put windows everywhere.  They experimented a bit and found that the mountain can grow them a nice panel of clear quartz.  It works quite well as a window.  Given that it’s also pretty darn thick, it almost counts as a piece of transparent wall.
 
   I would never have thought of it.  I grew up under fluorescent lights and in front of TV screens.  My current obsession is avoiding sunlight, not letting more in.  Naturally, they put in windows long before I would even have considered it.
 
   I’ve also checked on the bridge seed.  It’s grown remarkably quickly, first forming a narrow, delicate extension across the river.  Now it’s widening, and bridge pilings are forming up from under the water.  It’s obviously not just arching over, but going under the water as well.  At the moment, it’s just a walkway, but it widens and gets more support by the hour.  Another couple of days and I’d risk walking Bronze across it.  Viksagi should have no problem crossing.  Now, if only they’ll take the hint and distract Byrne to the north.
 
   I wonder, can I bribe them or hire them?  Paying them seems to be counterintuitive; they don’t want to attack anyone, necessarily, just obtain goods they need.  Maybe I should look into it some more.
 
   We still haven’t found any of Byrne’s cannon.  I’m frustrated by this; I’d like to remove them from the board before they even get into play.  T’yl assures me that the only reason we haven’t found them is that the wizard-captain of each cannon is diligently maintaining a spell to deflect detection.  Once they’re used, we’ll be able to target them with detection spells and lock on to them despite anything they can do.  I’m hoping that when we encounter cannon, we won’t have to keep track of them; I’d much rather destroy them.
 
   Well, I suppose we’ll find them soon enough.  I’ve done what I can to minimize their effects.  I’m just worried about grapeshot into the regular army; the knights should be fine on their own.
 
   And the idea of “fine on their own” reminds me.  The City Guard in Mochara and in Karvalen are stocking up on arrows.  With the majority of the cities’ manpower being diverted off to the west, both of them are much more vulnerable than anyone likes.  Mochara has the advantage of two fire-witches and a comparatively small length of wall to defend.  Karvalen, on the other hand, is huge.  It’s meant for a population in the hundreds of thousands, and that’s just on the surface.  Defending it should require only a fraction of the population, but, considering how sparsely populated the place is, it’ll take everyone!
 
   I’m not against women fighting, but I am against anything that forces them to.  It makes me think someone isn’t doing their job.  In this case, me.
 
   But, aside from declaring peace, we don’t really have an option.  We’ll have to risk someone doing an end run around us and trying to take the mountain.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Saturday, July 31st
 
    
 
   Hi-ho, hi-ho, it’s off to war we go!
 
   It’s traditional—or was, in both Rethven and Zirafel—for an army to set off with a bit of pomp and circumstance.  So we paraded out of Karvalen.  Horses pranced, men marched, and there was much singing and throwing of flowers.
 
   Yeah.  And some of these people wouldn’t be coming back.  I suppose it’s fair to give everyone a fancy sendoff.
 
   I hate thinking about how many people are going to die.
 
   Tort, fortunately, will not be one of them.  Both she and T’yl are staying in the kingdom.  T’yl will be the Magician of Mochara and Tort will be the Magician of Karvalen.  If anyone does try to attack either city, a magician in residence could be vital.  T’yl was quite pleased to not go off to war.  Tort was somewhat less than pleased.  She did acknowledge that she was the Royal Magician, however, and that her place was to defend the capitol.  But she wasn’t gracious about it.
 
   I soothed her a bit.  She was also going to be my chief link to the intelligence apparatus—the sand table, the communications mirrors, all that.  I would need someone to talk to in Karvalen who could talk to the other cities.  I would also need someone to operate the table and either relay information or share their eyes when we finally came to battle.  Someone I trusted.  She liked that somewhat better.
 
   Outside Karvalen, we loaded up a lot of infantry into the canal boats and sent them south while the rest marched along.  The canal boats came back and picked up a second load about halfway through the march.  It was a long way to Baret and a longer way to Byrne’s current southern border; every little bit of rest would help in the long run.  Or long march.
 
   We went through the parade routine again in Mochara and picked up the majority of our supply wagons before hitting the road to Baret.  Going up into the Eastrange was a struggle; I think I need to have the angle of the road decreased and a couple of switchbacks put in to make the going easier.
 
   Kelvin didn’t like my road.  It was too narrow for his tastes, forcing us to string out too far along it.  It also had too little in the way of cover.  Anyone who got there ahead of us could find several places to lay an ambush.  I listened attentively to his complaints and put an instruction spell into the road to handle his complaints and the steepness of the grade.  It might not do us any good today, but he might be happier with it on the way back.
 
   Our progress was still quicker than Kelvin projected.  While we had enough horses to have mounts for all the knights, most of them were using their horses to give rides, mainly to the boys who accompanied us.  Women were generally aboard the supply wagons, except for the few that intended to be combatants.  When we stopped for rest breaks and in the evening, my knights moved through the troops, casting spells to encourage sore muscles to grow and develop more quickly.  They’ve even poked the wizards’ corps and prompted them to do the same.  The wizards snapped right into it, possibly from embarrassment that armored lunks are doing the wizards’ job for them.  Thomen might have had a few words with his guild, too.  He doesn’t like being embarrassed.
 
   I’m a lousy king.  But if I’ve done anything right, anything to be proud of, my knights are in that category.
 
   We camped outside Baret for a while and discovered that the various princes had been thoughtful.  Our supplies were waiting, most of which were actually useful.  For example, while it might be all right to camp under the stars in fair weather, when it rains a tent is a very good friend.  We didn’t have enough to go around until we reached Baret.  We also found out that our trail rations left a lot to be desired.  Then we needed more shoes, and better ones.  More shovels for field latrines.  And a hundred little things that diminish the misery of an army on the march.
 
   If I ever arrange for decent roads in Rethven, I’ll see about bicycles.  Just moving troops is a massive operation.
 
   I did check with Prince Banler about wagons.  If they could spare enough of them, we could just duplicate what Bronze did when we hauled people out of Rethven.  Link up a lot of wagons like railroad cars and hitch them to the iron horse—well, bronze horse—and let her pull them anywhere.  But Baret needs its wagons; they don’t have a lot of spare wagons just lying around.  We got a couple, just for asking, and we’ll put them to good use, but not enough to create a troop train.
 
   We also met our allied troops from Baret.  The troops from Baret are soldiers, not militia, but we’re about as well-equipped as they are.  There were some odd looks at the weaponry; everyone has a shield, a sling, a spear, and a sharmi.  We had to explain our organizational system.  The sergeants have a sort of Mohawk-like thing on their helmets; higher ranks have a small spike with colored ribbons.  But everybody is armed for fighting at any range—missile, polearm, and close combat.  They may be meant to fight at a specific range—there were over six hundred bowmen, for example—but have weapons, just in case.
 
   As for our training, there have been some incidents of high spirits and rivalry between the rank and file, but it’s all been relatively friendly.  We’re allies, after all.  My militiamen are learning a lot about being soldiers, but nobody has anything critical to say about their fighting skills.
 
   I think Baret’s soldiers like my army.
 
    
 
   Kelvin and I welcomed Huler, the captain of Baret’s army.  He was one of those big men that ooze authority and power simply from his physical presence.  He looked as though he could handle himself, too; I had no doubt he regularly pummeled people on the practice field.  His horse was in the same scale—a requirement for a man that massive, especially in the plate-and-scale armor.  He commanded the force that was attached to us, so we brought him into our council tent and discussed plans with him.
 
   He proved that big and strong does not mean stupid.  There was a lot more to Huler than muscles, although he had plenty of those.
 
   Seldar got out the maps and assisted Kelvin; Torvil and Kammen flanked me, just in case someone invisible might try to sneak up from behind.  As Kelvin unrolled the maps—I duplicated a lot of satellite photography onto large sheets of our lovely, glorious paper—Huler leaned down to stare at them, amazed at the level of detail.
 
   “How is this possible?” he asked.  “These are the finest drawings I have ever seen!”
 
   “It’s easy when you have a flying carpet and a professional painter,” I lied.  “It just takes a long time.”
 
   “These are wonderful!  You can even make out the roads through the forest, the bridges, even the fords!”
 
   “I’m proud of them.  Kelvin?  Do you want to discuss the idea?”
 
   “Of course, Sire.”  He turned to Huler.  “You’ve heard about the new weapons Byrne is using?”
 
   “The thunder-rams?”
 
   “Those, yes.”
 
   “Yes, I have heard.  I have never seen one.”
 
   “We have one much like theirs.  We will be demonstrating it for your men so they will know what to expect.”
 
   “Good.  Men fear what they do not understand.”
 
   I blinked at Huler.  That was my first clue at how smart he was.  I should have expected smarts, of course; he had a position of authority under Banler.  Banler didn’t strike me as the type to tolerate idiots.
 
   Kelvin smoothed the map and pointed at Verthyn.
 
   “It is our understanding that this is as far north as we may go without fear of meeting Byrne troops.”
 
   “Yes, I think so.  Verthyn has not yet been attacked, but I would not be surprised to find Byrne spies and saboteurs roaming farther south.”
 
   “How far is Verthyn?” I asked.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Huler replied, bowing slightly.  “On foot, a determined man might make the trip in six days, with fair weather.  An army?  Perhaps ten days, if everything goes perfectly; more likely fifteen.  I presume we’ll be stopping at towns along the way for supplies?”
 
   I remembered back to the days when Raeth, Bouger, and I were riding from Eastgate—now Vathula—to Crag Keep.  We took our time because we were in no hurry and had a lot of things to teach each other.  I, for one, needed the weapons drills, which cut into our travel time.  Then there was the rain and the rougher terrain, which cut down our speed… so, yes, his estimate seemed about right.
 
   I lamented the lack of real roads yet again; dirt tracks just aren’t the same.  We just don’t get as far as I keep expecting.  Come to that, there really isn’t all that far to go.  Rethven is only one small kingdom in a very large world.  It just feels larger because it takes so long to get anywhere.
 
   “Yes, I think we will.  But we can reach Verthyn in two weeks?”
 
   “I think it likely, yes, Your Majesty, if any sky gods grant us their favor.”
 
   “Any thoughts on whether Verthyn will welcome us or shoot at us?”
 
   Huler scratched at his jaw for a moment, looking up at the canvas ceiling.
 
   “Hard to say, Your Majesty.  If I saw that lot of us camped on my doorstep, I’d have to give serious thought to smiling and taking it like a man.  In their position, I’d only fight if I didn’t have a choice.  That doesn’t mean they can be trusted, of course.”
 
   “Of course,” I agreed.  “So, what do you think of this idea?  We march north.  We see if Verthyn wants to be a vassal to Byrne or a free city.  What are the possibilities?”
 
   Huler thought about it for several seconds.
 
   “They could be willing to help us, understanding that they won’t be a vassal state to Byrne.  That could go a lot of ways, from letting us through to feeding us to contributing troops.  Or, they could hide behind their walls and wait for us to do the work.  We’d get through their territory, at least.  Or, by the time we get there, Byrne might have taken the city, or Verthyn might have negotiated a deal.  That’s pretty much the same for us, either way:  That’s when the fighting starts.”  He paused, appeared to count on his fingers for a moment, and looked at me.  “Have I missed anything, Your Majesty?”
 
   I looked at Kelvin.  He shook his head.  I noticed he had a fresh haircut, trimmed down close and impossible to grab.  I realized why that style was suddenly popular among the footsloggers.
 
   “Sire,” Kelvin said, “I agree with Huler’s estimation.”
 
   “So, what’s more important?  Getting there in a hurry, or arriving ready to fight?”
 
   Huler and Kelvin looked at each other and Huler gestured, indicating that he deferred to Kelvin.
 
   “Arrive ready to fight,” Kelvin said.  Huler nodded agreement.
 
   “Then let’s sort ourselves out and get going.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, August 4th
 
    
 
   We practically flew from Karvalen to Mochara to Baret.  We crawled from Baret to Wexbry.
 
   They don’t have much shipping on the Caladar.  It’s mostly fast and deep, with numerous tributaries coming down from the Eastrange.  I still found myself wondering if there were enough boats to make it worthwhile to ship troops instead of march them.  There weren’t, but I thought about it.
 
   One consolation was the knowledge that I was now dealing with something fairly straightforward.  Not assassination attempts, not spying—magical or otherwise—nor even political maneuvering.  As much as I despised the idea that people were marching somewhere to kill and be killed, at least it was direct and forthright.  Armies would meet; blood would be spilled; someone would emerge the victor.
 
   It’s a sad thing to think of war as simple and straightforward.  It really isn’t, except by comparison.
 
   So we slogged along, singing songs as we went.  I shan’t relate them, except to say that Tyma and/or her father apparently wrote a couple specifically for marching, then saved them until the day we went to war.  I tried like hell to pretend I wasn’t embarrassed when Tyma got people to sing them.  She accompanied us; her father was too old for a long march and stayed at home.
 
   On the plus side, nobody made any comments about my height.  Nice of them, I thought.  I do look silly on a horse the size of Bronze.  The scale is off and it just looks wrong.
 
   When we reached Wexbry, we were welcomed with a fair amount of courtesy and ceremony.  I had to trade polite nothings when we met the envoys from Wexbry, outside the walls, and more polite nothings at dinner with Prince Gorin—a spare man with sharp eyes, a sardonic smile, and no patience whatsoever.  He maintained a solid diplomatic face in public; he became much less tolerant of stupidity and slowness in private.  I liked him, or respected him, since he struck me as a very no-nonsense sort of ruler.  I doubted he was much loved, but he was definitely in charge and determined to do his best for his people.
 
   The next morning, we purchased some heavily-discounted supplies—not exactly a “contribution,” but the final cost was hardly more than a token payment.  We pressed on northward.
 
   And it began to rain.
 
   Wagons don’t like rain.  Pedestrians don’t like it, either.  The rivers of mud—excuse me, “roads”—turned into barely-passable tracks.  Wagons got stuck on a regular basis, requiring either a laborious process of extraction or Bronze pushing them free.
 
   I suspect people love my horse more than they love me.  In one day, she earned the eternal gratitude of thousands of mud-spattered men.  I counted no less than forty-three men who checked on Bronze when we were making camp, just to see if she needed to be brushed down or cleaned up.  Remember, that’s forty-three men who marched all day in ankle-deep mud, ate cold trail rations, and planned to camp out overnight before doing it again.  People don’t do that kind of thing lightly.
 
   Tomorrow, we should be in sight of Philemon; Prince Larsus sent out scouts to find us.  They were very helpful in that they gave us an idea of how much farther we had to go through the mud.
 
   Roads.  Dammit.  If I ever have the chance to rearrange the Rethven infrastructure, they’re getting paved roads.  Maybe canals, too.  I hate mud, and everyone with me hates mud.  I bet I could declare we’re paving the road as we go, just so we don’t shlorp along, and they would cheer.  Even at worst, they wouldn’t complain.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sunday, August 8th
 
    
 
   We made it to Philemon.  It’s not a large place.  I would have called it a town, not a city, but they seem to be very proud of themselves—much like Mochara—so I’m treating them with all due respect.  They’re very militant, though, which jibed well with the report of Larsus’ desire to Take Over the World.  He wasn’t about to.  He just didn’t have enough force to do it.  But it was a dangerous little city, all the same.
 
   Prince Larsus, as appears to be traditional, invited me to dinner.  It was a pretty good dinner, too, by most standards.  I had a little trouble with it, mainly in keeping a straight face through some of the dishes.  He likes his food… um… “flavorful,” I think is the kindest term.  I smiled and chatted and ate it to make Mom proud of her good little monster.
 
   Although, if you ever have the opportunity to pass on their local hot sauce, do.
 
   After dinner, he waved his personal guards away and invited me to take a walk with him.  I blinked, waved away my three, and walked with him along the battlement-roof of the castle he called home.
 
   “Lord Halar,” he began, cane clicking as we strolled, “I am told that you are the last of the Lords of Night.”
 
   “That’s what they tell me, too.  I don’t know of any others that are still around.”
 
   “What are your intentions toward Rethven?”
 
   “Toward—?  Oh.  I don’t have any intentions.  My goal, here, is to find Byrne, pummel it until they cry for mercy, and then punish those responsible for giving me grief.  After that, I plan to go home and pretty much ignore Rethven, except as it figures into our trading policies.”
 
   “I had thought you intended to conquer old Rethven and assume the throne.”
 
   “Whatever for?” I countered.  “I hate being a king.  I can’t think of anything more boring.  That’s why I have a council and make them do most of the ruling.”
 
   “Truly?” he asked, grizzled eyebrows rising.
 
   “You bet.  They only need me for interesting stuff—King’s Justice, that sort of thing.  Political crap bores me to tears.”
 
   “You interest me strangely,” Larsus said.  “You are a king, much-beloved by your subjects, yet you are a blood-drinking monster from the Elder Days.”
 
   “Elder Days?”
 
   “The days before the Church of Light drove out the darkness.  When I heard of you and the fall of that Church, I asked my tutor why darkness did not spread over all the world.  It seemed a good question.  Wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   “I suppose it would.  But why would I want that?  I just want to be left alone to do my own thing.”
 
   “Yes, I have heard that, as well.  Is it true that you take the living down the paths of the dead and into to next world?”
 
   “Sometimes.  Sometimes I just escort them to the Grey Lady and she does the work.  Depends on their preference, really.”  I didn’t add that anyone trying to kill me was expressing a preference for the express route in the afterlife through my digestive tract.
 
   “Yet, you are reputed to be a worker of miracles in keeping people from death.”
 
   “Paradoxical, isn’t it?”  I chuckled.  “You could say that, knowing as much as I do about dying, I’m good at knowing what keeps someone from doing it.”
 
   “That would follow, I suppose.  Yet I have never heard even a legend of one of your kind doing such things.”
 
   “You mean, a legend about our good deeds and our proper place in the scheme of things that survived the era of the Church of Light?”
 
   “Ah,” he said, nodding.  “Yes, I see.”
 
   We walked along the roof, reached a sentry at his corner, nodded at his salute, turned, continued walking.
 
   “You have raised up a mighty army,” he noted, nodding toward the forces camped beyond the city wall in the evening light.
 
   “And some of them will still die,” I noted.
 
   “Does that bother you?”
 
   “Immensely.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “They came to fight for me, their King.  I don’t like other people doing my fighting for me, not when they could get killed doing it.  I’ve never liked it.  It’s my kingdom, so it’s my responsibility.”  I gestured at the encamped troops.  “They are my responsibility, and every one of them that dies is my failure.”
 
   Larsus stopped walking and leaned on his cane.  He looked at me with a hard, evaluating gaze.
 
   “And what would you do if I told you that my men are, even now, scattered through your encampment, about to ambush your army?”
 
   “I would throw you off this roof hard enough to make you splash on the courtyard stones, then sound the alarm, fight your ambushers, and then turn my attention to reducing your city to gravel and flaming ruins.”
 
   “And what of my family?”
 
   “If they surrender, they won’t be harmed.  The ones who fight will die.”
 
   We looked at each other for long seconds.  Finally, he smiled and nodded.
 
   “Then it is a good thing I have chosen to side with you,” he said, turning and walking again.  After a moment, I moved up beside him and fell into step with him.
 
   “That was a test?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “A test of what?”
 
   “If you do not know, then it is even more valid,” he observed.
 
   “I passed it.  Can I know now?”
 
   “No, I think not.  It would do one such as you no good to know, anyway.”
 
   I didn’t ask what he meant by one such as you.  Either he was referring to my monster tendencies or my naïveté.  Either way, I didn’t want to go down that road.
 
   “So, why are we up here, if you don’t mind my asking?”
 
   “You have a reputation for working miracles, for ruthless punishment of the guilty, for remarkable mercy and generosity, and for other things.  I am interested in a miracle.”
 
   “What sort?”
 
   “Can you bring back the dead?”
 
   “To talk to?  Or pull them out of the ground and give them life again?”
 
   “The second.”
 
   “No.”
 
   He grunted and we walked several paces in silence.
 
   “Forty years ago, I had a dream,” he said, quietly.  “I saw Rethven reunited, a whole kingdom again.  A crown of fire hovered over the throne in Carrillon, shining with justice and mercy, while a scepter of darkness smote the wicked.  It changed me, that night, from a worthless, callow youth into a man.  It gave me purpose.  It gave meaning to my life.
 
   “Since that night, I have thought and fought, making Philemon stronger than ever before, seeking to make that dream come true.
 
   “Now,” he said, almost whispering, “all my sons are dead, lost to war and disease.  I have only daughters…” he trailed off, seeking words.  “They cannot fulfill my dream.  Some have spirit, drive, lacking only the proper gender.  Others are truly useless things, fit only as decoration and the production of heirs.”
 
   We rounded another corner of the castle roof, nodding at the saluting sentry as we did.
 
   “What do you want from me?” I asked.
 
   “Marry my daughter—any of them that pleases you.  Rule Philemon as part of your kingdom.  Promise me that one day you will take the capitol to Carrillon and restore Rethven, and that my line will live on in yours.”
 
   It was my turn to be silent for several paces.  If he wasn’t lying through his teeth, the important thing was the reunification of a shattered kingdom.  If he was lying, it was a good one.  Since he was a professional aristocrat, I assumed there was more to it.
 
   “What,” I asked, “makes you think this is a good idea?”
 
   “I will have a daughter with a strong husband, one who can rule wisely and well—or who has a council that can do so.  She will bear you sons and combine two noble lines.  And you will have Philemon as a place to call yours, here, on this side of the Eastrange.  With this as a base of operations, you could do what Byrne cannot:  conquer all of Rethven without killing every prince in every city.”
 
   “Oh?”  I had my own ideas on whether or not I’d have to kill every prince, but it wasn’t a good time to mention that.  And, while I don’t like to murder people, there was one prince that was on my “better dead” list anyway.  I may not have learned my lesson with Tobias, but I didn’t disregard it entirely, either.
 
   “Yes.  The princes of Rethven will not bow before each other; we are peers.  But you, coming from beyond Rethven, bringing with you an army unlike any other and a legend that casts such a long shadow before it… you could persuade Baret to join you, and with Philemon on one side and Baret on the other, Wexbry would see wisdom.  From there…” he shrugged.  “I believe it would take some time, if a bloodless revolution is your preference, possibly longer than my daughter’s lifetime, but you have time, do you not?”
 
   I thought about it.  He had a point.  Submission to an external, overwhelming force might actually be easier than bending the knee to your neighbor, especially if it could be put in terms of alliances rather than subjugation.  It’s a pride thing.
 
   “Why should I marry your daughter?” I asked.  “More to the point, why do you want me, specifically?  You do know I’m a blood-drinking monster; you said so.”
 
   “Yet you have thousands who follow you for no greater reason than their love for you,” he reminded me.  “Perhaps there is no greater reason.  My spies also tell me much of your policies as King, your people, how they prosper under your rule, your kindness even to those you owe nothing, and your vengeance on those who would harm those you love.”  He shrugged.  “Perhaps you would never love any of my daughters, but you would honor our agreement until the end of her days.”
 
   “Spies, huh?”
 
   “Call them observers, if you wish.  You have your own, I feel sure.”
 
   “Fair point.  But why should I marry her?  I could manage to re-take Rethven without that help; it would just take longer.  And I have time, as you noted.”
 
   “But can you be sure that you will take Byrne?” he asked.  I didn’t answer immediately.  “If you marry my eldest, Lissette,” he continued, “I will declare for you, becoming the Duke of Philemon—or Count, or Baron, whatever Your Majesty decides—and my men will become your men.  My domain may not be as extensive as some, but I field a force much larger than a typical city, as well.  Agree to my proposal, I entreat you.  Marry Lissette.  Be our King.  Then will I give you three thousand fighting men.”
 
   Son of a bitch.
 
    
 
   After explaining that I needed to consult with some councilors, we went inside.  I got out my mini-mirror and called Tort, asked her to get people together at her end; I’d be calling back on the main mirror we’d brought with us.
 
   Then I had a brief attack of sunset, cleaned up, and went out to find my war-tent.  This was not a decision I wanted to make alone.
 
   You know how I know I’m terrible at being a king?  My biggest concern was how Tort was going to take the idea.  If I was a good king, I’d be more concerned with what was best for the kingdom, not for my girlfriend.  While I might not be “in love” with Tort, as such, I still love Tort; she’s important to me.  Her happiness is important to me.
 
   Come to think of it, though… she might take it well and bounce toward someone familiar, like Thomen.  That could work out; I have no doubt he would be a much better significant other for her.  But it would hurt her to make the transition like that, and I won’t have it.  If Tort is dead-set against it, it’s not going to happen.
 
   See what I mean?  Terrible at being a king.  I’m not so good at being a social engineer, either, apparently.  Even for a semi-undead monster, I suck.
 
   We gathered together in the big tent, set up the mirror, and we had our meeting.  Tort looked out from the mirror and Amber looked out from the mirror behind Tort—a fiery reflection in a reflection, a conference call.  I explained the deal Larsus offered and told them to discuss it.  There followed an awkward, thoughtful silence.  Kammen broke it.
 
   “Is she pretty?” he asked.  Everyone stared at him for a heartbeat, then Torvil and Seldar burst out laughing, followed by everyone else.
 
   “I have no idea,” I admitted, once I got the upper hand on my mirth.  It felt really good to have the tension break open like that.  “I haven’t seen any of them and I didn’t ask.  Besides, Larsus is suggesting his eldest—Lissette, whoever she is.  This isn’t about looks or personal feelings.  This is about a political alliance.”
 
   “I know.  But you can still pick the prettiest one, right?”
 
   I looked at him with a new suspicion.  Kammen doesn’t always seem the smartest guy in the room.  Now I wonder.
 
   “I suppose I could,” I answered, “but this is a political marriage, not a love affair.  I’ll be interviewing the girls later.  For now, discuss the deal itself, not the qualities of the prospective Queen,” I prompted, and they did.
 
   They hammered out the pros and cons fairly quickly.  We would get a foothold in Rethven, a lot of troops, much more support from a local city, a major trading partner (especially since Baret would let Karvalen goods and transport pass without fees), a Queen, and, in time, an heir that wasn’t dedicated-by-default to a particular religion.
 
   I didn’t say anything about that last.  I think Tianna might grow up to do a fine job of being Queen of Karvalen.  She has that stubborn, independent streak.  Better yet, her mother is a trifle disappointed or disillusioned with her goddess.  It could work out.
 
   On the other hand, this would foreclose the option of marrying politically anywhere else, and Philemon was, when you got right down to it, a small city.  Carrillon would be a much better move, politically… but they weren’t offering.  And Philemon, as part of the Kingdom of Karvalen, would require a hefty garrison, surrounded as it was on three sides by other political powers.  There was no easy access between Karvalen and Philemon for any sort of rapid response to a military threat.
 
   The consensus was that they were reluctant to spend my political capital—that is, the chance to marry the King of Karvalen—so quickly.  On the other hand, the gains were definite, material, and immediate, as well as having the potential to play a significant role in a long-term strategy to reunite the whole of Rethven.
 
   To my surprise, Tort was the one who finally called for a vote, then threw down the first vote in favor of marrying me off.
 
   I didn’t know whether to feel relieved, affronted, or scared.  I settled on scared.  I usually do; I frighten easily.  I could use a running chicken on a yellow field as my heraldic device.
 
   The rest of my councilors voted with her until it was Amber’s turn.
 
   “How soon will the marriage take place?” she wanted to know.  It was hard to hear her; her voice was quieter without a fleshy throat.  I resolved to build a legitimate conference call system for the mirrors.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I admitted.  “I got the impression it would be immediate.”
 
   “How will that affect the war?”
 
   “We double the size of the army?” I asked, puzzled.
 
   “I mean, how will this affect your participation in it?  Will you wait until your hair grows long again?”
 
   Marriage.  I wondered if I should test Larsus’ daughters to find one good with a razor.  Suddenly, my scalp itched.
 
   “I doubt,” Torvil said, “that His Majesty will be participating in any actual combat.”
 
   “The hell I won’t,” I replied.
 
   “I withdraw the comment,” Torvil said, faintly, and all three of them looked more worried.
 
   “Someone explain to me this custom about the groom getting a haircut at the wedding,” I said.
 
   They explained, in various ways, about the bride either cutting the groom’s hair or shaving his head; it varied according to taste.  The custom seemed to be similar to a honeymoon.  During the hair-growing period, the newlyweds were pretty much off-limits.  The two were supposed to be on their best behavior for each other as they moved into their marriage.  For the weeks or months involved, they built good habits for living with each other.
 
   It also provided them with a cooling-off period for disgruntled suitors, angry fathers, and similar disruptions.  Taken to an extreme, it could be used as a dodge to get out of military service, but that was usually regarded as going a bit too far.  The goal was to provide the couple a period of social tranquility and reduced worries, not a get out of the draft free card.
 
   “All right,” I said, finally, “I think I get it.  First, I’m not getting my head shaved.  Second, if I feel I need to get down into the fight, I will.  With that understanding, do we still think this marriage is a good idea?”
 
   They did.
 
   Well, crap.
 
   It looks like we’re having a wedding.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Monday, August 9th
 
    
 
   Instead of interviewing the prospective brides, I sought out a lady who served the household as one of the nannies/governesses/whatever.  I got her opinions on the children, which narrowed the list considerably.  The daughters’ ages did a lot of that; they were nineteen, sixteen, twelve, eleven, and ten.  That gave me two that I might consider.  Then she told me that the eldest was unladylike and totally beyond control, playing at being a warrior, while the next eldest, the sixteen-year-old, was very much a lady—loved fine dresses, jewelry, and all the luxuries that a princess should.
 
   Turns out Larsus thought much as I did, although for different reasons.  Lissette was the eldest, and at nineteen, verging on old maid.  Add to that her tendency to enjoy swordplay more than wordplay, or musical plays, or just about any other form of recreation… yeah, he was going to have a hard time marrying her off to anyone else.
 
   I give Larsus this:  He doesn’t dawdle.  There’s a war on, and he knows it.  He didn’t waste any time and he didn’t waste any effort on overwhelming pomp and ceremony.  A high stage was constructed, some bunting applied, and a trio of priests appointed—apparently, there are separate goddesses for marriage (Hekalia) and love (Frianna), plus a god who oversees the fairness of bargains, contracts, and agreements (Mector).
 
   He didn’t press the point about the bride shaving my head.  Smart man.
 
   Armor all polished up, Bronze gleaming, Firebrand on its best behavior, leather clean and oiled, banner flapping from my (borrowed) lance, I rode up to the platform while the audience of thousands watched.  I think I managed to climb the steps with something resembling dignity.  The rest of the ceremonial party was already waiting, as is the custom.  I ritually parted the guards around my prospective bride, “forcing” them aside, and took her hand.
 
   My first look at her was a pleasant surprise.  She was actually quite pretty, with large, dark eyes and a heavy braid of hair almost to her waist, that peculiar color wedged between light brown and dark blond.  She was taller than I expected, an inch or two short of six feet.  A narrow, fine scar ran from her left cheekbone almost to her chin, brushing the left corner of her mouth, making her seem slightly amused at everything, all the time.  As I took her hands in mine, I felt their strength and the hard ridges of a fighter’s calluses.  I looked in her eyes and I think I saw a resignation, along with, perhaps, a spark of curiosity.
 
   Firebrand?
 
   Yes, Boss?
 
   Please relay for me.  Ask her if she’s willing to do this.  Her father is selling her to get what he wants.  If she’s not willing—if she doesn’t want to do this—then I’ll drop this deal on the spot.
 
   Firebrand relayed that to her and her eyes widened as she heard its psychic voice in her head; her hands tightened, as did her lips.
 
   She says that she doesn’t know you, so of course she doesn’t want to do it, Firebrand told me, but she’s willing to do it anyway.  Boss, I get the impression that she doesn’t like it in her father’s house and is willing to marry just to go somewhere else.  She also has hopes that you’ll let her continue to fight without… uh, I think she gets a lot of crap from people who think she shouldn’t be a fighter.
 
   Firebrand, I didn’t ask you to go probing around in her head!
 
   Look, Boss, I didn’t mean to.  When I asked, she flashed on all the reasons she’s willing to do this. Not everyone can fine-tune a thought like you do!  You’ve had practice thinking at me; she hasn’t.  It’s not my fault her brain babbles.  Most everybody’s does!
 
   Oh.  Well… I suppose that’s fair.  Sorry about that.
 
   De nada, Boss.
 
   We moved away from the ritual guards and took our places before the clergy.  There followed the usual lecture on the seriousness of marriage that priests love to go on about.  Since there were three of them, it went on longer than was comfortable for anyone, since they all seemed determined to outdo the others in terms of gravitas.
 
   I caught Larsus’ eye where he was standing off to the bride’s side of the platform.  He nodded slightly at me.
 
   Firebrand?
 
   Yo.
 
   Please ask these guys to finish up quickly; I have a war to fight.
 
   On it, Boss.
 
   The expressions that ran across their faces were gratifying.  They finished up their three-fold sermonizing in a hurry.  We got on with the ceremony as the priests directed us.  I found it interesting that we were not called upon to say anything, really; it was a very authoritarian wedding.  Maybe it’s fitting, though, when they’re binding to people in a marriage of alliance, rather than witnessing two people pledge their love.  I suspect the second sort of wedding doesn’t happen often; most are arranged marriages.
 
   I helped Lissette into the hat-bag thing—the wriage—which was very fancy, made of some sort of velvety stuff with bits of gold wire and pearls sewn on.  She removed my helm and looked me, an expression of surprise flashing across her face.  Still, she handed the helmet to me and I held it while she ran her fingers through my hair, kind of as a symbolic substitute for the haircut.  Then we kissed and everybody cheered.
 
   Typically, people throw money, not flowers or rice or what-have-you.  The groom’s retinue normally collects it while the happy couple make good their escape.  We asked everyone to forego the money-throwing and just cheer.  Kings collect taxes; no need for a rain of coins.
 
   The feast began immediately.  This was the traditional time when people would eat, drink, be merry, play games, hold contests, all that stuff.  I had no doubt there would be injuries galore and a lot of wild tales to tell about that day.
 
   As for the bride and groom, they don’t stick around to participate.  They hurry off to someplace private to consummate and finalize the nuptials.
 
    
 
   Lissette rode on Bronze with me back in the castle-palace of Philemon.  We didn’t talk much.  Well, the situation was a trifle awkward.  We dismounted at the front door and she led me up to what was probably her bedroom.
 
   Lissette bolted the door behind us and leaned on it, looking at me with expression mixed of appraisal and thought.  I was about to say something, but she made a sharp be quiet gesture and I held my tongue.  For another half-minute she regarded me, then appeared to make up her mind.  She grabbed a heavy chair and jammed it up under the handle of the other door, presumably to a private bath or some such.  I wondered who was in it.
 
   You want I should ask, Boss?
 
   Yes, please.
 
   Lissette froze for a moment, eyes going wide, while Firebrand greeted her again.  Well, it’s disconcerting to have an unexpected voice in your head.  I would have used a communication spell, but it takes time to cast and is a little too much like a mental invasion for my taste.
 
   She wants to know if you can do the talking-into-the-mind trick, too, Firebrand informed me.
 
   Yes, if she insists.
 
   She doesn’t, if you’ll just follow her.  She says you two need to talk and there are too many ears in this room.
 
   I gestured her to lead on.  Whatever was going on, it wasn’t a pre-scheduled sexual encounter with a stranger.  Maybe it would be a bonding experience and I’d feel less awkward.  Then again, I’m pretty much always awkward, so maybe not.  This was certainly interesting and might even be more fun.
 
   She crawled under the bed.  It was a big, four-poster thing with heavy curtains, yet she went under it.  I wondered if Fred was down there.  I shrugged internally and clanked under the bed after her.
 
   Lissette was already worming her way toward the head of the bed, pulling a wooden panel down, writhing past it into another room.  I followed her through a rough, broken-through section of wall and she pulled the panel closed behind me.  
 
   The room was small, little more than a cell, quite narrow but extending at least thirty feet.  A magical lantern gave off about as much light as three candles; there was no window.  The room also held a three-legged wooden stool, a single-person cot, and several weapons set on pegs in the wall.  It seemed unreasonably tall; the ceiling vanished in the gloom above.  At a guess, it might be an architectural error discovered by a child who liked to crawl under her bed.  Don’t all children need a place to call their own, or a place to hide?
 
   “Now we can talk,” she said, softly, “as long as we stay quiet.”
 
   “Fine by me,” I told her, and sat down carefully on the stool.  I didn’t think the cot would hold me, but the stool looked solid.  “What’s on your mind?”
 
   “You.”
 
   “Fair enough.  You’re kind of on my mind, too.  I’m wondering what kind of person you are and how this marriage is going to affect the people in my kingdom.”
 
   She cocked her head to one side and regarded me with an unreadable expression.  I decided that the scar was too faint to really affect her expression, aside from the slight smile-quirk; it was little more than a line drawn on her face.  Two minutes at the cosmetics counter would make it disappear and just leave behind the slightly-amused look.
 
   “You are one of the stranger men I have ever met.”
 
   “You don’t know me,” I told her.  “I get much stranger than this.”
 
   “Before this goes any further, tell me something.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Are you really a nightlord?”
 
   I grinned at her, then opened my mouth to show off the fangs.  She held very still, like a bird in front of a snake, or just someone who doesn’t want to provoke the deadly thing.  Which, come to think of it, is pretty much the same thing.  I closed my mouth and retracted my fangs.
 
   “All right,” she whispered, and I didn’t think it was from a need to be quiet.  “You are.  Are you also… that is… I hear that you have a peculiar view on women in your army.”
 
   “What about them?” I asked.  “They want to fight and feel that they can.”
 
   “And what about women back in your kingdom?”
 
   “What about them?”
 
   “Do they have to… hmm.  Are they treated the same there as they are here?  I have to know.”
 
   “I don’t know how they’re treated here.  I know I want them treated as free and equal people, but I’m going against a lot of tradition and customs, so it’s a slow process.  Maybe in a couple of generations.  Why?”
 
   “One more question, please?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “What does it mean to be Queen of Karvalen?”
 
   “Well…” I said, considering, “for one thing, I’d like you to spend at least a year there, listening to the council and learning the place.  We can work on making decrees and laws and suchlike after that.  You’ll advise me, of course, and if I’m not around, you’ll have to sit on the throne and make the big decisions.  I hope you’ll try to do things my way, even if I’m off on some errand.  On the other hand, if I am around—not off to war or something—I do expect you to have your own opinions.  We’ll probably have to work out some compromises as we go along, but I usually have a pretty good reason for wanting something… what is it?  You’re looking at me funny.”
 
   Lissette sat down on the cot, still looking at me funny.
 
   “You talk like a Queen is second only to the King.”
 
   “Well, yeah,” I said, surprised.  “What did you expect?”
 
   “I… I don’t know.  I didn’t expect…” she trailed off.
 
   “Okay.  While you’re thinking about that, answer me a question or three.”
 
   “Very well.”
 
   “Why are we hiding?”
 
   “My father is a machinating bastard.”
 
   “Ah.”  I thought for a second and took my best guess, based on many lifetimes in the political jungle of the Empire.  “He’s planning a coup, hoping to use you as leverage for power in Karvalen?  Or as a bargaining chip with Byrne?  Or, maybe a bargaining chip with another of the city-states, like Carrillon?”
 
   “I don’t know his plans,” she told me, adding bitterly, “I’m only a woman.”
 
   Translation: he never tells me anything because of my gender, and I’m going to make him pay for that, somehow.
 
   “But you suspect?”
 
   “Yes.  I think he’ll try to kill you after… the consummation of our marriage.  I don’t know if he’ll try to kill your men or if he’ll try to control them through me, as Queen.”
 
   “Excuse me a moment.”  I pulled out my pocket mirror and called Kelvin.  He answered after several seconds.  I could see he was in a tent, holding a mug in one hand.  We talked for less than a minute, at the end of which he was not holding a mug and had a helmet on his head.  I folded the mirror case and put it away.
 
   “That’s dealt with.  So, what do you want to do?”
 
   “I can’t stay here.”
 
   “Why not?  He won’t do anything to you.”
 
   “No, but I won’t stay here.  For all my life I have been ‘only a woman,’ despite my skills.  Having married you at my father’s command, I am no longer ruled by him—that was my chief reason for willingness.”
 
   “I’m your escape from under his thumb?”
 
   “Exactly.  I lack the power to enforce my will over him, however, despite my new position.  So I must leave.  He would be only too happy to have a captive Queen.”
 
   I shrugged and pulled out my mirror again.  A moment later, I had contact with Tort.  We spoke for even less time, then I set the mirror aside, still operating.
 
   “May I borrow that dagger on the wall?”
 
   “For?”
 
   “Magic.”
 
   “I suppose…”
 
   I took it off its pegs and scratched an arch on one of the long walls, tracing it several times to make it deep.  I stood on the stool to make it tall, close to the same size as the one in Karvalen.
 
   Then I felt the flicker.  I snatched up the mirror, put my arm around Lissette’s shoulders, and told her to be ready to move.
 
   “Move?” she asked.  “Move where?  This chamber is—” The archway opened, revealing the cavern of the gate.  “—tiny,” she finished.  I hustled us through and the gate closed behind us.
 
   “Your Majesties,” Tort said, smiling, bowing slightly.
 
   “Queen Lissette, may I present the Royal Magician and King’s Consort, the Lady Tort.”
 
   “An honor and a pleasure,” Lissette said.  “Consort?”
 
   “Indeed,” Tort replied, still smiling.  “That is, of course, subject to change, now that His Majesty is wed.  The two of you will doubtless discuss it in the days to come.  In the meantime, I am still the Royal Magician, and therefore at your service, my Queen.”
 
   “Yes… of course.  I… um.  I am pleased to be well-served by His Majesty’s loyal councilor?” she said/asked, looking at me.  I nodded.  Lissette added, to me, “She’s a woman.”
 
   “I noticed.  That helps a lot in being my Royal Consort.  Just a matter of taste, really, but it’s the way I happen to lean.  She’s also a magician and my friend.  Remind me to introduce you to the female knights, too.”
 
   “You have female knights!?”  She fairly shrieked it in combined surprise and hope.
 
   “Yes,” I said, quietly.  My quiet tone helped her get a grip on her own.  “They fight like angry tuva and are much more deadly.  But Tort,” I continued, “is a member of the King’s Council.  She has a lot of privileges others do not,” I told Lissette.  “We met when I rescued her, when she was a little girl.  For a while, she was like an adopted daughter.  Get her to tell you all about it; it’s a good story when she doesn’t embellish it to make me look good.  And I would appreciate it if you would allow her to be as informal with you as she is with me.”
 
   “I get a say in the matter?” Lissette asked, then added, “Majesty?”
 
   “Call me ‘Halar,’ or even ‘Hey, you.’  You’re the Queen.  Of course you get a say.  You get a say in everything.  I just hope you’ll spend some time seeing how things work around here before you start issuing commands.”
 
   “I see,” she said, clearly not knowing what to make of this sudden alteration of her personal rules, rights, and privileges.
 
   “Meanwhile, Tort, could you please give Lissette the tour?  I need to get back to the guys and make sure we’re not being ambushed politically or physically.”
 
   “What about our… uh…” Lissette said, then stumbled to a halt.
 
   “Later.  At your convenience,” I told her.  “Excuse me.”
 
   I turned to the arch in the wall.  I really should have built at least a mundane arch to bring with the army.  It might save us a lot of time and trouble.  For now, I targeted the scratched archway in the wall, opened the gate, and stepped through.
 
   I didn’t quite smack into the far wall when I got there.  It was a very narrow room.
 
   A little worming around under the bed, a quick look around the room to check for spies or assassins, and I moved over to the blocked door.
 
   Firebrand?  Anyone in there?
 
   Yep.  I can hear someone thinking.
 
   Oh?
 
   “It’s too damn quiet.  There should be grunting and moaning by now.  Is he just taking his time or is someone wearing a gag?”
 
   I removed the chair and flung open the door.  The guy leaning on it had his ear pressed to it; he didn’t fall inward, but he did look awfully surprised.  He wore brigandine armor and a pair of daggers at his belt.
 
   “Hi there!” I said, brightly, and grabbed him by the collar of his armor.  I swung him up, arced him over, and landed him on his back rather forcefully.  I took his daggers away and tossed them into the wardrobe hard enough to confirm that it wasn’t concealing a secret passage.  Then I put a foot on his chest and a swordpoint at his throat.  Firebrand obligingly flickered on, about the “simmer” setting.
 
   “How’s your day going?” I asked, conversationally.
 
   He took a deep breath and I eased up on my foot a bit to let him.
 
   “I’ve had better days,” he wheezed.  “Ow.”
 
   “You’re not seriously hurt,” I told him.  “Stop whining.  What were you doing in the—” I glanced through the open door, “—bathroom?”  I asked.  “And remember, I can see your soul,” I lied.  “If you lie to me, I’ll push a flaming sword into the floor through you and go ask someone else.”
 
   He looked up the length of Firebrand.  Firebrand glimmered with a flash of white fire and heat.
 
   “I was told to make sure the princess came to no harm.”
 
   He’s lying, Boss.  He may have been told that, but only as an aside.  He’s here to kill you.  He’s expecting help, too.  I think he was supposed to unbolt the outer door.  I can just about hear people in the hall.
 
   I put Firebrand through his face and into the floor, as promised.  Then I unbolted the door, took my other sword in my left hand, and kicked it down.
 
   Six men looked terribly, terminally surprised.  Briefly.  Two of them got weapons out by the time I’d killed the other four, but that didn’t help them.  It’s amazing how fast people fall over when large bits fall off.
 
   Had I been naked and in bed, their odds would have been very good, indeed.  Surprise is a powerful ally.  If your adversary is tangled in a bedsheet, that’s pretty helpful, too.
 
   Feeling grim, grumpy, and disgruntled, I cleaned my second sword, sheathed both of them, and went looking for Larsus.  Most people, upon seeing me, simply bowed and stood aside; they obviously weren’t in on the plan, which made sense.  If everyone knew about it, it would have leaked.  A few soldiers looked at me oddly, as though wondering if they missed a change in plan.
 
   Larsus was feasting, quite publicly, in his dining hall.  A number of people were at the table, most of whom seemed to be prominent and wealthy members of the community—possibly minor nobles under the Prince’s authority.  I walked up to him, arms out, smiling hugely.
 
   “Larsus!  Or, should I say ‘Father’?  I’m so pleased to see you again so soon!”
 
   Let’s give him his due.  He only looked faintly surprised.  He didn’t even glance aside to check on his guards.  Not that they would do him any good if he provoked me further.
 
   “My King,” he said, rising with some difficulty.  I assisted him to his feet and handed him his cane.  “Has something met with your disapproval?”
 
   “Nope, not a bit,” I said, raising my voice over the noise in the room.  “Everything is right as rain.  And, having done my duty, I’m now seeking your advice.  If you’d care to accompany me to my pavilion, we have battle maps laid out.  A man of your experience is invaluable in planning our assault on Byrne, and your advice about the troops I’ll be taking with me will be needed in making those plans.  Shall we go?”
 
   “Ah.  Well…” he looked around the room.  The place had quieted remarkably as I spoke and everyone was looking at us.  Larsus grimaced and nodded, saying, “Of course, my King.  I shall be there directly.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll accompany you, of course.  We have so much to talk about!”
 
   “I am sure we do,” he said, with a perfectly believable smile, as long as you didn’t look him in the eyes.  He knew he was underneath the outhouse and I had just taken a seat.
 
   I offered him my arm and he took it.  I escorted him out of the castle and Bronze met us in the courtyard.  Since we were out of earshot of everyone at that point, I paused to talk to him, smiling with full fangs.  I took his dagger from his belt and played with it while I talked.
 
   “Larsus, for a while there, I almost liked you.  I certainly respected you.  Now, you’re a traitorous piece of trash that is in charge of a city in my kingdom.  So, Baron Larsus, bear this in mind: you owe me your life.  It’s mine.  For your treachery, I am justified in taking it any time I feel like it.”
 
   I applied thumbs to the blade of his dagger and snapped it cleanly.  Then I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his ear, almost whispering.
 
   “Try to betray me again and I will consume your soul.”
 
   I straightened, still smiling in as friendly a fashion as is possible with teeth like that.  I bent the ornate guard of the dagger-hilt inward toward the remains of the blade, then folded the hilt in half, breaking the bone grip into splinters.  I dropped the twisted remains to the flagstones.
 
   “Do we have an understanding?” I asked, watching his pale, sweating face.
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Tell me that you understand.”
 
   “I understand, Your Majesty.”
 
   I took his hand and pressed his right thumb to one of my fangs, drawing a drop of blood.  This I smeared on his palm in a meaningless symbol—but he didn’t know that—then pressed his palms together and held them between mine.
 
   “Swear your fealty to the King of Karvalen,” I suggested, still holding his hands.  Shaking, he descended to one knee and spoke with great formality.
 
   “I promise upon my life and soul that I shall be forever faithful to thee, my king, never cause thee harm, and shall henceforth observe my homage to thee completely against all persons, in good faith and without deceit.”
 
   “No, no, no,” I said, smiling.  “Don’t recite a promise.  Swear an oath.”
 
   He grimaced, but what was he going to do?  I had him by the hands.  He did as he was told and I teased the blood on his palm to heat it up.  It wasn’t enough to burn, but enough that he felt it sting.  I released his hands and nodded, no longer smiling.
 
   “Good.”  I didn’t mention the crispy blood flaking away from his palm and he had the good sense not to ask, despite his fascinated and frightened staring at it.  “I’ll expect the commanders of my new forces at my pavilion within the hour.”  I tried for a tone of or else and think I succeeded.
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty,” he breathed.
 
   With that, I swung up into the saddle and Bronze trotted out the gate.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Tuesday, August 10th
 
    
 
   I don’t know what Larsus said to the new commanders—Dulin, Jorum, and Xeres—but they have been exemplary examples of eager, bright, competent, professional soldiers.  They offer their opinions, they ask questions, they take advice, and they understand the Warlord to the Kingdom speaks with the full weight of the Gospel of Kelvin.  Let’s not even mention how they react to anything I have to say.
 
   I’m pretty sure they weren’t in on the plot, so I made sure to include them when I told the rest of my Council about it.  I’ll be suspicious of Larsus until the day he dies, and then I’ll be suspicious of his leftover plans.  But everyone on my Council will be, too, and if Larsus tries to screw us over again, whether I’m around or not, his punishment will then be a priority for all of Karvalen.
 
   Privately, Tort has promised to see what sort of spies she can grow in his household.  Lissette has already given her some names.
 
   Tort has also asked me my opinion on Lissette getting into the war.  Apparently, Lissette really is well-trained; Larsus’ ran a very militant city and it gave Lissette, despite her gender, ample opportunity. She would love to prove she’s as tough and dangerous as any man.  My guess is that Larsus really didn’t anticipate marrying her off, or maybe he just didn’t care that she was practicing the finer points of killing people.
 
   On the subject of her coming to the war, I had no objection, provided she could find something suitable to wear.
 
   So, of course, Tort targeted my brand-new portable arch and pushed Lissette through.  Lissette wore her new suit of the carbon-black armor and a new-looking sword.  She seemed to prefer a blade that had a bit more heft than an elf-blade but was patterned after one.  It hadn’t been enchanted yet, but I could see Tort had done some preparatory work on it to make an enchantment easier to bind into the metal.
 
   Is it bad of me to wonder if Tort sent Lissette back to the army in the hope that she would die in the fighting?  I mean, Tort seems perfectly all right with the idea of me being in a political marriage.  She even seems to like Lissette, within the limits of knowing her only a couple of days.  But does she?  Is she really okay with this?  Or is she delighted to give Lissette what she wants, since it increases the chance that she’ll be eliminated?
 
   Don’t misunderstand me.  I trust Tort with my life, and I’m immortal; that’s a lot of life to trust someone with.  But Tort loves me deeply and intensely.  I’m not sure how she really feels about having to, possibly, share me.  I mean, she already gets minimal time, what with running a kingdom and everything, added to my hopefully-subtle attempts to get her to notice Thomen again.  If I’ve accidentally given her the impression that I’d rather not have to… um… please her?... then she might be less than fully supportive of the idea of keeping Lissette alive.
 
   I don’t know, and it worries me.
 
   On the other hand, Tort is doing what I would have done.  Lissette wants to fight, so Tort did her best to equip her and send her into the fighting.  How can I be suspicious of that when it really is what I would have wanted done?
 
   I’m just a bad person, I guess.
 
   At least Lissette came bearing gifts.
 
   The first was another suit of carbon-black armor for me.  I hadn’t had time to lie down and let one grow over me, but Tort had found someone with almost the same measurements and put him under the charcoal.  It was close enough to fit, and the usual custom-fit enchantments would resize in all the little ways for me.  Good enough for now, and soon to be better.
 
   The other gift was Lissette’s idea.  It was an altered belt-and-baldric arrangement.  Firebrand would still go on my left hip for a cross-draw, but there was a second shoulder strap, crossing the first, so my second sword would hang properly.  There were also fittings on the baldric-straps on my back so I could attach either or both swords across my back for an over-the-shoulder draw.
 
   A little experimentation showed that wouldn’t work for Firebrand; it was much too long for a shoulder draw.  But for the other sword it worked very well.  I kept it on my hip, for now; I could draw it with either hand that way, and that’s a serious consideration for anyone who has ever wound up short a hand.
 
   Having a Queen at the conference table has made things a bit awkward.  People don’t know how to talk around her.  She doesn’t say much; she just watches as people move markers on the maps for our wargames.  She listens as people offer their tactical and strategic advice, apparently just taking it all in.
 
   She’s had her own troubles getting used to me, too.
 
   The first night she spent in my tent, she, not unreasonably, expected me to come to bed.  At least, until I went through my transformation.  It’s moderately dramatic, visually—all that color changing, plus the sweating and sometimes the trembling; it looks as though I’m being feverishly ill.  It disturbed her, despite my reassurances.  Once it was over and I was all cleaned up and freshly disguised, I asked her what she thought.
 
   “I’m not sure what I think,” she admitted.  “I just watched you… what?”
 
   “I just turned into a monster.  By day, I’m mostly human.  Well, somewhat human.  Well, maybe a little bit human; jury’s out.  Anyway, I eat, drink, breathe, bleed, all that stuff.  Right now, I’m an undead creature with no heartbeat—a corpse that doesn’t know it should lie down and stop moving.  Periodically, I drink blood and consume the essence of living things.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “It’s not like a werewolf,” I pointed out.  “I’m still in here; I’m just coping with a different set of powers, limitations, and requirements.  Think of it like a comparison between yourself, when you’re having a bath, versus yourself, when you’re armed and armored and ready for a fight.  You’re the same person both times, but the second example is a much more frightening and dangerous you.”
 
   “If you say so.  Are you… do you plan to come to bed…?”
 
   “Nope.  I’m temporarily dead.  It really puts a crimp in my romantic style; sorry about that.  Besides, I don’t sleep.”
 
   “What, never?”  That seemed to be the most shocking thing, to her.
 
   “Nope.  At least, I never need to.  I suppose if I got tired enough during the day, I might have a nap, but that hasn’t happened in a long time.”
 
   “Then, how do you dream?” she asked.  I shrugged.
 
   “I don’t.  Not for a while, anyway.  But I want to borrow your sword for a bit; it needs an enchantment or two, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Of course I don’t mind.  But… forgive me, much of what I’ve been seeing in the last few days is new to me.  Do you mean to say you intend to have someone enchant my sword?”
 
   “If by ‘someone’ you mean me, then yes.”
 
   “You can do that?”
 
   “Halar, the Wizard-King, remember?”
 
   “Oh!  I haven’t heard that song in ages!”
 
   I tried not to show that I was gritting my teeth.  I can’t really gnash or grind them, so I’m stuck with gritting them; clenching my jaw just isn’t the same, though.  It’s a subtle distinction, but an important one.  My teeth interlock beautifully and annoyingly.
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed.  She handed over the sheathed weapon.  “You go ahead and get some sleep; I’ll be back before dawn.”
 
   “What will you do all night?”
 
   I thought about that.  There was so much to do…
 
   “Let’s see.  Enchant your sword.  Scout around and ahead to make sure we’re not being suckered into a trap or followed.  Help Thomen and the wizards’ corps cast spells for the confoundment of my enemies—mainly stuff to interfere with scrying; I can’t stop a magician in Byrne from finding a whole army, but I can keep him from getting a good look at us.  Check in with Bob in Vathula; we’re not that far away at the moment.  Take a look at Tegron, our next stop, to see if Prince Seraclin is fortifying for our arrival.  Call my daughter and granddaughter to see how things are going for them.  See how the detailed maps of Byrne are coming along.  Check in with Tort and T’yl about finding those cannon.  Oh, and I should probably kill something and eat it.  I don’t feel the need to, but I also know I shouldn’t wait until I get hungry.”  I rubbed my jaw, realized I needed a shave, cast the spell to do so.
 
   “I’m sure I’m forgetting something,” I added, “but I have no idea what it—or they—might be.  I have a council to help out with that stuff.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re a king?” she asked.
 
   “Oo!  Wait!  I know this one!  Um.  Um.  Um.  I do work personally, rather than farming it out to other people.  I spend all my time at it, in fact, when I should be at home letting a general run the army.  I shouldn’t be exerting myself.  Instead, I should be just lounging around, eating the occasional grape or sweetmeat, with scantily-clad slavegirls rubbing my feet and shoulders.  That about right?”
 
   “Pretty close,” she admitted, smiling.
 
   “I’ve heard it several times, or variations of it.  People forget that I started out as a wizard, then got promoted to knight, then to Hero, and became a king last of all.  I’m still best at being a wizard, pretty good as a knight, okay as a Hero, and I’m struggling with this latest thing, being a king.”
 
   “Poor you,” she said.  I could tell she didn’t mean it.
 
   “Indeed.  But I’m learning.  Learning how terrible I am at it.  I hope you’re paying attention and learning how to be a Queen, because I’ll need your help, too.”
 
   “You’ve said things like that before,” she said, slowly.  “I’m beginning to think you mean it.”
 
   “Good.  I’ll see you in the morning.  Pleasant dreams.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, August 11th
 
    
 
   The sword was another enchantment, mainly duplicating the metallurgy and magic in the swords of my three personal guards.  She should find it was amazingly energizing whenever she killed something.
 
   Bob was pleased to see me and reported nothing unusual.  The Empire of the Undermountains was rather shaky in a political sense.  What with the change in leadership and policies, it was easiest to just dump outlying regions.  His focus was on keeping control over everything near Vathula and south of the pass.
 
   His initial worry was that he wasn’t thinking big enough—he was afraid I wanted him to held everything possible.  I reassured him I was pleased with his work, made a few appearances to help cement his authority, played Evil Overlord for the public sacrifices/executions (he had some “traitors” to kill; they were adequate as dinner), and basically added another layer of “Do what he says” to everything.
 
   T’yl and Tort had no news about the cannon, which annoyed T’yl greatly.  I think he’s affronted at being blocked by “mere wizards.”  But Tort had some lovely street-scale maps of the various cities and towns in Byrne’s territory.  She also wanted to know if I could get her a brick or something from each city at some point.  I promised to see what I could do.  I didn’t ask what she wanted them for; I assume there’s something magical involved.  She’s the Royal Magician, after all.
 
   Everything else was terribly mundane and uninteresting, which was exactly as I’d hoped.
 
   The march was going well, all things considered, and the new troops were integrating into our organizational structure with adequate speed.  If we kept to schedule, we would arrive in Tegron today, hopefully with less complexity and treachery than in Philemon.  We wouldn’t be quite all sorted out regarding the smoothness of our communications and control, but we didn’t think it would be tested for a while, yet.
 
   Oh, and my armor fits much better, now.  Tort does excellent work.
 
    
 
   As promised, I was back before dawn.  Lissette woke up, watched me turn back into a living monster instead of an undead one, and seemed less bothered by it.  She also thanked me for enchanting her sword, drew it, and looked puzzled.  The design was identical but the metal looked different, of course.
 
   I encouraged her to try it, carefully.  She got the hang of wielding a monomolecular-edged weapon with surprising speed and at the cost of only one footlocker-chest.  I could tell that the militant policies of her father, Larsus, had permitted a lot of training at arms for his daughter.
 
   “This is amazing!” she declared.
 
   “They’re still rare,” I told her.  “I have one; my personal guard each have one.  But every knight of Karvalen has a magical weapon of some sort.”
 
   “That’s... I don’t know what to call it.  Every knight?”
 
   “Yep.  I’ve worked on that for a while.  It seems I sometimes enchant things in my sleep.  But the super-sharp ones are new.”
 
   “I thank you for it.  Shall I swear to you?” she asked, smiling.  “After all, you gave me a sword.”
 
   “No.  You’re the Queen.  You’re not a knight.”
 
   She frowned.  It distorted the line of her scar.  I didn’t like it.
 
   “If I am the Queen, should I not be accorded the honors of a knight?”
 
   “No.  Queen is a different job.  I’m not sure you’re qualified to be a knight.”
 
   “Is that so?” she asked, voice silky and dangerous.  “Shall we step outside?”
 
   “I’m not talking about your martial skills.”
 
   “Then what are you talking about?”
 
   “Ask around.  Talk to my knights.  Discover that for yourself, then come tell me what you think a knight of Karvalen is.”
 
   “This sounds like some sort of test,” she said, suspiciously.
 
   “It is.”
 
   She snorted in a most unladylike fashion, dressed, and stomped out to go question people.
 
    
 
   The city of Tegron is a nice place.  It shares a border with Vathula, though, so it can be excused for having impressive defenses.  They’ve built fortifications that rival the old capitol, Carrillon.  It seems they always have a work crew building something new into the fortifications.  Over the years and decades, that adds up to impressive, bordering on intimidating.  I know I wouldn’t want to assault their walls without cannon; they may be what inspired Byrne to come up with a new siege weapon in the first place.  The ponds, the causeways, the walls… the whole defensive arrangement encourages discouragement if not a complete collapse of morale.
 
   I was getting into a warrior-king mindset.  I could tell, because I automatically started thinking about how I would breach the place to invade it.  Preferably, I’d fly over or tunnel under; going through did not look like a profitable line of attack.
 
   The roads around Tegron start to become worthy of the appellation about seven miles from the walls.  While they’re not good roads, they have some scattered paving, packed gravel, and are slightly raised.  I decided this was to facilitate transport from outlying villages and farms.  I started liking Prince Seraclin on that basis alone.  Infrastructure is vital to a healthy economy.
 
   We closed ranks into marching formation as we came into sight of the place, started the musicians going, and sang some of the more cheerful marching songs.  We were spotted instantly, I feel sure, but that was at least partly the point; I didn’t want to sneak up on them.  We’re a friendly force, in theory.  Still, it took them half an hour—or about a quarter of the distance we had to travel—before they sent out a greeting party.
 
   After confirming our identity, our mission, our intentions, and our schedule, we were invited to pass through the south gate, pick up supplies and a platoon of volunteers, and proceed out through the north gate.  We could camp on the north fields, which were lying fallow this season.  We agreed, did as requested, and we picked up a messenger from the palace while we were at it.  Naturally, I was invited to dine with the Prince.
 
   This is starting to feel familiar.
 
   I showed up to dinner with Lissette.  She didn’t have anything feminine and formal to wear, of course, but with her hair braided and tucked up under her helmet, armor could be considered formal.  Everyone we met in Tegron treated it as formal, anyway.  It’s possible they just didn’t want to risk offending a lady by rude comments.
 
   Prince Seraclin had his wife, Lady Merinde, with us for dinner.  I wasn’t certain if she had been included at the last second, because of Lissette, or if he had intended to have her join us all along.  She kept quiet through most of the meal, however, and seemed uncomfortable.
 
   As usual, the conversation turned to the legends of nightlords in general and the rumors, stories, tales, and other stuff going around about me in particular.  I manfully concealed my irritation at having to go through this sort of thing yet again and did my best to answer politely and with a cheerful tone.
 
   Maybe I should write a book.
 
   Seraclin, for his part, seemed a pretty reasonable guy.  He had that charisma that made people aware of his authority without the bother of introductions.  He wasn’t physically imposing, but you knew he was there the moment he walked into the room.  He wore his hair moderately long and held back by a diadem.  He was clean-shaven and had a wide, friendly smile that seemed to be genuine.  I think he just liked people on general principles.
 
   He was new to the Prince business, having inherited the place two years ago; his major goal in life was to continue enhancing the economic prosperity of the princedom, and therefore of his people.  I always thought that if you enhanced the people’s economic prosperity, the realm would automatically profit by it.  Then again, I’m not an economist, and despite being a blood-sucking parasite, I’m not a politician, either.
 
   All in all, it was a good dinner.  We established that Karvalen and Tegron could profitably trade with each other, and that Vathula was unlikely to be a problem in the near future.  That surprised him.
 
   “Galgar come down from the Eastrange and steal things all the time,” Seraclin pointed out.  “My grandfather commissioned a digging project to divert a portion of the Caladar to form a river-moat along our eastern border, just to put a stop to that.”
 
   “Did it work?”
 
   “It was decided that the ground was too difficult.  Lots of forest and rocky land in that region.  Instead, we helped the villages along the eastern border build timber walls.  That doesn’t stop the galgar from coming down to the farm, but it keeps the valuables behind a wall.”
 
   “I’ll have a word with Vathula,” I promised.  “The thievery won’t stop, but I’ll make sure they all know they’ll be punished for it.”  I shrugged.  “Thieves know they’ll be punished if they’re caught, but they do it anyway.  It may not help much, but we’ll try.”
 
   “I am gratified by your kindness.”
 
   “Do I detect an ironic tone?”
 
   “A trifle of unintentional irony, perhaps.  You are one of the dark kings, after all.  Please pardon me.”
 
   “Of course.  So, now that we’ve had dinner, negotiated for the mutual profit of our realms, and taken the measure of each other, what do you think?  Am I the blood-drinking monster of legends, come to suck the life out of your city and consume the souls of everyone who lives in it?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Good.  I hate to telegraph things like that.”
 
   “Tele—?”
 
   “I hate to give people that impression.”
 
   “Ah.  And what do you think?”
 
   “I think you’re a conscientious ruler and you want what’s best for your people.  You’re a bit concerned with military matters, but that’s reasonable.  There are other concerns, from trade to education to religion, and you’re aware of it and working on them, but they have to take second place to keeping people alive.  Am I wrong?”
 
   “No,” he said, thoughtfully.  “No, I can see that.  It’s not a complete picture, of course.”
 
   “Naturally not, but it’s good enough for me to go on with.  We brought a magic mirror for you, or your court wizard if you don’t want to do it yourself.  You can reach Karvalen through it and have your people talk to my people.  If you need to, you can usually talk directly to me.  I figure it will help communicate quickly and accurately—it should beat having to send a letter on horseback, anyway.”
 
   “Indeed.  But may I ask a military question?”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “I noticed banners from Philemon mixed in with your own.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I assume Larsus parted with those troops in exchange for something.”  He nodded toward Lissette.  “Would I be right?”
 
   “Yep.  Larsus wanted me married off in exchange for becoming a baron of Karvalen.  He got it, and I got most of his army.  He didn’t expect that I would also get a good queen out of the deal.”
 
   Lissette bit her lips, trying not to smile.  I pretended not to notice.  Seraclin also pretended not to notice, probably because he didn’t know what it signified.
 
   “I take it, then, that you are not interested in marrying my daughter,” he observed.  “Well, I can’t really blame the old man for jumping on that opportunity.”
 
   “Well, as for marriage alliances, you’re welcome to send any boys between ten and fourteen to meet my granddaughter.  If she likes them, we’ll discuss it.”
 
   “Isn’t she a priestess of that fire-goddess?  The Mother of Flame?”
 
   “Not exactly.  She’s a fire-witch, not a priestess.”
 
   “I thought they were the same thing.”
 
   “A common mistake, and one I already explained to the Mother of Flame.  Tianna will be a priestess only if she feels like it.”
 
   “Won’t the Mother of Flame have something to say about that?”
 
   “She hasn’t had much to say about anything since we had our fight.”
 
   There followed a thick, awkward silence.  Seraclin addressed Lissette to break it.
 
   “So, your father married you off to a king.  How is that working out for you?”
 
   “It’s difficult,” she admitted.  “He’s not a normal man; he’s a Lord of Night.  That’s… difficult.  But he’s kind and gentle, and very understanding.  I have a lot to learn about how to be… someone who… fits in to his kingdom, but I think it’s a good thing.  I’ve been very lucky.”
 
   I was blushing.  Seraclin must have diplomatic training; he was expert at not noticing certain things.
 
   “I see you’re in armor, and armed.  Are you going to battle?”
 
   “I plan to.”  Lissette glanced at me.  “I’m hoping to.”
 
   “I plan to let her,” I told him.  “I also plan to do some fighting of my own.  I’m wasted, otherwise.”
 
   “Yes, I heard about the viksagi.  I would be greatly surprised to learn you did not enter battle.”
 
   “Me, too,” I agreed.  “Well, this has been a wonderful dinner and an even more wonderful chat.  Unfortunately, I have an army to move, a war to fight, and all sorts of magical stuff to see to.  If you will excuse us?”
 
   “Actually, there is something I wish to discuss with you, if you wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “Certainly.  What is it?”
 
   “I note that you are gaining lands on this side of the Eastrange.  May I ask your intentions regarding the principalities of old Rethven?”
 
   I thought about it for a minute.  Larsus offered me a deal and I took it.  Whether I wanted to or not…
 
   “I’m hoping that I can be on friendly terms with all of them,” I began.  “I have no desire to conquer anything.  But… if a friendly trading partner decides that being a prince is less pleasant than being a duke, I won’t tell him no.  I guess I’m willing to put Rethven back together as a kingdom, but I’m not willing to tear it apart further.”
 
   Seraclin sat back and steepled his fingers.  He looked at me with a frankly appraising gaze.
 
   “Interesting,” was all he said.  “Well, I shan’t keep you.  I do hope we can discuss more on your political plans sometime in the future.”
 
   “You’ve got the mirror,” I pointed out.  “As soon as this thing with Byrne is over, I hope to have a little more time.”
 
   “Yes.  I should imagine.”
 
    
 
   Lissette, of course, wanted to talk on the way out of Tegron.  Her horse was shorter than Bronze by more than a foot; it was one of the light, fast horses common in the sea of grass, so she kept it close by to make conversation easier.
 
   “I’ve been talking to your knights,” she said.
 
   “They’re good guys,” I replied.
 
   “They are.  And they have a lot of opinions on how to be a good knight.”
 
   “I imagine they do.”
 
   “They talk about it a lot,” she added.
 
   “Oh?  What do they say?”
 
   “That it’s hard.  They’re not sure exactly what makes them a ‘good’ knight, but they do seem to love debating it.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “What do you think makes a good knight?”
 
   “A knight should demonstrate the virtues of wisdom, courage, discipline—self-discipline, the only real kind—justice, hope, and love.  He or she should be righteous in wrath, gentle in peace, noble at all times.  Trustworthy—not merely honest, but worthy of trust.  Loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, cheerful, thrifty, clean, and brave.
 
   “In short, a better person than I am.  And if he or she can’t be a better person than I am, they should have at least a fierce desire to.”
 
   “You don’t want much, do you?” she asked, lightly seasoned with sarcasm.
 
   “Only the best of what they can be.  People can be horrifying monsters, unutterably evil, and more cruel than any Thing from the Outer Darkness.  But they can also be all those good things I’ve described.  The capacity is in everyone—I ought to know.”  Lissette snorted.  I chuckled.  “I’m guessing you disagree.”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Okay.  But what I’m trying to build is a tradition that power and responsibility are intertwined.  If a nobleman isn’t noble—if a titled individual does not use his power wisely and for the greater good—then he isn’t really a nobleman and will shortly be without a title.”
 
   I grinned at her, showing teeth.
 
   “I’m hoping the survivors will either adopt the tradition wholeheartedly or quit the job.”
 
   She thought about that one for a while and we rode quietly, listening to the ringing sounds of Bronze’s hooves and the more dull, clanking sound of the other horse’s shoes.
 
   “So, how do I become a knight?”
 
   “It’s not easy, being a knight,” I countered.  “It’s more than just a station in life.  It’s a promise.”
 
   “A promise?”
 
   “I’m not qualified to be a knight, no matter how good I am with weapons.  I’m not a good person.  I’m just trying to be, and that’s the promise.  I know I’m not good enough, but I’ve promised myself that I’ll try to be.  Have you heard stories about their training, before I knighted them?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m not sure I believe them,” she admitted.  “You can’t walk along a slack rope in armor.”
 
   “You’d be surprised,” I countered.  “But your disbelief tells me the entrance exam might be tough enough.  I want it to weed out people who are afraid to attempt the impossible and who lack determination.  Knights should be people who want to serve, rather than rule, and are determined to do so.”
 
   “What about someone determined to rule?  Or greedy enough, or envious enough, to be driven by it?”
 
   “Good question.  I’m starting to think you’ll make a good Queen,” I told her.  “The physical exhaustion weeds out those without the will.  Determining what they want comes later, when I look at their souls.”
 
   “That makes me uncomfortable,” she admitted.  “I don’t like the idea that you can just look at someone and know all about them.  It’s… I don’t know.”
 
   “It bothers me, too,” I admitted.
 
   “It does?  Why?”
 
   “Because your soul should be your business.  I don’t like looking at it, or reading your thoughts, or doing anything else that strips away your masks and leaves you naked and exposed.  People should be allowed the privacy of their own hearts and minds.  I usually only take a close look at what I’m eating.”
 
   Lissette looked at me with an unreadable expression.
 
   “You know, you frighten me,” she said, conversationally.
 
   “Yeah.  I get that a lot.”
 
   “Just so you know.”
 
   “I’m not trying to,” I pointed out.  She said nothing for a moment, thinking.
 
   “I’m pretty sure that makes it worse.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   We exited the city.  Going through the gates prompted a lot of saluting.  I waved back.  Once outside, Lissette resumed our conversation.
 
   “You know, you’re asking your knights to be unbelievably… something.  Noble?”
 
   “I know.  What I want are Lensmen, but I’m no Arisian, and I don’t think I can make a Lens.”
 
   “What’s an Arisian?”
 
   “Long story; at least six books’ worth.  My point is that I do want them to be unbelievably noble, good, upright, righteous, and so on.  They won’t succeed.”
 
   “And you want them to try anyway?  Knowing they’ll fail?”
 
   “What did I say about being afraid to attempt the impossible?  They’ll fail, but they’ll fail because they’re human, and therefore imperfect.  If they fail because of a lack of commitment to trying, they aren’t the people I want for knights.”
 
   “It’s okay to fail?”
 
   “In this case, yes.  It’s not about succeeding at… at… at walking that fine line between goodness and practicality.  It’s about trying to be perfect in spite of knowing they’ll fail.  If they ever give up, if they can give up, they’re not the knights I want them to be.  You might say that’s the key quality to becoming a knight.”
 
   “You might be the strangest king the world has ever seen.”
 
   “Certainly the strangest Lord of Night,” I said, smiling.  Lissette only nodded.  “Regretting your marriage, yet?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  Not yet, anyway.”
 
   “Really?  I thought I was a disappointment.”
 
   “How would I know?  I’ve never been married.  You seem to be surprisingly decent.  It makes me wonder what horrible secrets are lurking underneath.”
 
   “Just the usual.”
 
   “After that lecture on how horrible people can be, I’m not sure that helps.”
 
   We didn’t have much to say after that.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Saturday, August 14th
 
    
 
   We’ve been much more cautious on our march to Verthyn.  We were getting close to known enemy territory so our scouts ranged farther out and we posted extra sentries.  Thomen had the wizards’ corps casting shielding and blocking spells to cloud any attempt to locate or scry on us, just so we couldn’t be accurately targeted.  I spent most of my nights ranging ahead and around, looking for some sign of enemy forces with the Mark One Eyeball, rather than magical scrying devices.
 
   Okay, maybe Mark Two or Three.  But still, I looked with naked eyes, rather than through a possibly-spoofed magical sensor.  It was doubtful that Byrne had the magical forces to spare for concealing a whole army—wizarding types are comparatively rare in Rethven—but hiding a few squads of raiders might not be out of the question.
 
   I did take a night to run Tort’s errand, though.  Bronze blazed up the road, terrifying everything as she thundered by, bearing me on a fast tour around the northeastern portion of Rethven.  We didn’t hit every city, but we got the major ones.  Mael was north of Verthyn and we had no idea whose it was.  I rode right up to the wall, carved off a piece, and was gone again before the sentries could do more than sound an alarm and take potshots at me.  We repeated this process with Shaen and Danaan, then continued along the Eastrange to Delvedale.
 
   I remembered Delvedale.  It wasn’t much of a town, but it used to be a living one.  The creatures in and under the mountains drove the humans out of it or killed them.  It was a ruin.
 
   I didn’t feel like sticking around to reminisce.  We pushed onward, up to Blackrock, then circled east and south to Byrne, itself.  Then down to Hearth, followed by a long run south to Faelor.  I was briefly tempted to head west to Telen, just to see the place, but the night was moving along.  We took the road to Mael, then south, past Verthyn.  It was better than cross-country, I suppose.
 
   Meanwhile, Tort racked up some overtime with the sand table; she got a good look at the march route to Verthyn.  She examined the road ahead and everything for a mile or so to either side of it.  Where necessary, she gave us an image through the main mirror, warning us of obstacles.  As an example, we detoured around an area where the Caladar had flooded due to some storms in the Eastrange.  We would have bogged down or floated away, otherwise; as it was, we didn’t get our feet wet.
 
   She also opened a gate for a few seconds.  I pitched a bag containing rocks from the city walls, each clearly labeled, and she pitched across a rolled-up tube of maps.
 
   Which reminds me.  I really need to see about building a small gate, maybe a foot across, for package handling.  Maybe a slightly larger one, as well, for diving through.  If I include a proximity trigger, I could take a run at it, dive through the suddenly-opened gate, and have it snap shut again.  Both would be useful and cost substantially less energy to use.  The main gate is suitable for riding a gigantic horse through; that much surface area means it costs a bundle to open.
 
   Anyway, detailed city maps—hell, decent maps of any sort—are a new thing around here, but suddenly very popular.  We used the ones of Verthyn to plan an assault, just in case.  Our latest reports said it was still an independent city, but you never know.  We might have to take it.
 
   On the other hand, if we could use it as a forward base of operations to stage our invasion of Byrne’s territory, it would help a lot.  We had plans for all three possibilities: take it by force, talk them into being friendly, or be welcomed as allies.
 
   I really hope for that last one.  I’m not looking forward to this.
 
    
 
   Verthyn was in sight when my pocket mirror chimed.  It was Tort, and she wanted to report something big.  We made a hasty camp and unpacked the big mirror.  Tort swam into focus and we all gave her our attention.
 
   “The Quaen river has run dry,” she said.  Quite a lot of people greeted this with expressions of disbelief, some of which were rather colorful.  She insisted.
 
   “The Quaen is no longer flowing,” she continued.  “I have seen this all along the river’s course, from the rivermouth in Formia to the mountains near Clariet.  The sea flows up and down through Formia, but only with the tides.  The rest of the riverbed is mud drying in the sun.”
 
   “How?” Huler demanded, then checked himself and softened his tone.  “I beg your pardon, my lady, but the whole of the Quaen?  I have seen the river and the ships that sail upon it.  It is swift in the north and slows to a wide and deep river in the south.  It is a mighty flow of water.  How is this possible?”
 
   “The mountains near Clariet, on the southern side of the Averill,” Tort replied.  “A great prow of stone divides the Averill like a knife; one branch flows westward, which we call the Averill.  The other branch is the Quaen river, flowing southward through a ravine and into Rethven.  Someone has worked great destruction within those mountains, bringing down cliffs and overhangs, rocks and boulders.  The headwaters of the Quaen are dammed and the Averill flows all the more hurriedly westward.”
 
   There was a quiet moment at the table.  I got out the largest-scale map we had and laid it out on the trestle table.  With a word and a gesture, I started a spell to alter color; I ran my finger down the Quaen, temporarily erasing it.  Everyone looked at the new map and started to wrap their heads around the changed situation.
 
   “Byrne,” Thomen said.
 
   “Obviously,” I agreed.  “The question is, what are they trying to do?  Cross the Quaen, yes, but where?  And why?  Just to expand westward?”
 
   “It depends on where they attack,” Kelvin said, rubbing his jaw.  He needed a shave; he’d been busy.  “Bildar is hard to take; others have tried it, I hear.”  Huler nodded, obviously the source of that intelligence.  “Formia is too far south to be a real goal right now.  So, I would think either Loret or Telen is the next target; they are both on the east side and vulnerable.  With a city to tear down and a drying riverbed to cross… depending on how long it takes to sack the city, add another three days, maybe four, and Byrne will have a roadway across into central Rethven.”
 
   “Isn’t Carrillon in central Rethven?” Seldar asked, and everyone considered that.
 
   If Byrne could take Carrillon, Prince Parrin could take the throne.  It wouldn’t make everyone fall in line, but it would certainly be a powerful symbol of conquest.  Some cities—especially cities bordering his blooming kingdom—would be tempted to simply declare him King and throw troops behind him in the hope of avoiding anything more onerous.  That could easily swell into a wave of conquest that might engulf Rethven in as little as a year, two at the outside.
 
   Would that be a bad thing?  I mean Rethven, as a kingdom, could use some unity and organization.  Prince Parrin seemed to have that in mind.  Good king, bad king, doesn’t matter; the first objective is to unite the remains of Rethven and turn it into a kingdom again.  Is there some reason I should be against him doing it instead of me?
 
   Baret.  Philemon.  Brentwood.  Wexbry.  And everybody else who just recently wound up on my side of the war.  Even if they gave up instantly and laid down arms, I doubted Prince Parrin would be terribly happy with them.  At the very minimum, they would be taxed within an inch of starvation for a while.  At worst…
 
   Added to that is the presence of another kingdom.  Mine.  He wouldn’t like that they allied themselves with what he would have to think of as a foreign power.  Worse, he wouldn’t like having a foreign power that close to his border.  If he succeeded in reuniting Rethven, would he leave Karvalen alone?
 
   No.
 
   If that wasn’t enough, there was also the small matter of some personal assaults and attempted assassinations.  Trying to kill me wasn’t unreasonable.  Coming so close to killing Amber and Tianna, on the other hand…
 
   Kammen said something scatological.  People nodded.
 
   “All right,” I said, “we have a new problem.  Do we hurry like hell to Carrillon, assuming that’s where he’s headed, and defend it?  Or do we try to intercept him on the way and meet him in the field?  Or do we press on, taking back everything they’ve taken so he has no base of support?  Or just go straight to Byrne and take his seat of power?”
 
   “Majesty,” Huler said, “if we take back everything as we go, it is a roll of the dice.  He may take Carrillon; he may not.  If he does, he will have taken the most wealthy and well-defended city west of the mountains.  He will prove that he can do it, and that will frighten people more than an army ten times as large.
 
   “Even if he has no support in the east—if we take every single city, including Byrne—he is in a much better position to press his claim of kingship by doing so from Carrillon.”
 
   “So, Carrillon is the key?”
 
   “Politically?  I believe so, Majesty.”  Huler looked around the table.  There were nods of agreement.
 
   “So, straight to Carrillon?  Or do we try and catch him in the open?”
 
   “If we knew where he was, Sire,” Kelvin said, “we might plan a way to intercept him.  We’re only guessing he’s at Loret or Telen.  He could have been preparing to cross anywhere and be plowing across the mud as we speak.”
 
   “Tort?” I asked, looking at the mirror.  “Did you get that?”
 
   “Yes, my angel.  I must apologize.  My efforts have been to discover what I may of the road before you and the cities you intend to face.  I have given no thought to the lands outside that region.”
 
   “Not your fault; I wasn’t thinking about it, either.  Take a quick look along the Quaen, though, if you would, and see if you can find an army, okay?
 
   “I will do so immediately and inform you of the results.”  Her image faded away to reflection.
 
   The council table turned to pandemonium.
 
    
 
   I sometimes feel as though there’s some sort of agency watching me and waiting for a moment to poke something, just hard enough to tip it over, so that I have to scramble to catch it or watch it fall and bust into pieces.  It didn’t start with the Hand trying to kill me for becoming a vampire; I’ve had this feeling ever since I was a kid.  Stolen bicycles, vanished toys, pets that wandered off, friends that moved away, that sort of thing.  It continued through my teenage years and followed me into adulthood.
 
   This is not a quality one looks for in a military commander.  It should be avoided in absolute rulers, too.  Maybe I should pass a law.
 
   We held off on formally greeting Verthyn and spent the rest of the day fortifying our camp with earthworks and ditches.  At least we weren’t marching.  Once we were dug in, we posted sentries and gave everyone the rest of the afternoon off.  I can only imagine what the people in Verthyn were thinking.  I didn’t much care if they were sweating; it might do them good to be a little scared of us.  As long as they left us alone while we sorted out strategy, I was content.
 
   Tort spent the rest of the day examining the former river; she called in to report only after darkness made it difficult.
 
   I made a mental note to include some low-light and infrared filters for future night recon.
 
   We set up around the council table and paid close attention.
 
   “The army of Byrne has massed at Telen,” she told me, through the mirror.  “They are laying a wooden roadway across the mud of the riverbed.  I estimate that it will be complete in two days.  I have also searched all along the Quaen’s course; there are no other bodies of troops assembled anywhere along it, with the exception of the northernmost reach, at the landslide dam.  There are at least a hundred men there, prepared and positioned to guard the piled-up avalanche that forms the dam.  I suspect, after much probing and work, that there are wizards present; my sight is blocked in strange ways.  There could be some of the ‘cannon’ that you have described.”
 
   “They mean to avoid having their supply lines and avenue of retreat flooded,” Huler said.  Kelvin agreed with him.
 
   “I suppose so,” Tort agreed.  “Also, the force in Telen has obviously taken the place and sacked it further.”  She looked at me apologetically.  “It never truly recovered from your attack, my angel; it has been a town—a minor city, at best—for decades.”  I shrugged.
 
   “I didn’t attack them to be nice to them,” I noted.  “All right.  How many are there?”
 
   “I estimate eight thousand.  Six thousand infantry, perhaps four thousand well-equipped and two thousand militia or peasant levies.  There are nearly a thousand horsemen, and easily a thousand archers.”
 
   “They’re laying a wooden road?” Lissette asked, curiously.  “How does that work?”
 
   “They strip all the surrounding lands of trees and split the logs in half,” Tort explained.  “They lay them down to form a flat surface, held in place by stakes driven into the ground.  On this foundation, they lay tightly-wrapped bundles of sticks, as a mat, to spread the weight of feet, hooves, or wheels.  As a road, it will not last, but it will allow them passage to and fro across the mud flats of the old river-bottom.  They will cross before it dries, but when it does, it will form a much more stable bed.”
 
   While she spoke, Seldar and Kelvin distributed markers on the main map to represent the new forces.  We looked at the map for a bit, thoughtfully and somewhat glumly.
 
   “That’s a lot of men,” Seldar finally observed.  People agreed.  Kelvin ran his fingers along the map from Byrne to Telen.
 
   “To field such a professional force—that is, without the peasant levies—they must have stripped their defenses.  We might encounter very little resistance if we march north and take the cities from Byrne.”
 
   “And we might find that Carrillon falls,” Huler said, “and its survivors are pressed into service to expand from a new center.”
 
   “Which wouldn’t be a problem,” I pointed out, “if Prince Parrin is in Byrne.  If we take Byrne and Prince Parrin, whoever leads the army winds up swinging in the breeze.  Unless the Prince is leading the army himself?”
 
   “We do not know,” Tort admitted.  “I cannot find Prince Parrin any more easily than I can locate these cannon.  He may well be traveling with his forces.  I have had no reports on his whereabouts.”
 
   “If a Prince takes Carrillon, Majesty, then presses his claim with an army such as that, it will work powerfully toward his conquest of the old realm,” Huler pointed out.
 
   “I got that,” I told him.  “So, let’s spell this out.  If the Prince is with the army and they take Carrillon, things get worse.  Right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “If he’s not with the army and they take Carrillon, it’s just as bad, as long as the Prince is still in power somewhere, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “So, we need to deal with Prince Parrin, either by dealing with him and his army, or dealing with him at his home.  If he’s with his army, it’s simple; we just go there and defeat them, capture or kill the Prince, and everybody celebrates.  If he’s not with his army, we march on Byrne, crush it, and repeat the process with the Prince.  Is that it?”
 
   “I believe so,” Kelvin said, “but which do we pursue?  The army or the Prince?”
 
   “Can we catch their army?”
 
   “Possibly,” Kelvin said.  “If we head for Bildar and they let us through with a minimum of argument.  They may be very glad to see us, or they may shut their gates.  Moving an army across the mud will take days; if we may use the bridge of Bildar, it will be hours.  If we can also obtain more transport, and if the weather allows, then yes.  Many ‘ifs,’ Sire, but there always are.”
 
   “Got it.  If we march after the army, maybe we catch it before it hits Carrillon, but we’ll certainly catch it before it can take Carrillon?”
 
   “Without doubt, Sire.”
 
   “So, if we do that, we either ruin Prince Parrin’s chances of ever conquering Rethven, or we just slow him down.  And if we march on Byrne, we take it, and either ruin Prince Parrin’s chances of ever conquering Rethven, or we just slow him down.  It all depends on where the Prince is, and we don’t know.  Have I missed anything?”
 
   Heads shook.  That about summed it up.  I sat down and regarded the map, hands folded in front of me, chin resting on my knuckles.  Just as in a game of chess, you have to take the king—without, of course, getting your own king taken.
 
   I did not especially like that I was one of the kings.
 
   “That will be all,” I told everyone.  Torvil, Seldar, Thomen, and Kelvin looked surprised.  Huler, Kammen, and Lissette just shrugged.
 
   I spent some time looking at the map and wondering.
 
    
 
   One of the problems I’ve had with being king is that it eats into everything else.
 
   That’s probably not too clear.  Let me try again.
 
   Everyone is made up of all the things they are.  A person can be a student, a parent, an artist, a friend, and a dozen other things, all at once.  Ask someone what they are and the answer will depend on when you ask them.  When a mom is changing a diaper, she’s likely to identify herself as a mother.  Ask her when she’s cleaning the house and she may tell you she’s a housewife.  Ask her when she’s at night school and she’s a student.
 
   We’re all made up of a dozen or more identities.  I’ve got enough of them to stock a comic book convention.
 
   But this thing with being a king has been eating into them.  While I’ve been doing wizardly things, it’s mostly been to help do king-things.  I’ve been teaching, too… to help with my role as the king.  Nightlord?  Yep, doing that as well as I can, considering I’m a king.  Even being a parent and a grandparent has been colored by my responsibilities as a king.  Amber is a princess, and Tianna may one day inherit the throne.
 
   How much do I owe these people?  They’ve placed their faith in me, and I owe them something for that, true.  They trust me and follow me and obey me, so I have a responsibility, an obligation to them.  I led their ancestors out of Rethven and into the wilderness, and I’ve tried to do right by them.
 
   Do I owe them my soul?  Do I owe them the very stuff of who I am?  Should I give up all the other things I am, all that I could be or would be, just to satisfy their expectations?
 
   I’m their king because they decided I should be—or some of them decided and everyone else just went along with it, maybe.  I didn’t decide it.  I didn’t even want it.  I still don’t.
 
   I can tell the so-called gods to go take a long walk off a short pier and hug a jellyfish.  I have a harder time telling people I don’t want to be their king.  So, what’s the difference?  The difference is that I like these people and I think I can help them.
 
   That doesn’t qualify me to be a king.  I belong on the council, not running it.  But who can I put on the dragon throne?  There’s no one else that could sit on it.
 
   On the other hand, it’s really part of the mountain.  Who else would the mountain allow on it?  Tort, maybe.  Amber or Tianna, probably.  But would they want to?  And would I stick them with that sort of responsibility?
 
   So, I’m stuck with being king.  But am I stuck with letting it eat up everything else?  Am I going to live my life as a king and subordinate everything else to it?  If I’m a responsible king, yes; if I’m going to become a good king, yes.  I’ll need to spend years, decades, just being a king and learning about that job.  I’ll have to give up everything else if I expect to do it well enough to have a kingdom left by the time I’ve learned how to run one.  Much like learning to drive a car, I’ll have to focus solely on driving if I expect to have a car left by the time I’m a good driver.
 
   I’m immortal.  What’s a couple of decades?
 
   A long time.  I may be immortal, but a boring afternoon is still an eternity; a year of hard labor is still interminable; a decade of politics and government is still forever.
 
   Maybe that’s cheap of me, but that’s how I feel.  I never thought, “Gee, it’s ten years of my life; I’m only going to live to about eighty-something.  I can’t afford that!”  Human beings don’t think in those terms.  At least, I don’t, and I started out as human!  I think in terms of enduring through that length of time, rather than spending some sort of temporal currency.
 
   Besides, who’s to say I’ll live forever?  I could die tomorrow in the light of the rising sun.  You never know.
 
   But the worst thing is that I don’t enjoy this job.  It requires me to do things I don’t want to do in ways I don’t like.
 
   Damn it, I’m trying to be a good king, but I suspect I’m a complete failure at it.  It’s not like I can grow up as a prince, learning the job from older, experienced king, and then take over with the confidence that I know what I’m doing.  This is all on-the-job training for me, and I hate that.
 
   On the other hand… there are some things I do pretty well.  I have a talent for being a soul-devouring monster that stalks in the darkness.  Last time I tried my hand at being a Hero, I wasn’t too bad at that, either.  I was okay at being a knight, too.
 
   I need to get a crown.  When you have to switch hats, it’s helpful to have a hat to take off.
 
    
 
   I sent for everyone.  They trickled in while I continued to sit and brood.  I’m a vampire; I’m supposed to be dark and brooding.  It says so on the label.  I’ll put in some more work on angst and self-pity some other time.
 
   They respected the brooding and didn’t say anything.  We sat in silence until everyone was present.  I activated the spells to shield the tent from eavesdropping and scrying; Thomen blinked at me and added his own efforts.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen,” I began, “I’ve been thinking about our current mission objectives, namely, reduce Byrne’s political and military power.  To that end, we have marshaled potent military force, quite capable of eliminating Byrne’s capacity to make war.  What we lack is the ability to use that force in both arenas.  We need to crush Byrne’s army, but we also need to crush Byrne’s ruler.
 
   “That’s how I see our situation.  Does anyone have anything to add?”
 
   They looked at each other, but nobody spoke up.
 
   “This is my plan.  If you spot any holes in it, speak up; I want success, not a lot of well-meaning agreement.  Got that?”
 
   They got that.
 
   “I intend to put T’yl on Prince-hunting duty—that is, he will watch Byrne and Byrne’s army, looking for anything that might be an escape by the Prince.  If he spots one, I will personally chase it down and kill it; there’s no one faster or more deadly.  —Yes, Seldar?”
 
   “What of us, Your Headstrong Majesty?”
 
   “Now is not the time for that, Seldar.”
 
   “As you say, Sire.”
 
   “And if you’re referring to my personal bodyguards, you’ll be guarding Kelvin—the Warlord—who will be organizing and commanding the troops.”
 
   Seldar didn’t like it, but he was smart enough to nod and keep quiet.
 
   “While T’yl is hunting for Prince Parrin,” I continued, “Tort will be doing her usual stellar job of gathering direct military intelligence for us.  We will close in on Byrne’s army, defeat it, and then turn our attention to Byrne, itself.  If the Prince is with the army our primary problems are then solved.  If he attempts to escape, I hope to intercept him and so solve him.  Probably by long division, certainly in fractions.
 
   “If the Prince is not with the army, we will have dealt with his major strategic strength.  We will then be engaged in a straight-up war with Byrne, rather than some half-assed rescue of the remains of Rethven from a conquering tyrant.”
 
   “Sire?” Kelvin asked.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Will we conquer Rethven?”
 
   “I don’t really want to,” I admitted.  “I’d much rather just stuff Parrin’s head up his own—” I broke off, glancing at Lissette.  She seemed happy and excited.  Well, it was her first war.  “That is, I’d just like to make Prince Parrin in particular and Byrne in general stop bothering Karvalen in general and me in particular.  I’m pretty certain that he’s responsible for most-if-not-all of the assassination attempts, summoned demons, and military attacks.  I’ll be quite happy with crushing him like an old beer can.”
 
   “Beer can?”
 
   “Crush him.  Stomp him flat.  Destroy him and any chance that he or his house will ever come to power.”
 
   “Understood, Sire.”
 
   “On that subject, once we have the army dealt with, I may hurry off to Byrne, myself, to see if I can kill the Prince.  He will doubtless have some method of learning of his defeat in the field; he may try to run.  He may also try to dig in, and I’d like to get there before he has a chance to do either.  Otherwise, we may have to besiege a city, and those are costly in every way.”
 
   “My Lord?” Lissette asked.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Would that not make you an assassin?”  There were a number of sharp breaths around the table.
 
   “Yes,” I agreed, unperturbed.  “I’d prefer to think of it as personally killing the man who hired, conjured, or commanded innumerable entities to try and kill me, kill my daughter, and kill my granddaughter.  But when you come right down to it, yes, it is my intention to murder the man.”
 
   I stood up, placed my fingertips on the table, and leaned forward slightly to sweep my gaze over everyone.
 
   “Do I hear any objections?”
 
   “When you put it that way,” Lissette said, looking thoughtful, and let it hang there.
 
   “I don’t like you going off  alone into an enemy castle,” Kammen said.  “Too much can go wrong.”
 
   “I agree, but I plan to scout it out pretty thoroughly, first, while the army approaches at its best speed.”
 
   “Still don’t like it.  Sire.”
 
   “Didn’t ask you to like it.  Kammen.”
 
   Kammen grunted and shrugged.
 
   “Now, Lord Kelvin,” I continued, and everyone at the table got wide-eyed all of a sudden, “you have the full support of Karvalen and the confidence of your King.  You have command.  Pack it up and get us moving,” I said.  “We’re chasing Byrne’s army.  Let’s go.”
 
   They went, or almost.  As they filed out, Lissette sat tight.
 
   Well, this could be interesting, I thought.
 
   Not a fire-witch, Firebrand noted.  If you’re not in danger of being incinerated, how interesting can it be?
 
   She’s not a fire-witch, but she is a woman.  That makes her pretty interesting and plenty dangerous.
 
   Dangerous, Boss?
 
   To my mental health, if nothing else.
 
   Ah.  Well, at least that’s not in danger.
 
   It isn’t?
 
   Your mental health is like a beggar’s riches.
 
   It exists only in my mind?
 
   Firebrand was silent for a moment, pondering.
 
   That’s pretty deep, Boss.  I’m going to need to think about that one.
 
   Take your time.
 
   Lissette just looked at me as the tent flap fell closed and cut off the sounds of the camp; it was a good spell.  I looked back with an expression of polite interest.
 
   “You’re about to do something stupid, aren’t you?” she asked.
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Tort.  We talked about you a lot.”
 
   I had a moment of powerful ambivalence.  I love Tort.  That’s a fact.  Exactly how to define that love is a bit beyond me.  First, she was a little girl.  Then she was a good friend.  Then she decided to become my lover.  Now, she’s simply a vital part of my life.  She takes care of me.  I suspect she comes close to being my keeper.  If anyone is looking out for me, it’s Tort.  Maybe I should see if I can encourage a cult of the Goddess of Nightlord Keepers for her.
 
   But there are still times I wish she wouldn’t do things for my own good.
 
   “Talked about me a lot, you say?” I asked.
 
   “You would be amazed.”
 
   “But not comfortable.”
 
   “Probably not, no.”  She stood up and circled the table to stand in front of me.  “Are you going to accept me as the true Queen of Karvalen?  Or am I just for show?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You have no need to found a dynasty,” she said.  “You’re King Halar, the Undying, so you may not need to… you may not be like other men, who seem to rush the consummation of a marriage.  Tort tells me that you can, though, as long as the sun is in the sky.  So, I have to ask.  Are you going to seal this marriage?  Am I going to be a queen?  Or am I just a political piece?  I don’t know if I want to be the mother of… well, the co-founder of a bloodline.  But I have to know what I should expect.”
 
   “Mother of what?” I asked.  “You were about to say something else.”
 
   “Please don’t change the subject.  Are you going to do this, or not?”
 
   “Don’t you mean, ‘Are we going to do this?’  I’m not doing it alone, you know.”
 
   “All right.  Are we going to do this?”
 
   “It’s on my to-do list.  Things have been busy.”
 
   “We’ve been on the march for how long?  There’s been time,” she argued.
 
   “No, there hasn’t.”
 
   “It wouldn’t take that long.”
 
   “But it should,” I said, and she hesitated, blushing.
 
   “I don’t think I understand.”
 
   “Oh.”  There was really only one reason why she wouldn’t comprehend that, but I thought I should check to be sure, so: “How many men have you, ah, been with?”
 
   “Been with?”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Well… none.  Not yet.  And I didn’t think I’d go this long after I was married.  Not that I haven’t enjoyed it, but this extended post-wedding celebration has been more martial than marital.”
 
   “Fair point, I suppose.”
 
   “If they leave a cart, we could just stay right here,” she pointed out.  “Bronze can catch up, even carrying us and pulling the cart with the tent and other gear.  You can take all the time you want.  Before they leave, we can have someone else mix the body paint if you’re in a hurry, of course, and I still have the ceremonial gown for you to tear—”
 
   “Hold it.  First of all, I’m not too keen on body paint; it smears.  We can do that if you insist; I’m not actively against it.  But I’m not too keen on this sort of thing being done as a ceremony or ritual.  It really kills my mood.  Got that?”
 
   “As you say, Your Majesty,” she replied, inclining her head.  “If we aren’t going to be fully formal about it… can you spare a little time for me, here and now?”
 
   Duty for breakfast, obligation for lunch, responsibility for dinner.  Maybe I should look at this as less of a responsibility and more as a dessert.  Surely, something about being a king should be rewarding?
 
   “Of course,” I said, quietly.  “But which would you prefer?  Mind you, if we stay with the army, you’ll never get a lot of time in one go, and there may be a lot of interruptions.”
 
   “I’ll stay.  I haven’t had a chance to really fight anyone and I want to.  Practicing with your knights is all good, but I want to stand to battle.  I’ve never gotten to kill a man,” she said, and her half-smile quirked higher.
 
   And you think the brand-new Queen of Karvalen is going to get within a hundred yards of the enemy while Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar are watching you?  I thought.  I didn’t say it.  Besides, there might be a way…
 
   “All right,” I said, instead.  “How do you want to do this?”
 
   She nodded toward the hangings that concealed the royal sleeping area I never used.  She started unbelting and unbuckling and unlatching.
 
   I did my best.
 
    
 
   Kammen stuck his head into the tent a couple of hours later.  I assume he noticed the pile of armor and clothes because he coughed, loudly, twice.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, not moving from the tangled pile of fur and legs and blankets and arms and pillows and hair.
 
   “Just checking to see if we can strike the tent and pack it.  We’re almost ready to move out.”
 
   “Give me a minute.  A flicker or three.”
 
   “As you wish,” he said, then added, “Sire.”  I heard him step outside and stop, probably standing guard outside the front flap.  I looked at Lissette.
 
   “Ready to get up?”
 
   “No.  I’m tired and sore.  You’re heavy.”
 
   “I did warn you,” I replied.  “Up.  Duty calls, Queen Lissette.”
 
   She looked at me with a serious expression.
 
   “I’m going to learn to hate that phrase, aren’t I?”
 
   “I’ve learned to hate one that’s very similar, Your Majesty,” I agreed, “I’d like to think that the mark of a good ruler is never learning to like it.”
 
   She grumbled, but stood up and poured water from the pitcher into the washbasin.  I climbed to my feet, whisked myself clean, and started to dress.  She scowled at me.  Prettily.
 
   “That’s just not fair,” she observed.  I shrugged and did a cleaning spell for her.
 
   “If you ask, anyone will start teaching you magic,” I pointed out.
 
   “I know.  I’m just afraid to look dumb.”
 
   “So ask someone privately.  Thomen is a sharp guy and can keep his mouth shut.”  Quietly, I also added, “He likes Tort an awful lot.  I think Tort likes him, too, but is more concerned with being dedicated to me.  If she wants Thomen, I wouldn’t say no.”
 
   “I’ll remember that.  Are you leaving now?”
 
   “Probably.  I think they left this tent for last.”
 
   We finished dressing and came out.  Yes, they were waiting on us.  The tent was emptied, taken down, packed away, and we were on the road in ten minutes.  The infantry alternated between a light jog and a brisk walk.  People rode on carts wherever they could; they took turns, with the people in the front of the march climbing on during a walking phase, riding through a jogging phase, then getting off to let the next group on while falling back to the rear.
 
   It seemed complicated, but it worked.  Everyone got a chance to rest even though we were in a hurry.
 
   And they sang.  They were happy to be hustling along a rutted dirt track and were looking forward to a fight.
 
   I don’t know.  I just don’t know.  I have misgivings about warfare in general—that is, I recognize that there may be circumstances when an offensive war is necessary and right, but I don’t like it.  Yet, these aren’t conscripts, dragged from their homes, or draftees told to report or suffer the consequences.  These are volunteers who know where they’re going, what they’re facing, and what may happen.
 
   I still don’t know how I feel about that.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Monday, August 23rd
 
    
 
   The army advanced quickly, with mounted scouts constantly checking the path ahead; we hurried west and made it to Bildar much more quickly than I anticipated—a matter of eight or nine days, instead of another two weeks.  Partly is was the summer weather and the dry tracks.  The autumn storms would be coming soon, though.
 
   We also sent scouts ahead to negotiate passage with Bildar.  Bildar was more than willing to let us cross; they were eager to get the war resolved in a hurry.  Their economy was seriously hurt by the diversion of the river, to say nothing of their sudden fresh water and sewage problems.  Since we promised to restore the river to its rightful course, they swore to let the army through with a minimum of fuss and a maximum of speed.
 
   They even offered to contribute a dozen wagons to the cause, which Kelvin gratefully accepted.  I called Tort; she dumped what diamonds we had on hand in a bag and tossed it through the gate.  We flat-out bought more horses and wagons, maybe even enough to have the whole army ride, if the roads were dry enough.  I think Bildar was happy to see the horses go; water was becoming scarce.
 
   Which reminded me to check the weather.  Tort zoomed out on the sand table to get an actual satellite view while I watched through the mirror.  The weather patterns of a flat world are decidedly unpredictable, but watching the way clouds moved gave me a fair idea of what to expect over the next day or so.  It looked like sunny weather for the march, at least for a while.
 
   Yes, there are spells that will predict the weather.  They only work for where you’re standing, and I didn’t want to waste gate power; it wasn’t well-charged to begin with.
 
   There are also spells to influence the weather.  The problems with that are, first, other magic workers who may have other ideas, and second, any sky gods that may have a priest in the area.  The first is a problem when you’re trying to help out your army; the enemy may notice how important it is to you and disrupt it, or even reverse it.  The second may or may not be a problem, depending on the dogma of the religion in question.  You may have to pay a fee—excuse me, “present a gift”—or you may have to perform a penance as part of your apology for interfering in the workings of their deity’s plans.
 
   And all that assumes you haven’t directly irritated the deity in question.  I had no desire to have words with Father Sky.
 
   It looked like good weather.  I planned to avoid attracting attention.
 
   Tort also showed me the fuzzy area where the army of Byrne was crossing the Quaen.  If we zoomed in, the area grew more and more indistinct and out of focus.  Farther out, the image cleared.  It was a clever spell, I grant you.  Still, at a comfortable midrange, I could make out the wooden roadway as they laid it down.  They’ll probably be crossing tonight.
 
   That suits me.  We’re across already and farther south.  We stand a really good chance of intercepting them.  We’ll be heading along the road toward Kilda, almost due west.  If the Byrne army heads down that road, we’ll be on our way to intercept them.  If they head south along the Quaen, toward Bildar, we’ll be in good position to about-face and intercept them anyway.  With Tort giving directions, we should know their route well in advance.
 
   Plus, I plan to do some eyeballing tonight.  Wizardry is afoot and it may be clever wizardry; we could be tricked.  I don’t really think that’s the case—an army is hard to hide!—but I plan to reduce the level of uncertainty to a minimum.
 
   T’yl, on the other hand, reports that he has had no luck penetrating Byrne.  Oh, the city is easy enough to see.  The castle—what used to be a fortified house, expanded over the last few decades—is another matter.
 
   “A magician is entrenched there,” he told me through the mirror.  “There is no other way to have defenses of that degree.  I could penetrate them, but it will be immediately obvious to whoever controls them.  Do you wish this done?”
 
   “No, thank you.  I’d rather let them think our whole attention is on the army.”
 
   “As you say.”
 
   “I would like to know if Prince Parrin leaves, however.  I’ll scout out the magical defenses myself, soon.  But if he bolts, I want to know about it.  While he’s running, he’s a good target.”
 
   “And if he does not run?”
 
   “Then I’ll go in and get him.  After we settle with his military.”
 
   “Of course.  I shall keep a close eye on the matter.”
 
   Other people keeping a close eye on things are Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar.  Taking things in shifts, they won’t leave me alone for an instant.  I’m not sure they’re really worried about an assassin in camp.  I think they’re just reacting to the idea that I’ll be putting myself in danger and they won’t be able to do anything about it.  It’s not a rational response, I know, but it seems like something they’d do.  In a way, I sympathize.  There are a lot of things outside my control that I’d like to nail down, too.
 
   Speaking of getting nailed, Lissette has apparently discovered the joys of being married.  To be fair, I can’t say that I’m in any position to object.  If anything, I should be overwhelmingly pleased, mainly because Lissette seems to tackle sex with the same attitude that she tackles combat.  She’s determined to do it as often as possible and do it right.  She’s constantly asking if there was anything she could have done better, or if there was another way, or anything else she could do.
 
   As far as I’m concerned, she’s getting very good, indeed.  If I like it, she tries it.  If there’s anything she doesn’t like, I have yet to find it.
 
   And I’m an idiot.
 
   Lissette is pretty, in excellent shape, listens to me, wants to please me, and thinks I’m just darn amazing.  True, she’s a little put off by the whole dead-at-night thing, but we’ve worked that out.  She goes to sleep and I go to work.
 
   So, why am I thinking of Tort?
 
   Not all the time, of course.  While Lissette and I are being intimate, I’m pretty focused on what I’m doing.  But afterward—or in between—I’m lying there with Lissette and wishing she was Tort.
 
   Yeah, yeah, yeah… “You’re in love with her, stupid!”  I don’t feel “in love” with her.  I love Tort, yes, no question.  I miss her, too.  But she’s not My One True Love or anything like that.
 
   Maybe I just don’t love Lissette.  I mean, I like her, yes; it would be hard for me not to like her.  There are things about her I could wish were different—she’s barely literate, doesn’t understand my objections to slavery, and I suspect Tianna multiplies better than she does, just as examples—but Lissette is still a wonderful person.  She’s open-minded insofar as she isn’t entrenched in her opinions, is willing to learn, and will try anything once (twice, if it doesn’t kill her the first time).  She’s had it drilled into her that she’s Queen, and that means “second in command to the King,” a profoundly liberal attitude in Rethvan culture.  She still addresses everyone politely, regardless of station, and asks instead of orders.
 
   It hurts me that I miss Tort when I’m holding Lissette in my arms.  It seems unfair to Lissette, but what can I do?  Heart surgery?  It’s an arranged marriage, for crying out loud!
 
   I’m trying to hide it by being attentive, solicitous, and as agreeable as possible.
 
   Is that guilt?  It feels like guilt.  But what do I have to feel guilty about?
 
    
 
   Lissette kissed me goodnight when the sunset started and settled in to sleep.  I left her to it and rolled into a vampire burrito.  It’s unlikely anyone will disturb me in the tent, but you never know.  I always take precautions, even in full armor.
 
   Once cleaned, dressed, and armed, I mounted Bronze and we were away into the night.  I made sure to wear my old armor; it was less conspicuous.  If things went well, I might want to be sneaky.
 
   For practice, I wrapped Bronze’s hooves in a muffling spell, one that would damp the shockwaves in the air and ground.  It didn’t make her silent, but she was eerily quiet.  I liked it.  Unfortunately, there was really nothing to be done about her breathing fire.  That’s just part and parcel of her exerting herself.
 
   Hmm.  On the other hand, I could probably work out a spectrum-shifting spell to make the flames non-luminous in the visible range.  Invisible fires!
 
   Oh, dear.  With enough work, I could upshift the heat and light into the gamma range.  The total output wouldn’t be immediately lethal, though, and not useful as a weapon.  On the other hand, she could be the source of heat and light for most versions of an Archimedes Ray spell.  It wouldn’t be overwhelmingly powerful, but if I could get the focus down to a pinpoint it could be quite damaging.  I might even mount such a spell on her, directly, so she could choose to breathe fire on something half a mile away—a horse with a built-in laser gun!
 
   I’m not sure if constantly thinking up new wrinkles on how to kill people is a good quality or not.
 
   We whisked along the road, racing up toward Loret.  It wasn’t a long trip, but we slowed well short of it, not wanting to be a fiery beacon to any scouts.  When Bronze cooled enough, we proceeded at a walk.  I made sure to work a disguise spell for her, darkening her appearance against moonlight gleams and mottling it to break up her outline.  She didn’t much care for it and I agreed with her.
 
   On the other hand, we spotted the scouts before they spotted us, so I can’t say it was wasted effort.
 
   I killed and ate them while Bronze led the horses farther down the road; we would bring them back with us later.  I just didn’t want a relief party to find them wandering and instantly know something was wrong.  With the scouts simply missing, the alarm would take longer.
 
   We crept up, shadowed and silent, alert for anything that might give us away.  We found two more watchposts, apparently dropped off rather than mounted.  I killed them and tossed their dismembered, bloodless remains into the woods.
 
   Byrne’s camp was fairly well laid out.  The central sections were orderly, at least, with tents in neat rows.  Only about a third of the force was in tents, I estimated.  The rest were sprawled wherever they pleased, forming an unwitting but effective barrier between any threat and the camp proper.  At a guess, the militia, draftees, and conscripts were sleeping on the ground; professional soldiers and officers were in the better quarters.  Several low fires illuminated the area around a trio of much larger tents, probably the remains of cooking fires near the commanders’ tents.
 
   Now that I could eyeball the forces directly, the spells that clouded scrying were useless to them.  Whoever was in charge of cloaking the cannon from detection obviously didn’t think it worth the effort of hiding them from purely visual detection.  And why should he?  Anyone who made it into line-of-sight was about to be a target, anyway.  In theory.
 
   There were ten bronze cannon, each about six feet long, with a bore diameter of four or five inches.  It bothered me immensely that the cannons and their carriages resembled Napoleon twelve-pounder guns.  I saw a gunner’s quadrant sticking out of the one visible muzzle.  The carriages had two wheels and a pair of trails with spades.  They would be towed backward to their position by a team of horses hitched to the trails, then turned around to face the enemy.
 
   Altogether, it looked like an incredible breakthrough in gunpowder technology.  I was immediately suspicious.  Weapons like these didn’t just spring into being without a lot of basic research, expensive development, and battlefield experimentation.  Black powder, all by itself, was a major undertaking to get exactly right—and believe me, if you don’t get it exactly right, you just get a lot of smoke.
 
   I had to take a closer look.
 
   Jon taught me a spell to avoid notice.  It’s really just a spell to influence the way someone thinks.  Anyone in range will have the idea that you belong there and you can go about your business.  He called it a Don’t Mind Me spell.  I always thought of it as a Somebody Else’s Problem spell—the wearer of the spell was somebody else’s problem and could be safely ignored.
 
   It has its good points.  As long as you don’t do anything weird, people within range just ignore you.  It’s better than invisibility in some ways; you can walk through a crowd and nobody screams.  In this case, I could walk through a lot of sleepers and probably not even wake anyone.
 
   The drawback was that it affected the minds of those in the area.  While it’s hard to notice that sort of thing when it’s happening to you, any wakeful wizards would almost certainly become aware of the mental influence after it was withdrawn.  Which meant that, if I made it to the cannon, my departure would have to be at high speed and probably with a variety of spells and projectiles chasing me.
 
   Assuming.
 
   Well, I run faster than most people can see, I’m in magical armor, and it’s hard to kill a dead man.  It was worth a shot.  I fired up my silencing spell and the Don’t Mind Me spell and started in, picking my way between sprawled sleepers.  I wondered how many of them were going to get stepped on if I had to hurry out.  There was really a fair amount of space between them, but they were scattered haphazardly.
 
   Nobody sounded an alarm.  I’m not sure anybody even looked at me.  Admittedly, I was a shadowy figure walking carefully through the camp, but I almost expected something more than being ignored.  Is that my ego talking, or my pessimism?  Or am I just forgetful of how poorly humans see in the dark?  I do forget, sometimes.  Night falls and the world becomes a shadowless monochrome for me.  I see better at night, albeit without the usual colors.
 
   I take that back.  I do see colors, but only the colors of energy—spells and souls, mostly.  Everything mortal or material fades to grey.
 
   Still, the real trick to sneaking in was getting past the guards around the cannon.  There were three of them, mostly standing still and sort of keeping a lookout.  Judging by their relaxed attitudes, I don’t think they took their job seriously.  Still, I approached one, angling my path so as to be headed past the cannon, not at them; his gaze moved over me and he didn’t even nod as he dismissed me from consideration.
 
   At my point of closest approach, I planted a foot in the trampled ground, leaned, and moved.  There was a very quiet, spell-muffled thud of metal armor on brigandine, a faint rustle of cracking bones as I hit him across the throat with my forearm, and no sound at all as I laid him down between two pieces of artillery.
 
   I paused, stretching my ears and listening for the alarm.  That move wasn’t something people would ignore.  If anyone had been looking in the right direction, and if the moonlight was enough to see by…
 
   Maybe the firelight from the center of the camp helped me by reducing the night vision of any observer.  Then again, there were no fires at all near the cannon.  I think I just got lucky.
 
   I slithered under a canvas tarp, followed by a writhing trail of blood from the dead man.
 
   Yes, this was amazingly like a brass cannon from the nineteenth century.  I didn’t like it one bit.  A screw-thread device at the back allowed for precise elevation changes.  The firing mechanism was a spring-powered wheel pressed against a piece of flint—a wheellock cannon!
 
   Someone had brought cannon technology over from some other universe.  Possibly my own, but certainly one where such technology was already well-developed.  The cannon themselves might actually be the product of another world, brought across into this.  Unlikely as that was, it was possible.
 
   If I had to guess, I would say that the Church of Light had tucked away various bits of information, possibly even various bits of technology.  They didn’t strike me as the sort to actually use any of the Foreign Devil Magic, but maybe someone had finally gone through the ruins of their hidden vaults and dragged some of the plunder out into the light.
 
   That thought gave me chills.  There were Things down in the Church vaults that were on my better-left-alone list.  Then again, if cannon was the worst of the things recovered…
 
   If.  These were in Byrne’s army.  What did the Prince of Byrne have tucked away under his house?  Another vampire fork?  Another Devourer in a glass ball?  Or something worse?
 
   I’m going to have to find the Church vaults, I thought, and I’m going to have to carry on their work of hiding the damned things!  Firebrand chuckled at my thought.
 
   It’d be fun to fight some of them, Boss.  We could pick and choose.  And some of them are bound to be things you can use, but mortals can’t.
 
   You raise good points.  Do you think the Church included instruction manuals and hazard labels?  Or are they just random items of magical horror that we’ll have to fumble with until we discover how they work?
 
   You love puzzles.
 
   But I don’t love random button-pushing until something explodes.  Especially when I’m holding it!
 
   Hmm.  Good point.
 
   If I can find their version of Area 51, I’m going to pump concrete into it and hope for the best.
 
   I sighed.  Someday.  Always someday.  Everything has to be done and too much should have been done yesterday.  Do all immortal creatures feel a time crunch?
 
   Okay.  Job at hand.  Cannon.
 
   While I’m here, what can I get away with?
 
   The cannon are big, solid, and a pain to try and move.  Do I try and find the powder and shot?  They’re in a tent, that’s certain; they’ll want to keep them dry at all costs.  Or do I want to just take a fast run through the important-looking tents and kill anything I can reach before running for it?  Or do I want to go for a walk through the professional soldiers’ tents, sticking my head into each tent and something sharp into each man?
 
   Well, I don’t much care for the idea of calmly sticking a sword through sleeping soldiers’ heads.  It’s not that I think it’s the wrong plan; it might be the most effective thing I can do.  I’d be willing to bet no one would notice me until and unless one of the sleepers screamed as I stabbed him—I can’t put a silencing spell on everyone before I stick them, and the one I’m wearing doesn’t have much of a radius of action.  No, the problem with that plan is my aversion to killing people who aren’t trying to kill me.  For all I know, they don’t like the idea of this war any more than I do.
 
   I could hunt for the magazine tent and the powder.  A cannon without ammunition is a poor ram, nothing more.  But that would involve searching, and every tent I search will increase my chances of being noticed.
 
   I’m really tempted to hit the wizards.  My magical forces outnumber and probably out-power them by an order of magnitude or more; the only reason the enemy wizards are effective at blocking us is the range at which we operate.  If the enemy lacked wizards entirely—or magicians; there might be one here—then the magical side of the fight will be pretty one-sided.  But a competent commander would recognize that and might even decide to march home for reinforcements.
 
   But the commanders… That might be best.  I’ve had enough assassins and demons and armies coming after me, personally, that I’m more than a little irritated.  True, that kind of thing is only to be expected, but the reverse is true, as well!  They go for the jugular, I go for the jugular.  It seems… fair.
 
   I donned the tabard of my fallen guard, picked up his spear, and pretended I’d been standing there all the time.  Just another guy standing guard, that’s me—hard to see, hard to make out, but a guy with a spear, standing guard in camp, doesn’t command attention.
 
   Looking over the center of the encampment, I noted the wizards’ tents; they had spells for personal comfort.  Air conditioning and sound damping, mostly, as well as bug-repelling and water-repelling spells, plus one tent with a spell specifically to keep snakes out.  Can’t say I blame him; a lot of people have an aversion to snakes.
 
   The guarded tents left me thoughtful.  There were obvious alarm spells as well as guards.  If I was very fast and encountered no problems, I might go through two tents before too many people were awake and hunting for the intruder.  On the other hand, the alarms seemed tied to the tents; they detected physical intrusion and/or damage to the tents.
 
   I don’t need to go through them physically, and there didn’t seem to be anything to keep me from reaching in with soul-sucking tendrils of darkness.
 
   I gently slithered tendrils through my partners on cannon-watch.  Slowly, they decided to lean on things, then sit.  With them too tired to really care much about anyone outside their personal space, I stepped away, striding along with my spear over one shoulder, the very picture of a man going somewhere, but in no great hurry.  I circled around a largish tent, brushing tendrils of my spirit through the cloth, into the space beyond, feeling out the flesh.
 
   Yes, living bodies, mostly unprotected, all sleeping.  As I paused and leaned on my spear, I drank the lives of the ones without protection, siphoning the vitality out of them gently, at first, to draw them deep into unconsciousness, then hard and sudden, ripping souls from the flesh and consuming them.
 
   Mindless husks cannot command an army.  At least, not well.
 
   As I moved on to the next tent, I wondered why there were so few wards and protective devices.  The forces of Vathula had dozens of the things, possibly hundreds.  But here, only a dozen or so people wore any sort of protection.  Did everyone else think me still in Karvalen, safely out of the way while my soldiers did my fighting?  Or did they just not think I would invade their camp?  Maybe some of them required activation, rather than running constantly?  Or were some of them simply worn out by now?
 
   Maybe it was all a trap?
 
   (Why is it I get more nervous the more successful I am?)
 
   Senses peeled, I continued on my rounds, suspicious and alert.  I drained the vitality, the essence, the very souls from officer after officer, leader after leader.  Some of great quality, others merely of high station, and all of them vanished from the face of the world until the day of their rebirth.  Perhaps a dozen officers remained, shielded in their slumbers against the casual touch of my hungry darkness.
 
   Could I have broken their protection and got at them, too?  Maybe.  But that would definitely have taken more effort than I could easily conceal.  I would rather get what I could and get away cleanly.
 
   Nothing attacked me.  No spells, no subtle influences, not even the movement of stealthy ambushers preparing their stroke.  At least, not that I detected.  If they were good enough to sneak up on a wary vampire in the middle of the night, though, they deserved to get the jump on me.
 
   And yet, all was quiet save for the occasional snore, the crackle of low fires, the jingle of sentries about their rounds.
 
   Eventually, I finished my own rounds and walked off along a lane between the lesser tents.  I reached the end of it, laid my spear down alongside the last tent, and started picking my way back out through the sprawled mass of the conscripts.
 
   Bronze greeted me with a nose against my cheek and a whuff of hot air.
 
   “It was surprisingly easy,” I told her.  “I don’t think they were expecting me.  That’s the only explanation I can think of.”
 
   She nudged me in the shoulder: You’re just modest.
 
   “No, really.  Their wizards must be focused entirely on keeping the cannon concealed.  They didn’t even have alarms to detect undead, or my psychic tendrils, or even an alarm to go off when blood was spilled.  I can’t bring myself to think they’re idiots, but then the only explanation is that they think they’re safe.”
 
   Boss, Firebrand put in, are you sure it wasn’t a trap?
 
   “No, I’m not, but I don’t see how it could be a trap.  I’m not shot or skewered or on fire.  If it’s a trap, I fail to see how it’s supposed to work.”
 
   Me, too, Firebrand admitted, but can they really be that poorly protected?  I mean, you’re a nightlord, Boss.  No, strike that.  You are the Lord of Night.  You’d think they’d be a lot more concerned!
 
   “I agree.  It’s almost insulting.  But what else can it be?  If there’s some sort of advantage to be gained by this, it’s part of a really deep game and I don’t understand the rules.”
 
   That’s not comforting, Boss.
 
   “How do you think I feel about it?”
 
   Good point.
 
   “Come on.  Let’s get back to camp and see if I can sneak in past our own guards.  I suddenly feel paranoid.”
 
   It’s not paranoia…
 
   “Yes, it is, even if they are out to get you.  It’s just that paranoia can be a perfectly logical and reasonable response to circumstances, thank you.”
 
   We headed back through the countryside, trailed by horses that seemed willing to follow Bronze anywhere she led them.  A pair of riders came our way, seeming quite worried about something, so I killed them and took their horses, too.  Bronze dropped me off outside our own camp and I tested our defenses.
 
   I did not get through unnoticed.  I was both pleased by this and strangely concerned.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wednesday, August 25th
 
    
 
   We originally planned to spend, at most, a few hours bivouacked on the road between Bildar and Kilda.  Those few hours would be sufficient for Tort to determine the route of march for the Byrne forces.  For some reason, they did not get moving with their usual snap and speed.  They stayed camped all of yesterday and last night, actually, while we enjoyed a good rest from our hasty march.
 
   My guess is that they had to reorganize.  Maybe they had to send word back to Byrne for instructions, too.
 
   This morning, the enemy forces started out along the road to Kilda.  We moved up to the place Kelvin decided on, the village of Cerilla.  We set up shop on the eastern side of the village.  People from the village viewed our preparations with considerable alarm; we sent a couple of knights to warn them about the upcoming conflict.  Very shortly, the village was busy with its own preparations, ranging from packing up to simply running away.  
 
   Some of the men volunteered to join us; they were very helpful with their knowledge of the local terrain.  After some discussion with them, Kelvin had us relocate farther east, along the road, just outside the farmed area.  If the Byrne forces continued down the road, they would come through a wide, grassy area between two stretches of woods, up a long, gentle slope, and then down a somewhat-steeper grade into the farmland around Cerilla.
 
   Kelvin thought this was a perfect spot for us to meet them.
 
   Byrne’s army rolled onward.  Tort kept us constantly informed.  They had to know where we were; at this range there was nothing either side could do to prevent basic divination.  They came anyway.  I think they knew they couldn’t avoid us, so they were going to go through us.
 
   It was early that afternoon when a mounted scout came into view over that low rise.  He looked at us, obviously did some counting, turned around, and headed straight back.
 
   Tort reported on the change in the troops.  Instead of a line of march, they formed up and started pulling themselves into a fighting configuration.
 
   Kelvin did the heavy lifting.  He moved the markers around on the local map, quizzed Tort about what she could see, and had an orderly relay his orders through the mini-mirrors.  I watched as he laid out our battle line.  I didn’t have anything to criticize; he knew what the cannon could do and what we needed to do about them.
 
   He looked tired.  No, I take that back.  He wasn’t tired.  He moved with energy and purpose.  He seemed… weary.  This war involved a lot of planning, a lot of adapting to changing circumstances, a lot of dealing with people.  It wore him down, weighed heavily on him.  But he held on and kept slugging, and now the end—of the major military portion, anyway—was finally in sight.  Kelvin was weary, yes, but he was also cheerful.
 
   “Sire,” he asked, “I need only know your wishes.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I have everything a commander could want,” he said, gesturing at the map.  “I know the enemy’s strength and dispositions.  I have the ground I want.  I can convey orders almost instantly.  I have troops that are enthusiastic, skilled, and determined—some of them are all three.  You tell me that the enemy have a secret weapon upon which their confidence rests, and that we can counter it.  Their original commanders are dead, leaving only their seconds and subcommanders.  Much of the enemy is a militia or conscripts.”  He shrugged.
 
   “Sire, if you order me to annihilate the enemy, I will.  If you want prisoners, I will get them.  We await only your word.”
 
   “Now I understand,” I agreed.  “Okay.  My overall objective is to break the power of Byrne’s military.”
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “Second to that, I’d like to have a minimum loss of life.”
 
   “Sire,” he said, slowly, “this is a war.  We are about to have a battle.  You do know that men will die?”
 
   “I get that,” I agreed, “but I don’t care for victory at any cost; I care about victory at minimum cost.  If we have an all-or-nothing, fate-of-the-world battle, we’ll consider tactics that will result in certain death to achieve victory.  This ain’t it.  You’re confident; I trust you.  Do your best to keep our guys alive.”
 
   “Our guys?  Ah!  I understand, Sire.  I will.”
 
   And he did.  He also went to some lengths to keep me alive.
 
   Kelvin arranged about a third of our forces on the field.  When I insisted on participating, he detailed three of the volunteers from the Wizards’ Corps to accompany me, along with Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar.  I wondered who was going to carry the standard into the fight.  Seldar set me straight on that; the standard was behind us, where it belonged, marking Our Side of the field.  If anyone needed to retreat, the banner marked the direction of safety.
 
   Well, I should have expected something like that.  I was thinking that when the King goes into a fight, someone carries his personal standard.  But kings don’t go into battle, I’m told.
 
   We took our places with forty knights, front and center.  Another forty or so chafed under orders to stay out of the battle and act as part of the reserves.  They didn’t like it, but I put my foot down, backing the Warlord, and explained that if anything went wrong, they were our only hope.  And even if things went very right, they might be vital as the unexpected hammerblow that finally broke the enemy.
 
   Besides, the Queen was going to be with them.
 
   (Lissette had some unladylike remarks for me.  I whispered in her ear and she settled down.)
 
   The knights in reserve didn’t seem to mind so much after that.  Admittedly, they were still disappointed to not be in the thick of the fight, but there’s some pride to be had in knowing that you’re trusted to pull the King’s chestnuts out of the fire if things go wrong.
 
   This battle wasn’t going to be fancy.
 
   We waited while the enemy got themselves sorted out.  They sent a couple of companies of infantry over the rise first, then brought them to a halt at the foot of the hill.  The cannon wheeled up into view, already loaded and ready to fire; they just had to get a sight picture and take aim.
 
   I did take a brief stab at trying to cast a spell on the cannon.  At that range, the wizard on duty blocked it easily.  Well, it wasn’t meant to accomplish anything, just see what sort of response it would get.
 
   As the cannon came into view, Kelvin gave the signal.  My unit charged and the infantry started their advance.  Mounted archers also followed us to get into position on our flanks.  Bronze was not amused to be held back to the speed of flesh-and-blood horses, but we already had that discussion.  She promised to behave, and to make sure all the horses with us stayed with her.
 
   I’m not sure how that works, but she says she can do it and I’ve seen the way horses behave around her.  Maybe it has something to do with a herd mentality, or maybe she’s just a magical creature and I should learn to accept it.
 
   The cannoneers understood the concept of volley fire.  The battery commander gave a signal and they fired as one.
 
   One of the reasons we formed up early was to let the Byrne scouts get a good look.  Our idea was to let the cannoneers target us, the knights, because we would be the primary threat.  If they reacted the way we expected them to, they would think they could shoot the knights, reload, and fire another volley into the advancing infantry.  While their infantry screen at the foot of the hill held off anything else, the majority of their own forces could swarm over the rise and start downhill into whatever was left.
 
   It was the obvious thing to do, and they certainly tried it.  Their infantry screen crouched down at the foot of the rise, hands over their ears as the cannoneers volleyed at us.
 
   Cannonballs and grapeshot—the cannon-scale equivalent of buckshot—rode the fire, smoke, and thunder.  Iron came toward us, hit us, and dropped harmlessly to the earth.
 
   That’s why we were trying to be targets.  We were wearing enough defensive magic that their opening salvo should be wasted.  For the most part, we were right.  Oh, a couple of men struck by actual cannonballs were unhorsed; you don’t have a momentum change of that magnitude and completely ignore it.  Several horses were struck by shot and did ignore it—I think that was Bronze; the horses weren’t trained for that—and one horse struck by a cannonball stumbled and went down.  But, aside from that, they may as well have been throwing footballs at us.
 
   We plowed into the panicked infantry at a gallop and split; roughly fifteen men diverted left and right to roll up the infantry line, slicing and hacking the whole way.  The remaining ten or so continued up the hill, flowed between and around the cannon, killed everyone, and went charging down the far side into the second wave troops still gaping in shock or cringing from the explosions.
 
   Things were busy.  Bronze didn’t need to stay in low gear for this; she plowed through everything and opened a hole for everyone else to widen.  I had Firebrand out and swinging; it was gleefully cauterizing any wound it made.  I kept a portion of my attention on the magical environment.  If something unpleasant shot our way, I wanted to see it coming, maybe even do something about it!
 
   I needn’t have worried.  Most of their magic was with the cannon, guarding them, and every wizard in that group was dead.  The two wizards I noticed in the rear of the enemy, at the command post, were trying to stay out of the fight and avoid attention.  I pointed them out to Bronze and Firebrand, just to make sure they were forewarned, but the spells I saw were mainly things like deflection spells, ignore-me spells, and the like.  The enemy wizards wanted nothing to do with the pitched battle this was shaping up to be.
 
   The second wave—they guys on the far side of the hill, behind the cannon—were the conscript troops, which I regretted; they really didn’t want to be there.  They fought out of desperation, slinging rocks at us, throwing spears, sometimes even remembering their training and setting their long spears to hold us off.
 
   None of it helped.  Sling stones and other projectiles always missed; spears tended to.  Even those who remembered their lessons and held their spears to take a charge didn’t expect a couple of tons of metal horse to go through them.  That further depleted the enemy morale.
 
   Then, following the rout of the forward infantry screen—the survivors scrambled madly back over the hill—the rest of my knights thundered down the slope and started killing.  It stopped being a fight and descended into slaughter.
 
   We broke the conscripts.  They threw down their weapons and ran, scattering, and we let them.  I signaled and we all turned around and headed back up to the top of the rise.  Our infantry was taking its time getting there; Kelvin and I wanted them feeling fairly fresh when they arrived.  The timing was the important thing.  We wanted them to arrive just as or a trifle before Byrne sent in its main thrust.  There was no sign of that just yet.  Confusion, disorder, and panic seemed dominant.
 
   Well, that’s my fault.  You eat enough of the leaders and the rest get a little twitchy.
 
   To encourage an attack—it would be nice if they charged up the hill to get surprised by a wave of our own infantry—we dismounted and started to limber what the guns.  That is, we unhooked them from the stakes they were using as recoil spades.  They weren’t going anywhere quickly; it takes a six-horse team to haul each of the things.  
 
   On the other hand, we didn’t need to actually take them anywhere, just give the impression that we were about to.  The enemy commanders, whoever they were now, realized that we were about to take their precious guns.
 
   Useless guns, but they didn’t seem to realize that.  Sometimes it’s hard to change your way of thinking, especially about something you’ve regarded as immensely valuable.  Those guns were ineffective against our new spell.  Maybe they didn’t realize that, thinking that dozens of dead men and horses littered the field on the other side of the hill.  Maybe they just didn’t want them falling into enemy hands.
 
   A horn sounded at the command post; flags went up and waved.  The veterans, professional soldiers, and any non-panicked conscripts they could grab quickly advanced on our position.  Just for the amusement value, I had the guys turn all the cannon around to point at the troops.  It didn’t slow them down, but it sure made a lot of people even more frightened to have their own Mysterious Magical Weapons pointed at them.
 
   Sir Beltar and Sir Terrel had their mini-mirrors out; they signaled and called out ranges.  Our archers, parked on the eastern side of the hill to flank our infantry, started to rain sharp things on the advancing enemy.  Arrows sailed up over us and down into the advancing mass.  They weren’t aimed, just launched into the right general area.  The enemy still kept coming.  The ones with shields—the professionals—raised them and started driving the conscripts ahead like sheep, hurrying them faster through the light hail of arrows.
 
   I decided to retreat, or make it look that way.  My knights held the hilltop and both lines of infantry were closing in us; the main battle would start in another minute or less.
 
   Bronze and I raced down through our own lines, leaving six bodyguards—three knights and three wizards—swearing and cursing.  We circled northward and I got Kelvin on the mini-mirror; he agreed that sending the cavalry reserve after me would be a good idea.  They galloped eagerly in my direction and I grinned.  Lissette wanted to be in the fight, and the timing ought to work out…
 
   Bronze and I circled northward around the more heavily-wooded end of the rise while the reserve desperately tried to catch up.  Meanwhile, opposite me, to the south, the body of Huler’s troops were already around the other end of the rise, hidden fairly well back in those trees, preparatory to a flanking attack on the enemy advance.
 
   While Bronze and I were too far away from the enemy for a spell of unnoticeability to be useful, I could easily silence us and put that mottled camouflage over everything.  We made good time through the woods, dodging trees while I stayed low and hung on.
 
   The battle was in full swing when we came back into sight.  Our side held the hilltop but was giving ground; as the enemy advanced, his coordination and organization continued to fall apart.  Once they got over the rise, they couldn’t see the signals from their command outpost in the rear; the signals had to be relayed back and forth by men on the hilltop.
 
   When we came to the edge of the woods, I gave Huler the signal to charge.  Without waiting, Bronze and I immediately tried to attract attention away from that movement.
 
   I dropped the silencing and camouflaging spells; there’s more shock value in seeing us coming.  Bronze screamed like an angry steam engine.  Together, we went through the back third of the army—mostly the professionals, hanging back until the conscripts were expended—like a tank through a chicken coop.  She simply ignored the fact that there were fleshy obstacles in the way, running through them and trampling them down with no more concern than a grown man walking across an overgrown lawn.  With both swords out, I was hard-pressed to cut at all the people she merely passed by.  It was like playing mailbox baseball on a runaway motorcycle, just bloodier.
 
   Anything I missed, Bronze got with her tail.  It was like cracking a dozen wire whips.  She didn’t just cut people with her tail, she sliced them like cheese.  Being stepped on was cleaner and quicker; people she cut with her tail-lash generally didn’t die quickly.
 
   We finished carving a bloody swathe through the enemy and ran into Huler’s troops.  Bronze did a rearing about-face and we charged back with them, into the flank of Byrne’s reeling forces.
 
   Things became even more chaotic as the Byrne soldiers realized they were scattered and out of position to meet the assault from the south.  Huler’s men included two-thirds of the archers; they did serious damage in a matter of seconds, then continued to rain arrows into the back ranks as the southern infantry lines started to clash.
 
   Bronze and I pulled ahead of the infantry; we opened a nice hole for them to exploit.  We were doubly effective in that role: We killed anything we came close to, for one thing; anything still alive tried to avoid getting close to us.
 
   Shortly after that, the knights circling in from the north made it through the trees and attacked.  Beltar was up front, riding on Lissette’s right with Torvil; Kammen rode on her left.  I swear I could just about hear them screaming as they rode hell-for-leather into the northern rear/flank of the enemy.  Byrne soldiers were confronting adversaries on the west and south, with only a thin skirmish line guarding the north.
 
   Gruesome.  Messy.
 
   More to my interest, however, was Seldar.  He must have followed me almost as soon as I started to circle around.  He emerged a little behind the northern charge, then swung east and avoided the melee.  Instead of plunging into the fight, he made straight for the command post.  Clever kid.  He saw his opening and went for it.
 
   Bronze and I cut and trampled our way through screaming troops on our way to the enemy command center.  Seldar had a magnificent idea; I was just worried he wouldn’t be able to pull it off on his own.  Bronze and I did our best to attract attention while Seldar closed in on the high command.
 
   I shouldn’t have worried.  He’s the best wizard of my three.  I’m sure Bronze and I helped by being a terrifying distraction; they didn’t notice him until he was practically on top of them.  His deflection spell took care of the few arrows and sling stones launched in his direction.  The enemy wizards, still trying to hide from the fighting, threw a few spells at him.  I never found out what they were because Seldar had his Daeron’s Shield up and running.  Nothing touched him or his horse, and then he was carving into the command post’s elite guard.
 
   To give them credit, they attacked his horse to dismount him.  On Seldar’s side, he expected it and leaped from the saddle when his horse went down.  He rolled to his feet and found himself surrounded.
 
   Extremely bad move.
 
   For a man with a magical, atom-sharp blade that drinks the vitality of any living thing it cuts, “surrounded” is a synonym for “can’t miss.”
 
   He spun in place, whipping that lethal blade in a circle, cutting half a dozen men in a full dozen pieces.  While they were clutching at their hips, trying to pull themselves together, Seldar moved on, driving for the shiny-armored targets behind the flags, horns, and drums.
 
   He would have made it there without me, but I obviously have no sense of fair play on the battlefield.  Bronze and I won free of the melee and charged up behind Seldar to keep people from chasing him.  With his rear secure, he had no trouble carving through everything to his front.  He personally routed the surviving members of the commanders’ guards, routed the signalers, and beheaded two of the commanders.  The whole command post, what was left of it, ran like hell from the blood-covered figure in the strange black armor.
 
   Seldar waved at me and pointed at the fleeing men; I took it as a request.  Bronze and I chased them down.  My main purpose was to eliminate anyone with the authority to act as a rallying point.  Seldar later mentioned that was his idea, too.  We succeeded in a chunky salsa sort of way.
 
   When I turned back, Seldar was on the trestle table with some of the signal flags, apparently trying to signal the enemy to surrender.  Nobody was paying much attention, unfortunately; the enemy troops were more than a little hard-pressed and I doubt they cared to take orders from a stranger.
 
   Bronze did a fast circuit of the command tents; Firebrand set everything on fire.
 
   Then I dismounted, hunted around, and found a horn.  The blast I sounded darn near broke it.  Everybody on the field not actually, immediately involved in killing someone or trying not to be killed turned to look.  I handed Seldar their command standard and set it on fire, too.  I could almost feel him grinning at me as he took it and slowly waved it back and forth in flaming, red-orange arcs.
 
   Everything was burning.  Pillars of black smoke climbed the sky.  The command center was a fiery, bloody ruin.
 
   Attacked from three sides, disorganized, demoralized, and now obviously without a central command, the surrender finally started.  It wasn’t quick—it was another ten minutes before all the fighting stopped—but they did the best they could.
 
    
 
   The Wizards’ Corps moved in with healing spells and first aid.  I stayed out of it unless someone shouted for help.  If the wounded were alive when we got to them, they generally stayed that way.  There were a few exceptions, but it was mostly true.  I spent a lot of the afternoon like that, making sure people stayed alive.
 
   Is that irony?
 
   Later, after sunset, I took care of the dead.  There were quite a lot of them milling about and looking confused, angry, or frightened.  They seemed to recognize me, however, regardless of their mental state.  They all went quietly.
 
   Our casualties were light.  No knights were killed, although several were wounded—nothing more serious than broken bones.  Among the rank and file, we had more casualties—about thirty percent of the total force was wounded, with over half of that in Huler’s troops.
 
   We had surprisingly few fatalities, though.  These types of weapons don’t usually kill you outright, just maim you so you can die later.  The fatalities were a few head-shots, a few heart-wounds, an a couple of rapid bleed-to-death wounds… We can grow back a hand or a foot or a whole leg—there were a lot of those injuries; the Bed of Regeneration was going to be busy for weeks—but there was nothing to keep someone from dying from blood loss and shock before we could help him.
 
   I’m going to have to form a unit of battlefield medics.
 
   Losses were considerably heavier on the Byrne side.  We tended to our wounded first, so that may have been a factor.  Somehow, I just couldn’t bring myself to feel bad about that.
 
   Beltar, by the way, didn’t have so much as a scratch on him.  His horse was killed in the fighting and he wound up fighting on foot.  By the time the general surrender was complete, he was almost entirely covered in blood and not a drop of it his own.
 
   Lissette was also unwounded.  She thoroughly enjoyed her first taste of battle despite being hemmed in by people trying to protect her.  She was a screaming fury in the fight; both Torvil and Kammen learned to get out of her way and let her clobber people.  They just kept the enemy from blindsiding her or surrounding her.  She was all for killing everyone on the field, at least until her adrenalin rush wore off and the exhaustion hit.
 
   I found it very interesting that the swords of my personal guard—the ones with a life-drinking tendril of darkness buried in the steel—continued to function during the day.  Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar weren’t at all tired from the fight; in fact, they felt wonderfully refreshed and ready to do it again.  The fact that I can hide a vampiric manifestation inside a solid object and have it work while the sun is in the sky raises questions and implications I’m not sure I like.
 
   I also felt it wasn’t fair.  I was tired.
 
   Kammen and Seldar also named their swords after the battle.
 
   Seldar decided to name his sword “Terror,” since his assault on the command post owed its success in no small part to the terror caused by his enemies falling in pieces.
 
   Since Torvil and Seldar named their swords, Kammen went ahead and named his sword, too:  “Sharpie.”  
 
   Am atomic-edged girder with life-drinking properties named “Sharpie.”  Sometimes I wonder about that man.  He has a sense of humor, I grant you, but it’s as skewed as mine and in different ways.
 
   It was after dark before we had a semblance of order and organization again.  That’s when Kelvin hunted me down.  I was a little worried he was going to chew me out, but he didn’t.  All he wanted was to know what to do with the cannon.
 
   “We’ll take them back to Karvalen,” I decided.  “We can probably mount them on the fortress walls, or on disappearing mounts—I’ll show you what I mean, later—and use them for road-sweepers at the gates.  With cannon coming into play, I really need to rearrange the outer wall in a star fort configuration…”
 
   Which meant, of course, that I had to explain what a star fort was.  Kelvin got it almost immediately.  The defensive principle works with most missile weapons; my world just didn’t develop it until cannon were developed.
 
   “What shall we do with the prisoners?” he also wanted to know.  “There are some thousands of them, most of them wounded.”
 
   “We outnumber them by bunches, right?”
 
   “We do now,” he agreed, “but I fear that we cannot guard them constantly, and we have not enough chains to bind them all.”
 
   “Okay.  We captured their supplies, didn’t we?”  There were nods.  “Give the conscript troops food and water and send them away.  Most of them are from areas around Byrne; they probably want to go home.  Any of them who want to switch sides can be scattered among various units.
 
   “As for the professional soldiers, line them up and I’ll look them over.”
 
   Once they were all lined up and awaiting judgment, I sat on Bronze and held Firebrand overhead for illumination.
 
   “Gentlemen.  You are all aware that you are defeated.  I am faced with the choice of what to do with you.  I have a mind to send you home.  However, before I do so, I want your parole,” I said, using the English word.  Rethven didn’t have one like it.  “That means you will promise to go home without making trouble for me nor for anyone on the way.”
 
   I grinned and made sure my fangs were in the light.
 
   “I can see you think that is a stupid idea.  ‘What a trusting fool!’ is the main thought.  You forget that I am a Lord of Night.  I can see into your hearts and minds.”
 
   I paused to let that sink in.
 
   “If you are prepared to swear to me in that regard—to give me your parole—move over here to my right.”  I pointed with Firebrand.  “If you do not believe you can honestly make such a promise, stay right where you are.  Now!”
 
   Most of them shuffled to the side.  Bronze and I moved along them so I could eyeball them up close.  I sent a couple back to the other group when I saw in them the signs of treachery and deceit.
 
   “Anyone else want to go back over to the other line?” I asked, after the third one.  “I can tell if you mean it or not, and I’m going to start killing anyone I think is lying to me.”
 
   Another dozen or so moved back.  I continued my scrutiny, looking for people who were planning to betray their promise.  I killed one, cutting downward with Firebrand through his head and into his chest.  I pulled Firebrand back from the smoking, twitching meat.
 
   Several more hurried back to the other line.  I didn’t find anyone else that seemed likely to lie about it.  The rest seemed all too eager to be told to go and sin no more—a price far lighter than they thought would be exacted.
 
   I had them kneel and swear it, as an oath, and I fanned a net of dark, invisible tendrils through them all as they did so.  They swore, then felt faint and exhausted.
 
   “I accept your oath,” I told them, “and lay it upon you as a geas.  You all felt that?”
 
   They did.
 
   “Then you will be given food and water in the morning and sent out to make your ways home.  Huler?  Take them in hand, please.”  Then I turned my attention to the rest.
 
   “You men are a bunch of lying, traitorous, deceitful bastards,” I said.  “I trust men with souls like yours about as far as I can comfortably spit bricks.  Since your word is worth exactly nothing, understand that your lives are worth exactly nothing.  If you kill anyone, assault one of your guards, attempt to escape, make any sort of trouble whatsoever… the penalty is death.  Not short rations.  Not a whipping.  Not a beating.  Death.  Instant and immediate.  With your dismembered body left beside the road to rot and your spirit to wander the world as one of the mournful dead.  Do you understand me?”
 
   They did.  I dismounted and gathered up the fried meat.  With one hand, I tossed the corpse into the air and cut it in two as it came back down.  A couple of quick chops and I kicked various bits of anatomy in several directions.
 
   “Just like that,” I added.  “Now, does anyone want to volunteer to pay that price right now and save me the trouble?”
 
   Nobody did.
 
   I mounted Bronze and we returned to our command tent.  The two hundred or so remaining prisoners seemed very cowed.  Maybe I’m getting better at this intimidation thing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Saturday, August 28th
 
    
 
   It took us about two days to get everything sorted out.  There’s a lot of work before two armies can meet on the field, then even more work to organize what’s left afterward.
 
   We’re taking the prisoners back to Byrne, which seems to suit them.  They don’t get to ride, though, unless they’re still wounded; then they get to ride with our wounded.  Kelvin thought it a good idea to let them be exhausted from a long day’s march and slightly-short rations.  It would keep their mischief to a minimum.
 
   Technically, we’re marching to war on Byrne.  But it sounds better to say we’re taking prisoners home.
 
   I, on the other hand, was not marching on Byrne.  Last night I called ahead to Tort; this morning she dumped all the manacles and chains we had through the gate.  Bronze and I went through at the same time.
 
   “Welcome home, my angel,” she offered, and kissed me.  “I see you are none the worse for wear.”
 
   “A little scuffed about the armor,” I replied.  “It’s almost finished putting itself to rights.”
 
   “And how is Lissette?”
 
   “Thoughtful.  She’s never fought in a war.  Kammen seems unmoved—just another day, to him.  Seldar looked a little green, though, when he had a chance to calm down and observe the aftermath.  I don’t think being a professional killer suits him, but he did a damn fine job in his first war.”
 
   “What of Torvil?”
 
   “He’s killed a man before,” I pointed out.  “He seems to be taking a pitched battle better than a duel.  Duels are personal; battles are almost anonymous.  He’s been talking with Kammen and Seldar about it.  I think it’s helping.  They all seem solid to me.”
 
   “I am pleased to hear it.  What more may I do to aid you?”
 
   “Now that you mention it,” I said, grinning.  She grinned back, knowing I already had something in mind.  “With the main military might of Byrne off the playing field, we need to get serious about finding and killing Prince Parrin.  I know you’ve been focused mainly on the army and keeping it informed, but what do we have on Parrin?”
 
   “I shall summon T’yl,” she said, smiling.  “He does not have your devices, but he has his own.”
 
   So Tort called T’yl and he agreed to come back to Karvalen, both to report and to continue his probing of Byrne.  It would take an hour or so, since he was using the Long Step and just walking.  I didn’t think it urgent enough to go get him, or to use the gate again.  Besides, the gate wasn’t exactly brimming with power.  It really needed longer to charge.
 
   Tort and I settled in at the sand table for the afternoon and started looking Byrne over.
 
    
 
   “I don’t like it,” I told her.
 
   “I agree.  The city is easy enough; Mochara and Karvalen are the only cities with many wizards.  But a magician wards the manor of Prince Parrin.  I cannot analyze his spells from here, but they certainly block all forms of detection, location, and viewing.  Shall I transport myself to Byrne and examine the magical defenses more closely?”
 
   “Hell, no,” I replied.  Tort looked hurt, so I elaborated.  “What I mean is, while that would absolutely get me answers, you’re not nearly as stealthy as I am.  Especially after you’ve expended a lot of effort in defensive spells and stealth spells.  I’ll do the scouting, but you’ll dress me in spells.”
 
   “Ah, I see!  Yes, that does play much more fully to our respective strengths.”
 
   “I’m glad you agree,” I said, sincerely.  There was no way I was allowing Tort to go there; too many nasty things could happen to her.  Nasty things happen to me, too, but I have better survival chances.  “Besides, I want you and T’yl to really bear down on finding Prince Parrin.  He’s got to go.”
 
   “Of course, my angel.  But, once you have examined the spells that ward the manor—can we call it a castle?  It has an outer wall and a court.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking of Princes’ residences as ‘palaces.’  Not as hefty as a castle, fancier than a house, with some implication of fortifications.  Although, this thing,” I gestured at the model on the sand table, “strikes me as a fortified manor house that’s been trying really hard to be a castle for decades.  It kind of qualifies.  Maybe a war-palace.”
 
   “I think you may be right.  The round towers do not look like part of the original design.  It puts me in mind of Karvalen, before you added more gates.  See here, where there is but one entry through the outer wall?”
 
   “Yes.  Go in through the doors and down an enclosed tunnel, then out through the doors at the other end, into the courtyard.  It’s inconvenient for city traffic, but it’s probably worth it in a keep.”
 
   “I mislike that we cannot even look into this… tunnel?  Hallway?”
 
   “Hallway, I think.  I think of tunnels as being dug out belowground.  Maybe that’s just me.”
 
   “Passageway?”
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   “This passageway, then, is sure to have mechanisms for killing intruders, as well as the wards upon it.  Holes for boiling oil, arrow slits, possibly more doors…”
 
   “Things for use against an invading army, you mean.  They’re not really geared for stopping me and Bronze.”
 
   Ahem.
 
   “Especially with the awesome might of Firebrand on our side,” I added.
 
   Thanks, Boss.
 
   “Agreed,” Tort said, trying not to laugh.  “But I could simply place a spell of flight upon you and allow you to bypass the outer wall entirely.”
 
   “For the initial reconnaissance, maybe.  Surely.  The wards we’ve seen are sequential:  small, overlapping bubbles of protection rather than one grand spell over the whole property.  I could hop the wall, land in the court, and look things over from there.
 
   “But for the assault, I’d be willing to bet that all sorts of alarms and klaxons, bells and whistles will go off the instant I get too close to the house.  So stealth is kind of out at that point.  Even taking down an alarm bubble might still alert someone, and it wouldn’t affect the other, overlapping bubbles.”
 
   “True, but you would be past the killing-ground passage.”
 
   “I would.  But can you make Bronze fly, as well?”
 
   “What?” she asked, looking surprised.  “I… well, the spell could be cast that forcefully, I suppose.  You would have to supply much of the energy; all my effort would go into constructing a spell that could contain such a force.  Do you know how much Bronze weighs?”
 
   “Tons.  Want to try a flying spell on her?”
 
   “Not really,” she admitted.  “Perhaps, if we had many of the wizards’ guild to assist us, and T’yl helped… it would not last long, I am afraid.”
 
   “Scratch that, then.  I don’t know what those warding spells do, but they’re probably more than scrying blocks and alarms.  We’ll come up with a plan once I know what they do.  So I’ll fly in alone, cloaked, check them out, see what else I can find out, and beat it back here.  How’s that?”
 
   “Surprisingly rational and sane,” she replied, smiling.  “Maybe just a little bit heroic.”
 
   “Kingly heroism on request,” I offered.  “Reasonable rates.  Maidens rescued, kingdoms saved.  Monsters slain while you wait.”  Tort chuckled.
 
   “Shall we repair to the gate room and prepare your spells for the evening’s heroics?  Or are you hungry?”
 
   “I had a lot of soul-food after the battle; most of the blood, though, had already gone bad.  I could stand to take a few bites out of a dazhu for my mortal dinner, that’s certain.”
 
   Tort sent for food and we went to the gate room to get ready.  She cast spells on me while I ate.  T’yl joined us later and took over from Tort to let her rest before the rumpus started.
 
   “Will you be needing anything offensive, Sire?” T’yl asked, between castings. “A bolt of lightning or fire, perhaps?”
 
   “No, this is strictly a look around, not an assault,” I demurred.  T’yl looked surprised.
 
   “No?  Really?  I expected you to be in a temper most foul.  You are remarkably at ease.”
 
   “I am?” I asked, eyebrow going up.  “I try to be even-tempered all the time.  I don’t always manage as well as I’d like, I admit… hold it.  Why did you expect me to be in a foul temper?”
 
   “Why, the attempt on the young Princess’ life, of course.”
 
   “What attempt?” I demanded.  I realized my mistake when Tort and T’yl both winced and almost clapped hands over their ears.  I moderated my volume and got a grip on myself with a bit of effort.
 
   “I apologize,” I said, softly.  “Please tell me what you mean by ‘attempt’.”
 
   “Yesterday evening, four men entered the building you created—the ‘city hall,’ I believe—and went to the quarters of the Princess and her daughter.  The Princess was in the Temple for the sunset service; the younger was being put to bed.  The men seem to have drawn knives and entered her room with murderous intent.  The younger Princess was surprised, but her guardians were not.”
 
   “Malana and Malena?”
 
   “The very same.”
 
   “I want to talk to these men.”
 
   “Alas, Sire, that will require a trip to the Underworld.”
 
   “You’re sure?” I pressed.  “Ghosts can hang around for days.”
 
   “I am certain, Sire.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Malana tells me that wispy, dark things like mist breathed out of the remains, leaking rapidly from all the holes to form terrible shapes.  Demonic Things began to solidify before them, ignoring the strikes of even their enchanted blades.”  He shrugged.  “Had they materialized fully, no doubt they would have been subject to material weapons.  As it was, your granddaughter was heard to say something to the effect of, ‘You get out of my room,’ in a very angry voice.  Malena reported that there was a wave of light and fire without heat, and she thought she heard screams.  There was no trace of Things from Beyond the World to be found thereafter.”
 
   “Well.”  I thought about that for a second.  Could Tianna fry a demonic Thing?  Definitely.  I suspect she could handle any fifty of them if she was suitably warned and prepared.  Four not-yet-materialized Things really didn’t stand a chance.  
 
   “Wait a second,” I demanded.  “How do you know whether it was Malana or Malena doing the talking?”  T’yl looked puzzled.
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   Twins are fungible, I guess.
 
   “Rakal,” I said.  “He specializes in summoning and controlling Things.  I’ve seen that possession trick before, too.”
 
   “And he was the one who, at the behest of Byrne’s Prince, acted as liaison and controller for Vathula, yes?” Tort asked.
 
   “Yes.  T’yl, what did you discover from the bodies?”
 
   “They carried Byrne currency.  Their knives were well-worn, excellent quality, and freshly sharpened.  They wore brigandine armor under their cloaks.  I believe they were professional assassins.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “Sire?”
 
   “Professional assassins would have waited until they had a clear shot at their target, or come equipped to deal with a pair of swordmistresses.  Professionals don’t just barge in and start stabbing.”  T’yl listened to me but looked troubled.
 
   “May I ask what makes you so certain?”
 
   “Two things.  First, there were a number of professional assassins in Zirafel when the Mother of Flame cursed the place.”
 
   T’yl continued to look puzzled for a moment, then the light dawned.
 
   “Second,” I continued, “that fits the pattern.”
 
   “Pattern?”
 
   “Someone has been trying to assassinate me repeatedly.  Summoned demons, muggers, invisible sorcerers, all that stuff.  Now he’s moved on to trying to kill people around me, still with only quasi-competent pawns.  Dangerous, yes, as one of them got lucky with Amber.  But they’re not nearly the danger they could have been.  It’s almost as though he’s trying to goad me into declaring war on him.”
 
   “I see.  Well, if I may ask, what does Your Majesty plan to do about it?”
 
   “After this last attempt?  Oh, he’s got a war coming to him.”
 
   “But, if that is what he has been trying to do…?”
 
   “I didn’t say anything about an army.  Now, please continue with the spells I’m going to need.”
 
    
 
   Sunset came, did its business all over me, walked off into the night.  I cleaned up and made sure my swords were loose in their scabbards.
 
   “What have we got?” I asked.
 
   “I have been seeking a place that would serve our purpose,” Tort reported.  “I think I have a few that should do nicely.  Much of Byrne is empty, it seems.”
 
   “Either drafted into the army or abandoning the place,” I decided.  “Are we ready?” I asked.
 
   T’yl and Tort looked at each other.  T’yl shrugged.
 
   “My angel,” Tort said, “we can think of nothing else we may do for you.  When you wish, you may activate some of the spells—flight, the best invisibility we can manage, and so forth—whenever you feel the time is right.  Others will last considerable time and are already active.”
 
   “I saw that when you were casting them.  I don’t know that I’ve ever been this well-protected.”
 
   “You haven’t,” she stated.
 
   “Oh.  Then I guess now would be a good time to go.”
 
   “Very well.  Please remember, the gate is low on magical potential.  It needs time to recharge from your prisoners.  We have two, possibly three openings tonight.  Try to use the same terminus point at the destination, please.”
 
   “I will.  If I need to escape, I’ll just run for it until I can build something for an archway.  How’s that?”
 
   “Very good.  Tomorrow, we should see about adding more charge to the gate.”
 
   “Got it.  Let’s get this show on the road,” I said, and drew both swords.
 
   Tort concentrated on the gate and T’yl helped her by pushing power in.  They were both somewhat tired, but I appreciated all their efforts, especially this last push.  The open archway clouded, seemed to whirl away somewhere, then became a spinning, cloudy vortex, like looking down through a tornado full of clouds.  Then, with the usual suddenness, there was no distance, just a door to somewhere else.
 
   I was already moving forward, moving through it, and the gate dissolved into clouds and nothingness behind me.
 
   The doorway behind me was part of a stable and about the right size for the archway, even if the shape was a bit off.  I had just stepped into the stable, which prevented me from being immediately noticed.  Very nice.  Very clever.  That’s my Tort.  The stable was empty, too, so no horses panicked or spooked when I appeared out of nowhere.  I sheathed my weapons and peeked outside.
 
   The city was settling in for the night, winding down after sunset.  The streets weren’t quite deserted, but things were very quiet and growing moreso.  I consulted with Firebrand; it agreed that everything it could “hear” was consistent with a city going to bed.
 
   We might manage a lot more stealth than I thought, I thought.
 
   And that’s a good thing, Boss?
 
   It’s a thing that makes it more likely we’ll get close to the palace without sounding alarms.
 
   And that’s a good thing, Boss?
 
   I’d rather kill the people in the palace than the people wandering the streets.
 
   Oh.  That makes sense.
 
   I’m so glad you approve.
 
   I said it made sense, Firebrand corrected.  I didn’t bother to reply.
 
   I walked out into the early night, trying to appear casual and nonthreatening so as not to overtax my Somebody-Else’s-Problem spell.  Later, I’d activate the invisibility spell.  For now, I just needed to avoid attracting attention.  That was easy; there weren’t many people out and most of them seemed intent on getting home.  I wondered if there was a curfew in effect.
 
   The idea came to me to find a tavern, settle down in a corner, and just listen to the local gossip.  If a curfew kept people at home, that wouldn’t work.  At least I could find out if there was a curfew.  And if there wasn’t, I might pick up some gossip on where the Prince might be.
 
   First, find a tavern and see, hopefully without being noticed by the local constabulary.  I played ninja vampire for a bit, damping my light reflection to turn myself into a shadow—a shadow that was also hard to notice—and damping the sounds of my own movements.
 
   That’s how vampires are so sneaky.  We cheat.
 
   The first tavern I found was a Pig On Horseback—or, at least, that’s was the picture on the sign.  Maybe they called it the Pork On Horse, or Hogging the Mare.  Still, I looked it over and decided it was closed up for the night, rather than closed up permanently.  I could see lives inside, moving around, but it looked as though the family that owned and operated it was settling down for bed.
 
   Ditto for the second tavern, the Overflowing Tankard (The Abundant Foam?  The Spilled Mead?), and the third, the Spitted Rabbit (various other names; nevermind).
 
   Do I have any taverns or inns in Karvalen?  There’s not much call for inns, not with all those empty buildings.  But taverns?  I probably should.  Maybe I do.  I should check.  Mental note.
 
   The streets continued to clear as I searched.  Aside from guard patrols—generally groups of three or four—the streets were deserted.
 
   I said something vulgar and quiet.  Definitely a curfew.  Ah, well.
 
   At least I could get a look at the palace proper and see what sort of magical defenses were on it.  I ghosted my way over to it, dodging patrols.
 
   The palace was a well-fortified structure with a serious outer wall.  From the look of it, someone had confiscated a chunk of city around the original manor and started building a wall.  I wasn’t sure how thick it was, but it towered at least fifty feet high!  Judging by the architecture, it was still being built onto and improved.
 
   I recalled the aerial views of the place.  The inner face of the wall was really steep, stepped angle, rather than a flat face.  At a guess, they just kept widening the base as they kept building it higher, kind of like building half of a steep pyramid.
 
   The only way in was through a pair of big, heavy doors, presently closed.  The passageway Tort and I had viewed on the sand table angled off to the right, rather than going straight in.  It made a section of courtyard on the right of it into a small cul-de-sac, but it still preserved a lot of open ground around the manor itself.
 
   Once through the passageway, could cross the courtyard with relative ease—presumably taking arrow and crossbow fire from the palace walls—and start to work on one of the doors.  The nearest, of course, was the front door, but there were smaller doors for other purposes.  No windows on the ground floor, though.
 
   If I put a binding spell on the lesser doors of the palace proper, Bronze and I could smash down the front doors and leave them in a burning heap.  That would help block the front entry while we were busy chasing down and killing everyone in the palace.  Of course, first we would have to get past the wall…
 
   I wanted a look down that tunnel.
 
   The spells that prevented it were well-built.  Rather than conceal the whole of the palace to magical vision, several spells each concealed a chunk of it.  It was like a mass of soap bubbles, all lapping and overlapping each other.  One bubble could pop and a piece of the palace would be visible, but not the whole thing.
 
   Maintenance on that must have been a nightmare.  Or, no—they could all be controlled and powered from a central location easily enough.  Setting it up would be the complicated part.  Re-casting the occasional old spell would also be a constant pain, like constantly getting a ladder out and replacing low-quality light bulbs.  It was better than casting a single spell over the whole of the palace, though.  That would be heavily power-intensive and would mean that if it went down, the whole palace would be exposed.
 
   Come to think of it, I probably ought to put some effort into backup defenses on the mountain.  Certainly some independent blocking around restricted areas.  Talk to Tort and T’yl about it.  Mental note.
 
   Now that I was reasonably close and could simply look at the spells on the front gate, I saw the spells were there to prevent extra-dimensional transit and scrying—the two are fairly closely related, usually.  They weren’t designed to detect or break spells being carried in or out, so I could walk in without setting off alarms or getting stripped.  The defenses would, however, set off alarms if they were broken by a scrying portal or a gate.  Kind of like having frosted glass for a window; if you spend enough effort to see in, you can, but you have to break the glass, and that annoys people.
 
   On the other hand, the inner defenses might be less preventative and more alarm-based.  Getting past the outer wall shouldn’t be a real problem.  The wall itself didn’t have anything warding it.  It was just a gigantic barrier.  Fair enough.  I could fly over it; I might even be able to just climb it, what with the vampire fingernail-talons and inhuman strength.
 
   I picked my spot based on the position of the moon and the apparent attention of the sentries.  My rippling distortion flickered across open ground to the moonshadow of the wall, then slowly worked its way up and to one side.  Before long, I was looking over the edge of the wall between two sentries.  I held completely still—motion make the distortion more noticeable—as a patrolling sentry made his rounds, passing a few words with each man as he did so.
 
   The wall was ten or twelve feet thick at the top.  That meant it was closer to fifteen or twenty at the base.  No, even Bronze wasn’t bashing through that anytime soon.  It would resist cannon fire for a good while, too.
 
   I checked, with the utmost delicacy I could manage, on the sentries’ protections.  Dark tendrils of my spirit uncoiled and slithered along the stonework, gently brushing through the leather of boots to flick the flesh beneath.  Nothing reacted; no power flared.  Good.  If they weren’t armoring their sentries against that sort of thing, they either didn’t have the magic to waste on it or didn’t think I was around.  I siphoned off a little vitality from each, making them just a bit more tired.
 
   Moments later, one yawned.  The other one shifted from foot to foot, then sat on a raised crenellation.
 
   My helper, Fatigue, assisted me in slipping like a wraith between them and down onto the stepped inner face of the wall.
 
   No alarms.  Even better.
 
   Senses turned up to full, I slipped sideways along the wall to the killing ground passageway.  I discovered that it was actually three passageways:  the main one in the middle, with hallways along either side for soldiers to use in defending it.  I noted a number of winch-like devices, probably for portcullises or gates.  Up top, under a the wooden roof, there were also kettles over prepared fires, unlit and cold.  Projectiles in their bins rested next to firing ports.
 
   No, going down that tunnel was a bad idea for anything mortal, at least when the defenders were prepared.  Bronze and I could get away with it, though, provided the inner gates weren’t any more sturdy than the outer ones.
 
   I checked.  The heavy doors at the far end of the killing ground were identical to the outer doors:  two-foot-thick wood, bound in brass and iron, barred with two great beams.  If Bronze couldn’t go through them, Firebrand certainly could.  I might even have a blasting spell or two prepared just to be certain.
 
   That’s our entry point.
 
   Since the passageway angled into the courtyard, we would come out and take a hard left to head for the palace proper.  At the moment, it also meant I had to cross over a hundred feet of open space with about as much cover and concealment as a typical baseball diamond.  I could probably get away with it—humans don’t see very well at night—but I wanted to absolutely avoid being detected.  If they knew I was here—or that someone was—they would assume a more fully-defensive posture, a higher state of alert.  Avoiding that was a priority.
 
   I checked the weather.  I could really use a good bit of cloud cover, but Father Sky didn’t seem to like me.  Jerk.
 
   I sat in the moonshadow of the wall and looked across the intervening distance.  Most wizards or magicians would need to get closer to their work to conduct an analysis of spells.  I, on the other hand, have supernaturally-keen vision and psychic tendrils.  I peered at the palace structure and let spirit-tendrils snake their way across the flagstones.
 
   On the palace itself, the defensive spells took on a slightly different tone.  They still blocked travel and senses, but they also had a sensory component of their own.  An alarm?  Or just a way to detect every entry and exit into the palace?  Or was it more subtle than that?  Could it tell if someone moving through it wasn’t human?  Or just detect the difference between the living and the dead?  I couldn’t tell at this distance; I’m not sure I could tell at all without triggering the sensory portion of it.  That’s the trouble with spells that detect something; looking at them might set them off, if that’s what they are designed to detect!
 
   On the other hand, I didn’t find anything that would actually cause a problem, as such.  If Bronze and I took the frontal approach, an alarm that warned people I was entering the palace was a bit redundant.  It was effective at keeping me from sneaking in, but it wasn’t really a barrier to fighting my way in.  Apparently being counter-assassinated was one of Prince Parrin’s worries.
 
   I had a terrible thought.  Rakal summons demonic Things.  He’s a magician.  Magicians like to live longer and have the power to do something about that.  Could I be misjudging Prince Parrin?  Could Rakal be behind it all?  With a demon-Thing inhabiting the body of the Prince, Rakal could have Byrne under a puppet rule.  A war with Karvalen would give Rakal a chance to… what?  Switch sides and hope I would be generous?  Or betray his “master” at a vital moment and turn the tide of the war to win my goodwill?
 
   Nonsense.  If he wanted to get on my good side, all he had to do was show up and ask for a job.  Magicians willing to work for a living are scarce.
 
   But if he wanted vampire blood… well, under certain laboratory conditions, I might be talked into some immortality research.  Not quickly, and not without supervision and oversight.  Of course, he probably didn’t know that.
 
   Could this be his way of trying to lure me out of Karvalen?  If he could hand me a serious military defeat, he might even capture the King.  If that was the plan, then things were going seriously wrong for him—army scattered, secret weapons captured, enemy forces marching on the seat of his power.
 
   The worst thing about not being acquainted with your enemies is never knowing why they do stuff.
 
   In the end, did it matter if it was Rakal pulling the strings?  Or Prince Parrin?  Or even someone behind both of them?  I planned to chew on the souls of both Rakal and Parrin, as well as anyone who seemed too keen on interfering.  If they worked for someone, I would at least know that.  If I had time, I would extract the information from them by more thorough means—but killing them was definitely going to happen.  Ultimately, it didn’t matter which one of them was in charge or if they were working for someone else; killing them was a step in the right direction.
 
   See?  I didn’t totally ignore Tobias’ lesson.
 
   I slithered back out, stealthy creature that I am.
 
   I gained lots of good intelligence on the place and I was glad to have it.  The one thing I absolutely needed to know, though, still eluded me.  Was Prince Parrin—and now, was Rakal—in there or not?
 
   Tomorrow night, early, I would put the arm on a lot of the local guards, interrogate them with Firebrand’s help, and apologize for doing it.  I hate having to probe people’s minds, but I just didn’t see any other way to get the truth and get it fast.
 
   I made it out of the palace grounds the same way I went in.  The invisibility was still running, as was the flight spell; I made the most of them and returned to the abandoned stable without incident.
 
   I called Tort and instantly walked home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sunday, August 29th
 
    
 
   I wonder, sometimes, if anyone else has ever had the communications and information systems I do.  Zirafel didn’t.  They relied on spies and scrying portals.  They conveyed messages using spells, surely, but they were on the order of sending a letter; the spells they used didn’t lend themselves to conversation.  Modern wizards and magicians have improved on that sort of thing, but only by refining it—it’s gone from sending a letter to the magical equivalent of texting.  There hasn’t been a real communications breakthrough in a thousand years.
 
   That tells me something about the cultures of the world.  They don’t really encourage innovation or creativity.  All their eyes are turned to the past, to learn from it and to copy it.  It’s as though the old Empire has a mystical, mythological quality to it—a Golden Age, perhaps, that people want to study and duplicate.  They’ve spent centuries in reaching for ancient glories rather than seeking after glories of their own.
 
   On the other hand, Tort is also aware of this.  Not in so many words, I think, but in her studies of me.  For most of her life, she’s been the Chair of Vampire Studies and the foremost expert on the lore of the nightlords—with a specialty in me.  She noticed that a lot of the things I did had absolutely no parallels or historical basis in the Empire, which caused her to have what T’yl once called “entirely too much wizard in her thinking.”
 
   That wasn’t quite right.  It wasn’t wizard in her thinking.  It was a deliberate effort to have different thinking.  She’s aware of the box, even if she doesn’t know it’s a box, and she’s trying to think outside it.  She’s not very good at it, but she’s a lot better than anyone else I’ve met in this world.
 
   Take, for example, her conceptual leap with the voodoo dolls.
 
   Technically, a “voodoo doll” is called a poppet.  It’s a rough approximation of a humanoid—wood, cloth, paper, whatever—with something like hair, nail clippings, or a personal possession of the target stuffed inside it.  This allows it to represent, through correspondence, the actual person.  Sympathetic magic.
 
   Once the link is established, you can do things to the representation to heal or harm the subject.  It’s similar in some ways to a quantum entanglement; when something happens locally, the effect is duplicated somewhere else.  Except it’s on a macro-scale, rather than on an ultramicroscopically tiny scale.
 
   Tort took this a step further.
 
   She used my sand table to make amazingly accurate and “lifelike” models of whole cities.  These models are much more realistic than any ever been made before.  With the “city poppet” made, she then added the bits I’d taken from the various city walls, giving the models a sort of identity as the “real thing”.
 
   At least, that’s how Tort explained it to me.  If I haven’t explained it well it’s because I may not fully understand it.  But I get the idea.
 
   She’s been working on them when she’s not whizzing around virtually or sleeping.  Now, little paper flags mark every building in the model cities, stuck in the roofs.  These flags were Byrne’s—blue on the left, red on the right, with a golden, long-armed, four-pointed star in the center.  Every day, sometimes twice a day, Tort does a walkthrough past each model, concentrating her power on them and using them.  She sets fire to one of the tiny little marker flags and watches it burn, trying to erode the hold of Byrne over that city.
 
   Recently, she’s started sticking an occasional new flag into buildings—one with my device on it.  It might not cause rebellion and uprisings in Byrne’s territories, but it should make people more sympathetic to the idea of being governed by a liberator, rather than by the iron-fisted tyrant of Byrne.  If it opens up the possibility of negotiating a surrender, rather than the outright sacking of a city, I’m for it.
 
   It’s also possible that the decreased population of Byrne—the city, itself—might be partially due to her efforts.  On the other hand, citizens might have just run for it in anticipation of the siege to come, or decided to emigrate from Byrne to Karvalen.  There’s no easy way to tell how much of an effect she’s had with this technique.  That’s the problem with some of the more subtle spells; it’s hard to quantify their effects.  We don’t know how things would have gone, so there’s no way to gauge the change.
 
   I watched as she worked on the cities, observing the process and the way the spells seemed to reach inward into the cities, as though the models were the cities themselves.  It certainly looked like macroscale entanglement to me.
 
   Is that what magic is?  Do magical universes allow for quantum effects to manifest not just on a micro level, but in a macroscale system?  That can’t be right, can it?  Then again, on the level of the so-called gods, they might not have anything resembling matter—could they be purely quantum-effect beings, existing only because they perceive themselves (or humans perceive them, or they perceive each other) as existing?  If more people perceive them as powerful—or believe they are—then does that make it true?
 
   And the energy of that universe… it trickles down to this one, or ones like it.  At least, that’s what I’m told.  Is a continuation of that effect what allows the apparent violations of thermodynamics?  The magical energy—or quantum potential?—gets used up by being shunted out of this universe and into a lower-energy-state universe?  That would permit a thermodynamic balance by presuming an individual universe isn’t a closed system.  Instead, the system is a group of universes at different energy states.
 
   Somewhere, is there a universe at the bottom where all the potential energy collects, a sort of final ground state of all magic?  Or, no… humans’ belief in the energy-beings as gods pumps some of that energy back up into their universe, where, presumably, they use it and it drains back down to us again.
 
   I want a word with Reason, but I don’t think I’m going to get it.  Still, I can’t help but wonder.
 
   Aside from watching Tort work, I also kept in touch with Kelvin.  That is, Lord Kelvin, Duke of Karvalen.  He deserves it, which is more than I can say for most nobility.
 
   Most of my time, today, was spent sorting out what I wanted done if I didn’t come back.  Not that I’m worried about it, exactly, but it’s good to have a last will and testament before doing anything stupid.  Plus… someday, I want to abdicate.  Or, at least, take an extended leave of absence from being a king.  A generation or four, maybe, to see how the place copes, then maybe come back and make a few suggestions.  If I keep that up, in a thousand years I might have evolved an ethical government.
 
   As I thought that, Firebrand cackled into my head.  I had to threaten to stick it in an ice giant before it managed to calm down.
 
   I had a lot of last night and most of today with government on my mind.  There are a lot of things I want to do to make this kingdom a better place and not all of them are technological.  Most of them deal with human nature and the tendency to develop a bunch of backstabbing political bastards in the halls of power.
 
   How do you set up a government that will run itself?  Should it have provisions for automatically shooting unethical, immoral, or stupid people who try to run the place?  Forget about keeping them from getting into office; they’ll always find a way.  How do you set it up so it’s appropriate, acceptable, and maybe even encouraged to kill a politician who just wants power for its own sake?
 
   If anything happens to me, this is not a trivial concern.  I can pin someone down under my soul-searching gaze and see just what kind of person he is.  A dozen generations from now, though… will those people still understand what their rulers need to be like and why?  I don’t know.  I mean, look at what happened in the United States in just a little over two hundred years.
 
   I’m thinking like a king again, I know.  I can’t seem to help it.  As long as I have the job, I have to do it to the best of my admittedly-feeble ability.  I don’t know how to be irresponsible.  Well, I don’t know how to be less responsible than I know how to be.  I suspect being a kid at heart makes me pretty irresponsible as it is.  Another reason I’m such a lousy king.
 
   Could I simply quit the whole king business?  Could I walk away from it all, explore the world, hide from my own kingdom and never come back?
 
   Maybe.  But I’d have to bring Tort with me.  Roses will grow on ice giants before she lets me go off like that without her.  Which, come to think of it, is probably better than I deserve.
 
    
 
   Tort and I took the afternoon off to prepare.
 
   Okay, we took the afternoon off; we also prepared for my counter-assassination attack.  Tort had her own ideas on what we were going to do with the last few hours before sunset.  I cooperated with enthusiasm.
 
   I also discovered that I’m even worse, as a human being, than I thought.
 
   I love Tort, and I do my best to make her happy.  I worry about her and how she feels.  Whatever she wants, if I can give it, do it, or provide it, I do.  She’s always on my mind, even if it’s just as the back, lurking.
 
   So why was I thinking about Lissette while I was holding Tort?  Fairness?  I was thinking about Tort while holding Lissette, after all.
 
   No, that’s not it.  I like Lissette.  I like her a lot.
 
   Guilt, then?  I feel I should be loyal to one or the other and wind up thinking about the one I’m not with?  Am I comparing the two of them, trying to decide between them?  I don’t have to decide; I can have both.  But my upbringing may be interfering with that.
 
   I love my concubine and like my wife.  This could be difficult for me.  They seem perfectly okay with it.  So why should I have emotional issues?  Am I just an unstable personality?  Neurotic?  Or just stupid?
 
   Tort and Lissette are so different, but so alike.  One is old, one is young; one is a magician, the other a fighter.  But they both have a generally-cheerful disposition, have no compunction about killing someone who deserves it, and they both seem to think I’m worth their time—so, they have that insanity in common, too.
 
   I have two pretty ladies who want to be with me, and who don’t mind sharing me with the other.  For all I know, they’d be perfectly at home to a threesome.  So why am I feeling guilty and preoccupied?
 
   Maybe I need medication.  Therapy, certainly.  But what headshrinker could cope?
 
    
 
   Tort and I enjoyed the afternoon and the evening together; nobody bothered us.  We also cast a number of delayed-activation spells, rested, and did it again.
 
   In case I haven’t mentioned it, a little note on delayed spells.
 
   A spell is—at least, the way I do it—is a lot like an electrical circuit.  That’s a lousy simile, but it’ll do for now.  The point is, the spell structure, when it has power running through it, produces an effect.  The difference is that if a spell doesn’t have power running through it, it consumes the power in its own structure and disintegrates.
 
   A spell cast to go off later, however, is a fully-constructed spell and has a reserve of power invested in it, just as if the spell was cast normally.  The difference in this case is that the reserve of power is throttled down to a minimum.  A bare trickle of power flows through the spell, hopefully just enough to keep it stable without producing much, if any, effect.
 
   The usefulness of this technique is that a single spellcaster can tie up a lot of power in a major spell, then rest for a while, then cast more spells.  The result is that a lot more bang happens all at once; it just takes a lot of pre-bang work to get it to go boom.
 
   The delayed spells will, however, run down eventually.  There are a lot of factors involved, but usually it takes a few weeks or a few days, but can sometimes be as little as a few hours.  It’s like hooking up a big battery to an incandescent bulb and a small LED light.  The LED lets you know it’s all hooked up and working—all you have to do it turn on the big light.  The longer you let it sit, the more power is wasted.  Eventually, the battery runs down to the point it won’t light the bulb, or not for long.
 
   Got that?  Good.  There will be a short quiz next period.
 
   The sunset did its thing while I stood under a waterfall, slowly turning around under the water, rinsing.  Tort smiled at me as she dried off; she always left me alone in the pool when I felt the sunset tingles start.
 
    Once I finished with the usual rituals of becoming a dead guy that blends in, Tort kissed my cheek.
 
   “What was that for?”
 
   “Because.”
 
   Good enough reason for me.
 
   We detoured past the forges to pick up some special tools, then went down to the gate room.  I put saddlebags on Bronze with my prepared tools and Tort finished setting up the last of my spells.  This time, since Bronze was coming with me, flying was off the table.  We kept all the previous defenses, as well as some stealth additions.  Bronze was pre-silenced and dimmed to avoid giving off metallic glints; she was also wearing a nothing-to-see-here spell.
 
   I didn’t see the point of that last one, but maybe it would cause someone to do a double-take, or simply cause a delay while he stared, unable to believe his eyes.  Little things like that can be crucial.
 
   Tort already scanned Byrne with the sand table and found us another disused stable.  I wondered at the empty stables until I remembered that most of the horses would, of course, be with the army…
 
   Tort counted us down.  On her signal, Bronze and I headed for the gate at a trot.  Tort opened it for us and snapped it shut as we crossed the threshold.  Very quick; very economical.  Also more dangerous than I liked, but we really needed to conserve power on the gate if we were going to get back to Karvalen.  We’ve used it far too much, even with several wizards trying to charge it up today.  The thing is expensive to run!
 
   The stables were empty, as promised.  A quick look outside helped me get my bearings.  I put up silencing spells around several stalls in preparation, then slipped out into the night to find some people to question.
 
   A quartet of tromping watchmen really isn’t a fair fight for a stealthed-up nightlord.  The only problem I had was subduing them without killing them.  I couldn’t just drain their vitality; I needed them awake to question.  So it was time for head-knocking and healing spells.  It’s trickier than you’d think, knocking someone out without doing serious or permanent damage.  It’s even trickier doing it quickly and above all quietly.
 
   I managed it without too much noise.  At least, nobody came to investigate.  I call that a win.
 
   Once I had them bound and gagged, each in their own stall, I started asking them questions, one at a time.  The deal was this: tell me what I want to know.  Answer me honestly and I will move on to the next guy and offer him the same deal, just to confirm what I learn from you.  If you lie to me, I will kill you and eat you, sucking the knowledge I want from your soul as I devour it.  What’ll it be?
 
   Oh, and I made sure to turn off my disguise spells during the discussion.  Dark skin, black eyes, mouthful of sharp teeth, all of that.  I was going for the monster look when I spoke to them.  Add to that the flaming sword in my right hand and the monstrous horse with the glowing eyes.
 
   Strangely enough, all four of them elected to tell me anything I wanted to know.
 
   Yes, Prince Parrin was still in the palace.  He was ill; his family had some sort of curse on it.  Every Prince’s health always started to decline after taking the throne.  None of them survived much longer than it took to see a son reach an age to take the throne and continue the line.  In fact, that was about to happen; the heir, Greelin, was seventeen and would be taking over any year now, possibly any day.
 
   I silently raised my estimate of Rakal being the prime mover by a couple of notches.
 
   As for the layout of the palace, they were fuzzy about that.  City guards didn’t spend a lot of time in the palace, but between them they could give me an idea of where some of the main features were.  The throne room was not the great hall; there was another room for the throne and audiences, off to the right side of the great hall.  They also knew the kitchens, naturally, and the barracks for the palace guard—a separate organization, much more heavily armed and armored than the typical sentries I saw.
 
   By what they could describe and what I could see, I could fill in other things.  The royal apartments were probably somewhere along the south wall, very likely on the top floor and perhaps occupying the two southern towers.  Since the Prince was a widower, there was no Princess to worry about; I didn’t feel like killing a whole family.  As for killing his son, that would depend on whether or not he turned out to be trouble.
 
   Politically, if I could take the Prince out of the equation, I could link up with the army and together we could make Byrne a vassal state in the Kingdom of Karvalen.  It annoys me that I have to conquer large chunks of Rethven just to get people to stop harassing me.  It’s not fair; I’m not a conqueror.
 
   Strike that.  I am a conqueror.  I just don’t want to be.
 
   I questioned them a bit further on Byrne as a whole.  Yes, they knew Prince Parrin had a magician named Rakal; he was seldom seen, but when he was, he was usually inside the palace.  He had a personal guard of some sort of foul-smelling men in full armor; they had been seen outside the city, burying things.  Nobody knew what, but the rumor was that they were the bodies of those who had displeased the Prince that day.
 
   Yes, there was a curfew; anyone on the street after dark was to be brought to a guardhouse and held until after sunrise, chained to a wall with a window facing east, then brought to the palace.  They had no explanation for why, but I did.  If I was trying to sneak in, being exposed to dawn would reveal me.  Everyone else would just be rudely awakened by the light and would be safe to drag in chains before the Prince.
 
   On the other hand, I doubted they could successfully drag me into a cell.  Maybe it was just to keep me from pretending to be captured?
 
   As for the killing-ground passageway into the palace, they identified the usual murder holes and oil spouts, along with two hinged, metal portcullises—portculli?  Portcullises—that could be released to swing down and lock in place.  From the sound of it, these might kill a few invaders, but the primary purpose was probably to cut off the vanguard of invaders from any support or retreat.  Bronze and I would be under them and past them before the guards woke up enough to drop them.  Even if they did drop them, I could cut through them quickly enough that by the time word made it into the palace, we would be kicking in the front door.
 
   I gagged them each when I finished and left them there.  I didn’t tell them anything; I just left them to sit and wonder if I was coming back.  I figured it would encourage them to sit quietly and wait, rather than attempt to squirm out of their bonds.
 
   “Ready to kick a throne out from under a Prince?”
 
   Bronze nodded.
 
   Can I melt it, Boss?
 
   “I don’t know what it’s made of.”
 
   Can I try?
 
   “Fine by me.”
 
   I swung into Bronze’s saddle and we walked out into the night.  It’s eerie to know I’m riding tons of bronze in near-silence.  It’s weird.  I’m used to the ringing sounds.
 
   Firebrand warned me when it “heard” patrols; we avoided two of them before we made it to our jumping-off point opposite the main doors.
 
   I checked my spells.  All in good working order.  Time to get the party started.
 
   I reached out with tendrils, working them over to the main doors, touching them, sliding over them, feeling into and through them.  Good.  Using them as a guide, I sent a silencing spell into the wood of the door, surrounding it with a damping buffer of air to absorb the shockwaves.
 
   I pulled a hammer out of the saddlebags.  People spent a lot of time and effort pounding on it; it was a very dangerous chunk of metal.  I threw it at the door.
 
   The force my throw, all by itself, was like a thunderbolt.  The impact detonated the hundreds of hammerblows stored in it.  Inside the silencing spell, the hammerhead came apart with a muffled popping sound.  A large portion of the door became either missing or shredded.  Splinters flew in all directions, flaming, while several larger pieces disappeared down the passage.  Several of the door’s timbers hung askew, drunkenly, around a sizable gap.
 
   Bronze raced into the breach and I held on.  She met the weakened door with her head down, neck extended, and the whole thing suddenly got out of her way.  Flinders and splinters went everywhere in that weird, magical quiet.  It was disquieting.
 
   Distantly, with nightlord hearing, I caught someone on the wall asking, “Did you hear something?”
 
   I called it a success.
 
   We raced down the passageway.  The portcullises were down, apparently lowered for the night; my prisoners didn’t mention that as procedure.  Oh, well.  They probably didn’t know.  I had a solution for that, too.  Bronze pulled up broadside to the first of the huge, metal gratings and I drew my second sword.  It was the work of a moment to cut through all the vertical bars at about my head height.  The lower portion of the portcullis fell away with a massive clang.
 
   Oops.  Well, they were going to be aware of us soon, anyway…
 
   Bronze leaped forward through the gap and I repeated my performance on the second portcullis.  I let it fall with the same resounding clang, too.  Why not?  The first one was enough to alert people.
 
   We hurried on to the far set of doors.  I didn’t bother with a silence spell; I just took the other hammer out of the other side of the saddlebags and repeated the process.  The hammer blasted the doors, weakening them—possibly unnecessarily, but there is no kill like overkill—before Bronze rammed through them.
 
   That was much louder and far more impressive.
 
   We made the turn and charged the front doors of the palace.  Someone was already sounding a horn from the wall; answering horns sounded all along the outer wall.  A large bell started up at almost the same moment that we plowed through the front doors of the palace.
 
   The remains of the palace doors were too small and widely-scattered to be worth building a fire.  Sometimes overkill is too much kill, apparently.  But Bronze was enjoying herself and I didn’t have the heart to tell her to slow down.
 
   We checked the throne room, just in case the Prince was up late.  He wasn’t, so Bronze breathed on the throne—wooden, with fancy metallic inlay and velvet cushions—and Firebrand tossed in its two megajoules as well.  It burned nicely.
 
   Then we started for the presumed royal quarters.  We encountered a number of people, most of whom wanted to bar our passage.  This did not work out well for them.  Had they been trying to stop a horse made of flesh and blood, yes, they could have done it easily.  A couple of spears and a couple of brave men… no sweat.  Sticking Bronze with an iron spearpoint is like sticking a granite rockface with a pickaxe.  The rockface is scarred, possibly chipped.  Only, in this case, the rockface is also annoyed and fast enough to run over you.
 
   As I said, it didn’t work out well for them.  There might be survivors.
 
   We hit the southernmost wall of the palace and split up.  She headed for the stairs in the east tower; I went for the west tower.  With Tort and T’yl monitoring any magical transportation out, I wasn’t worried about anyone getting away by that route.  I was worried that we would go up one tower to find both the Prince and Rakal had evacuated down the other.
 
   The palace guard apparently hadn’t had time to get defensive spells placed on them.  Between tendrils and sword-work I went through over a dozen in half as many seconds and barely slowed.  I made it to the second floor, gave each of the rooms a cursory once-over, and was back on the stairs headed up again.  Bronze was still on the first floor, unable to climb; the stairs were wooden construction, not stone.  She simply set fire to them and started kicking a hole in the wall to give the flames ventilation.  In a few minutes, that tower would be an inferno.
 
   At least no one would be going through it anytime soon.
 
   Third floor.  Nice chambers.  Fancy furnishings.  Carpet.  Definitely upper-class quarters.
 
   Two palace guardsmen looked at me, spears lowered.  Well, they were looking at the rippling distortion and the blazing bar of rippling light.  Firebrand isn’t very good at being invisible.
 
   I flashed down the hallway, slapped their spears aside with my swords, and whisked between them, drawing a blade through each torso at once.
 
   The room they guarded had a number of other guards in it.  I didn’t bother to count them; I just killed them so they wouldn’t distract me.  And I wanted to be undistracted, because, beyond them, seated in a large, padded chair, was a sickly-looking gentleman in a nightrobe.
 
   The chair was in a small alcove, blocked in by a heavy, metal grating.  A sort of primitive panic room, apparently.  Once I finished killing the guards, I stood in front of the grating and regarded Prince Parrin.
 
   “Good evening,” I offered, while blood from dismembered corpses crawled across the floor to me.  He nodded, smiling, and drew out an amulet.  Some sort of religious symbol, obviously, but not one I recognized.  I didn’t see any power in it, but you never know.  I also didn’t see any sign of demonic possession, but if it was buried under the life force of the vessel, I might not.  I don’t know enough about it to be certain.
 
   “You do know I’m going to kill you,” I added, conversationally.
 
   “You’re going to try,” he agreed.
 
   I started to cut through the grating.  Electricity crackled and snarled from the grating to my sword.  I didn’t drop it; my hand convulsed closed and all my muscles locked as the current tried to fry me.  Fortunately, that muscle-twitch by the current also caused me to fall backward.
 
   I lay there for a moment, feeling the last of the bloody remains slithering over to me.
 
   “Ow,” I observed, and sat up.  Parrin chuckled.
 
   “You see that you cannot reach me, Eric.”
 
   “I wouldn’t bet on—wait, what?”  He called me “Eric.”  He called me by my actual name.  “How do you know my name?”
 
   “You’ll never get me to talk,” he said, chuckling wetly and drawing the blanket around his shoulders tighter.  “And you don’t have time to try and make me.”
 
   Firebrand?
 
   I’m not hearing him like I should, Boss.  Something’s blocking me.  A spell, or that amulet, or something.
 
   I thought something scandalous and unpleasant.  Firebrand did not seem offended.
 
   There was a brief diversion as I had to go back out into the hall and kill a platoon of palace guards, then set fire to the other tower’s stairs.  That would slow things down a bit.  Then, back in the Prince’s chamber, I regarded the grating.  Parrin hadn’t moved.
 
   It didn’t look as though it had a spell on it.  It was just electrified, somehow.
 
   “Rakal should be up here in moments,” Parrin observed.  “You need to be going.  So, what’s your move?  Hope you can figure out my gateway in time, or run for it?  You don’t have another option.”  He dangled the amulet, grinning.  “You can’t reach me.”
 
   I tried reaching for him with a tendril.  It flicked across the amulet; nothing happened.  I touched him with it; still nothing.  No protective qualities at all, at least on that level.  Was it expended?  Was it a sham that someone had passed off on the Prince?  Or was Rakal the provider of it, knowing it was a sham?  Or did the gods just not care what I did to this guy?
 
   Whatever the reason, he felt like a living being, not a possessed entity.  I grabbed him by the soul and yanked him clean out of his flesh.
 
   And that’s when things went seriously wrong.
 
   I recall reading something, a fable or fairy tale, maybe, about a bear that swallowed a porcupine.  The bear did not enjoy the experience.  I’m sure the porcupine was unhappy about events, but the focus of the story was on the bear.  I think it was meant to encourage children to be careful of what they ate, and how.
 
   Mom, I’m sorry.  I thought I learned my lesson about chewing my food thoroughly.
 
   The spiritual equivalent of a porcupine stabbed into my insides.  It poked holes in everything, felt as though it was growing sharper, longer spines, spreading all through me.  It brought me to my knees while I wrestled with it, trying to crush it, to chew it, to shred it, to digest it.  It was unlike anything I had ever encountered before.  Even eating a dragon hadn’t been like this.  This was… something inside me, biting and clawing even as I tried to eat it.
 
   I couldn’t even force it out; its spiritual spines and hooks were set too deep.
 
   Then things got worse.
 
    
 
   I stumbled backward into my headspace, dragged in and thrown across the room by the scruff of the neck, tumbling to the floor, skidding up against my desk.  I shook my head and climbed to my feet.
 
   I was standing there, looking at me.
 
   My first words were questions, couched in language usually reserved for sailors.
 
   “I’m you,” he replied, smiling.  He only had regular fangs, not a whole mouthful of sharp teeth.  “I’m the you that should have been.”
 
   “Time travel?” I hazarded, cracking my knuckles.
 
   “No, nothing like that.  I’m the you without all those moral and ethical dilemmas.  I’m the strong version.  Or, you could say that I’m your son, Father.  You contributed the best parts of you, and the Devourer was my mother; it helped me grow and become myself, rather than dissipate into formlessness.”
 
   Memory flashed before me.  I hung in an empty nothing, devoid of everything, a perfect void, while something dark and terrible fought over me with a blazing wall of fire.  There was a tearing, ripping sensation as the darkness called to darkness within me, pulling out all that was hateful and evil.  The blackness in my soul, the terrible things that lurk in the deep recesses of the heart, all drawn out, opened up, copied.
 
   And, apparently, invested with power and form, given a kind of life.
 
   “You’re my dark side,” I said, slowly.  “A copy of all the evil I have in me.”
 
   “Indeed.  And now, I’ll finally have a body that can stand to hold me.”  He laughed, a short, brittle sound.  “Human forms tend to break down quickly when they house a spirit of my power!”
 
   “I can imagine.  Demons don’t do well in flesh.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not a demon,” he replied, still grinning.  I wondered if his fangs ever retracted.  “I’m much closer to a human soul than that.  A half-breed, perhaps—a child of you and the Devourer.  Mortal flesh still isn’t durable enough for me, though.”
 
   “And that’s why you’re here.”
 
   “Exactly.  I need your body if I expect to be incarnate.”
 
   “You could have just used Keria’s,” I pointed out.
 
   “Would you have settled for that?” he asked, scornfully.
 
   “Maybe you have a point,” I agreed.  “I wouldn’t have felt comfortable in someone else’s skin.”
 
   Without warning, I grabbed the desk and spun, sliding it across the floor like a runaway freight train.  He jumped straight up, avoiding it as it crashed into the wall, but I was right behind the desk and slammed into him anyway.  He bounced off the wall with me and I was on top of him, on top of the desk, beating him with my fists.  His head rocked back and forth as I bloodied my knuckles.
 
   He got a foot braced on the wall and shoved, propelling us both off the slick surface of the desk.  We landed sideways on the floor and he got one leg up between us, shoving us apart.  I tried to roll with it and come to my feet, but he was just as fast, maybe a trifle faster than I.  I barely made it to my feet before he sprang. 
 
   We wrestled and fought, punching and gouging, clawing and biting, two monsters locked in a life-or-death struggle.  He managed to get me in a chokehold; I broke two of his fingers as I peeled his hand away.  He gouged me in one eye as a reply and we separated, circling, bleeding from a dozen clawed wounds.
 
   “You’re stronger than I expected, Dad.”
 
   “Don’t call me that.”
 
   “What’s the matter, Dad?  Not proud of your firstborn son?”
 
   I came in, then, low and fast, and slammed him into the wall.  He brought both hands down on my back to claw, but I brought my fist up between his legs to distract him.  Monster or not, I know that still hurts.  He clawed up my back pretty well anyway, then I rammed my own claws into his abdomen, under the ribs, and lifted him.
 
   He kneed me in the face, then kicked when the recoil gave him room to do so; he came off my claws and rolled backward while I staggered the other way.  We circled each other again, watching, wary.  We seemed pretty evenly matched.
 
   “Give you this, Dad,” he said, still circling with me, “I never had trouble like this from the princes of Byrne.”
 
   “Which one gave you the most trouble?” I asked.  
 
   He looked thoughtful for an instant, and I was ready for it:  that fraction of a second when his attention was divided.  I rushed him again, shouldering him into the wall one more time, but this time I seized his right arm.  His left came around, slashing and tearing from one shoulder to the other along my back, but I twisted his arm and brought it down, brought my knee up.  It cracked like a green branch and he howled.
 
   I jerked away from him, yanking on the broken arm as I did so.  He staggered as I pulled and I kicked his nearest knee.  He fell, or would have.  Instead, I turned his fall into a swing, still holding him by the broken arm.  Around once, twice, three times, accelerating the whole way, before I slammed him bodily into the edge of my desk.  Things cracked inside him.
 
   The rebound made it easy to swing him the other way, so I did.  Into a wall.  Then I threw him into a corner and he landed in a heap.
 
   For several seconds, I simply stood there, breathing hard and wondering why I needed to.  For that matter, why wasn’t I regenerating?  My guess was that I was a mental presence, not a physical one, and this was all mental exertion.  Maybe I wasn’t regenerating because the damage was psychic, not physical.  It sure hurt like real wounds.
 
   My doppelganger laughed softly.  He lay in a heap on the floor, hardly moving.
 
   “Enjoy it,” he gasped.  “That feeling of victory.  It won’t be for long.”
 
   “This, coming from the broken heap,” I observed, massaging my shoulder.  I straightened with effort; my back felt as though it was on fire.  “What’s going to happen to you when I toss you out, I wonder?”
 
   “Nothing,” he replied, lifting his bloodied face to look at me.  “You can’t get rid of me anymore.  I’m in you.  I am you.”
 
   “You never were,” I spat.  “You were never anything more than a copy—and a flawed copy, at that.”
 
   “If you say so, Dad.  A copy can’t compare.”
 
   “Exactly.  Time to go.”  I stepped forward.
 
   “A copy, yes,” he said, grinning, “and now added to the originals!”
 
   His one good hand slapped the floor—almost; he seized the bolt of the basement door, yanked it back.  I surged forward, but was too late.  The door flew open and a boiling, flapping, seething darkness came up from the depths like an eruption from my own private hell.
 
   Which, considering what lives down there, it most certainly was.
 
   A wave of dark and terrible things swarmed up, swamped my mental study, filled it to overflowing, and sucked me down into the darkness.
 
   Above me, I heard a terrible, sickening laughter.
 
   It sounded just like me.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Interlude
 
    
 
   Halar picked himself up from the floor, slowly, as though every movement was an effort.  He looked around and nodded in satisfaction.  The dead prince on the other side of the grating seemed to grin at him, face twisted in a rictus of agony and death.  Halar chuckled and stretched.
 
   Boss? Firebrand asked.  Are you all right?
 
   “I’m fine.  Let’s find the rest of the royal family and their magician.”
 
   I don’t hear anyone nearby.
 
   “Then we’ll look.”
 
   Okay.  What happened?
 
   “I ate a Prince.  He disagreed with me.  Now shut up.  I’m concentrating.”
 
   Sorry, Boss.
 
   Halar sheathed both swords and moved through a perfunctory search the rest of the floor.  No one seemed to be present.  Quickly, then, he ascended to the next floor and skimmed through it, as well.  He found three guards and dismembered them with his hands, bit chunks from their flesh to swallow blood.  He laughed in delight as the blood from the bodies flowed and rippled to him, soaked into his skin.
 
   He entered the room they guarded.  The young man inside brought up his sword and assumed a guard stance.
 
   Halar ripped him limb from limb and laughed again as he watched the blood crawl into his skin.
 
   “I think that does it for the family,” he observed, tossing most of a desiccated arm aside.  “Let’s go look in the basement for the magician.”
 
   Rakal.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Rather than go down through a tower full of flaming stairs, Halar simply stepped out a window and dropped to the courtyard.  The courtyard was almost well-illuminated.  Several mirrored lanterns added to the light shed by the burning towers.
 
   He stood amid a small hail of missiles; they veered subtly to either side, missing him.  The men on the walls continued to shoot at him anyway.  He ignored them and went to kick in the nearest door.
 
   Moments before he reached it, the door exploded outward.  A smoking-hot statue of solid bronze emerged from the inferno beyond.  The flames had spread from the towers to other areas of the palace.
 
   “Oh, well,” he said, shrugging.  “Any sign of Rakal?”
 
   Bronze stood still for a moment and regarded him.  Her ears perked forward sharply and her nostrils stretched wide.  She sniffed at Halar, advanced a step, sniffed at him again.  Halar stood still, waiting.
 
   Bronze stopped and laid her ears back, down and flat.  Her eyes widened.  Her lips rippled back from her teeth.
 
   “Bronze!” Halar said, sharply.  She snorted fire and backed away from him.
 
   “Now, that’s just unacceptable,” Halar snapped.  “Get over here right now!”
 
   Bronze blew fire at him and wheeled, running.  Halar watched her go, perplexed.
 
   “Well, what’s gotten into her?” he wondered aloud.
 
   Got me, Boss.  She didn’t recognize you.
 
   “Hmm.  Maybe she ran into some sort of confusion spell while we were separated.”
 
   Could be.  Would a spell like that work on her?
 
   “Depends on a lot of things.  Well, it’s not important.  I can deal with her later,” he said, darkly.
 
   He continued around the palace until he found a door without flames behind it.  Hurrying in, he moved quickly through the palace to one of the stairways below.  Once under ground level, he negotiated the sublevel to the magician’s chamber.  He paused to knock on the door.
 
   Rakal opened the door and did a double-take.  He recovered and stood silent, watching for something.
 
   That’s him, Boss!  Firebrand declared.  Halar did not reply, but addressed Rakal, instead.
 
   “Are you going to just stand there?” Halar demanded.  “Or do you plan to let me in?”
 
   Rakal stepped aside.  Halar pushed the door open and marched into the magician’s laboratory.
 
   “Did it…?” Rakal asked, hesitantly.
 
   “Of course it did,” Halar answered.  He drew the second sword and held it by the forte, gesturing with the hilt.  “If it hadn’t worked, where do you think this would be?”
 
   “Probably in my guts,” Rakal admitted, relaxing.  “I’m glad we’ve finally—” he began, and Halar moved, faster than the eye could follow.  The swordpoint took Rakal up under the chin and out the top of his head.  Halar twisted the blade in the wound and flicked it forward, out through the middle of Rakal’s face, cutting it free of the brain and skull.
 
   Rakal’s body collapsed to the floor, twitching and burbling.
 
   “I regret that you can be of no service to me,” Halar said, smiling.  He gestured with the blade and what was left of Rakal’s head came off at the neck.  Blood swirled on the floor, slithering to Halar’s feet.
 
   Still smiling, he watched the blood on the blade slide down, over the guard, and find its way into his skin.  Then he flicked the weapon to remove everything else from the blade.  He sheathed it and drew Firebrand.
 
   “Let’s burn the place down,” Halar said, “and then go to the mountain.  I have ever so much to do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
    
 
   It’s never cold, at least.  Hell doesn’t freeze over all that often.  This is a good thing for a naked animal on the run in a world of terror and death.
 
   The landscape in which I live is a twisted ruin, a festering mockery of a world descended into the pit of decay.  Skeletal steel beams mark the corpses of buildings; crumbled piles of masonry lie like rotting flesh around the bones.  Unwinking eyes, glassless, stare mournfully from other structures, overgrown with carnivorous ivy.  Streams of I-know-not-what flow down the middle of ruined, rubbled streets, twisting and turning among the burning trash heaps of forgotten dreams and rotting middens of the mind.
 
   The dark thing that invaded my mind empowered everything that ever hurt me.  Every memory that makes me cringe, every forgotten slight, injustice, or cruelty done to me—or done by me—rose up and dragged me down with them.  All the fears, hatreds, insecurities, and jealousies I have ever known pursue me constantly.  Bitterness and pain stalk me in the dark and twisting alleys of my dreams.  These things lurk in the shadowed, twilit landscape of my undermind, the basement beneath my mental study.  Occasionally, one or more of them will cross my path and flay me with the whips and lashes of guilt and fear.
 
   Sometimes, I think I catch glimpses of Bronze in the distance.  I don’t know if she is really in here with me, part of me, somewhere, or if what I think I see is merely another torment.  I know the flock of harpies that sometimes dive at me, screeching and snatching, are real enough; they are the embodiment of terror wearing the faces of the women I love.
 
   I am almost always on the move.  If I stop for longer than a few moments, they find me.  They are always following me, for my feet hurt from the rough ground and sharp debris, and leave bloody footprints with every step.  Little things emerge from the wasteland as I pass; they lap up the blood as I run.
 
   Once, I looked back to see what they were.  I don’t look back anymore.
 
   Where are the stairs?  If I could find them, I could go up, try to force the door, perhaps even finish what I started.  I do not dare to climb a building, nor venture into any dead end or cul-de-sac.  I have to keep routes of escape open to evade the things that hunt me.
 
   The sky is an unrelenting black.  There is no sun, no moon, not even stars.
 
   I do not sleep.  I’ve tried being tricky, splashing through rivulets to wash away the blood, swinging up into hidden alcoves and shadowed holes, there to try and rest.  I can rest, yes, but sleep will not come to me.  So I try to remember to look up whenever I can, to keep one eye on the sky.  When that door opens, it will be a pillar of light in a world gone to gloom, and I will ascend through it.
 
   Will the memories that pain me come with me?  Will they seize me and drag me down with them again into this quagmire of agony and heartache?  Or can I rise above my darker nature—not that of the vampire, but that darkness that lurks in the depths of every heart?
 
   I must believe I can be better than that.  I must!  But it is so hard to believe in anything, here, where the darkness itself tastes of despair and guttering fires give off the smoke of desolation.  This is not a place for hope, or faith, or belief in anything.
 
   Immortality implies the potential of forever.  In an infinite length of time, I will have an opportunity.  I must.
 
   Somewhere in the length of eternity, I will rise again.
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