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Some things, when lost, take more with them than just themselves.  The hole they leave behind means never being whole. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Preamble 
 
      
 
    What is the measure of a broken heart? 
 
    Can one gauge sorrow by the cracks in the heart?  Can we number them, plumb their depths, mark their length, record their width?  Is there some temperature to the heart to mark its distress?  When a heart grows cold with loneliness and grief, with longing and desolation, is there a scale against which the chill of torment may be marked? 
 
    How does one measure heartbreak? 
 
    What of a heart divided?  One not merely cracked and frozen, but fully sundered, split in twain, and half of it gone forever?  With what remains, can we reconstruct the image, like some archaeologist with a piece of pottery, and make it whole?  Can a heart, once shattered, ever be restored? 
 
    Or is the heart more like a song?  When the song ends without warning, chopped off in the middle, all that is left is silence. 
 
    When I was young and foolish, I poured the better part of myself into that which I created.  Now I am older and perhaps less foolish, but broken.  The whisper of the wind holds no voices, nor the murmurs of the trees in the breeze.  There is something gone out from the worlds of men and all are made poorer for its passing. 
 
    No, I realize I am wrong.  All about me is unchanged, for the worlds of men are uncaring of their tenants.  It is I who has changed, and not for the better.  I see all things differently.  The something I once knew has gone out of me, like an old song but half-remembered.  It is gone, and the beauties of the world are dimmed in my sight.  There is neither joy nor hate, only a bland callousness.  I have only this faded memory, a strange sense there should be something more, something to the world around me, but I no longer understand it, feel it.  I know I should.  I know I once could, and I did, but even the memory of times past is washed out, colorless, dull. 
 
    What is the measure of a broken heart? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Sunday, September 7th, 1969 
 
      
 
    I woke up to a terrible throbbing in the back of my head and a sharp, stinging sensation across my face.  I jerked my head upright—a blindingly painful mistake—and my eyes watered. 
 
    “Where are the diamonds?” 
 
    I didn’t know who was asking or why.  Memory, the fickle thing, was out to lunch. 
 
    “Ow,” I groaned, while a number of bright points flashed inside my eyes.  Whoever was keeping time to my heartbeat by beating the back of my skull, his rhythm was perfect.  My inquisitor persisted. 
 
    “We want the diamonds.  Focus, mac.  We know you got an arrangement with the Castiglione family to move them.  Talk!” 
 
    I tried to hold my head, but my hands were tied to the arms of a chair.  A little shifting around told me I wasn’t restrained too well—ankles and wrists only.  My first impulse was to rip free and flee for my life.  I’m a hell of a lot stronger than I look and the chair was only wood.  I also have an acquired distaste for being tied up and hurt.  It’s not an experience I choose to dwell on. 
 
    I wasn’t at my best, which probably influenced my traumatic flashback to Johann’s party.  I also remembered the aftermath of undirected savagery, which curbed my enthusiasm for it.  I tried and succeeded at controlling my breathing—daytime—and sorting out my situation.  If occasion warranted a bit of brutality, I might still go with my original plan, but perhaps it would be better to gauge my situation more thoroughly.  Besides, I had a nasty headache. 
 
    Pretty good thinking for someone recovering from a bash on the noggin.  Thick skull. 
 
    Through the fading spots in my eyes, I was pretty sure there were three men in the room.  I noted one of them held a baseball bat.  I squinted painfully at him, memorizing his face for later.  If there was a later. 
 
    “Okay,” I groaned.  “You want diamonds?  You got ’em.  You want one big pile or a steady supply?” 
 
    This killed the conversation for several seconds while they processed.  It also let me blink a few times and not shake my head.  I wondered if I had a concussion.  Day or night, my skull is awfully hard to crack.  Sometimes even bad ideas can have a hard time penetrating.  I think a wooden baseball bat might break before my skull did.  Still, my brain can be rattled around inside the box.  That’s how a blow to the head knocks people out, usually.  The damage caused by the brain thumping back and forth, that’s the concussion part.  It’s kind of like someone without a seat belt rattling around in a tumbling car.  
 
    As I continued to recover, I took stock of my situation. 
 
    Diogenes told me we had a note from a world we codenamed “Flintridge.”  Mary scouted the place, since it was a fairly typical Earth-analogue.  We like those.  They generally have resources Diogenes can use in his expansion and reclamation work.  So she did the legwork with a Salvatore Castiglione, of the Castiglione family, then had me show up to shake hands and agree to the arrangements—many places and organizations prefer to do business with a man. 
 
    The arrangement to move “smuggled” diamonds was a simple one.  I put a shift-box in a cheap apartment.  It’s an enchantment on a drawer of a bedside table—two, really, since the other one is in Apocalyptica.  Once a month, someone from the Castiglione organization replaced the diamonds in the drawer with cash.  After a while, he contents of the drawers switched places, replacing the cash with diamonds.  It was a simple, easy, almost foolproof variation on the typical drop-box.  They got diamonds at discount prices, we had startup cash for our investments and, later, an ongoing source of additional capital.  It was a good setup.  We’ve used variations on it in other worlds. 
 
    After several local years of smooth operation, we found a note with the money.  It asked for a meeting to discuss a problem with the last shipment.  Okay, so Mary and I get dressed for Flintridge.  That meant a two-piece suit for me, a vintage sun dress with a pleated skirt for her.  We have a setup similar to the shift-box in our building down near the harbor, but it’s a walk-in closet suitable for moving people.  It’s cheaper than a gate, since it doesn’t stay open, just switches two spaces and anything in them.  It’s our people-sized inter-universal transport point between Apocalyptica and Flintridge. 
 
    Technically, it’s in Long Beach, California.  We nicknamed the world “Flintridge” because that’s where our initial arrival gate opened.  But that’s another story. 
 
    A short drive later, she drops me off outside the drop-box apartment building, gives me a quick kiss, and heads off to check on other arrangements in this world.  I go up to the apartment to wait for Salvatore Castiglione or his designated negotiator.  Salvatore is a decent sort, as organized crime goes.  Mary tells me his reputation is impeccable.  I don’t keep track of this sort of thing; Mary’s the businesswoman.  I’m just the front guy and occasionally her thug.  She does things with subtlety and finesse, like a scalpel.  I’m a wrecking ball.  It works for us. 
 
    My memory fuzzed out somewhere after leaving the car.  I’m sure I kissed Mary before she drove off, and I’m sure I went up the stairs rather than risk the rickety elevator.  Beyond that, my short-term memory seems to have suffered.  I silently blamed the gorilla in a suit on my left, as well as his baseball bat, the city of Louisville, and the whole state of Kentucky—but mostly the gorilla. 
 
    “All right, smart guy.  If you’re so willing to fork over, where’s the loot?” 
 
    Funny.  I didn’t recognize the apparent leader’s accent.  He wasn’t Italian, certainly, but he was dark-haired.  The third of their group had more than a trace of ginger in his hair.  Scottish?  Irish?  It can be hard to differentiate after being slipped a Mickey—a Mickey Mantle, that is.  Maybe it should be “slipped a Louie,” as in “Louisville Slugger.” 
 
    “I got a note saying to come and talk about a problem, not make a delivery,” I pointed out.  “I’m guessing you guys added the note.  Doesn’t matter.  If you want diamonds, we can do that.  My boss won’t care who we do business with.  Do you want to do this once, or do you want to get regular shipments?  Or once to see if it goes smoothly, first?” 
 
    I watched the talker to see if he was the one in charge.  He didn’t consult the other two, even by eye.  He scratched at a long, faint scar, just in front of his right sideburn.  Wheels turned inside his head. 
 
    “You get clocked in the head and you’re willing to do business?” 
 
    “My boss tells me to move diamonds.  I move them.  I’ll move them to the Castiglione family or to you.  He won’t care and neither do I.  Money only comes in one color.” 
 
    “I was expecting to beat it out of you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to get beaten.  I want money.  That’s it.  If you want to do business, all you had to do was ask.  The Castiglione family doesn’t have anything exclusive.  The boss doesn’t like exclusive deals.” 
 
    He half-sat, half-leaned on the little desk-table against the wall.  He scratched his head, rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    “This ain’t going how I planned.” 
 
    “Too easy?” I asked.  He nodded.  “And because it’s too easy, you think there’s a catch?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Seems to me you’re telling me what I want to hear so I’ll let you go, then we’re covered in fuzz or pine.” 
 
    “That’s a problem.  I know you don’t work for the Castiglione family, but they had the same problem.  The boss okayed giving them a free sample to start things, then let them decide how much merchandise they could handle every month.  They eased into it.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.  Smarter than I’d give them wops credit for.” 
 
    “I don’t know how we’d do it here.  I didn’t bring anything with me, sadly, to give you as goodwill—although I feel I’m owed some goodwill for the knock I took.  Still, it’s not the worst thing that’s happened to me in bringing a new partner on board.  How can we make you feel safe while still getting merchandise moved?” 
 
    “He’s good, Frank,” commented one of the others—the ginger-haired, not-holding-a-bat one. 
 
    “Yeah, and you just used my name.  Real smooth, Shakespeare.  Take your mouth outside.”  Shakespeare hung his head sheepishly and went to stand in the hall.  Frank turned his attention back to me.  “You don’t care?  You’ll quit doing business with the Castigliones and do business with a stranger?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to do business with both, but if you’re here, the Castigliones have some problems—you, I’d guess.  Figuring out the operation and intercepting the goods is kind of an introduction, and it looks good on your resume.” 
 
    “I can see that,” he agreed, nodding. 
 
    “How did you figure it out, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “Simple.  We just watched.  Castiglione’s guys make a drop-off every month, clockwork-like.  Never saw you guys, though.  Got a secret entrance or something?” 
 
    “Different people,” I lied.  “It’s hard to finger a courier if you don’t use the same one.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” he agreed, nodding.  “For a man who nearly had his egg scrambled, you’ve got some brains on you.” 
 
    “Thanks.  Want to work more diamonds for us?” 
 
    “Thing is, you can’t do both.  Both organizations, that is.  Too much ice on the market cools it.” 
 
    “So you do have some connections for moving it,” I noted.  “Good.  You’re in touch with things.  That’s another good sign.  But if you can move diamonds, can you move other gems?  Sapphires?  Rubies?  If the Castiglione family handles the diamonds, that leaves the other gemstones for you.  I could sell that to the boss—it would mean more product and more profit.  I know he’d go for it; it solves the problem of how to move the others.” 
 
    “This is weird.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We’re negotiating this kind of deal and you’re tied to a chair, talking like it don’t matter.  What’s your deal, man?  Are you cold as a fish or what?” 
 
    “I’m not scared, if that’s what you mean.  You haven’t killed me out of hand and I’m trying to talk you into making a lot of money.  My chances of surviving this are fantastic, because keeping me alive means you get rich.  Even better, I’m still wearing my watch and both rings.” 
 
    “Your watch?  Your rings?” 
 
    “You didn’t take them.  Plus, you’re wearing ties.” 
 
    “What do ties have to do with it?” 
 
    “You’re not wearing jeans, boots, and leather jackets.  You’re not some lowlife street hood out for a fast buck.  You’ve got class and you think bigger than wallets and watches.  You think in terms of investment portfolios and accountants and dodging taxes.” 
 
    “I’d like to think so.” 
 
    “So let me make you an offer.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “You have a hard time trusting me enough to let me walk.  Fine.  My boss isn’t in the country, so meeting him isn’t going to happen, either.  How about this?  Take me home.  You drive.  I give you some sapphires and rubies.  You don’t kill me.  Maybe we work out a drop spot and a schedule, maybe you take the gems and I never hear from you again.  Up to you.  Either way, you come out ahead.  Although, if you have the organization to move sapphires and rubies, the boss will love you for it—and that means a lot of money over the course of years.  This is the kind of thing for putting kids through college and still getting the vacation home up by Lake Tahoe.” 
 
    Frank thought long and hard about it.  I wasn’t too worried.  There was nothing in the third-floor walkup worth anything, so I was the only source of money in the room.  I’m sure his original plan was to get out the rubber hose and beat information out of me.  Like I told him, though, I don’t care to be beaten.  Maybe I should have been more resistant and reluctant, but having my brains rattled around in my skull doesn’t do them any good.  I still think I did a good job on the thinking front, all things considered. 
 
    Besides, even during the day I could rip the chair apart and take the bat away from Gorilla.  Unless Frank not only got a gun out in a hurry but managed to shoot me in the head, it wasn’t going to be a problem.  I wear enchanted underwear made of ballistic materials and my suit coat is a quasi-divine artifact trying to blend in. 
 
    I’m not paranoid, although I sometimes joke about it.  I’m reasonably cautious, given the preponderance of things wanting to kill me.  At least, that’s what I tell myself.  Don’t disillusion me. 
 
    “All right,” he decided.  “We’re going to your place.  You sit in back with my partners.  Don’t try anything or you’ll get what the golden goose got.  Dig me?” 
 
    “I assure you, the last thing I want is trouble.  I want to get this business deal concluded and get some aspirin.  That’s my mission in life right now.” 
 
    “Let’s truck.” 
 
    After a tense minute and a creaking, groaning, cable-twanging ride in the elevator, we walked out, me in the middle, and the four of us climbed into their car.  Big car, too.  1965 Ford Galaxie, four-door sedan, metallic grey.  I sat in back between Gorilla, Shakespeare, and their pistols.  Frank drove and I gave directions.  Before long, we were at the converted warehouse Mary and I use for local living and as a cargo point for Diogenes. 
 
    “You live in a warehouse?” Gorilla asked, startling me.  He had a voice like Radar O’Reilly.  It was completely wrong for something built like a Knight of the Crown. 
 
    “The offices are converted into living space,” I assured him.  “I’m going to reach for my keys.  Okay?”  They let me get into a pocket and hand them a ring of keys.  “Here.  This one.  Now, before we all troop out, one of you go in and confirm it’s not full of guns and bodyguards and similar sorts.  This isn’t a trap.  We really are here to do business.” 
 
    Frank looked startled at that, but nodded to Shakespeare to take the key. 
 
    “The people-door leads to the offices, but they’ve been converted to an apartment.  The door across from the entry leads into the warehouse proper.” 
 
    Shakespeare nodded and went inside.  He came back out in less than two minutes, confirmed the place was empty, and we all went inside.  I encouraged them to point guns at me while I fished out the local wealth. 
 
    “Here you go,” I told them, and dumped sapphires, rubies, diamonds, gold, and cash on the kitchen table.  “Now, do you want to take gemstones and do business?  Or take all of it and walk?  It’s up to you.  Take it all.  I won’t stop you.  But you can make this much in profit in the first year, if you have the resources to move the product.  What’s it to be?” 
 
    Sometimes I feel a little like the devil in all the stories about selling one’s soul.  “Go on.  Go on!  Take as much as you like!  Do whatever you want!  Enjoy it! —just sign here.”  That sort of thing.  Maybe I am.  At least I try to make sure people understand the consequences. 
 
    Frank was thoughtful.  Shakespeare and Gorilla salivated.  Shakespeare put his gun away and ran sparkly rocks through his hands. 
 
    “Paulie.  Put those down.” 
 
    “But, Frank, the guy said—” 
 
    “Put them down, dammit!  Always thinking small, that’s your problem.”  Frank eyeballed me.  “You’re telling me we can make way more than this?” 
 
    “The boss will supply as much as you can move, so it’s up to you.  The boss doesn’t like putting too many eggs in one basket, of course.  That’s why the Castiglione family only moves diamonds.  We can get you these three kinds of gems, of course, and gold—all of it untouched by governments, taxes, tariffs, and other such encumbrances.  Pretty much anything you like, really, that Customs agents love to slap a tax on.” 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “Almost anything,” I corrected.  “There are things he can’t get out of South—” I cut myself off, as though I’d said too much.  “There are things too hard to smuggle,” I corrected.  “He also won’t touch anything that’s illegal for a good reason.  Most drugs, for example.  Human trafficking.  Stuff like that.  High-class, all the way, every day, in every way.” 
 
    “Who, exactly, do you work for?” 
 
    “He strongly prefers to remain nameless and unconnected, for obvious reasons.  If you do meet him—if you move a lot of product—you may get an invitation you didn’t expect to a party or other gathering.  You might meet him there, socially, but it will never be related to the business side of things.  Like I said, high-class, never crass, and never anything to connect him to the business.” 
 
    “Guys.”  Frank and his two friends stepped out into the warehouse to discuss.  Even during the day, my ears are pretty good; I heard them whispering and knew we would work out a deal.  I opened the medicine cabinet and took some aspirin. 
 
      
 
    Mary triggered the garage door and drove her car—a violently red Toronado—into the building.  I was still lying down in the bedroom, nursing a headache, and muttering low-grade healing spells.  She came into our apartment area in the corner and turned on the lights.  I groaned and laid an arm across my eyes. 
 
    “Did you get a lift home?” she called out from the kitchen area, setting down some shopping bags.  “I looked for you at the apartment.” 
 
    “You could say that,” I called back, as quietly as I could.  “I have a headache.” 
 
    “Poor baby.”  She came into the bedroom and sat beside me.  “Did something go wrong?” 
 
    “Depends on how you judge it.  We now have a partner who thinks he can move all the gems and the gold.” 
 
    “Wow!  The Castiglione family is spreading out faster than I thought,” she said, quietly. 
 
    “It’s not them.  It’s one of their competitors, some Irish guys from the East Coast trying to push into the West Coast.” 
 
    “Oh?”  She frowned in thought.  “How did they… was the note from Salvatore or not?” 
 
    “Not.  The Irish guys want us to stop dealing with the Castiglione family and be exclusive with them.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I’m not sure we want to side with newcomers.” 
 
    “I know.  I figure we’ll have a quiet word with Salvatore about a new drop, then make arrangements for a drop in New York, to keep our Emerald Isle allies from suspecting.” 
 
    “Yes… yes, I think we can do that.  Maybe we should consider someplace in Las Vegas for the Castiglione drop.  I seem to recall Salvatore mentioned something about family operations there.  It might help to avoid conflicts.  I’ll double-check with him.” 
 
    “Are you sure?  Most of the Las Vegas variants we’ve been to have a huge number of the local vampires.  It’s worse than Santa Carla.  Even that post-nuclear Las Vegas had a mutated-human version of vampires.” 
 
    “I’m not sure those count,” she replied, doubtfully.  “They didn’t live long, they could eat things besides blood, and they reproduced sexually.” 
 
    “They had fangs and excellent night vision, preferred blood, and sunburned easily.  Close enough for the locals.” 
 
    “I guess we can count them in the vampire species catalog,” she agreed, reluctantly.  “I’ll give you three to two Flintridge has vampires of some sort.” 
 
    “No bet.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a type we can fake,” she added.  “We could blend in and enjoy some underground night life.” 
 
    “I think you just want to drag me through another mirror funhouse,” I accused, grinding the heels of my hands into my eyes. 
 
    “I can’t help it if you’re amusing,” she replied, smiling and rubbing my temples with her fingertips. 
 
    “You mean everyone else is amusing when I don’t have a reflection.” 
 
    “Well, yes.  Bad headache?” 
 
    “Hell, yes.  Mild concussion, I think, but I’m not thinking at a hundred percent.  I’m having trouble with bright lights and I’m a trifle nauseous, too.  There may be other symptoms of a concussion, but I don’t remember them right now.  I’ve got a piddly little healing spell going, but it takes time.  The frailties of living flesh are not helping.” 
 
    “Especially in a low-magic environment like this one,” she agreed.  “Poor baby.  Did the bad men do mean things to you?” 
 
    “Baseball bat.  He wasn’t trying to kill me, just knock me out.  He did, too.  I think he needs more practice.  If he knocked me cold, he’s going to wind up killing mortals here and there.” 
 
    “Planning to eat him?” 
 
    “Not while we’re doing business with him.  I’m also not going to do him any favors,” I added, darkly. 
 
    “Do you want to stay and watch over the transfer of the copper Diogenes ordered?  You can go back to Apocalyptica if you want.  I won’t mind.” 
 
    “Maybe I should.  Whichever course gets me to nighttime quickest.  And I still think we could stop dealing with the criminal element.  We’ve established enough of a legitimate presence in this world to quit the illegal money.  Haven’t we?” 
 
    “Moving commodities cheap in one world and expensive in another is our major profit maker, but to maximize that, we need to avoid too much government scrutiny.  I suppose,” she added, looking up and tapping her lips, “we could take out a patent on something they haven’t quite invented yet and rent it to somebody.  Manufacturing methods for slightly better computer chips, for example.  We don’t do much but collect the money, that way.” 
 
    “Maybe later.  The idea is to have a steady income over time so Diogenes can order whatever resources he’s most lacking in Apocalyptica, not spend money like movie stars.” 
 
    “I like spending money.  I like making a profit off the criminal classes, too.  They never go to the cops.” 
 
    “Yes, but they don’t need to if we’re not stealing—aha!” I exclaimed and regretted it.  “Ow.  You’re planning to burgle someone.” 
 
    “Yes, but he deserves it.” 
 
    “I’m too tired to ask searching questions.  Please be careful.” 
 
    “I always am.  More careful than you, judging by your headache.” 
 
    “I’m a trusting soul.” 
 
    Mary made a strangled sort of sound, a suppressed laugh.  I ignored it with dignity as I opened my disguised Diogephone—the model I carried here was disguised as a cigarette case.  Diogenes agreed that sunset was closer in Apocalyptica, so, after Mary helped me to my feet, I stepped into the closet and it shifted me back.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Friday, August 29th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Diogenes met me in the Hall of Doors with a medical robot.  It gave me three injections and insisted on being a wheelchair.  My head was hurting, so I gave in.  The robot hummed along to the residential area. 
 
    I laid myself down in the shower area of our quarters.  It’s big enough for four, has benches for lounging, and comes equipped with settings for mist, drizzle, downpour, pulse massage, and the more mundane jets of water.  It didn’t help much, but the injections Diogenes administered took hold fairly quickly.  My head stopped throbbing, at least.  I know better than to push my luck in these circumstances, though.  I stayed down and enjoyed the warm mist, dim lights, and quiet music.  Gentle strings, slow tempo, and nothing sharp or jumpy.  Very nice. 
 
    It was a good place to be for the local sunset.  I felt immediately better.  There are advantages to vampire regeneration, especially when your personal version of Skynet has cloning facilities.  I don’t routinely bathe in blood, but it’s reassuring to know I can.  I double-checked my usual array of spells and wondered if I should get a haircut.  I can’t tell at night—no reflection—but when hair starts to get in my eyes, it’s time. 
 
    “Professor?” Diogenes asked, through a hovering drone.  “Would you like to review the latest model of the Blacks?” 
 
    “Are you still upgrading those cyborg horses?” 
 
    “Always, Professor.  You mentioned the smell of ozone in the current model, as well as an unnatural level of stillness when not walking.” 
 
    “You couldn’t possibly grow a new clone so quickly.” 
 
    “Theoretically, I can use a cargo shift-booth to place multiple clone tanks in other world-lines of the multiverse.  Statistically speaking, once the gate connection is cut, one of them should immediately run at a faster temporal rate.  It is a wasteful technique, however, and should probably be used only for sufficiently high-priority production.” 
 
    “No kidding.  All right, I give up.  How did you manage this so fast?” 
 
    “The Blacks are genetically-engineered horses from several species across several worlds.  Growing them is still limited by organic processes, but the biological components of the design are finalized, barring exceptional discoveries.  Keeping several grown specimens in stasis is not a material drain on resources. 
 
    “Implanting mechanical and electronic components takes relatively little time, but the organic recovery time from surgery and other techniques must be factored in.  This was something of an issue in solving the ozone problem.  However, altering their behavioral programming is purely a digital action.  The brain implants are, in essence, dedicated microcomputers.  Updating their firmware is much less time-consuming.” 
 
    “I see.  So, the latest model should act more like a horse and less like a robot?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  I believe I have also corrected the design fault causing the ozone production.  Future models should be better.” 
 
    “I look forward to seeing them.” 
 
    “I also have a fusion plant test, if you are prepared to observe.” 
 
    “Sure.  Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “You usually go home after world-gate travel.” 
 
    “The Manor is not my home, Diogenes.  It’s just a quiet place I like.” 
 
    “I am uncertain about the difference, but the distinction is noted.  If you have time, I do require your assistance with the magical components of the experimental reactor.  Those are not subject to my analysis.” 
 
    “I know I enchanted a couple of cameras and lenses for you.” 
 
    “If something goes wrong, I will lose them.  I prefer not to risk their destruction.” 
 
    “Good point.  Got mundane eyes on it?” 
 
    “If you would care to step into the media room, I will provide multiple views.” 
 
    I dried and dressed, then left our quarters in silo two and rode the slidewalk through the underground tunnel.  It’s a pretty fair walk to the media room and the Hall of Doors.  They’re in a separate structure—silo one—because I don’t want to sleep in the same converted missile silo as multiple portals to other worlds.  I’m funny that way, which is weird, considering the fact I don’t sleep. 
 
    Technically, the Hall of Doors is A Hall Full of Closets.  It’s a jumbo hallway done in an Industrial motif, including reinforcing girders and concrete.  It extends through bedrock from the basement of silo one and goes nowhere.  That is, it’s a dead-end corridor.  It’s lined with doors.  The doors lead to closet-like rooms of various sizes, each corresponding to a specific room in another world.  Since travel is possible in both directions, it seemed wise to isolate the Hall of Doors and have it well-defended.  Between my second-favorite chair and the Hall, there are also several hatches, two sets of blast doors, a long walk, and whatever armaments Diogenes hid inside the walls. 
 
    I haven’t asked.  I’m not going to.  It would only make me nervous walking down the corridors. 
 
    The media room—well, the main media room; there are other, less fancy versions—is in silo one, two hatchways from the Hall of Doors.  It’s circular, with individual screens all the way around, and a unit to project holograms in the middle.  The individual screens can also project images to some extent, making their images spring outward and enlarge—handy for when I want to focus on one of them.  There are two chairs, both on wheels and reinforced to take my weight.  These have jointed arms with mirrors—mirrors already enchanted as scrying devices.  Other than that, it’s clean, clear, and empty.  It’s Spartan, functional, almost sterile. 
 
    I parked myself in one chair and brought the mirror up.  Diogenes built a composite holographic image of the fusion reactor test unit.  I wheeled the chair closer to the central projector.  I guessed the simulated viewpoint was from about six miles, give or take.  It gave me something to shoot for in my scrying mirror. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked, once the mirror stabilized. 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “I’ve got a good image of the plasma injector, but let me shift to a psychic viewing mode to avoid any potential solar problems… there.  Now a false-color magical energy filter.  Okay, I’m good.  You may fire when ready.” 
 
    “Activating electromagical transformer.  Power optimum.  Crystals at capacity.  Pinpoint gate ready.  Targeting locked.  In three… two… one…” 
 
    The psychic image in the mirror wasn’t a real image.  It was more of a mental illusion than an actual picture, and deliberately so.  We were dealing with solar power and lots of it.  I’ve had my face lasered off by sunlight before, which isn’t as pleasant as it sounds. 
 
    Nonetheless, the flare of light was momentarily painful.  It was a stinging shock, transmitted through the spell an instant before it failed.  It didn’t hurt the mirror or its enchantment, but the scrying sensor at the observation end, inside the reactor, snuffed out. 
 
    In the holographic image, however, there was a rising cloud of light and fire and smoke.  The mushroom cloud was already starting to form. 
 
    “I think we goofed somewhere,” I observed, rubbing my temples.  Losing a psychic link always hurts a little, but the backlash was already fading. 
 
    “I am forced to agree, Professor.  You will excuse me, I hope, in suggesting it is your goof?” 
 
    “Of course, since you’re probably right.  Why do you think it’s my goof?” 
 
    “The magnetic containment equipment is a proven design, a mature technology commercially available in the world from which we downloaded the schematics.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  So the gate, itself—”  As I spoke, Mary opened the door to the media center and stuck her head in. 
 
    “Are we going to—what have you done?” 
 
    “Probably miscalculated,” I told her.  “Diogenes and I are trying to build a hybrid science-magic fusion plant so he doesn’t have to spend so much time and effort salvaging and remanufacturing solar panels, mining and refining thorium, all that stuff.” 
 
    “I thought he had all the power in the world.  Didn’t he already rebuild the Niagara thing?  Adam Beck something?” 
 
    “That was the original plant, pre-holocaust,” Diogenes corrected.  “Our new generating station was built at the new location of the falls, farther upriver, and named after Nikola Tesla.  Since there are no agencies to restrict water use, the entirety of the river is being used for electrical production, rather than allowing it to erode the new lip above Crater Lake—” 
 
    “It generates a lot of power, yes,” I interjected, “but Diogenes keeps expanding his robot legions and manufacturing facilities.  It’s not easy, this salvaging, mining, refining, repairing, and maintaining everything.  The robot bulldozers and trucks and whatnot in the radiation zones are a headache all by themselves, you know.  Cleaning up after nukes—even after a thousand years—isn’t cheap or easy.” 
 
    “The ongoing project of probing and cataloging random worlds is also a major power expenditure,” Diogenes added.  “Lesser power costs include maintaining a constant level of power through the electromagical transformers in the Habitat area, as well as powering both personal and cargo-sized shift-booths.  I also maintain a constant magical flux in my central computer core area.”  
 
    “That’s why we parked the wormhole exploration equipment at Niagara, so the falls could power the project,” I pointed out, and sighed.  “I was hoping we could have enough thorium reactors online quickly enough to make Cheyenne Mountain viable as the main exploration site.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I thought it would be a good place to put a wormhole exploration facility.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “Plus, we keep learning new things from new worlds and wind up needing more power.  Two or three years ago, we bought him a bunch of superconductor-based dynamos, remember?  It took time and resources to pull the old ones and put the new ones in, then even more to recycle the old ones.  And just the other day, he downloaded a whole slew of new stuff from… uh…” 
 
    “Serial number 5-7-8-1-7-7-3,” Diogenes supplied.  “No name designation as yet.  Advanced technology, minimal magical flux, high pollution, above-normal radiation levels, extensive wireless computer networking, former global government balkanized into smaller states.  Data mining is being given priority due to the aftermath of biological warfare.  Probe gate three has been taken out of rotation to maintain a constant connection for data connectivity.” 
 
    “Right.  He’s got a dozen or more new processes and techniques for manufacturing, as well as new designs for equipment.  Now he has factories to upgrade, retrofitting them.  It’s like watching the Industrial Revolution every month.” 
 
    “Sweetheart,” Mary said, eyeing the still-rolling mushroom cloud, “what I’m interested in is that,” she emphasized, gesturing at the hologram. 
 
    “The original Trinity test site.  Seemed appropriate as a place to risk it, and it’s geographically isolated.  The weather is cooperating and there are mountains between Trinity and the closest refugee settlements… Diogenes?” 
 
    “Poncha Springs and Cripple Creek are the closest.  Fallout is minimal.  Current weather shows what contaminants there are should miss the settlements and their connecting roads, as well.” 
 
    “There, you see?  The other settlements won’t even notice.” 
 
    Mary didn’t answer.  She looked rather pointedly at the dimming mushroom cloud in the holodisplay. 
 
    “I didn’t intend to blow it up,” I added. 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t.” 
 
    “We were only trying to use a gate to supply the plasma in a fusion reactor.” 
 
    “It is much easier to build only a containment unit,” Diogenes added.  “Igniting a fusion reaction and maintaining it involves considerably more equipment.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m going about this wrong,” Mary mused.  “Let me start over.  What happened?” 
 
    “Diogenes built a miniature fusion containment rig and I goofed, we think.” 
 
    “You goofed with nuclear fusion,” she said, and sighed.  “All right.  At least you did it far away.  How, exactly, did you goof?” 
 
    “Well, I’m pretty sure it’s in the gate, somehow.  I enchanted radio telescopes for Diogenes so he can target the end point of the gate.  We already allowed for the lag due to speed of light and for the electronics, as well as perturbations in Earth’s orbit due to the Moon and other gravitational elements, plus a whole horde of other factors.  His targeting should be spot-on.  The technology all checks out, so the gate itself is probably what failed, and I think I have a suspicion as to why.” 
 
    “I’m not following, but go on.  I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “See, rather than use a bunch of lasers or a magnetic pinch to start a fusion reaction, we figured it would be more economical to open a pinprick gate into an already-ignited source of fusion plasma—the Sun.  The plasma could vent through the gate, controlled by the usual magnetic containment methods.  The power the reactor produced could energize the electromagical transformers to supply the gate with magical energy, maintain the magnetic bottle, and power everything in Cybertron.” 
 
    “Cybertron?” 
 
    “The manufacturing center near where Denver used to be.  The place with all the major fabrication facilities.” 
 
    “You are not calling it Cybertron!” 
 
    “Aww.” 
 
    “Don’t you make puppy-dog eyes at me.  You made a mushroom cloud today, so you’re in the doghouse, not the puppy basket.  This has something to do with the Sun, but you’re not done explaining.  Explain.” 
 
    “I think my error was in the nature of the gate.  Diogenes fabricated a gate with a pinprick-sized opening using our standard orichalcum-iridium laminate.  Problem is, this has to be a brute-force gate; there’s no convenient opening anywhere on or in the Sun itself.  So, when the spell locked on to a specific direction and range—inside the Sun, yes—the local gate effectively existed in two places at once.  The part of it here, in the magnetic containment unit, was shielded and cooled to endure the heat from the micro-stream of plasma.  What I didn’t count on was the fact it exists in both places.  I’m now fairly certain the effects of being inside the Sun were also translated locally, causing the gate itself to vaporize violently and, quite likely, let through a significant amount of solar material before the wormhole lost cohesion.” 
 
    Mary sat down in the other chair and rubbed her temples. 
 
    “Eric?” 
 
    I recognized the tone and decided to tread lightly. 
 
    “Yes, dear one?” 
 
    “You are a vampire.” 
 
    “Uh… yes.” 
 
    “You do not need to be opening gates inside the Sun!” 
 
    “In point of fact,” Diogenes offered, “I am the one who targeted and activated the gateway.” 
 
    “You keep out of this!” 
 
    Diogenes did not reply.  He has a higher wisdom score than most humans. 
 
    “What did you want me for, anyway?” I asked, trying to divert her. 
 
    “I have a party to go to in Arcadia and I want you with me, please.” 
 
    “Arcadia?” 
 
    “One of the more divergent Earth analogues.  Hellenistic Greece is pushing hard to qualify for the Steam Age, and there’s a moderate magical flux.  I’ve mentioned it before.  The party, I mean.” 
 
    “I seem to have a memory of agreeing to it.  Is this world the one where the Pharaoh claims Heaven decrees the import/export taxes?” 
 
    “The Fields of Osiris, not Heaven, and yes, there’s an Egyptian Empire there.  He’s reduced the tariff—or the gods have—so people are now buying his cotton again.  It was a choice between no cash flow and low cash flow, and the gods, in their wisdom, told him the obvious.” 
 
    “Literally?” 
 
    “No.  Or, I don’t think so.  I haven’t encountered anyone pretending to be a god, and their local priests and wizards are ritualized magic-workers.  Magic does work, but it’s involved and complicated.  They need all the accessories to get anything to work.  Mandala, mantra, mudra, and often some sort of animal innards, since they don’t have the magical theory we do.” 
 
    “Sometimes the animal innards and other messy bits are useful,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but we at least know why.  They don’t—or can’t—experiment like you do to learn the principles.” 
 
    “Speaking of ‘why,’ why do I have to go?” 
 
    “Because you’re tall, exotic, lean toward handsome, and speak Greek with a pronounced accent.  I’m claiming you’re my lover from the Western Shores.  It’ll get me some good social points and help me get close to Themyricles.” 
 
    “Who’s Thermy-whatever?” 
 
    “Themyricles,” she corrected.  “He’s up for the Pericles Award for his outstanding statesmanship.” 
 
    “Is the Pericles Award in cash?” I guessed. 
 
    “Of course not!  It’s a medallion, hand-made, and one of the highest honors the Hellene Nation can bestow.” 
 
    “So, it’s a Congressional Medal of Honor or a Presidential Medal of Freedom or something?” 
 
    “Kind of, yes.” 
 
    “Is it, you know, valuable?” 
 
    “Well… each one is unique, solid gold, and hand-made by the greatest Moorish goldsmiths,” she admitted, examining the dimming mushroom cloud with sudden interest. 
 
    “Ah.  I thought it might be something like that.  All right.  Afterward, can I go back to The Manor?” 
 
    “I suppose so.  I like it better than the crummy Detroit apartment building you bought on… which world was it?” 
 
    “Capone,” Diogenes supplied. 
 
    “There was nothing wrong with the apartment building,” I huffed. 
 
    “Oh, come on!  It had drug addicts, two gangs, and at least one floor run by a pimp.” 
 
    “I liked the light.  My apartment windows faced an alley.  And the second bedroom made a good laboratory.” 
 
    “Small-time robbers kept kicking in your door!” 
 
    “Only because I turned off the ‘go away’ spell at night.” 
 
    Mary blinked at me for several seconds. 
 
    “Well,” I added, “I wasn’t exactly going to send out for pizza in the evenings, was I?” 
 
    Her mouth worked as she resisted the smile.  She gave it up and laughed. 
 
    “I take it back,” she chuckled.  “You had everything sorted out, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yep.  My needs are simple.” 
 
    She cast her gaze around the room, implying the whole vampire bat-cave setup.  She arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “This isn’t for me,” I protested.  “Not really.  This is a courtesy from Diogenes to his guest.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.  I still think of Karvalen as home, to the extent I have a home.  But this is nice, too.” 
 
    “I was more interested in all this belonging to Diogenes.” 
 
    “Oh, that.  Yes, well, my original intention was to provide him with the tools and materials to make himself secure.  He’s my friend, and I want him to have a home of his own.  These are the guest rooms for us protein types.” 
 
    “I don’t understand you,” Mary decided.  “I really don’t.  You have robot legions at your command and you say they belong to the computer that belongs to you?” 
 
    “He belongs to himself,” I corrected.  “At least, I think he does.” 
 
    “I love you, but I don’t think I’m ever going to comprehend how you think.” 
 
    “It’s mutual,” I agreed.  “I’ve studied some Zen techniques that are supposed to help with the whole accept-without-understanding thing.” 
 
    “Is that part of your classes on Wang-Whack or whatever kung fu?” 
 
    “They go together.  You told me I needed more hand-to-hand stuff.” 
 
    “So I did.  I guess I should follow up more often.  How is your training going?  What have you learned?” 
 
    “Well, I started with Krav Maga and the Marine LINE system.”  I shrugged.  “I don’t know that I’m much of a martial artist, but I know a lot of moves, now.  I probably need more drill.” 
 
    “Don’t you already have a belt in Judo?” 
 
    “I barely passed the test for a green belt, a long, long time ago in a universe far, far away.  I took a few weeks and studied it again, since my weight changed so drastically.  I forgot most of it, but it came back.  Mostly, I’ve been studying Zen with my judo teacher.  The other hand-to-hand stuff is all about finishing fistfights quickly.” 
 
    “How’s that working for you?” 
 
    “Unless you insist, I think I’m done for a while.  I can’t study with Master Ishigu anymore.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We had some temporal whiplash in his universe,” I told her.  Mary winced.  “His Earth ran fast while I wasn’t in it and Diogenes wasn’t holding a constant gate on it.” 
 
    “How bad was it?” 
 
    “About sixty years.” 
 
    “Ouch.  I’m surprised he remembered you.” 
 
    “So was I.  It’s unsettling to see someone leap from forty years old to a hundred over a weekend.” 
 
    “No doubt.  Add it to the list of reasons not to have mortal pets.”  She addressed one of the drones Diogenes uses to follow us around in Apocalyptica.  “So, will he have time to go with me to Arcadia?” 
 
    “It will take some time to prepare another plasma containment facility,” he agreed. 
 
    “One with more heat exchanger potential,” I suggested.  “It’s like cow bell; you can’t have too much of it.  I’ll be thinking about other ways to mitigate the solar fusion problem.” 
 
    “And I won’t need help on the caper, itself,” Mary agreed.  “Not unless something goes horribly wrong.” 
 
    “Good.  Wait.  Weren’t you planning something back on Flintridge, too?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s only in the preliminary planning stages.” 
 
    “If you say so.  Uh… what am I supposed to wear?” 
 
    “High fashion formal,” Mary answered, grinning.  I felt a wave of caution roll over my soul. 
 
      
 
    My soul was right.  High fashion formal for Arcadia consisted, for me, of a billowing, ankle-length tunic, belted at the waist, with the upper half draped to fall over and conceal the belt.  The xiphos was a ceremonial, almost ornamental short sword, but I insisted Diogenes make sure it was also functional—he was neither surprised nor unprepared.  I’m predictable, I guess.  It was summer in Arcadia, so sandals were in fashion, complete with straps all the way up the calves.  Cloaks and capes were optional.  Mary said I was allowed to have my outfit done in black but I had to have some gold accessories to go with it—a torc-type necklace and my usual rings.  I wore my armored underwear over my Amulet of Many Enchantments, a pair of steel-and-gold bracers, and my magic cloak. 
 
    Mary’s outfit was mostly a high-waisted, sky-blue gown.  Subtle dye-work gave the impression of the skirt moving much more than it was.  It bore a jeweled clasp on each shoulder and an intricate, braided-wire girdle in silver.  Women were wearing their skirts short this year in Arcadia; the hem stopped halfway down her thighs.  Classic sandals were back in style for women, too, with golden leather straps reaching almost to her knees.  She had a shoulder bag like a quiver slung across her back and a small, ornamental dagger at her belt.  I felt certain it wasn’t the only knife on her person, just as I felt it more than a decoration. 
 
    “You look wonderful,” Mary told me. 
 
    “I look like a sinister blanket.” 
 
    “Accept the compliment,” she advised, handing me a scroll.  I unrolled it partway and saw it was a briefing on my supposed background in the Arcadia world, which might be important if people were going to make small talk at me. 
 
    “Thank you, dear.” 
 
    “That’s better.  Let’s go.” 
 
    Mary and I walked down the hall of doors to the Arcadia shift-booth.  I pushed open the door for her, which activated the dedicated micro-gate between this closet in Apocalyptica and the exact replica of it in Arcadia.  The ceiling changed from a neutral grey to a bright yellow, indicating it was daytime in Arcadia.  It’s one of the major safety features.  Fortunately, we had time to wait for sunrise in Apocalyptica before going through to daytime in Arcadia.  Never go from dark to light in a hurry.  Suddenly dying isn’t pleasant, but suddenly springing back to life is rough. 
 
    I closed the door and it vanished, the doorknob disappearing right out from under my hand.  The door reappeared on the opposite side of the closet, much like an inter-universal airlock, which was basically its function.  I pulled the door open and ushered Mary out into the villa. 
 
    Our villa in Arcadia reminded me strongly of Tort’s house in Kamshasa.  It was built around a garden, for one thing, and faced inward.  It was more a water garden than a dirt garden, though, with lots of rocks and fountains and trickling and burbling and suchlike.  Very peaceful. 
 
    “How long until the party?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll have to check the day and time.  You know how universes get when you don’t keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “I’ll wait in the garden and study my briefing packet.” 
 
    “Suits me.”  She disappeared while I unrolled the scroll and read.  I blinked at my supposed name, but passed it over, reading the rest.  Mary came back in a few minutes. 
 
    “Sweetheart?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes?” she replied, smiling and batting her eyes at me.  Instantly, I knew it was her idea. 
 
    “Why is my alias ‘Testicles’?” 
 
    “It isn’t.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” 
 
    “It’s test-e-clees,” she said, sounding it out with a Greek accent.  “Like Pericleees or Themyricleees—Testicleees.” 
 
    “There’s a joke in there, but I suspect it’s on me.” 
 
    “It’s a name sometimes given to slave gladiators who display exceptional bravery,” she added. 
 
    “You are aware I hate slavery and prefer to be a coward?” 
 
    “Of course.  That’s one reason it’s funny!  And you have about an hour and a half to brush up on your history before the party—Testicleees.” 
 
    I sighed and went back to reading. 
 
      
 
    Parties aren’t my thing.  It was a good chance to practice the local dialect of Greek, though.  Apparently, my accent is “exotic,” bordering dangerously on “cute.”  Mary was vastly amused at the number of ladies trying to make small talk.  I think she invites me to these things not only to distract people, but to embarrass me.  I still haven’t gotten used to being the decoy for her in social situations.  I would much rather be the frontal assault on the place she wants to break into. 
 
    It says something when I’d rather be shot at than talked to.  I’m not sure what it says.  I’m not listening. 
 
    The locals seem to think a party isn’t a party unless it’s held during the day.  I think it’s a lighting thing.  They have some basic steam power, but electricity is either static electricity—Hauksbee generators and sulphur balls—or the property of Zeus.  I suspect this is another example of religion using social pressure to stifle science.  The Temple of Zeus doesn’t forbid the study of lightning and electricity, but, socially, investigating electricity is frowned upon.  It’s kind of like asking a Catholic priest to swipe some of the Eucharist so a biologist can gene-sequence Jesus.  The suggestion is not taken well. 
 
    So, no electric lights.  They use some candles, but mostly oil lamps, often with some quite impressive and elaborate reflectors.  Someday, they’ll develop gas lighting and gas mantles, but unless the Church of Zeus gets involved in the research and development, I doubt they’ll ever have light bulbs.  A neighboring nation might have better luck.  They worship different gods, so maybe. 
 
    Most of the parties wind down around sunset.  A few types of party, however, simply become more intimate after dark.  Lucky for me, this was a state affair, not a personal one.  As Helios went for a dip in the baths of western stars, ceremonial gestures were traded around, thanks and compliments were delivered, and my butt was subtly and firmly grabbed a number of times. 
 
    Around here, it’s not considered rude, as such, but it is considered a bit presumptuous between strangers.  On the other hand, it’s a method of expressing sexual interest about as subtle as a shotgun blast.  I don’t mind.  It’s not like it hurts me in any way, and I’ve had a lot of practice with odd and widely-varying cultures over the past few decades of personal time.  I was surprised at how many ladies were willing to be so direct.  I was also pleased there was such a high ratio of women to men in the butt-grabbing department.  It’s still a compliment, to be sure, but my interest runs toward women.  It’s how I was raised. 
 
    Mary reclaimed me and bid farewell to our host.  I did what other men did when saying goodbye.  I crossed my arms so my fingertips touched opposite collarbones before spreading my hands down, across, and to the sides, palms forward.  It’s good to be a foreigner in a tolerant country; you don’t have to be perfect.  If you make the effort, they’re pleased.  Our host returned the gesture and we departed. 
 
    “Explain to me again how this helped you?” I asked, handing Mary into the horse-drawn cab—a chariot with a driver up front and a padded bench in the back.  It squeaked as I climbed in, startling the driver and the horses. 
 
    “Simple,” she answered, using English.  “You attracted attention and most of ladies, as well as a lot of the muttering and grumbling of their men.  I had little competition for the ear of Themyricles.  Getting a politician to talk isn’t the problem; steering him is.  Fortunately, he’s one of his favorite topics.  I know much more about the ceremony and have even been promised an invitation.  With so much going for me, if I can’t make off with the award, I’ll have to turn in my Rocket Ranger badge.” 
 
    “You’re no Rocket Ranger.  The Rocket Rangers don’t approve of stealing.” 
 
    “I stole the badge from a real Rocket Ranger, so it’s okay.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s how it works.” 
 
    The cab dropped us off at Mary’s villa.  Petros, her house-servant, let us in.  Mary signed with him for a bit—he was a deaf-mute—and he went away again. 
 
    “Need me for anything else?” I asked. 
 
    “Not at the moment.  I’ll shout if something comes up,” she assured me, holding up one hand and rattling the communications bracelet on her wrist. 
 
    “Fair enough.  I’ll be at The Manor.” 
 
    “Enjoy your boring English countryside.  Say hello to Trixie for me.” 
 
    “I will, both.” 
 
    I stepped into the shift-booth, exited in Apocalyptica, had a quick change of clothes in Diogenes’ wardrobe department—much of silo one is devoted to wardrobe and equipment for otherworldly journeys—and headed back up the hall to The Manor door. 
 
    Someday, I’m going to tie all the shift-booths together.  Walk into one booth, insert the appropriate key, and it takes you to the shift-booth you want.  No more having to route through Apocalyptica to get where you’re going, much less trudge back and forth down the hall. 
 
    Or, even better, I’ll enchant an independent, free-standing box—say, a telephone booth, or an old-style British police box—to swap its space with identical space in another universe.  It’ll be expensive in power terms, and navigating it will be tricky, at best… Maybe I can even grab some space from somewhere, cram it into the box, and make it bigger on the inside! 
 
    Someday, someday.  I’m sure it can be done, even if I don’t know how, yet. 
 
    Then again, maybe I shouldn’t.  I’m pretty sure people would expect someone who, clearly, isn’t me.  Besides, Apocalyptica is where we keep all the information on the worlds we go to regularly, along with the wardrobe and weaponry department.  And I think Diogenes gets lonely.  He denies it, claiming he’s merely a complex of programs, but I’m not sure I believe him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Wednesday, September 27th, 1939 
 
      
 
    Seventeen years ago, local time, it was 1922.  I flat-out bought a Stately Home of England.  I’ve always wanted one.  I never realized how awful they were to live in, though.  Mine is a big pile of rocks with leaded windows, heavy doors, and old furniture.  Fireplaces are everywhere, which dates the architecture, but one of the previous owners added radiators to various rooms and a furnace in the basement for central heat and hot water.  If it hadn’t had running water, I simply wouldn’t have bought the place. 
 
    That was quite a while ago.  The place didn’t have gas heat, nor gaslights, nor any other fancy modern conveniences.  I’ve cheated, however, and paid to have an electric line run out to the house—then added a semi-portable reactor from Apocalyptica.  The power line is mostly an excuse for where the electricity comes from. 
 
    The manor and the grounds are a relatively flat, clear spot in what is otherwise a bunch of tree-covered hills.  Once you get off the lawn, the place is surrounded by apple trees.  There used to be a thriving orchard, but nobody has tended it in a generation.  Now it’s an apple tree forest with a few other trees encroaching.  There’s a sizable lawn immediately around the house and along the drive, as well as an enormous garden out back.  I can’t call it a farm, exactly, but the garden grows some unreasonable number of vegetables. 
 
    I don’t use most of the house.  I have one wing where I eat, work, read, and allow people to think I sleep.  I have stairs down to a walled-off, private section of basement, as well as stairs up to other rooms.  My wing even has a flat roof so I can go up when the urge strikes.  It’s like having a lavish wizard’s tower as well as a Stately Home all in the same package. 
 
    As for the rest of the place, it’s mostly full of old furniture, old paintings, old books, old fixtures, and dusty sheets.  I bought it at an estate sale, lock, stock, and barrel.  The previous owner didn’t come back from the trenches in France, and there wasn’t a clear line of inheritance.  I believe the idea was to sell it all and split the money among the various claimants, but the lawyer—sorry; the solicitor—told me it wasn’t my affair.  
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Gillespie are an elderly couple I hired as caretakers.  Shortly after I bought the house I realized I couldn’t cope with the lawn care, to say nothing of the rest of it.  They live on the top floor, presumably where the servants’ quarters are.  I’ve tried to get them to take rooms lower down so they can avoid all those stairs, but they just look at me with pitying expressions and tell me, “That may be all right, away over in America, but t’ain’t how things are done proper here, young master.” 
 
    I’ve given up arguing, partly because Mr. Gillespie doesn’t hear too well and I dislike to shout at him. 
 
    When I’m in residence—which is often—Mrs. Gillespie insists on being cook as well as caretaker.  I was trying to be the reclusive genius, locked away in his laboratory, but I made the mistake of giving her a set of keys.  She came right into the east wing and announced she’d set the dining table, which obligated me to eat.  She’s an excellent cook, but I originally intended to take all my meals—both sorts—with Diogenes.  The best-laid plans of mice and vampire overlords, I guess. 
 
    Since then, I’ve changed the locks to my private wing so as not to make a fuss about getting those keys back.  She didn’t comment, but she parked a laundry basket by the door.  I don’t think she’d take it too well to know I magically clean my clothes and linens.  First, she wouldn’t approve of “witchcraft.”  Second, she would feel left out if she couldn’t do the laundry.  It’s possible the priority of the offenses is incorrect.  I’ve given up telling her I didn’t hire her as a personal servant.  Every time I bring it up, she nods and agrees and goes right on acting like my grandmother. 
 
    I bought an electric washing machine last year.  That’ll show her.  Then again, I also bought an electric clothes dryer which she only uses when it rains.  The rest of the time, she still hangs everything on a line.  She also deals with fireplaces and wood stoves and thinks the electric lights may be witchcraft, but darn convenient witchcraft. 
 
    I wonder what she would think if she knew I was lobbing the occasional regenerative spell at her and her husband?  I’ve seen her groaning a bit as she straightens up, and I’ve seen him limp on days when the damp gets to his knees.  I may not be able to turn back their clocks, but is it all right to alleviate the symptoms?  They’re not making any deals; I’m doing it for free.  Would it still make me a witch? 
 
    Add it to the list of things I don’t want to tell them. 
 
    Mr. Gillespie is somewhat simpler.  He handles everything to do with the outdoors and the general maintenance.  He touches his cap and smiles whenever he sees me.  Aside from the occasional passing comment about “maiden’s math”—whatever that means—he generally only wants tools and lumber. 
 
    I have no idea how he manages to make a lawn turn so deeply green.  If he putters about anywhere near the grass it grows an inch, which is disturbing.  He mows the lawn with a scythe, so it’s almost a wasted effort. 
 
    I, on the other hand, have a black thumb.  If I do anything to the grass beyond running a mower over it, I risk its life.  Even Diogenes took the extraordinary step of banishing me from his underground hydroponic farms, claiming my presence at night causes a small but statistically significant decrease in crop yields. 
 
    Is that a side effect of being a psychic vampire?  Am I constantly draining a minute amount of energy from everything around me?  Or is it a more mortal, human thing?  I never did manage to keep a houseplant alive for a week.  Maybe I should conduct some tests.  Maybe I will, someday, when I feel more motivated. 
 
    Mr. Gillespie is also the one who tries to report on the place and request equipment or materials.  I don’t know what accent he has, but it’s a struggle for me to follow it.  I finally simplified matters and told him to use his judgment and gave them a bigger caretaking budget.  At least when he tries to explain where he’s spending money, there are receipts.  I can read those.  I try to stay out of his way.  It’s not too hard.  He’s old and not very fast. 
 
    He may not be fast, but he’s utterly without fear.  I think he would have made a good member of the Green Lantern Corps.  With tools and materials now in hand, Mr. Gillespie took himself up on a rickety wooden ladder to work on gutters three storeys from the ground!  I couldn’t order him not to—it’s part of his job—but I immediately had Diogenes fabricate an extendable carbon-fiber ladder.  I still try not to watch whenever he’s off the ground.  I suppose I shouldn’t worry.  He’s been doing this sort of thing for at least fifty years.  He may be old and slow, but anyone who makes it to old age in a hazardous occupation is not a person to trifle with. 
 
    Despite everything else they do, the two of them spend hours in their garden together.  They’ve been married “nigh on forty-three years,” and they seem just as happy with each other as two teenagers.  Maybe gardening is the secret to a happy marriage. 
 
    It bothers me that I’ll have to pack up and leave in a couple of years.  I’ve been reasonably happy here, enjoying the quiet, but the Second World War is scheduled to start in 1941 and I have no intention of becoming involved. 
 
      
 
    When I stepped out of the shift-booth, I was already dressed in tweed.  It’s a local thing.  I wear my armored underwear under everything, of course, but it’s just my habitual paranoia.  I’ve never needed it in The Manor.  My cloak, in these parts, typically pretends to be a vest—or a “weskit,” although I’m not sure what the difference is, if there is one.  Mrs. Gillespie approves, however, of my somber wardrobe choices, claiming “dark colors do give a young man a serious air, if I may say so, as does a weskit, young master, even an American.” 
 
    I nod and agree and thank her for her advice. 
 
    Anyway, I have two hobbies in The Manor.  One is simply sitting on a windowseat, sometimes reading, sometimes watching it rain, which it does rather often.  Mary says I like watching the world weep because I won’t.  She thinks I’m depressed.  She could be right, but I prefer to think of it as simply not happy.  There’s a difference between being actively sad and not happy.  If the scale of happiness runs from positive ten—as happy as one can be—down to negative ten—as sad as one can be—then I think I’m hovering around zero.  I’m not sad.  I’m neutral.  Zero.  Neither. 
 
    Maybe she’s right and I’m lying to myself.  I’ve gotten good at lying. 
 
    Regardless, I like the rain.  We get some good thunderstorms around here. 
 
    My other hobby is technomagical experimentation.  There are any number of things I don’t want to do where they might interact badly with Diogenes.  He’s a hybrid of technology and magic and I don’t like risking his existence with my experiments in magical technology.  Magicology?  Mana-ology?  Thaumatology?  Whatever, it’s a technological approach to magical effects. 
 
    My current experiment is a third-generation prototype.  It’s an orichalcum-based spell diagram printed on a circuit board and connected to an electromagical transformer.  The idea is to raise a power shield around an area and produce magical energy inside it.  It’s rather like an Ascension Sphere, except the containment field doesn’t grow stronger by feeding on the local, external power level.  It has a limit based on the settings of the spell diagram, instead.  When the magical power density rises beyond the containment level, it starts leaking out, like pouring water into a cup when it’s already full. 
 
    The first prototype overloaded, burst like a bubble, set fire to my worktable, and released a shockwave of magical energy.  The residents of Millbeck and Applethwaite were quite convinced the fairies were “abroad o’the e’en” for weeks afterward.  I learned a lot from that prototype, including the fact there are fairies in the woods, lots of them, and there is a wide variety of them.  They’re not usually active in this low-magic environment, though, which makes me wonder when the magic started fading and why.  I’m also a bit unclear on where they go when the magic fades, but fairy ecology isn’t my biggest concern. 
 
    The second prototype had some safety features.  Once it reached capacity, power leaked out through the containment shield rather than rupturing it, but it kept running at full power all the time.  The highest concentration of magic was inside the shield, but a steady stream of the excess magic radiated outward into the vicinity. 
 
    Now it seems I’ve got it right.  I can specify a diameter and leave it running until it’s at capacity.  It then goes into maintenance mode, keeping the “pressure” up and holding the containment shield steady.  I tested it by casting a light spell inside the containment shell, thus draining a bit of the power.  The transformer kicked on, brought the power level up again, and went back into standby mode. 
 
    Someday, when we find a world with an Atlantean civilization, I’m going to have questions, but also a head start.  And if we don’t, eventually I’ll have a technomagical science all my own. 
 
    Whistling cheerily, I locked the door to the third-floor lab and went down to the ground floor.  The other doors connecting to my wing are locked and bolted; the only real entry is through one ground-floor door. 
 
    The main dining table is several people long, so one end of it makes a good mail drop.  Mrs. Gillespie has better handwriting than her husband.  She left me a note to say they’d harnessed Lazy and Loafer to drive into Keswick for shopping day. 
 
    I’m tempted to get a local automobile, but Mr. Gillespie does love those horses.  I like horses and I tolerate the cyborg things Diogenes and Mary put together for me, but I don’t feel like making friends with them.  I still have some raw places that don’t need poking.  I know it’s something I should get over, but it’s not going away.  I may have to live with it, and for a terribly long time. 
 
    With the house to myself, I did a little maintenance on the magic of the place.  I have a low-grade repair spell permeating the structure of the house.  It’s only powered by the solar-conversion spell covering the roof, so it doesn’t have the power to do much.  It’s only there to reduce the wear and tear of time on the house and, as a secondary effect, on Mr. Gillespie.  In theory, it will run forever, but it’s good to double-check your work periodically.  I went up to the roof—it’s pitched over the main house, but the wings were added later and are flat-topped—and had a look around, confirmed all was in order, and headed down again. 
 
    Someone tugged the bell-pull at the front door, ringing the announcing bells. 
 
    My manor house sat at the end of an extremely long driveway.  To reach the front door, one followed the road up from the village, turned at the gate in the hedgerow, continued for over a quarter-mile up the drive to the roundabout in front of the house, and parked under the portico.  I liked the portico; it was a big, serious roof capable of keeping a stagecoach and an eight-horse team dry in a driving rain.  But the long walk from the gate, to say nothing of the long walk from the nearest village, made casual visitors rare. 
 
    I unbolted the heavy front door and swung it open. 
 
    The young man on the front porch was in the near vicinity of eight years old, nine at the outside.  He was muddy from the knees down but otherwise reasonably clean.  He didn’t have a hat, but he had a cardboard box and a small suitcase.  He was sweating and struck me as more than a little tired. 
 
    “May I help you?” 
 
    “I’d like to speak with his lordship, if I may.” 
 
    Polite kid, at least.  I couldn’t fault him for assuming I was a servant.  I answered the door in shirtsleeves and a vest—hardly the height of formal attire. 
 
    “Who is calling, please?” 
 
    “James Dreyfus.” 
 
    “Do come in.  Shall I take your coat?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “Perhaps the young gentleman would care to avail himself of the mud room before entering the house proper?” 
 
    “Oh?  Oh!  Yes, please.” 
 
    I showed him into a small room off the main entry, noting the Gillespies had once again relocated their “Wellies,” or waterproof boots, to the servants’ entrance in back.  I tried to explain how they’re allowed and expected to use the front door, but it’s hard to argue with a man whose answer to anything he disagrees with is, “Eh?  What’ee say?” 
 
    I swear, one day I’m going to fix his hearing instead of his knees. 
 
    The mud room has what I think of as a “floor sink,” an area with a raised lip and a drain.  Dreyfus was not slow to make use of it in cleaning his shoes and socks.  I brought him a towel while he washed. 
 
    Dried and with much cleaner feet, I showed him into the main dining room and seated him.  A quick trip to the pantry found us some sausage, cheese, and biscuits—a sort of cross between a cracker and a cookie.  I encouraged him to eat and added some apple cider to the table.  Then I sat down at the head of the table, putting the corner between us, and munched a little, myself. 
 
    He was mostly through his fifth biscuit-with-extras when the penny dropped.  I wasn’t off consulting with His Lordship about a guest.  I was sitting at the head of the table.  I was eating at the dining table.  Therefore, I was either a servant determined to be fired on the spot, or… 
 
    He swallowed, looked left and right as though about to bolt, and put the rest of the cracker-biscuit down. 
 
    “Oh,” I added, “there is no lord of Applewood Hall.  I’m an American.  All I did was buy the place.  I own it, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Eat your lunch.  It’s a long walk from the villages, and a muddy one, today.” 
 
    “There’s no lord?” 
 
    “Not unless one of ’em insisted on being buried in the basement.  Come to think of it, I haven’t looked in all the suits of armor around the place, either.  Could be one standing propped up in a hallway, I suppose.  Why do you need one?” 
 
    “I’m looking for my family, sir.” 
 
    “Seems like a good thing to do.  By the way, my name is Duncan.  Duncan Kearne.  Since you’ve been well-mannered, James, I’d like you to call me ‘Duncan.’  Now, how did you come to misplace your family?” 
 
    James explained about Operation Pied Piper.  With the prospect of a war in the near future, His Majesty’s government had the bright idea to remove children from areas likely to be bombed.  It was simple in design.  Kids were shipped out of cities and away from industrial centers to be absorbed into the countryside, in little towns and villages.  Each had a cardboard identification card, a gas mask, and a small suitcase of possessions.  Once any shipment of children arrived somewhere, they were lined up for display and individual families could pick and choose among them. 
 
    The idea was an excellent one.  I will always wholeheartedly approve of removing children from wartime danger zones.  The major flaw in the plan, I felt, was the reliance on the milk of human kindness—the decent nature of people.  Admittedly, the majority of people are kind, decent, upstanding sorts, willing to Do Their Part.  There are always those annoying few who view anyone else’s misfortune or disadvantage as an opportunity for themselves. 
 
    Sometimes, I think we need these sorts of people as contrast.  Everyone says we need people who can be good examples.  Noble, upright, honest, wise, all that stuff.  After all, if everyone is a good example, how do we know what a bad example looks like?  Maybe the great virtues are only great because we have all the vices to compare them to. 
 
    Other times, I go to a major city and walk down alleyways at night to remove some of those people from the world.  Granted, we need them for the contrast, but do we need so many? 
 
    As for James, his problem wasn’t one of disorganization.  No one misplaced his brother and sisters.  He was forcibly separated from them and put to work in someone’s home like a bargain slave on cleaning day. 
 
    I’m well aware of my personal hot buttons.  I’ve spent a good portion of my life learning to be a more cool-headed, calmer person.  I like to think I’ve accomplished a lot of personal growth.  For example, upon hearing James’ story, I did not go charging off to kill anyone, even though it was an option I considered.  Judging by James’ lack of terrified screaming, I concealed my feelings rather well. 
 
    “I take it, then, you’ve run away from whoever it was that claimed you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’ve got a brave and independent streak.  I like that.  And you’re here because…?” 
 
    “If there’s a lord around, he can order things to be different.” 
 
    “I treasure your viewpoint, but I’m not sure it works quite that way.  I think you want the town council or mayor or magistrate or something.  I’m not sure the local nobility, if any, still has any real power.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how you’re not a lord.  You own the manor, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, but buying a building doesn’t also get you a coat of arms,” I informed him, and chose not to mention my actual coat of arms.  It’s from a foreign country, for one thing.  “I’m just rich, not a nobleman.”  I leaned back in the chair and thought.  “I do wonder why I didn’t get an invitation to the auction block.  Probably because I’m not a British citizen.  Still, I have room here… James, would it suit you to stay with me for a while?  I’m not usually too available—I’m either working and don’t want to be interrupted, or away on business—but the Gillespies are a very nice couple.  They take care of the place so I don’t have to.  I’d be happy to have you as my guest and make arrangements to reunite you with your siblings.” 
 
    “You want to look for my family?” he asked, face alight with hope. 
 
    “Indeed I do.  I just have some things to take care of before I can focus on it.  Do you mind if I help?” 
 
    “Not at all!” 
 
    “Good.  You eat what you can.  I have to make a phone call.” 
 
    “You have a telephone?  Out here?” he asked, amazed. 
 
    “It’s not as primitive as you might think.  But where was this place where you and your siblings were selected?” 
 
    “It was a school.” 
 
    “Do you know what city?” 
 
    “The train station had a sign for Keswick.” 
 
    “Keswick.  Of course.  All right.  I’m pretty sure the local council hall has a phone.  I’ll start with that.  You eat while I find out what I can.” 
 
    James did so while I got the operator and the council hall.  There was some delay while I argued with the lady in charge of the records.  I did get names and addresses, but only because I was more stubbornly insistent than she was stubbornly obstinate.  It helped that she was too polite to simply hang up on me. 
 
    Afterward, I made a call on the interuniversal-roaming Diogephone.  Diogenes gave me a brief history of Operation Pied Piper and brought me up to speed on the timeline of World War Two. 
 
    I’m stupid.  I’m an American.  And I’m not as much a historian as I could be. 
 
    The big kickoff date for World War Two wasn’t the Pearl Harbor attack on December 7th, 1941.  The war was already in full swing long before the United States started shooting.  I had this notion it started sometime earlier in 1941!  The war started on or about September 1st, 1939, when Germany invaded Poland… 
 
    …earlier this month.  Dammit! 
 
    I hate being in wars.  I’ve seen enough of them in my wanderings between various alternate worlds.  I certainly didn’t want to be in this one if the Nazi regime tossed nuclear weapons across the Channel on V-2 rockets.  I didn’t think it likely, but I’m even worse as an oracle than I am as a necromancer, and I have less talent for it.  Besides, Diogenes found a couple of worlds where something like it happened.  I don’t favor them, but I also don’t interfere with them.  I’ve sworn off politics. 
 
    Closer to home, so to speak, and according to history, Operation Pied Piper shipped children off in anticipation of German bombing pretty much the day the war started.  All this went off on schedule here, even if I, as a dumb foreigner hermit, hadn’t heard about it.  I applauded their foresight and their intentions, even as I loathed their execution of the plan.  But what else could the do? 
 
    I restricted my language, keenly aware most children can hear a new swear word through a concrete wall. 
 
    I thanked Diogenes and hung up, closing the “cigarette case” and returning it to my inside pocket.  The house telephone connected me to the operator again and I discussed with her about where to route my call.  Eventually, we located a car manufacturer and I ordered one, offering extra for immediate delivery.  While the Gillespies were out with the carriage, I was limited to walking. 
 
    On the other hand… 
 
    I called Diogenes back and asked about bicycles, with special attention to one appearing appropriate to the period and capable of handling my weight.  He pointed out that while a bicycle has a tire footprint too narrow to be practical, a motorcycle could be managed.  He started work on one indistinguishable from a Brough Superior Super Sports, despite being built with high-tech materials and other subtle enhancements.  He spends considerable effort concealing the fact inside this thin and wiry exterior there is a very fat man. 
 
    While the motorcycle would solve my personal mobility problems, I decided not to cancel the order for the car.  There might be passengers.  Even with the sidecar, it would be awkward to transport more than two, and the car might even arrive before Diogenes finished fabricating a motorcycle. 
 
    With all this in progress, I returned to the dining room in time to show James to one of the water closets. 
 
    We spent the rest of the day opening windows and airing out some bedrooms.  The mattresses were musty, but I assured him a little fresh air would fix everything.  Fresh air and a few minor cleaning spells, but I didn’t tell him about the spells.  It’s humiliating for a vampire to be burned as a witch, or at least I assume so.  Humiliation is one of the things I’d feel. 
 
    After the carriage returned, I introduced James to Mrs. Gillespie.  She was delighted to have a guest and fussed over him in grandmotherly fashion.  He helped her bring in groceries before he helped Mr. Gillespie with Lazy and Loafer.  Judging from James’ irrepressible grin, he felt his circumstances were much improved. 
 
      
 
    After the sun went down and James went to bed, I went into my laboratory and flicked my largest mirror with a talon.  It rang in its frame like an enchanted silver gong, which it was, albeit a highly polished one. 
 
    It took me most of the night to find the addresses on my list.  Of all the things I love about England, the postal code system in the early twentieth century is not one of them.  I have no doubt it improves vastly in the coming decades, but it would almost have to.  And yet, letters and parcels still made it to people.  It’s hard to imagine.  Maybe I’m amazed. 
 
    While I was growling at my mirror and sending the viewpoint down various streets, I heard Trixie flutter up to the window.  She slipped through her faerie door—it’s only a cat flap in place of a windowpane, not a magical portal—and peeked between the drapes.  She flitted to my shoulder, stood there and held on to my ear for balance.  She’s a little less than four inches high and looks mostly like a green, not-glowing Tinkerbell.  Her eyes are silver and somewhat larger than is proportional, her hair is buttercup-yellow, and she doesn’t wear anything.  Her skin, however, could be leaves overlapping like scales.  This gives the impression of her wearing a body-stocking of sorts.  Her wings are large membranes, translucent, and have a span about as wide as my hand is long.  They ripple constantly when she isn’t flying. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she chirped. 
 
    “Looking for missing children.” 
 
    “Wasn’t us.  The rest of us are still sleeping or beyond the veil.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was.  This was human work.” 
 
    “They’re stealing each other’s children?” she asked, puzzled. 
 
    “More like giving them away.” 
 
    “Ooo!” she squeaked, possibly above the range of human hearing.  The ear she squeaked into did not appreciate it.  She clapped her hands and sprang with a flutter to sit atop my mirror frame.  She drummed her heels eagerly and asked, “Can I have one?  Can I?  They believe better than adults.” 
 
    “Only while they’re inside the house,” I agreed, “but I’m still looking.  Could you please stop kicking the mirror?” 
 
    “Sorry.”  She fluttered to my shoulder again.  “Why are you looking for them?” 
 
    “Their brother is downstairs and misses them.” 
 
    “You know, you’re awfully nice.” 
 
    I ignored the non sequitur.  The smaller fairy-kin I’ve met tend to be a bit scatterbrained and sometimes forgetful.  Trixie bounced to the top of my head and laid down on her stomach, watching the mirror. 
 
    “Are those his sisters?” 
 
    “I see a resemblance and the address matches.  They’re also crammed into a small bed together.  Both of them match descriptions James gave me.  Hold on.”  I zoomed in, examining them both with some care, as well as giving the other residents a brief once-over. 
 
    “Why are you looking at their hands and knees?” 
 
    “Unhappy knees and hands imply scrubbing.  Various other signs indicate hard labor.  Note the ashes under fingernails and wounds from splinters.  Low vitality implies exhaustion.  Added to the tiny bed in a room the size of a closet, I think they’re being worked like servants, not cared for like children.  Moreover, the other two kids in the house have individual beds and a much larger room.  There are dozens of little clues which lead me to believe these two would rather live with their brother, here, than continue as drudges for their current master and mistress.” 
 
    “Okay.  What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The two kids.” 
 
    “Oh.  Are they coming to live here?” 
 
    “Probably,” I sighed. 
 
    “Huz-zay!” she cheered. 
 
    I found James’ older brother, as well.  He seemed in good shape.  I didn’t see any signs he was being overworked, underfed, or otherwise mistreated.  He might be perfectly happy where he was.  Well, happy enough, considering the circumstances.  I doubted he was thrilled to be packed off to rely on the kindness of strangers out in the country even if the strangers were extremely kind. 
 
    “He’s cute.” 
 
    “He can’t be over twelve or thirteen.” 
 
    “That’s not too old,” Trixie insisted. 
 
    “Not for you, I suppose.” 
 
    Trixie hopped down to the table and stretched, rippling her wings.  They remind me of butterfly wings, but they aren’t rigid; they can go slack like empty sails.  They’re also not mounted on her back, but attach all along her sides in one long line from ankles to shoulders, behind her arms.  I’ve seen her wrap herself up in her wings and darn near turn into a flower.  Why a pixie needs protective camouflage—why a pixie would develop it at all—is an evolutionary mystery I’m not equipped to solve. 
 
    “Can I swim, please?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    She squealed in glee and streaked like a comet into my reading room.  There was a splash. 
 
    The earlier experiment—the one that blew a wave of magic over the countryside—woke up a number of the local fairies, but Trixie was the only one who took a shine to me.  Trixie says she would go back to sleep if “the light of the other realm didn’t shine through,”—meaning I needed to provide enough magic for her.  So I made arrangements. 
 
    My reading room has bench seats built into the windows.  I sometimes use one, but I rearranged the other for Trixie.  After closing up the window and light-proofing it, I built a little diorama of rocks and water on the window seat.  A small transformer magically energizes water.  This flows over some flat stones into a stone pool like a birdbath.  A pump recirculates the water and a couple of spells keep the water level constant and the water itself clean.  There’s even a little cave-like area formed by some of the larger, flat stones, behind the waterfall of my little diorama. 
 
    When Mrs. Gillespie commented about missing socks and handkerchiefs, I recovered them from Trixie’s little house.  Thereafter, I supplied a fancy, four-poster dollhouse bed and a miniature vanity table, complete in every detail, even to the little hairbrush and tiny ribbons.  Nothing has gone missing since.  She does tend to pile flower petals on the bed, though.  She told me the blankets were itchy, but she fixed it. 
 
    Getting along with a fairy doesn’t seem too hard. 
 
    Shortly after Trixie decided to stay, I had a word with Mr. Gillespie.  He gave me a pleased look when I asked him—in writing—to start replacing iron fixtures with bronze or brass.  He did a peculiar nod-and-bow thing and told me he would get right on it, or so I inferred.  His accent still gives me trouble. 
 
    Trixie tells me one or the other of them always leaves a small bowl of milk out in the mornings.  I don’t know if she drinks the milk, but I’m not sure how a pixie metabolism works.  I’ve regarded her at night and her body is a physical object with various organs and subsystems, but she’s also a glowing creature of light, undifferentiated by the complicated patterns of a human spirit. 
 
    Maybe Barrie was right.  Being so small, maybe they only have room for one feeling at a time. 
 
    Despite her size, she’s not a pet.  She’s a very nice—if somewhat alien—person who doesn’t want to collapse into a coma from magical exhaustion.  I often find her perspective on things to be quite different from mine and often quite interesting.  She’s been a fountain of knowledge about the local faerie population, too.  She’s also friendly, pretty, permanently cheerful, and almost completely undemanding. 
 
    I shut down the mirror and followed her into the reading room.  While she danced on the water—rather like an ice-skater, except on top of the liquid, leaving trails of delicate ripples behind her—I pulled a heavy chair close by and sat down. 
 
    “Trixie?” 
 
    “Yes, Dark One?” 
 
    “I’ve asked you not to call me that.” 
 
    “But you are a dark one.  You’re a terribly nice one, but you’re still black as the heart of Leannán, which you resemble.”  She leaped like a parachuting ballerina and landed sur les pointes on the water’s surface, causing a circular ripple.  “Most confusing!” 
 
    “I have a question.” 
 
    “Is it for me?  Can I have it?” she asked, pirouetting and creating a tiny whirlpool. 
 
    “Yes, you may.  I plan to have some children in the house.  Will you be as nice to them as you are to the Gillespies?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I like children.  I’ll be nicer to them.  The old people don’t believe as hard.” 
 
    “Ah.  Well, I can live with that.” 
 
    “Not at night.” 
 
    “Literally correct,” I agreed.  “I am pleased by your assurance you will be nice to the children.” 
 
    “Always.  Can I play with them?” 
 
    “As partners in play rather than toys?  Yes.  And as long as they remain in the house and uninjured.” 
 
    “I like the house.” 
 
    “I’m glad.  Is there anything you want?” 
 
    “Gilly-flowers.  Purple ones.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Trixie continued her water-dance.  I put my feet up and watched, resolving to get a phonograph and some records for her.  Tchaikovsky’s Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy, perhaps. 
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    Mr. Gillespie wasn’t keen on adding flowerbeds full of purple gillyflowers, but I promised him help.  He has his own ideas of what to grow in a flower and herb garden, and gillyflowers aren’t on his list.  Nevertheless, I insisted—again, in writing—and requested he use tools made of something other than iron.  His resistance to the idea collapsed instantly.  I’m pretty sure he promised he would take care of it, but I base my assumption on his change in attitude, not on whatever it was he said. 
 
    Mrs. Gillespie is working at a frantic pace, cleaning and dusting and being busy.  I’d worry about her overdoing it, but I saved up a large charge of magical energy and hit her with a long-duration healing spell.  It won’t visibly fix anything, but she should handily survive the exertion.  It’s useless to tell her to take it easy, so the least I can do is mitigate the consequences. 
 
    The car I ordered—a Vauxhall Ten, four-door “saloon” model—pulled up in the drive and honked shortly before lunch.  I was impressed.  The delivery driver apparently started last night; there’s a war on, so people buying cars are scarce.  I invited him to lunch with us, then ran him and his payment down to Keswick to catch the afternoon train. 
 
    I made sure to bring James along.  After we dropped the delivery driver off at the station, we went for a drive to find James’ sisters. 
 
    Their house was a row house, a nice-looking fieldstone building in Keswick.  It was a two-and-a-half storey building—two storeys and an attic with gable windows—and had a short walk through a tiny front yard, almost entirely obscured by garden plants of various sorts.  James skipped up the walk and pulled the chain while I waited in the car.  The gentleman of the house answered the door, frowned at James’ request to visit his sisters, and reluctantly allowed it. 
 
    Two minutes later, the three of them came running out of the house, followed by a pair of shouting adults.  I got out and opened a rear door for them.  With the kids safely inside the vehicle, I closed the door and turned to face the double-barreled shouting coming from their self-styled owners.  Fingers pointed and hands waved. 
 
    Oddly enough, I didn’t have any feelings about them at all.  They were simply a pair of noisy creatures, jabbering almost incomprehensibly.  I didn’t want to kill them.  I didn’t want to hurt them.  I simply wanted to get in the car and leave to have some quiet.  I consider this change in my viewpoint to be a good thing.  Maybe this vacation has been good for me in ways I don’t yet understand. 
 
    I got in the car and tried to close the door.  The male seized my door and held it open while the female tried to open the rear door.  Luckily, James had the presence of mind to lock his door as soon as I closed it. 
 
    Ignoring the open driver’s door, I dropped the car into gear and pulled smoothly away from the curb.  The shouting intensified briefly, then faded into the distance.  I closed the door. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Yes, James?” 
 
    “We didn’t get their clothes.” 
 
    “Thank you for the reminder.  We’ll deal with that later,” I informed him.  “First, we go see your brother, then we’ll see about unimportant things like goods and chattels.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You’ve also forgotten to introduce us.” 
 
    “Maddy, this is Duncan Kearne.  Mister Kearne, this is my elder sister, Madeline Dreyfus.” 
 
    “A pleasure, Mister Kearne,” she said, formally.  In the rear-view mirror, it was hard to judge, but I guessed she was about ten. 
 
    “Charmed, Miss Dreyfus.  And the youngest?” 
 
    “This is Jennifer, sir.  Jenny?  Can you say hello to Mister Kearne?” 
 
    Jenny was about four or five and refused to be distracted from watching the world go by through the window.  I doubted she ever rode in a car before and was entirely too interested. 
 
    “We’ll excuse her,” I decided.  “Maybe when we’re home.” 
 
    “Mister Kearne?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Dreyfus?” 
 
    “Oh, please call me ‘Maddy,’ Mister Kearne.” 
 
    “I can do that, but you’ll have to call me ‘Duncan’.” 
 
    “Uhm.  Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I look forward to it, Miss Dreyfus.  Did you have a question?” 
 
    “James said he found a home for us all, but he didn’t have time to explain.” 
 
    “I assure you, he is quite correct.” 
 
    “Does it have much washing-up to do?” she asked, nervously. 
 
    “Yes, but I doubt you’ll be allowed.  Mrs. Gillespie will want to handle it all herself.  She might let you help if you ask nicely.” 
 
    Maddie sat back in the rear seat and relaxed.  Spend most of a month washing and scrubbing and beating out rugs and the question of who is doing the cleaning may be the only relevant question. 
 
    By contrast, the eldest of the four, Richard, was entirely at home.  Mr. and Mrs. Thwaites were darn near the ideal of British citizenry.  They were willing, even eager, to treat Richard as a son.  Their own son, five years older, was already off to join the Army, so they had not only room but inclination.  Richard, after discussing matters with them and with his siblings, decided to accompany us to Applewood Hall.  The Thwaites were sad to see him go, but agreed with his decision to remain with his younger siblings.  It was as amicable a parting as the previous family was acrimonious. 
 
    They helped Richard pack his things, including a few things he hadn’t arrived with.  Mrs. Thwaites hugged him goodbye, teary-eyed, and Mr. Thwaite shook his hand, expressing the wish he could have taken in all four.  People like the Thwaites are the bright spots of humanity.  Most people annoy me when I notice them.  Not the Thwaites.  If their son was made of similar stuff, he would be a prime candidate for a knighthood. 
 
    I had Richard sit up front with me so he could watch me drive.  He was tall for twelve.  If he could reach the pedals, I might teach him to drive.  Then he could visit the Thwaites as he liked.  Or maybe bicycles would be appropriate for three of the four.  A tricycle, perhaps, for Jenny, and at least one large tricycle so someone could drive it while Jenny rode in a passenger seat… 
 
    Later. 
 
    We stopped by a number of shops for wardrobe and accessories.  Seven changes of clothes, complete with socks and undergarments, along with new shoes for indoors and out, hairbrushes, combs, towels, toiletries, five ice creams (one for me) and a candy sucker (for Jenny)… I was glad the car had a big trunk.  Excuse me: a big boot. 
 
    It was hours later when, suitably equipped to survive the rigors of a new home, we prepared to set off.  Spirits were high and morale was excellent.  Then one of the local constables caught me.  He bicycled right up to me as we were loading the car. 
 
    “Mr. Kearne?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Constable Henderson, sah.  I’m right sorry about this, but there’s been a complaint lodged against you.” 
 
    “Is there?  Of what sort?” 
 
    “Well, sir, I don’t like to say so, but there’s an accusation of kidnapping, and that’s a fact.” 
 
    I looked at the kids.  They looked at me, then at the constable.  He looked uncomfortable.  Jenny waved at him smiling around her candy-pop. 
 
    “I’m not sure allowing children to accompany me is kidnapping, Constable.” 
 
    “Yes, sah, and I can see they’re hardly suffering under your care, but they’re minors, sah, and they’ve got guardians already, forms all filled out proper.  I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to come with me down to the station to sort it.” 
 
    “Of course.  I see you’re on a bicycle.  Would you care to strap it on behind?  I’d be delighted to give you a lift.  Or should we wait for you there?” 
 
    He appeared puzzled for a moment, as though recognizing the silliness of the transportation situation.  He rallied wonderfully and with flawless practicality. 
 
    “Very understanding of you, sir.  I would enjoy a little drive.” 
 
    We were a bit crowded, but we got to the police station without trouble.  It was housed in the same grey, fieldstone building as the town council.  I wouldn’t have guessed it was a police station.  If it hadn’t been for the sign on the door and the constable’s directions, I wouldn’t have found it, either. 
 
    What does it say about a place when it doesn’t have a busy police station? 
 
    We all piled out of the car and I locked it up before we followed the constable.  Once inside, I could see the station was set up for more than just Constable Henderson.  So the place had more than one policeman; until then, I wasn’t sure.  It still didn’t have many.  Assuming they took it in shifts, all day and all night, they might have six to a dozen or thereabouts, certainly no more. 
 
    Jenny was obviously getting tired, but she was determinedly sucking on her lollipop.  Richard picked her up and carried her.  I wondered if she missed a nap or if it was just a long, hard day. 
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Noisy were already waiting.  They immediately launched into another session of shouting.  I ignored them and smiled expectantly at the constable.  He did his best to be a calm, gentle soul and quiet them down.  He was persistent.  My respect for him rose considerably.  I wouldn’t have been so patient.  Still, even his patience wore thin.  He finally snapped at the Noisemakers and ordered them to be quiet. 
 
    I decided I liked him. 
 
    He then proceeded to extract from them an account of how I’d lured their two urchins into my car by using their brother as an enticement, before driving away—maliciously driving away—and spraining—cruelly spraining—Mrs. Noisemaker’s wrist as she attempted to extricate—to heroically extricate—the children from my clutches.  My evil clutches, to be precise. 
 
    She might be right regarding some of those qualifiers, but I’ll never tell which. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Kearne?  Would you like to explain?” 
 
    “With respect, sir, I would not.  These two will shout and argue and interrupt—” 
 
    “I resent your implication, sir!” shouted Mr. Noisemaker.  Hallsley, I think his name was.  I didn’t pay attention.  At his outburst, I stopped talking and smiled at the constable.  After a pause, I continued. 
 
    “Constable, may I suggest taking the three older children—one at a time—into another room and asking them what is happening?  Somewhere they won’t be contradicted and interrupted and shouted at?” 
 
    “They’re children,” argued Mr. Hallsley.  “They can’t testify!  And I still resent your implication!” 
 
    “They have eyes and ears and they remember,” I argued, calmly.  I very deliberately used a calm tone.  “Ask any parent who has ever had a small child repeat a word they shouldn’t even know.” 
 
    “This is a legal matter!” 
 
    “Great.  Hire a solicitor, if you want to spend the money.  I’ll send to London and hire a firm.”  My calm tone slipped a little. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Constable Henderson interjected.  “I think I would like to hear from the children.  And only from them, Mr. Hallsley, if you please.” 
 
    “James,” I suggested, “please go with the constable.  Tell the truth.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I sat down carefully on one of the wooden chairs.  Jenny squirmed and fussed and insisted on climbing onto my lap.  Since she was tired and grumpy, I let her.  She put her head on my shoulder and I rocked her, humming low and deep, like a musical purr. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re playing at,” began Mrs. Hallsley, but I held up a hand.  She paused when I caught her eye.  I thought back to long ago, reminding myself who I was, who she was talking to: I am deeply wounded.  I am half a soul.  I am weary of mankind’s foolishness.  Even so, I am still the Demon King of Karvalen, and I do not answer to you. 
 
    “If your noise disturbs the tired child,” I told her, softly, and with as much ice in my tone as I could manage, “I will silence you.” 
 
    Mrs. Hallsley glared at me, but her husband blinked and his mouth fell open.  He stared at the wall behind me.  Between the electric lights and the sunshine from the windows, I didn’t have much of a shadow, but he must not have liked what it was doing.  He took his wife’s arm and they sat down as far away from us as the room permitted. 
 
    Jenny’s head stayed on my shoulder while she napped, undisturbed. 
 
    The good constable returned with James, saw the snoozing child, and spoke softly when he summoned Madeline and then Richard.  Another constable came in.  I put a finger to my lips.  He nodded at me and quietly went into the back of the station. 
 
    Small-town informality.  I think I love this place.  In a modern police station, you don’t get this kind of human service.  It’s more an impersonal, by-the-book, no exceptions, stand in line, toe the mark sort of thing.  I’m used to long waits, jaded policemen, fourteen forms, show your ID, sign in triplicate. 
 
    Constable Henderson returned Richard after only a few minutes and ordered us, still quietly, to wait while he fetched someone from the town council.  He was gone for longer than I expected, considering it was all in the same building.  Jenny woke up and Maddy took her to visit the toilet.  I mean, “water closet.” 
 
    Henderson returned to fetch the Hallsleys and I.  Nobody spoke until we were in the office of a Mr. Weatheral, seated and awaiting his attention.  I noticed Mr. Hallsley sat in the chair farthest from me.  It made me wonder what my shadow did earlier.  At a guess, it looked at him.  That’s as unnerving as seeing your reflection blink. 
 
    “Mister Kearne,” began the councilman, “I am given to understand you are an American?” 
 
    “That’s correct… sir?  I’m sorry, what is the proper form of address?” 
 
    “Councilman Weatheral.” 
 
    “Yes, Councilman Weatheral, you are correct.  I am an American.” 
 
    “And you currently own and reside in Applewood Hall?” 
 
    “Also correct, Councilman Weatheral.” 
 
    “According to what I’ve been told, young James sought you out for assistance in reuniting his family.  May I ask why he selected you?” 
 
    “I’m not certain,” I admitted.  “I think it’s because his Pied Piper family is in Applethwaite, and Applewood Hall is the biggest manor in the immediate area.  He tells me he was looking for a lord or noble—someone to whom he could appeal and plead with to reunite his family.  A local… what?  A baron?  Or something?  Forgive me, but the structure of English nobility isn’t my strongest subject.” 
 
    “And you simply agreed to help a strange boy on your doorstep?” 
 
    I hesitated, thinking about how to phrase my response. 
 
    “Honorable Councilman, may I ask a question?” 
 
    “This is an informal hearing, not an interrogation.  By all means.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Councilman, if a child rings your doorbell and says he’s hungry, what do you do?” 
 
    “I suppose I’d ask his name and return him to his parents.” 
 
    “A wise and reasonable course, Councilman.  My own thought is a little different.  My answer is, ‘Feed him.’  Everything else can be negotiated, but a hungry child asking me for food will find himself fed.  I may or may not feed an adult; adults should be responsible for themselves.  Children are another matter.  They need to be fed, clothed, sheltered, educated, and defended so they can become adults—adults capable of being responsible for themselves. 
 
    “It is simply a fact that any lost and lonely child who knocks on my door will find any sort of trouble I can remedy will be remedied.  Whether he or she is an orphan, a runaway, or a Pied Piper participant separated—or escaping—from his custodians is immaterial.” 
 
    “Now you just wait!” snapped Mrs. Hallsley.  “You can’t just take in any urchin of the street!” 
 
    My first thought was, The hell I can’t!  My second thought was, You better watch it with that word, “can’t.”  Neither one was a diplomatic thought.  I took a deliberate breath before answering. 
 
    “Isn’t that what Operation Pied Piper proposes you should do?” 
 
    “You’re not a subject of His Majesty!” she snapped.  “And I already picked out the two I wanted.”  Her tone oozed into the self-righteous range.  “I bought ’em clothes and bedding and such already, so I’ve an investment to recover!” 
 
    “I’ve seen the hands of those little girls,” I snapped back.  “They’re red from hot water and strong soap.  The youngest is four, Mrs. Hallsley, and that particular subject of His Majesty is being worked like a slave.  British subject or not, I will not stand for it.” 
 
    “It’s my house!” she shrieked at me.  “I’ll do as I please about them!”  Her husband patted her arm, trying to quiet her down.  I answered softly, staring into her eyes. 
 
    “They will return to your house shortly after you return from the frozen slopes of Hell.” 
 
    “Quiet, please,” said the councilman.  Mrs. Hallsley subsided.  She seemed to be mulling over my statement.  Her husband gripped her shoulder and whispered in her ear, intent on keeping her from fussing any further.  What did my shadow do?  It couldn’t have been anything too obvious or the wife would have seen it.  I wish I could ask it. 
 
    “Mr. Kearne,” Weatheral continued, “you make a passionate argument, as well as some rather disturbing accusations.  On the other hand, the Hallsleys have invested, as Mrs. Hallsley points out, both time… and… money…” he trailed off. 
 
    I fished out my wallet and pulled out cash.  It does tend to derail the train of thought.  I counted out ten of the one-pound notes and put the rest back in my pocket.  I offered the ten to Mrs. Hallsley and she snatched it out of my hand. 
 
    “I assume the Hallsleys have no objection to relinquishing custody of the Dreyfus children?” asked Councilman Weatheral, dryly.  He eyed with some distaste the way Mrs. Hallsley flicked through the notes, re-counting them. 
 
    “No objection, Councilman,” Mr. Hallsley assured him. 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Mr. and Mrs. Hallsley.  You may go.  Mr. Kearne, there are some papers to go over, but I think we can get through them quickly.” 
 
      
 
    James was amazingly pleased with himself as he showed the others around the manor.  They went off to explore while I unloaded the car.  There was no point in getting them to help until they decided which rooms they wanted. 
 
    Mr. Gillespie took their luggage and goods while I drove the car around back to the carriage house.  Turns out Mr. Gillespie doesn’t know how to drive and doesn’t approve of motor carriages.  He likes his horses and I can’t say I blame him. 
 
    Once in the manor, I made more calls with the help of the operator.  I had no intention of being in loco parentis to four displaced minors.  I only wanted them reunited and safe from the abuses of the workhouse.  I certainly wasn’t going to take them back to Apocalyptica!  While Apocalyptica does have a few rural communities, the residents are all evacuees from holocaust-level events—and each community is from a different holocaust event, each in a different world!  Making children vanish from worlds where they still have families is very different from telling shell-shocked survivors of a nuclear war they can bunk over at your place. 
 
    On the other hand, once you rescue the kitten, you assume certain obligations.  While Mr. and Mrs. Gillespie would make decent grandparents, they weren’t qualified to be governor or governess or whatever.  For that, I needed professional nannies or governesses or tutors, preferably a married couple. 
 
    By phone, I placed newspaper advertisements in several cities and hoped.   
 
    All that pretty much killed my day, but it also dealt with the future disturbances and distractions from houseguests.  Mrs. Gillespie saw to dinner and bedtime, bless her, so I retired to my rooms to sort out the sunset.  I did my dying and cleaned up. 
 
    The knocking on the door to my wing seemed a trifle odd.  Aside from the hour, it had an odd sound to it.  I checked my amulet’s automatic disguise spell—yes, it activated at sunset, just as it was supposed to—before I opened the door.  It was Jenny, standing there in a little nightgown and a pair of new shoes.  She didn’t knock; she kicked the door repeatedly.  Well, it was louder than her mistreated hands could manage.  She peered up at me with one eye and rubbed the other, looking tired. 
 
    She held up her hands to be picked up, so I did.  I also hummed a little as I held her, gesturing behind her back to make my spellcasting easier.  Her hands would be much better by morning. 
 
    “I want Mister Floppy.” 
 
    “Who is Mister Floppy?” 
 
    “He’s a bunny.” 
 
    “Is he still at the Hallsley’s house?” I asked.  Jenny nodded into my shoulder. 
 
    Well, crap. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can get him for you.  Can you sleep without him just for tonight?” 
 
    She shook her head without lifting it.  Double crap.  Then I had an idea.  I didn’t like it, but it might work. 
 
    “If I let you borrow a friend of mine, will you promise to give him back?  I’ll let you sleep with Mister Halar if you promise I can have him back.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Okay.”  I wasn’t sure I wanted her to promise.  I didn’t want to hand over the only stuffed doll in the house.  It’s mine, and I’m sentimental about it.  Nonetheless, I carried her with me as I went to take him down off the shelf:  a rag doll with a face stitched on it. 
 
    I could keep him in Apocalyptica, but he doesn’t look right on a stainless steel shelf.  He seems much happier in The Manor. 
 
    It.  I meant “it.”  Don’t judge. 
 
    “I need you to take very good care of Mister Halar, all right?  He’s quite old and very special.” 
 
    She accepted the rag doll and nodded again, clutching it close. 
 
    I carried her through the house, following her scent back to her room; I can do that sort of thing at night.  Madeline was asleep in the only bed in the room.  It was a big bed, though, with room for both children and wvwn a couple of pets. 
 
    “You’re sleeping with Maddy?” I whispered. 
 
    “Yes.  It’s dark,” she explained. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    I laid her down carefully on the bed and pulled the covers up as she snuggled my doll.  I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.  I left the three of them and closed the bedroom door silently. 
 
    I made the drive into Keswick again to recover the floppy bunny for Jenny.  I climbed the side of the Hallsley’s house, unlatched a window with my tendrils, and crept through the place, sniffing and searching.  I suppose I could have knocked and simply asked for Maddy and Jenny’s things, but I didn’t like the Hallsleys.  Mr. Hallsley was still awake, but he fell asleep in his chair rather suddenly.  Exhaustion of one’s vital energies will do that. 
 
    I traced the majority of their things to the garbage cans—the bins.  I didn’t mind how the Hallsleys kept the shoes and the gas masks, but they could have at least offered to return things like a family picture, a stuffed rabbit—strongly reminding me of the White Rabbit from “Alice in Wonderland”—and a mostly-filled sketchbook.  No pencils, though.  The sketches were surprisingly good, mostly of architecture.  The one of the clock tower was wonderfully detailed. 
 
    I recovered the items, cleaned everything, and returned to Applewood Hall.  I piled the recovered chattels on a table and went back to my quarters. 
 
    I’m so proud of myself.  I haven’t killed, maimed, or even wounded anyone—aside from a minor sprain—through any of this. 
 
    Maybe I really am feeling better. 
 
      
 
    My toolkit, as I call it, is a long strip of leather.  It’s covered with long, narrow pockets suitable for holding individual wands.  It folds in the middle, then rolls up for convenient carrying.  Each of the wands does something extremely specific, whether it be affecting magical lines of force or manipulating physical objects.  I’m probably the only wizard anywhere whose wands have orichalcum BNCs on their back ends for connecting power lines. 
 
    I did experiment with wireless power transmission, but it couldn’t keep up with the demand.  Oh, well.  Now they have crystal batteries for low-magic zones, but I usually plug them in when I’m working in Apocalyptica. 
 
    I was in the upstairs laboratory of the Manor and had six wands hanging in the air, holding spell modules in place while I altered another one.  Of course, that was the moment the Diogephone rang.  Well, buzzed.  It’s hard to explain why a pocket is ringing, so it stays on vibrate in this universe. 
 
    A seventh wand held the partly-disassembled spell module while I answered the phone. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Your motorcycle is ready, Professor.” 
 
    “Thank you, Diogenes.  How’s the plasma containment vessel coming along?” 
 
    “On schedule.  Do you wish me to include a force field?” 
 
    “Doesn’t that kind of negate our plan to keep it technologically simple?” 
 
    “Not entirely.  Force-field generators work best in extremely small areas.  It could prove useful in shielding the gate from the solar environment.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think we’ll use a force field.  We haven’t tested it with wormholes and it’s a variable we don’t need to add.  Remind me to try it next time I’m in and not busy.” 
 
    “Noted, Professor.  Since the manor does not have a shift-room for cargo, how do you want delivery of the motorcycle?” 
 
    “I’ll come get it—or, wait.  Is Mary there?” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “Ask her to drive it for me.  I’ll set up an arrival gate.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.  Please give Trixie my regards.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I brought Trixie with me by accident, once, when I went through the shift-booth to Apocalyptica.  She zipped inside as I was closing the door.  As long as she was there, though, I introduced her to Mary and Diogenes.  She didn’t care much for Mary, but she found Diogenes fascinating.  I think it was his ability to talk to her through multiple different robots and drones at the same time.  No matter where she went, he was always right there to carry on the conversation, unlike us slower protein-based life forms.  She didn’t stay long, though.  Too much iron and steel around the place for her tastes. 
 
    As for my arrival gate, I selected a wand, picked up a spool of stranded iridium-orichalcum wire, and headed out to the carriage-house.  The coach was neatly parked beside the Vauxhall, but the building still had plenty of room.  I’d call it a four-car garage, but I don’t know if there’s a special nomenclature for carriage-houses.  It’s separate from the stable, however, so my activities wouldn’t disturb Lazy and Loafer. 
 
    I gestured with the wand, levitating the wire and unwinding it.  It writhed out and formed a large, arched opening.  Diogenes and I transferred the communications gate from the phones to the larger gates at each end.  The image rippled madly, settled, grew still, and Mary gunned the bike through the gateway.  Once through, the spell ended and I wound wire onto the spool again. 
 
    “Welcome to the Manor,” I offered.  “Like my new bike?” 
 
    “Quite a lot, actually.  I’m surprised you didn’t order one sooner.” 
 
    “I didn’t need to go roaming around much over here.” 
 
    “And now you do?” 
 
    “It’s become inconvenient to suffer the travel whims of the Gillespies.” 
 
    “I understand.” She shut off the engine and dismounted.  “Be careful with it.  The brakes grab, and it’ll backflip if you gun it too hard, even with the sidecar.” 
 
    “With me riding it, it’ll need power.  What’s it run on?” 
 
    “Considering where you are, Diogenes thought it best to stick to straight gasoline.  Just don’t let anyone take it apart for you.  It’s anachronistic on the inside.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind,” I told her, eyeing the bike.  “I should probably take it out for a drive.” 
 
    Mary lifted several items from the sidecar. 
 
    “Can I interest you in riding gear and a helmet?” 
 
    “Are these period-specific?” I asked, examining the jacket. 
 
    “Diogenes says they’ll pass.  Go on.  Spin it around the countryside a few times.” 
 
    I strapped my helmet on, shouldered into the jacket, and mounted up. 
 
      
 
    I think I’ll stick to cars. 
 
    Oh, it’s an excellent motorcycle.  It’s fast, it’s powerful, and it rides as smoothly as a penguin sliding across ice.  Mary was right about the brakes, but I think the problem will clear itself after some breaking-in.  I did accidentally lift the front wheel with the acceleration a couple of times, even with my weight to hold it down.  The thing is a joy to ride if you enjoy seeing countryside suddenly turn into a blur.  Diogenes may have overdone it a bit, but that’s fair; he gets it from me. 
 
    Sadly, it’s a lot like riding a horse, if the horse can hit a hundred miles an hour and gives off a whiff of fire and smoke.  At least, it’s sad to me. 
 
    Mary and Diogenes went to great effort to genetically engineer the Black series of cyborg horses, and that’s one thing.  I ride them when exploring new worlds.  I’m still not happy about them. 
 
    But the motorcycle… the way it leaps forward, the burning smell, the speeds it can achieve… 
 
    I guess some wounds never heal. 
 
    I parked it in the carriage-house and threw a tarp over it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Friday, September 29th, 1939 
 
      
 
    Mary stayed the night and joined us all for breakfast.  I already informed her of my good deed or my folly—they’re often synonymous—and she wanted to meet the kids.  Mrs. Gillespie, of course, was overjoyed at the prospect of a formal breakfast.   
 
    There were more places set than I anticipated.  According to Jenny, Mister Floppy and Mister Halar had to have their own places.  It didn’t appear to matter that they couldn’t even see over the edge of the table.  Mary didn’t say anything, but only by biting her lips and not looking at me.   
 
    Other than this minor bobble, breakfast was an entirely happy occasion.  Smiles were in evidence all around the table, with the possible exception of Mister Floppy.  He remained inscrutable, but I think he approved.  Mister Halar always smiles.  The fangs give him away. 
 
    Afterward, Jenny solemnly presented Mister Halar to me.  She kissed the top of his head and handed him over.  I accepted custody and kissed the top of her head.  Maddy thanked me for the return of their things.  No one seemed to question their mysterious reappearance and I was pleased to not bring it up. 
 
    The children went away, presumably to explore or play or whatever it is children do on a rainy morning in a huge, strange house.  I had vague hopes they might look through the library, but I recognize the lure of long-forgotten rooms is a strong one. 
 
    Then the phone rang.  It rang all morning, every time I hung it up. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mary asked, when I completed the third call and didn’t hang up. 
 
    “I think I’ve made a minor miscalculation,” I admitted, covering the mouthpiece of the old-fashioned, candlestick phone. 
 
    “Mushroom cloud miscalculation, or minor annoyance miscalculation?” 
 
    “I said it was minor.” 
 
    “You said the same thing about the solar power tap,” she countered.  “I still don’t see why you don’t simply make a matter-conversion spell if you’re so concerned about power.” 
 
    “The solar power tap is self-limiting.  If it goes kerflooie, it destroys the immediate area and shuts itself off.  If a matter-conversion reaction goes wrong… well, the fuel it burns is basically everything—rocks, dirt, air, clouds, rivers, lakes, oceans, continental plates, magma, nickel-iron core… you know, little stuff, like atoms.  It’s like trying to stay warm around a campfire on a wooden raft in a lake of kerosene.” 
 
    “Oh.  I hadn’t thought of it in those terms.” 
 
    “I did.  I always try to see the disaster.” 
 
    “So what’s the current disaster?” 
 
    “I placed an ad in a couple of papers for child-minding people.  A governess and/or a governor.  Preference for married couples with teaching credentials.  Room, board, reasonable expenses, regular pay.  Apparently, with children being shoved out of the cities and into the countryside, schoolteachers in the cities are looking for work.” 
 
    “That would follow.” 
 
    “Mister Kearne?” came from the earpiece of the phone.  “Are you still on the line, Mister Kearne?” 
 
    “Yes, operator?  Alice, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, Mister Kearne.  I have more calls for you.” 
 
    “Please put the next one through, and thank you.” 
 
    “Connecting you now.” 
 
    Mary brought me paper and a pen before quietly vanishing.  I appreciated her helpfulness, if not her smirking.  Later, she also brought in the mail—or the “post”—along with several telegrams.  All the telegrams were from people interested in an appointment to discuss employment. 
 
    Well, at least I’d have choices.  Then I could hand it all over to the professionals and go back to being a recluse. 
 
    Since I was busy, I didn’t answer the doorbells.  Mr. Gillespie seldom hears it, and I don’t know what arrangements Mrs. Gillespie and Mary have between themselves.  Mary is officially my mistress—which is, apparently, an actual station or title or position or whatever—and isn’t around enough to garner much disapproval from Mrs. Gillespie.  Mary still counts as the “lady of the house,” I think, or close enough for our purposes. 
 
    At any rate, Mary showed a gentleman into the office-like room where we keep the phone.  He was a tall, dapper man in his early forties, clean-shaven and wearing wire-rimmed spectacles.  The lines on his forehead told me someone already took his hat.  Judging by his dry condition and lack of any sort of horse-smell, he probably arrived in an automobile. 
 
    He sat down at her urging and waited.  I held up a finger to beg a moment, finished talking to someone on the hunt for a job, and held the line for the operator.  By now, we were well acquainted.  Alice agreed to tell people I wasn’t taking calls at the moment and I thanked her for her patience. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked, turning to face him directly.  “I’m sorry for the delay.  It’s been a busy morning.” 
 
    “Attempting to hire more help, I take it?” 
 
    “Teacher, governess, tutor, that sort of thing.  Excuse me again for not making introductions.  I’m Duncan Kearne.” 
 
    “Councilman Elias Fillmore,” he replied, extending his hand.  We stood and shook, seated ourselves again. 
 
    “I’m pleased to meet you, Councilman.  You’ll forgive me if I want to get right to the point, I hope?” 
 
    “Of course, of course.  I am given to understand from the events of yesterday that it is your intention to participate in Operation Pied Piper?” 
 
    “Councilman Fillmore, I’m not sure what the details are of this operation.  I rarely leave the house except to leave the country.  I’ve been through Keswick several times, but stopped exactly twice.  One of those was yesterday to collect children and shop for their needs.  No one bothered to tell me anything about the operation—but let me add I am not at all offended.  I prefer to be left alone to conduct my researches into electricity and electronics without distraction.  But my intention is to provide decent living to children who are…” I paused, searching for the right phrase.  “Who are, perhaps, not as cherished in their adoptive households as they should be.” 
 
    “I see, I see,” he nodded.  “I’ve heard it rumored you can afford such extravagance?  Not to pry, of course, but the welfare of His Majesty’s more youthful subjects is a matter for considerable concern.” 
 
    “No, I’m not offended.  I know a number of large estates have wonderful appearances over shaky financial foundations.  It’s not a concern, here.  I can afford it.” 
 
    “I do apologize, Mister Kearne.  I would happily take your word for it and leave it at that.  However…” 
 
    “However.  Yes.  All right.”  I rang for Mrs. Gillespie as I asked, “Could you wait here a moment?  I’ll fetch back some evidence.” 
 
    “Evidence?” 
 
    “Just one moment, please.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Mrs. Gillespie came in, somewhat puzzled.  I almost never ring.  She was delighted to provide tea and scones for the councilman. 
 
    I strolled off to my private quarters while they entertained each other.  After a brief rummage through the miscellaneous stuff in my closet, I found the leather satchel with the reserve cash supply.  You never know when you’re going to need local cash.  Emergencies have a way of being unexpected.  These were local money, too, not Diogenes’ forgeries.  Mary had me exchange the gold in London, so I ought to know. 
 
    Once Mr. Fillmore and Mrs. Gillespie finished with their tea, I closed the door and handed the councilman the satchel. 
 
    “It’s what I have on hand,” I explained.  “When I travel abroad, it’s sometimes hard to write a draft on one’s bank, which means carrying cash.  However, I don’t expect you to be impressed by a mere five or six thousand pounds.  It merely means I have money on hand, not necessarily that I am in a good financial position.”  I scribbled for a moment while he was still staring into the satchel on his lap. 
 
    “These are my banker, broker, and lawyer—excuse me, ‘solicitor’,” I prompted, trying to hand him the paper.  He looked up and accepted it.  “I’ll have a word with my solicitor and he can intervene with my broker and banker to provide you with any reasonable request regarding evidence of my financial stability.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure that won’t be necessary!” 
 
    “Oh, but it is,” I countered.  “I want you to do your due diligence.  You dump children on any random family willing to take them in, but they’re citizens of the United Kingdom.  I’m a foreigner from those ungrateful colonies across the pond.”  I smiled as I said it to assure him it was a joke.  “It’s perfectly all right, councilman.  You have a duty to your youngsters and I approve completely.  I will be unoffended by anything needful in assuring their well-being.” 
 
    Mr. Fillmore shifted uncomfortably in his chair. 
 
    “Mister Kearne… there is… a matter of some delicacy.” 
 
    “If it’s about the safety of two girls in a man’s house, I would like to point out the Gillespies also live here and I’m hiring additional staff as quickly as is practical.” 
 
    “What?  No!  No, sir, not a bit of it!  The thought never crossed my mind!” 
 
    “Oh.  Good.  I was worried how it might look to others.  I’ve no real reputation that I know of, but I’d hate to get a bad one, all undeserved.  You understand, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, of course.  Yes.  It’s another matter entirely.” 
 
    “I am all attention.” 
 
    “As you’ve noted—and others—there exists a small number of households who seem to regard their charges as something less than members of the family, so to speak.” 
 
    “Yes.  I did note that.  I’m pleased to hear others have, as well.” 
 
    “Indeed, sir, indeed we have.  It is a very small number, but it’s those few rotten apples who seem to put one off the whole barrel.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “It has been put before the Council that we should examine the situation of all the children in such circumstances to determine if they are being properly cared for.  A motion, which I may say, was put by Councilman Weatheral at your urging.” 
 
    “I didn’t urge it, but I can see where I might have put the idea in his head.” 
 
    “This leaves us, however, with a problem to solve before we even begin.  If and when we discover a situation wherein matters are, so to speak, below par, it will do no good to withdraw the child or children from one home to potentially place them in another, equally distressing one.  Since the more affluent of the local citizenry have already participated by taking in these children, we on the Council are concerned, perhaps without justification, about the less affluent being more prone to… ah…” 
 
    “Poorer people will be more likely to treat them as servants.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with a child doing chores,” he stated.  “In my own house, my children were learning the value of discipline in performing daily duties shortly after they could walk and talk.  Which leaves us with the problem of determining whether any child is being mistreated.” 
 
    “I’ll leave that to you.  I’m sure you can appoint someone to do a social service and take impromptu looks into their lives.  But you didn’t come all the way up here to ask for my advice on this.” 
 
    “Very true.  Very true.  Yes.  Well, Weatheral did mention your strong opinions regarding the welfare of children.  He also made mention of a rather sweeping statement of yours.  Something about any child on your doorstep needing to be fed would be fed.” 
 
    “I did say something very like that, yes.  And before you go on, let me add that I haven’t counted the number of bedrooms in Applewood Hall, but I will.  If I put bunk beds in them, I would be surprised if we can’t house at least forty children and the governing staff for them.  Will that be enough space, do you think?  Or should I start building more?” 
 
    “I say!” 
 
    “Is that a good exclamation or a bad exclamation?” 
 
    “I find myself quite startled, almost at a loss for words, sir.  Do you mean to say you would actually build housing for children not your own?” 
 
    “Councilman, if bombs start dropping on England, I’ll happily rent a ship and relocate them to America at my own expense, and for the duration of the war.  Anyone too young for the Army has no business being near a bunch of hostile bastards with guns.  Pardon my language.” 
 
    “I feel quite the same, sir, quite the same!  But I must be clear on this.  You’re willing to take on additional wards?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Even so many as a dozen or more?” 
 
    “Councilman, you tempt me to be offended.  Did I not already state Applewood could take at least forty?” 
 
    “So you did, so you did.  I withdraw the question, with my apologies.” 
 
    “When you have children in need, send them here.  I’m quite serious about adding on to the estate, if need be, but I can’t cause new buildings to spring up overnight.  Do you anticipate more than forty?” 
 
    “I certainly hope not.  Although, there will likely be more coming to us, mostly from Liverpool, Newcastle, and Middlesbrough, I should think.  Possibly even from as far away as Edinburgh and Glasgow, if the powers that be decree.  I really couldn’t say.” 
 
    “I’ll take it under advisement.” 
 
    “You have my thanks, Master Kearne, and the thanks of the entire town council of Keswick.” 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me.  I’m not doing it for you.” 
 
    He closed the satchel and placed it carefully on the floor beside his chair. 
 
    “Sir, with respect, I do need to thank you.  I have worried on this matter ever since I was informed of the plan, but had no simple recourse.  You have set my heart at ease.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to help,” I assured him, rising.  He stood with me and we shook hands. 
 
    “If I may,” he added, “I should like to presume somewhat.” 
 
    “Presume away.” 
 
    “I’ve had very little experience with Americans.  Would you describe yourself as typical?” 
 
    “No,” I said, thoughtfully.  “No, I wouldn’t say that.  Still, I’d like to think anyone would be outraged at this situation.  No, I take that back.  I’d like to think anyone would spend the effort to do something about the situation, rather than simply be outraged.  Outrage without action is nothing but vanity.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll support us in the war?” 
 
    “I suspect they’ll stand behind you as much as politics will allow, yes.  Unless someone pricks their hide and draws blood, though, I doubt they’ll jump into the fighting.”  I quirked a smile, careful to keep my teeth hidden.  “You may expect quite a number of men to rush to England of their own accord as soon as the fighting starts in earnest, I think.  They won’t wait for niceties like a formal declaration, but will charge in to help simply because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “So they are quite like you.” 
 
    “No, I have no plans to fight.  My place is with my electrical work, not on a battlefield.  I may simply do a good deed here and there.” 
 
    “As you say, sir, as you say.  It has been a pleasure to make your acquaintance, and I look forward to our next meeting.” 
 
    “Drop by anytime.” 
 
    Mary showed him out.  I picked up the receiver, told Alice I was willing to take calls again, and settled in for a long day of planning. 
 
      
 
    Diogenes ran off a whole sheaf of blueprints for me.  I don’t know if I’m going to need additional buildings or not, but he’s planned out an entire university campus based around the manor house, along with a building-by-building construction plan so we don’t have to build the whole thing at a stroke. 
 
    Mary is beside herself with mirth.  I don’t know how she doesn’t explode from holding it all in.  I don’t think it’s funny, although I will admit things snowballed a bit.  But I fixed her.  I put her on babysitting duty.  She’s supervising the children as they relocate the iron-based stuff into what I’m calling the armory.  It’s just a room we’re using for storage.  There are six suits of armor, two dozen shields and swords, several maces, a couple of axes, even a pair of lances!  All the martial decorations one might expect.  Everything is supposedly being moved for the kids’ safety.  In actuality, it’s for Trixie’s safety now that she’s interested in flittering about indoors.  She says iron hurts even when she’s too close to it, so this will be a step in the right direction. 
 
    In theory, I have about two dozen teachers on their way to Applewood Hall.  I see no reason to go to Liverpool or Newcastle or wherever to interview them.  They can come to me and I’ll pay them for a day of travel.  It’s also convenient to see how they get along with the four children already here. 
 
    After dinner—the children were all in semi-formal clothes for it—Mrs. Gillespie delicately broached the subject of her services and the difficulties in managing a family of six, counting Mary. 
 
    “Mrs. Gillespie, is there anyone in the village, or even in Keswick, who would make a good maid?  Someone to take some of the work off your hands?  I’ve no objection to asking the children for help, if you like—a little work is good for them, I think—but if you’re really in need, hire someone.  I leave it entirely in your hands.” 
 
    “Not to argue, young master Duncan, but the household budget barely covers feeding four more mouths, what with prices going up all over and people talking about how the war will—” 
 
    “Mrs. Gillespie, you continue to amaze me.  Have I ever, even once, complained about the cost of maintaining this place?” 
 
    “Not even once,” she agreed, nodding and wringing her hands in her apron.  “You’ve been well good, young master, and that’s a fact.” 
 
    “So I’m going to raise your wages by a pound a month and the house budget by ten.  Then you’re going to go hire a housemaid to help—I’ll pay her separately from the budget.”  Whatever wage Mrs. Gillespie negotiated for the new maid, I resolved to raise it.  “What else do you need?” 
 
    “Young master, if I didn’t know better, I’d swear you turned lead to gold!” 
 
    “Better than that, Mrs. Gillespie.  I turn electricity into money.  Vacuum tubes—excuse me, ‘valves’—are the coming thing.  I have second sight, and I can see these are the future.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t wonder,” she nodded, looking serious. 
 
    “Radio already carries pictures—television.  You’ll see the day when there’s a television receiver in every home.  I’m certain of it.  Electrical components will be a key industry, you mark my words.” 
 
    “Just as you say, young master.” 
 
    “What else can I do for you?” 
 
    “Nothing a’tall, young master, and that’s a fact.” 
 
    “Good to hear.” 
 
      
 
    After sunset, Mary and I availed ourselves of the shower in my private quarters.  I reflected how I would need a bigger boiler to feed hot water to the other bathrooms.  They might all be in regular use, soon.  And I might as well order some bunk beds before we needed them… 
 
    “Hey, Doctor Preoccupied.” 
 
    “Yes, dear?” 
 
    “You got me in this shower with the promise of an adventure.  You don’t want anyone to hear me screaming and I don’t see a ball gag, so it’s not that sort of adventure.  What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “It occurred to me the good councilman… uh, Fillmore, that was his name.  He had some concerns about finding the kids who were in difficult circumstances due to the quality of their care, rather than the capacity of the household.” 
 
    “We’re in England.  You can use simple English.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” I muttered.  “What I mean is, it’s one thing for a city kid to suddenly find himself using an outhouse.  Hardships of war and all that.  It’s another thing entirely to find three kids crammed in one bed, forced to work sixty hours a week, and denied shoes to keep them from running away.” 
 
    “But workhouses and orphanages do stuff like that, don’t they?” 
 
    “They’re a social institution and I wouldn’t dream of interfering, no matter how deeply my heart demands drastic and possibly bloody reforms.  I might be smoldering about it, but it’s their country, their kids.  This wholesale migration and evacuation is also their business.  Again, I’m not stopping it.  I’m not even arguing against it because there is no way to argue against it.  Children have no business near bomb targets.  But the personal, individual cruelty caused by individual, cruel persons is something within what I feel are my scope and my authority.” 
 
    “Oh, I love it when you talk like that!  You’re going to do something all dark and monstery, aren’t you?” 
 
    “We are, I hope.” 
 
    “Even better!  Like what?” 
 
    “I plan to go through the villages and town, roam around in the night, listen for the sounds of crying children, sniff the air for the smell of blood, and generally see if we can find anyone suitably miserable.” 
 
    “And then we kill someone?” 
 
    “No.  Well, maybe.  I had in mind confirming the misery and dropping an anonymous note to the council.” 
 
    “That’s not an adventure!” 
 
    “…and possibly stealing the miserable child, if circumstances warrant.” 
 
    “I—” she began, and broke off.  “I’ve never stolen a kid before.” 
 
    “Now’s your chance to add it to the resumé.” 
 
    “Oh, all right.  But only because you never take me anywhere.” 
 
    “Pick a place,” I suggested.  “Pick a world, in fact.” 
 
    “That’s your job.  It’s a gender thing.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Well,” she said, thoughtfully.  “Sort of.  In our case, I think I’d just like you to pretend to take an interest in taking me out somewhere.” 
 
    “Have I been neglectful?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.  Maybe a little preoccupied.  Okay, maybe a little neglectful.  I’d like to feel I’m still interesting to you.” 
 
    “You are.  I’ll give some thought to a date night.” 
 
    “About bloody time.” 
 
    We took the car down to the village of Millbeck.  I didn’t hear or smell anything on the drive through, so we parked near the pub.  I extended tendrils, uncoiling them like invisible antennae of psychic energy.  It was like listening to the psychic whispers of the world around me, but it was also a feeling, like touching the wind as it flowed through my dark spiderweb of invisible forces.  There were emotions and thoughts of all sorts, everywhere, but none of them had the proper timbre of sadness.  There was sadness aplenty, just as there was misery and pain.  None of it whispered to me of a child’s despair. 
 
    We repeated our performance in Applethwaite village, then in Keswick town.  Applethwaite had a few candidates, so we traced them to their dwellings and I jotted down the addresses.  Keswick had more, but about in proportion to the greater population. 
 
    In Keswick, however, I also found a particular bonanza of misery, pain, and fear.  Two brothers, Alex and Michael, were aged six and nine.  After a bit of investigation—highly illegal on my part, but probable cause and the right to privacy are tricky things—I discovered evidence as to why Alex and Michael were in such a terrible state. 
 
    The kindly older gentleman who took them in was fond of children.  Extremely fond of children, particularly young boys. 
 
    It is possible I overreacted.  I concede I may have done so.  I have no regrets. 
 
    Mary drained vitality from the exhausted little boys and successfully stole them from their owner.  With the little ones safely removed from what was about to be ground zero, I smashed down the door and walked in. 
 
    Is it still a bloodbath if there’s not a drop of blood left behind?  I mean, for me, yes.  If I splatter blood on every surface, it all crawls over to me and soaks into my skin.  But is it still a bloodbath if I don’t leave any?  It’s gruesome, perhaps, and certainly messy.  There are lots of fluids in the human body besides blood.  The mess, however, isn’t a bloody mess, so does it count? 
 
    I searched for a bit and found some pointy metal rods in the kitchen.  Kebab skewers, maybe.  My knowledge of the kitchen doesn’t venture far from the microwave oven.  But with a little cracking of the skull in the back, they were long enough to use.  I drove them through the eyesockets and out the back of the severed head, nailing it to the wall.  I then stuck the eyeballs on the forward ends of the skewers, giving the head a rather startled, pop-eyed look.  The rest of the body parts I left wherever they fell. 
 
    As I left, I tore off the number plate of the house.  Theatrics go better with forethought and planning. 
 
    Mary drove while I minded her prizes.  Fortunately, she felt no need to keep them.  It’s all about the thrill of the theft for her.  She enjoyed stealing them without even raising an alarm. 
 
    After some magical tracking and tracing, I found Councilman Weatheral’s house and had Mary stop the car around the corner. 
 
    I’m not sure the councilman will believe his butler or footman or whatever.  The guy opened the door with a put-upon air and nearly dislocated his jaw by dropping it. 
 
    To be fair, I was wearing my magic cloak and it was in full Lovecraft mode.  It covered me in a completely featureless black, as well as flowing upward behind me and rippling strangely.  To him, some of the dark between the stars leaked from the night sky to drip on the doorstep. 
 
    I put my two unconscious kids down on the porch before I handed the house number plate to the servant. 
 
    “Carter?  Who the devil is calling at this hour?” someone demanded from within.  It sounded like the councilman himself.  Carter gathered up his jaw and turned to answer. 
 
    “I—I think it possible, sir.” 
 
    As he glanced away, I vanished.  It’s easy when no one is watching.  I simply move extraordinarily fast.  Plus, I wear certain enchanted items to negate some of my difficulties where vector calculations meet cold, unpleasant reality.  I extended tendrils through my feet, used them to grip large chunks of ground, and accelerated like a runner coming out of the blocks—on fast-forward. 
 
    Once back in the car, we drove away, circled around, and returned to Applewood Hall. 
 
      
 
    Mary was delighted with our little caper, but wasn’t entirely keen on sticking around for the whole school thing.  I didn’t blame her. 
 
    “This might be a fantastic time to try for the Crown Jewels,” I suggested. 
 
    “I’d feel bad doing it during the war.” 
 
    “Reasonable,” I agreed.  “Not exactly fair, is it?” 
 
    “Not at all.  I’m glad you’re finally coming out of your shell, though.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean you’re finally starting to associate with people.  Socially, I mean.” 
 
    “I talk to people all the time.” 
 
    “Name three.” 
 
    “Uh… You, Diogenes, and Trixie.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    “Refugees in Apocalyptica?” 
 
    “Diogenes talks to them.  You deal with requests he’s not certain about.  I’m not sure you’ve said two words to any of them since they arrived.  Aside from the kid.  Patricia.  You don’t talk to her too much, either.” 
 
    “Um.  Hmm.” 
 
    “See what I mean?  You’re taking an interest, and I’m glad.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you should.  Usually, I’m the one who drags your reluctant undead ass off to do something fun.  You humor me—don’t think I don’t know it!—and have as good a time as you can.  Then it’s right back to being alone.” 
 
    “I’m not lonely.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you were.  I said you were alone.  I think you don’t want to risk being suckered into caring about anyone new.” 
 
    “Tymara is new.” 
 
    “She’s your great-granddaughter.  She doesn’t count.  You’re avoiding, what is it, optional people.  I think you’re afraid to open up and be a nice guy.” 
 
    “I’m not a nice guy.” 
 
    “I’m not going to laugh for two reasons.  First, because it’s wrong.  Second, because it’s so sad.” 
 
    “Sad?  Why sad?” 
 
    “Because you believe it.”  She took my arm and squeezed it, pressing up next to me.  “You’re a blood-drinking, soul-devouring monster with a heart that belongs in a saint.” 
 
    “I doubt that.  I don’t think I could get the heart out of a saint.  They’re usually protected.  It would burn my hand.” 
 
    “You know what I mean!” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m trying to avoid discussing it.” 
 
    “Fine.  Remember what I said about finding someplace to take me on a date.  I’ll be in Lightfoot Bay for a while, working on the steel-mill deal for Diogenes.” 
 
    “I’ll give it some thought.  Before you go, can you give me a hand with some fuel drums?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Diogenes provided some fifty-five gallon drums of gasoline in Apocalyptica.  We shuttled them through the shift-booth in the house.  We don’t have a shift-building for bulk cargo in The Manor world.  It’s not a major supplier of anything he wants. 
 
    It being the middle of the night, weight wasn’t the issue.  Large and cumbersome was the issue.  Mary and I carried them carefully from the shift-booth in my quarters out to the carriage-house.  Trixie hovered over us as we made several trips, but only landed on a shoulder when we walked back.  The steel of the drums bothered her. 
 
    I wanted to ask Mary to take the motorcycle back, but I didn’t.  I know how Diogenes made it.  Once Diogenes had his schematics worked out and a million or so simulations processed, thousands of machine shop robots each made one part, whether it be a frame or a single screw.  More robots assembled each component, then yet more robots fit the individual components together, and the process continued until the bike was fully assembled.  Stunningly fast for whacking together individual units, but not efficient for bulk orders. 
 
    It was a lot of effort, and I hated to admit it was wasted.  Still, given sufficient reason, I might ride it.  Someday.  Maybe.  Or not.  It was easier to let it sit there while I didn’t think about it. 
 
    Mary kissed me thoroughly before going back to Apocalyptica.  She has her hobbies and I have mine.  It works for us.  She went off to hunt down adventures more suited to her taste.  I, on the other hand, settled down for the evening with my wands and orichalcum circuit board. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Saturday, September 30th, 1939 
 
      
 
    Mary was right about one thing.  After using the manor as a sort of hermitage, it was time to get more familiar with the locals.  By which I mean it was time to start paying more attention to the affairs of the world around me.  If I can completely miss a German invasion of Poland, a British declaration of war, and the kickoff of World War Two, it’s just barely possible I’m not getting out enough. 
 
    I put an aerial up on the roof and ran a wire in through a window.  Diogenes could listen to the radio traffic of the planet through a relay unit similar to the Diogephone.  While he absorbed the current events, I drove into town to visit the library.  Since it was Saturday, the library was closed—there are some drawbacks to small towns.  It took the better part of the morning to find Mrs. Willoughby, the librarian, and bribe her to open the place up.  She wasn’t best pleased, but all I wanted was her newspaper section for the last month. 
 
    Turns out they didn’t keep a month of periodicals.  They did have the last week of newspapers, although that counted the one I fished out of the bins.  Well, it’s a small library.  Most of their historical references were devoted to regional history and family trees. 
 
    I apologized profusely for causing the sudden change in her daily plans.  I made sure to ask her advice about where to eat in town and invited her to dine with me.  She was at least as old as Mrs. Gillespie and a widow from zeppelin bombing during the previous war.  I’m not sure when the last time a young (looking) man requested the honor of her company at a meal, but she was quite pleased. 
 
    Survival tip for immortals of all sorts:  Librarians are the secret masters of the universe.  Whether they be dusty archivists or VR data-gurus, they have access to lots of information.  Stay on their good side. 
 
    Since the latest version of the Diogephone included a camera, I paged through the small stack of newspapers, photographing every page.  Diogenes would read them faster than I could capture them.  He would also give me a report on how this world was progressing, comparing and contrasting it to “my” history. 
 
    Mrs. Willoughby took an interest in what I was doing. 
 
    “You’re familiar with the new automatic cameras, Ma’am?” 
 
    “I’ve seen one or two in the hands of tourists.  Little boxy things.” 
 
    “Indeed they are.  Are you also aware I’m something of an inventor?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Master Kearne,” she admitted, looking distressed.  “I know you purchased Applewood Hall, as I have a record of the sale, but I can’t say I’ve heard aught else of you.” 
 
    “You have a record of it?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, sir.  The library is also the town’s records office.” 
 
    “I learn something new every day.  But it was my father who bought the place.  He did it in my name, of course, because he believed it would be a good family seat.  He fought in the Great War, you know, on the Continent, but he found he loved this place.” 
 
    “There’s much to love.  Did he come home from the trenches?” 
 
    “He did.  It wasn’t the Huns that got him, but the lawyers.  The solicitors.  In America.  His heart finally gave out from fighting in the courts over patents and rights and money.” 
 
    “Terrible.  Just terrible.” 
 
    “Indeed.  I leave the legal battles to the legal men.  I invent things.  This, for example, is a tiny camera I’ve managed to fit into a cigarette case.  It uses film far smaller than the usual and can take many pictures.  I’m testing it now to see if I can read the newspapers from the pictures I take—I need a lot of pictures to get a good sample for scientific testing.  It makes me regret not having any newspapers up at the Hall.  And, of course, it keeps me from wasting your whole day.  I won’t sit here and read everything on the spot.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s hardly a bother, Master Kearne.  I’m sure the library could loan you the papers.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hear of it, Mrs. Willoughby.  That would deprive me of your company.” 
 
    “Go along with you,” she said, but she smiled as she said it. 
 
    I finished with the newspapers and thanked her for a lovely day—the sun was out and everything was drying nicely.  I even drove her home again.  She wasn’t too eager to ride in a motor-carriage, but I think she found it surprisingly pleasant.  I even escorted her to her door rather than drop her off at the curb. 
 
    On my way back, I swung by the scene of last night’s homicide and saw yellow-and-black rope around the place.  I also saw a number of symbols chalked on the temporary door, the path, and the garden wall.  I took pictures of those, as well, and scribbled several in my notebook to show to Mrs. Gillespie and Trixie.  They’re my resident experts on the local folklore. 
 
    I returned to the manor and found a car already parked in front.  I parked in the carriage house and went in.  Mr. Weatheral was waiting in a front parlor, entertained by Mrs. Gillespie and the Dreyfus children. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” I offered, by way of announcing myself.  “Sorry I took so long.  I was visiting the library.” 
 
    “My own fault,” he replied, rising to greet me.  “I should have called ahead.  As it is, I’ve had a very pleasant chat with your housekeeper and your guests.” 
 
    “Have my guests been behaving?” 
 
    “They’ve been delightful.  Jenny was just regaling us with a story about her fairy friend.” 
 
    Jenny scrambled over to me and hugged my leg, talking rapidly about what sounded like Trixie.  I knelt, listened attentively, and nodded.  Mrs. Gillespie gathered up the children and urged them out of the room so the grown-ups could talk.  I kissed Jenny’s forehead and told her to see if her fairy was hiding. 
 
    When they were gone, Weatheral chuckled. 
 
    “She’s quite the imaginative child.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.  I hardly see them.  I’m a bit of a hermit—too focused on my work.”  I gestured him to his chair again and took a seat, myself. 
 
    “What is your work, if I may make so bold as to ask?” 
 
    “Mostly electronics, but I dabble in photography.  Much of my fortune is from electrical devices.  I’m convinced there will come a day when picture wireless—television—will be as common as a radio set is today.  We simply need to find a way to get the costs of a receiver down to something reasonable.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t wonder.  What a marvelous age we live in.” 
 
    “I agree.  So, Councilman Weatheral, is this a social call?” 
 
    “I only wish it were,” he sighed.  “We’ve a pair of young boys who have been… somewhat mistreated.  Their former host will not be an issue, of course, but we’ll need a place to house them when they’re released by Doctor Bradfield.” 
 
    “Released?” 
 
    “They were badly mistreated.”  Weatheral glanced around the room as though to make certain no children had somehow snuck back in while we weren’t looking.  He lowered his voice.  “To be blunt, sir, they were used as his catamites.”  Weatheral shivered.  “Terrible thing, what?’ 
 
    “It beggars belief,” I admitted.  “I trust the local constable… Henderson?” 
 
    “Henderson is one of our constables, yes.” 
 
    “I trust he’s already apprehended the fellow?” 
 
    “I believe that, by and large, he’s in custody.” 
 
    “By and large?” 
 
    Weatheral licked his lips and swallowed. 
 
    “Master Kearne, I would rather this did not leave the room.  Sub rosa, so to speak.” 
 
    “You have my word.” 
 
    “My man, Carter, is given neither to superstition nor drink.  When the two boys were deposited on my doorstep, last night, Carter was there to see what delivered them.  He swears it was a creature of some infernal sort.  At first, I was reluctant to believe him.” 
 
    “At first?” 
 
    “Since the boys were on my doorstep, I had a constable pop over to inform their guardian-of-record.  What he found… I had to go and see for myself.  I dearly wish I had not done so.  I tell you the truth, sir, when I say it was not a sight for any but those inured to the most hideous brutality of death.” 
 
    “I believe you,” I told him, seriously.  “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll skip going to see for myself.  I’m a naturally curious guy, but it sounds as though you’re warning me off from even looking.” 
 
    “Would that I had such a warning!  It was a terrible scene, sir, and that’s the simple truth.  And yet, there was not so much as a drop of blood to be found.  Amid the gruesome and the ghastly, it was the oddity.” 
 
    “I take it the murder—I assume it’s being investigated as a murder and not some sort of animal attack?” 
 
    “There is only one animal that butchers men so, and that is his fellow man.” 
 
    “Ah.  I see.  Well, then, perhaps the murderer used some sort of medical device to remove the blood prior to… what?  Dismemberment?” 
 
    “Far beyond dismemberment, sir.  Far more.  But one would assume there should be blood yet remaining in some of the organs—the heart, at the very least, I should think.  I tell you, there was not so much as a drop to be found.” 
 
    “Both disturbing and puzzling,” I commented.  “I’m afraid I’m out of ideas.  Extracting blood from bodies, alive or dead, isn’t my field of study.  Have you consulted a doctor?” 
 
    “Yes.  Doctor Bradfield examined the pieces and brought the absence of the blood to our attention.  I confess, I was too preoccupied by the state of the remains to even notice.” 
 
    “I can imagine.  I think.  Actually, I’d rather not imagine, if it’s all the same to you.  I had a very pleasant lunch and would like to keep it.  Maybe we can talk about something else?” 
 
    “Gladly, sir.  The crux of the matter is the disposition of two young boys.” 
 
    “That’s hardly an issue, is it?  If there’s someone in town you trust and who will take them in, you have no problem.  If there isn’t someone, for whatever reason, simply bring them here.  I mentioned this to… Councilman Fillmore?  Did I remember his name?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m terrible with names, so I’m always cautious about them.” 
 
    “I understand completely.” 
 
    “At any rate, if you have children who need a place to live and nowhere to put them, Applewood Hall is at your disposal.” 
 
    “I admit I am surprised to hear that.  Elias did tell me of your generous offer, but I couldn’t quite believe him.  To be frank, sir, it seems too much a good thing to be believed.” 
 
    “Councilman Weatheral, let me be frank, as well.  Forgive me for speaking so bluntly, but I can’t sugarcoat this and still get my point across.” 
 
    “Of course.  Speak your mind.” 
 
    “I’ve traveled far and seen much.  Along the way, I’ve seen atrocities you would not believe.  I once saw an African child with limbs as thin as two of your fingers starve to death.  Before my eyes.  On some nameless dirt road, under a cruel sun, I found this nameless child and, despite everything I could do to save him, he died in my arms.  I sat there in the heat and the dust, holding the lifeless body, while the vultures stalking him waited for me to leave.  I shot every one of those bastard birds and left them in the sun to rot while I buried the boy.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair and steepled my fingers. 
 
    “I’m not the sort to go out and change the world, councilman.  My youthful wanderlust is gone.  I’m strictly a stay-at-home type now, puttering about in my laboratory, for there is where I am most effective.  I would be less useful in some dry little country, digging wells for irrigation, or off in some other exotic place trying to stamp out injustice.  My best hope for helping such places is to better the lot of all mankind. 
 
    “That being said, when I see a child is hungry or hurt, it reminds me of blistering heat, a dusty road, and the patience of the vultures.” 
 
    Weatheral was silent for several seconds, not looking at me, but looking into the distant vistas of his own thoughts and memories.  Finally, he refocused his gaze on me. 
 
    “I believe I can understand your position.  By your leave, I’ll have the boys brought up as soon as the doctor says they’re fit.” 
 
    “I’d rather you called.  Mr. and Mrs. Gillespie can come down to collect them and do their shopping.  The boys will be needing country shoes and boots, as well as a host of other things.” 
 
    “You may leave it in my hands.” 
 
    “Very well.  Now, may I ask a favor?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Two favors, now that I think of it.  First, I’d like someone at the train station to be aware I’m expecting a number of guests—teachers, tutors, governesses, all that sort.  I’m not entirely sure what trains they’ll be taking and I’m afraid they’ll be left standing on the platform.  Could someone call the house and let us know?  We’ll head right down to pick them up.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can accommodate you.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I’ll sleep better knowing that.  The other favor is a recommendation or two.  I need a supplier for stone, lumber, pipe, wire—all the materials of construction, as well as stonemasons, carpenters, plumbers, and so on.  I have in mind to build another wing onto the manor, possibly even an auxiliary building.  I would also like to add a second telephone line so the children can call any parent with a telephone.  Then there is the matter of renovating the manor to accommodate better electric lighting and improving the plumbing.  Quite a lot to do, especially with a war on.  Can you get me a list of construction companies who can handle such things?” 
 
    “I can have it for you this evening, if that suits you.  Be aware you may have to send rather far afield for such things.  Keswick is hardly an industrial center.  And the nature of war is such that materials and men may not be as available as one might wish.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.  Thank you for bringing it to my attention.  I hate to waste the time in sending all the way to America, though.  Still, we’ll see what we can do.  And morning will be soon enough for the list.  I’m expecting guests on the afternoon train.” 
 
    “Ah!  So soon?” 
 
    “Well, I’m hardly fit to be a parent figure.  Besides, I understand a number of teachers are out of work and may need a job.” 
 
    “Why, I suppose there are.  Yes, of course there will be.” 
 
    “I’m glad my idea doesn’t sound silly.  It’s good to have someone with a level head confirm your suspicions.” 
 
    “I take it as a compliment.” 
 
    “It was meant as one.  Now, though, I also suspect I should run back down to town to meet the train.” 
 
    Weatheral stood up when I did.  We shook hands. 
 
    “It’s been a pleasure to get to know you, Master Kearne.” 
 
    “The pleasure has been mine, Councilman Weatheral.” 
 
    Nice man.  He reminded me of Raeth in some ways.  I wonder how he ever got suckered into politics.  A feeling of civic responsibility, probably.  Poor guy. 
 
      
 
    James dashed out after me and walked beside me to the carriage house. 
 
    “Sir?  Can I talk to you?” 
 
    “Of course, James.  What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “It’s Jenny, sir.  She’s not right in the head.” 
 
    “Oh, really?  What makes you think so?” 
 
    “She’s talking about fairies!  She never used to talk about fairies, but now they’re all she can talk about!  Little fairy this, little fairy that, and she chases all around the house trying to catch one or run from one or something!” 
 
    I opened the large doors of the carriage house while he spoke. 
 
    “Why is this a problem?” 
 
    “I think she’s going mad.” 
 
    “Possibly.  You might consult Mrs. Gillespie, first.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Don’t grunt.” 
 
    “I mean, why would I do that, sir?” 
 
    “She’s the expert on fairies around here.  Which reminds me, I wanted to consult with her, myself.  I’ll do it when I get back.” 
 
    “But… but there’s no such thing as a—” 
 
    “Hush!” I snapped, before he could finish.  “You don’t know for certain.  Maybe you don’t believe in them, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.  People didn’t believe the world was round, or that the Earth went around the Sun.  But the world remained round despite their disbelief, and it goes around the Sun without asking their opinion.” 
 
    “You’re not saying fairies are real?” 
 
    “I’m saying nothing of the sort.  I’m saying you don’t know.  You merely have the notion they don’t exist.  Why?  Just because you’ve never seen one?” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen America?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then how do you know it’s there?” 
 
    “People talk about America all the time.” 
 
    “Don’t people talk about fairies?  It sounds to me as though fairies are as real as America.” 
 
    “That’s different,” he insisted. 
 
    “Not to a scientist.  Anything is possible.  First you observe—hopefully, observe without bias or judgment.  Get the facts, not merely something to justify your opinion.  For all you know, Jenny might see something you can’t.  On the other hand, she may just be four years old.” 
 
    “She’s five.” 
 
    “Whatever, she’s extremely young and she may simply be playing.  That’s hardly evidence of crazy.  Did you live in the city?” 
 
    “Liverpool.” 
 
    “Then she’s never had a country estate to romp around and through.  If she’s delighted at the idea of imaginary fairies, who are you to make her stop?  Let her play.” 
 
    “But it’s like she’s going mad!” 
 
    “She’s your sister, James.  Are you going to love her only if she doesn’t believe in fairies?  Or will you play with her and pretend, if that’s what makes her happy?” 
 
    James said nothing, and said it sullenly.  I recognized the look.  I get it myself when I’m irked about being wrong. 
 
    “I don’t have time to keep discussing this right now.  Go talk to Mrs. Gillespie about fairy lore.  And let everyone know to expect guests overnight.  I have adults to interview for positions here, so everyone is to be on their best behavior.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good lad.  Is there anything you want from town, since I’ll be out?” 
 
    “Jenny would like more of the lollies, if it’s not too much trouble.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.  Oh, and do you know how to ride a bicycle?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” James admitted, puzzled.  I started the car without replying. 
 
    “Good.  Shut the door behind me, would you?”  I drove into town for lollipops and governesses. 
 
      
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “You’re on speaker because I’m driving.  What’s the scoop on the local world war?” 
 
    “It appears to be progressing according to established patterns.  The invasion of Poland, the declarations of war from various countries, and the sinking of U-27 by the HMS Forester and HMS Fortune are all on schedule.  Secret information, such as the negotiations between Molotov and Ribbentrop, have not been confirmed.  I can send a more sensitive, multi-frequency receiver through for intercepting more signals.” 
 
    “I don’t think I care so much, yet.  Do you have a projection for bombing, invasion, V-2 impacts, and the like?  In regard to the house and grounds, that is.” 
 
    “I am accessing historical data from all applicable alternate worlds in our references.  I find no instances of direct military damage to the house or grounds in any world where the Axis powers were defeated.  I caution, however, regarding the unreliability of data.  Given the damages done to the information structures of the country during the war, it is possible there is simply no record successfully transferred to digital media.” 
 
    “Got it.  The house will probably be fine, but it’s not absolutely certain.  Do you have a probability projection for me?” 
 
    “Surviving unscathed?  In excess of ninety percent.  Being directly hit by a bomb or other explosive device?  The probability is negligible.  It is not near any manufacturing center nor other military target.  By exercising typical wartime caution regarding lights, the probability of survival is extremely high.” 
 
    “Fair enough, I guess.  Still… what do we have for shooting down planes and Nazi war rockets?” 
 
    “The majority of defense weapons in use in Apocalyptica are masers, Professor.  They project coherent microwave energy for maximum damage to organic targets.  They are much less effective against metallic targets.” 
 
    “What about the sonic weapons?  The ones for driving off things.  Can’t they be used on the pilots, at least?” 
 
    “In theory, yes, but the effective range of a sonic weapon is much shorter than a laser weapon.  Defending your manor house from aerial attack will require superior range capabilities.  Laser weaponry is indicated.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll go with lasers.  Try to keep them from being visible, will you?  I don’t want large, bright lines in the air, all pointing back to my roof.” 
 
    “Anti-aircraft lasers are not usually in the visible range.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I also have messages for you.” 
 
    “Oh?  Hit me.” 
 
    “The Cripple Creek refugee camp is curious and concerned about the fusion detonation.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.  They’re the ones who saw the bombs go off in their own world.  Reassure them it’s a fusion reactor accident, not a bomb, and they are in no danger whatsoever.” 
 
    “I have done so, but I thought you should be made aware.  The next message: T’yl sent a letter through the elf-coffin shift-box.  In it, he complains about his position as, quote, ‘keeper of the soul-stealing artifact,’ end quote.  He also suggests producing bodies of hybrid elves, rather than cloning First Elves.” 
 
    “He didn’t put it in those words, surely?” 
 
    “I summarized.  The actual text is several pages long, most of which is semantically null.” 
 
    “Ah.  Did he say why?” 
 
    “I am unable to extrapolate his motivation.” 
 
    “Well, he’s asking, so I guess I should find out why he thinks it’s important.  What else?” 
 
    “Tianna spoke through the communications flame.  She would like to know if you plan to be at your great-granddaughter’s birthday celebration.” 
 
    “If she calls back before I reach her, tell her I will, barring any unexpected temporal slippage.  Remind me when it gets close.” 
 
    “I will monitor the relative date.” 
 
    “Speaking of temporal slippage, how’s your predictive algorithm coming?” 
 
    “It is not a complete model.  There are factors we do not understand.  There are three main categories of prediction:  Whether two worlds will have a significant time differential at all, the direction of the differential, and the level of differential.” 
 
    “Whether or not they time-slip, which one goes faster, and how much faster?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  I have no predictive methodology for the first instance.  My success rate with predicting the direction of time dilation is sixty-eight percent.  Predicting the level of dilation within an order of magnitude is only forty-four percent.” 
 
    “So, we don’t understand some of the principles involved?  It’s not the sample size, it’s the theory?” 
 
    “To use your favorite technique, allow me a metaphor.” 
 
    “And so the student becomes the master.  Go for it.” 
 
    “We find ourselves in a position analogous to a blind man and light.  Sufficiently intense light may be felt as a sensation of heat, but we cannot see individual colors.  We only know something is radiating energy.” 
 
    “Any idea on how to find out what we’re missing?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Professor, but I am not a creative thinker.  I am only a complex of programs.  A simulation, not a self-aware intelligence.” 
 
    My reply was a compound word and involved fertilizer. 
 
    “I can obtain considerable tonnage, if that is your wish, Professor.  There are sizable numbers of herd animals roaming the Great Plains in various relatively-uninhabited analogues of Earth.” 
 
    “Those are buffalo, not bulls, but thank you anyway.” 
 
    “Always a pleasure, Professor.  Your last remaining message is not directed specifically to you, but I infer from the content you are the intended recipient.” 
 
    “Go for it.” 
 
    “Message follows:  ‘Earth?  Earth?  On wave?  Speaking to Earth.  Ackno.’  Message ends.  Will there be a reply?” 
 
    “Where did this come from?” 
 
    “A satellite currently in geosynchronous orbit over the western hemisphere, approximately one-oh-six degrees West.  It broadcast for three minutes at two-point-two-nine-five gigahertz.  Based on the orbit—in the same longitude as the failed fusion test—and the timing, I surmise the solar power tap test attracted attention.” 
 
    I swore again, this time more extensively. 
 
    “Any idea who it is?” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.  The human settlements on the Moon.” 
 
    I was hammered in the forebrain by the memory—how long ago?—of looking up into the night sky of Apocalyptica with a spectrum-shifting spell to see radio-frequency energy.  There were a few satellite sources, which I expected, and many more sources on the Moon.  I didn’t mess with them right then and they fell off my mental desk in the press of later events. 
 
    Well, the later events were pretty demanding, and some of them did terrible things to my mental organization.  Maybe I can forgive myself for being forgetful. 
 
    “What do you know about human settlements on the Moon?” 
 
    “I infer they exist, but all of my communications equipment is designed for planetary use.” 
 
    The growling noise was involuntary. 
 
    “Would you please initiate measures to learn more?  Preferably without invading their airspace—or vacuum-space, or whatever—or otherwise telling them we’re eyeballing them?” 
 
    “Passive detection and monitoring will begin immediately, Professor.  Do you wish to reply?” 
 
    “No.  Yes.  Not right now.  Get me more information about our interplanetary neighbors and let me know if they have anything else to say.” 
 
    “Program running, Professor.” 
 
    “And be aware I may need materials for constructing the school.  I’ll probably need all the usual building supplies for the period and region.  Nothing with a ferrous base, please.  I’m trying for faerie-friendly, here.” 
 
    “Understood, Professor.  Will you be setting up a cargo shifter?” 
 
    “Probably.  I have to build a supply drop building, first, I think.  No, that’ll raise questions…” I grumbled and thought for a mile or so.  “I’ll have to get a building in a port town and pretend stuff is coming in by ship.  Yes.  We’ll start with that.” 
 
    “Shall I reserve a cargo space in Denver?” 
 
    “Yes.  Thank you.  Anything else?” 
 
    “That will be all, Professor.  You may go.” 
 
    I took the Diogephone off speaker and put it in my jacket pocket.  I don’t know if Diogenes’ humor subroutines get it from me or from Mary, but he might benefit from talking to other people once in a while. 
 
      
 
    Lollipops were available.  I bought a box from the smiling gentleman in the shop.  He seemed oddly cheerful for wartime, but maybe that’s the way he is. 
 
    The train station had no train.  I was a little late for it.  Five people—two men and three women—were still there, however, waiting and wondering if they were going to wait forever.  I pulled up and got out. 
 
    “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen.  Applewood Hall?” 
 
    There was a general agreement and a gathering of hand luggage.  I was pleased to see only overnight bags, not the full I’m-moving-in steamer trunks.  Five people—six, counting me—and some small bags would be a tight fit, but it was doable.  The car wasn’t going to like it, but, with proper care and a good run-up for the inclines, I thought we could make it. 
 
    As I helped arrange luggage in the… the boot, one of the men spoke up. 
 
    “I say, old chap, is it typical to be left waiting at the station like this?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I replied.  “The arrangements weren’t too specific about which trains would have applicants.  The clerk in the station knows to call up to the Hall if anybody arrives for it.  And, as you can see, I’ve driven down quickly, rather than take the carriage.” 
 
    “You’ve a most unusual accent,” he told me, placing a pince-nez on his nose and peering at me suspiciously.  “American?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose we can’t help where we’re born,” he allowed, then examined the car.  “A bit tight, what?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, but the ride isn’t long.” 
 
    “How will we all fit?” asked one of the ladies. 
 
    “With crowding,” I admitted.  “We weren’t expecting so many so soon.  I apologize for the inconvenience.” 
 
    “This is not a good start,” huffed pince-nez.  “I don’t know how they do things in America, but you’ll have to shape up smartly if you expect to live up to British standards.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.  Just as you say, sir.  I’ll keep it in mind, sir.” 
 
    “See you do.” 
 
    Most of the luggage, carefully Tetris-ized, fit in the boot.  The rest I lashed to the roof-rack.  We managed to squeeze ourselves into the car with less difficulty.  The two smallest ladies sat in front with me—still crowded, since I had a gearshift in their way—while the two men sat in back with the largest of the women. 
 
    As I suspected, the Vauxhall was not pleased at the load, but I treated it gently and anticipated gear changes in advance.  Due to space constraints, we couldn’t have loaded all this on Bronze, but she would barely have noticed the weight. 
 
    Ouch.  First the motorcycle, now the car.  I still miss Bronze like I would miss one of my arms.  It hurts to even think about her.  I don’t suppose it’ll ever go away… but it shouldn’t, should it? 
 
    To distract myself and the passengers, I pointed out some buildings of interest as we drove by.  Keswick’s Council Hall and police station, of course, as well as several shops for the discerning buyer.  In the village of Applethwaite, on the way to the Hall, I pointed out the local pub, in case anyone might have missed it, as well as the church.  If they wanted to attend, it was the nearest one. 
 
    I pulled up under the portico and hurried around to hand out the ladies from the front.  One of the men—not pince-nez—handed out the lady from the back.  Pince-nez went to the rear of the car and waited for me to open the tr—the boot.  Mr. Gillespie came out and helped, so I didn’t have to make anyone carry their own bag.  We showed them in the front door. 
 
    “Welcome to Applewood Hall, ladies and gentlemen.  May I take your coats?” I asked.  Mr. Gillespie shuttled the luggage while I hung up outer garments. 
 
    With everyone welcomed and settled in, Mrs. Gillespie served tea to the applicants.  It was a semi-formal tea, I guess.  High tea?  I dunno.  It had food-ish things, snacks, to go with the actual tea. 
 
    I’m still not clear on tea in England.  Kind of like Karvalen can be a mountain, a city, or a kingdom, apparently “tea” can be a drink, a ceremony, or a sort of mealtime between lunch and dinner.  Or is it supper?  Confound it, I never thought I’d need a translation spell for English!  I used to think it funny when someone claimed to speak American, British, and Australian.  I don’t think it’s funny now. 
 
    I left them to it while I went to the library to put together my interviewing stuff—paper, pen, and the Dreyfus children.  I let the kids know I wanted their opinions of each applicant, but not to say anything until after the door closed.  Madeline would attempt to keep Jenny quietly occupied while James and Richard pretended to read. 
 
    With the traps set, I let Mrs. Gillespie know she could show the first one in.  Of course, it was pince-nez.  I was wearing my tweeds, sitting behind the desk, and had the whole “dignified master of the house” theme going.  The look on his face was priceless. 
 
    After the interview, Mrs. Gillespie showed him to a bedroom rather than return him to the parlor and spoil the surprise for the rest.  We worked our way through all five candidates without a bobble.  Jenny was my main worry, but she was perfectly well-behaved and quite pleased to draw fairies with Madeline.  I have to get her some crayons. 
 
    Turns out pince-nez’s worst fault was his tendency to be a bit snooty.  I suppose it’s an occupational hazard to a teacher of Latin and Greek.  At least he recognized his mistake and made a handsome apology.  The kids liked him even if I didn’t care for him. 
 
    The one they didn’t like was one of the ladies who sat up front with me in the car.  An older woman, she seemed all right to me, if a bit strait-laced.  But the kids were unanimous in despising her.  I resolved to have a glance at her after sunset to see what sort of lights glinted off her soul. 
 
    After the interviews and my consultations with the children, Mrs. Gillespie knocked and showed in a young woman I hadn’t seen before.  She was dressed plainly, and plainly nervous.  She had a tendency to stammer when asked a direct question.  Mrs. Gillespie didn’t introduce her as her granddaughter, but I guessed it from the mannerisms and family resemblance.  I pretended not to suspect, agreed she would do as a housemaid, and told Mrs. Gillespie the wage agreed to was preposterous and raised it by half a crown a month.  The girl’s mouth dropped open in surprise. 
 
    “If her service is regarded as satisfactory after six months,” I added, “we’ll see about raising it another half a crown.  Now, see to it she’s introduced to the children, if she hasn’t been already.  Oh, and miss—what’s your name?” 
 
    “K-kathleen, your h-honor,” she stammered. 
 
    “Can you drive a car, Kathleen?” 
 
    “A-an automobile?  No, y-your honor!” 
 
    “I’ll have to teach you.  It’s easier than handling a team of horses and you’re going to do shopping, I’m sure.  And don’t call me ‘your honor.’  I like being addressed informally, but it almost never sticks.  Just go with ‘sir’ and we’ll get along.  Now, say ‘Yes, sir.’  For practice.” 
 
    “Yes, s-sir.” 
 
    “Good work.  Off you go.” 
 
    Mrs. Gillespie and Kathleen exited, one with a huge grin and the other with huge relief.  I have no idea what I did to worry Kathleen so much.  Maybe it’s just the idea of a job interview.  Those can be incredibly stressful if you think your whole future is about to be determined by some stranger’s snap judgment about your worth. 
 
      
 
    I spent what was left of the afternoon going over my notes from the interviews.  So far, we had one governess, one mathematics professor, two primary school teachers, and a classics teacher—Robert Blake, or pince-nez.  I tried not to let my personal feelings influence my evaluations.  My not taking an instant shine to Professor Blake was not a reason to judge him harshly. 
 
    At dinner, everyone was still standing when I arrived.  Head of the house and all that.  Once we were seated—the fancy table had room for everyone and a dozen more—Mrs. Gillespie and Kathleen served.  I wondered if Mr. Gillespie was in the kitchen with instructions to stir things.  This was Mrs. Gillespie’s largest dinner in the history of the Hall and I had no doubt she wanted it to go like clockwork.  She even unlocked the china hutch and laid out the good stuff for the evening. 
 
    Conversation was strained.  I guess it’s hard to relax when your potential employer is sitting at the head of the table and judging you.  The kids, all sitting in a row down the right side of the table, were far more entertaining than the adults, seated on my left.  Even with my sensory-dampening spells I could almost smell the sour look on Mrs. Whitcomb’s face—the lady the children downchecked.  She obviously wanted to whack knuckles with a ruler and order them to be quiet, or the cultural equivalent.  She held her tongue, however, and merely tried to freeze their soup with her stare. 
 
    Along about the coffee and cake stage, Blake cleared his throat.  Everyone turned to him, except for Jenny.  She was restless sitting at the table.  I nodded to the right side of the table and Richard signaled his younger siblings.  They rose, thanked me for dinner, and trooped out, Jenny holding Maddy’s hand.  No doubt there would be cake in the kitchen.  I know Mrs. Gillespie.  Some of the cake might make it out to the adults, too. 
 
    “I believe you were about to say something, Professor Blake?” 
 
    “Ah, yes.  Yes.  I’m not much given to impatience, Mister Kearne, but I was under the impression we would be interviewing for positions.” 
 
    “And you have.” 
 
    “Yes, but— but which of us is to have the position?  Or positions?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were in a hurry.  I have more than one position to fill, if that’s a comfort, but I also have a number of other applicants who have not yet arrived, much less interviewed.  I think we should be done in within a week.  In the meantime, until the positions are filled, you are perfectly welcome to remain as guests of Applewood Hall.” 
 
    “I say!  Do you expect us to remain here for an entire week, sir?” he demanded. 
 
    “I have no expectations,” I told him, truthfully.  “I find it quite freeing, actually.  As for you, you will stay or go, entirely of your own free will—unless I throw you out.  In the meantime, you are welcome to associate with the children, possibly even teach them something.  Again, however, this is entirely up to you.” 
 
    “I do not feel we have been adequately informed,” he complained.  “This is not at all what I expected.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you don’t adapt well to unexpected circumstances.  I’ll be happy to drive you out to the train station, if you like.” 
 
    “What?  At this hour?” 
 
    “You seem unhappy here.  I wouldn’t want you to stay a moment longer if you’re unwilling to be here.” 
 
    “I—that is, I—well, ah, I wouldn’t say I’m unhappy, merely… merely surprised.  At the arrangements.” 
 
    “You object to being a guest in Applewood Hall?” I pressed. 
 
    “Oh, no!  No, not at all.  I feel I may have given the wrong impression.” 
 
    “Well, you have perhaps a week to correct it—more time than any of the later arrivals who may accidentally give the wrong impression.  Now,” I added, rising, “if you will excuse me.  Ladies.  Gentlemen.” 
 
    I shouldn’t have been so sharp with the man.  I really shouldn’t.  Yeah, he was something of a twerp, but if that’s the worst of his personality problems, who am I to point a finger?  I’ve got flaws enough of my own. 
 
      
 
    After my sunset routine, I recalled a box of lollipops.  I found them, still under the front seat of the car.  I wrote “Jenny” on the box and placed it in the kitchen where Mrs. Gillespie would find it. 
 
    Since there was still time before the adults went to bed, I bothered the night operator at the local switchboard.  I didn’t place any transatlantic calls—it was possible via radio, but there was no telephone cable, yet, just telegraph cable. 
 
    Is that consistent with the timeline in my own world?  I wonder.  I didn’t care enough to ask Diogenes, though. 
 
    I did send several telegrams, however, ordering supplies, materials, and equipment through commercial shipping channels. 
 
    In the not-too-distant future, the local government would probably start requisitioning (or appropriating) things like forklifts, cranes, and earth-moving equipment.  My intention was to speed construction along at Applewood, then donate the equipment before they got around to stealing it.  Taking it.  Whatever.  With a little luck, I could earn some goodwill from whoever was in charge of such things by donating the equipment.  It might get me some courtesies, like early warning of new rationing or requisitions.  Even if it didn’t, I was impatient to get things under way.  I’m too used to Diogenes’ production times, I guess.  No, that’s not it.  I was worried about having a hundred kids dumped on me with nowhere to put them. 
 
    As I hung up, I reflected on the future.  When I had the additional phone line installed, it was going in my personal quarters.  The kids could use the house phone to call home.  I wanted more privacy. 
 
    Case in point, shortly after I got on the phone, Kathleen stood in the doorway, waiting to be acknowledged.  I waved her to a seat—she took it as a gesture only to approach; I had to point sharply at the chair before she sat down—and finished with Hazel, the other local operator.  I’m pretty sure Hazel was Alice’s mother.  The two of them operated the local switchboard out of their home, I think. 
 
    “Now, young lady, what I can I do for you?” I asked.  She knotted her fingers together and looked me squarely in the sternum. 
 
    “I’m sorry to intrude, sir, truly I am.” 
 
    “You’re not intruding.  What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “There’s some gossip, sir, that you’re planning to hire a number of other servants?” 
 
    “I’m sure there is.  What you’re asking is whether or not I intend to.  Yes?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I’m sorry, sir.” 
 
    “No need to be.  It’s no secret.  It’s a big place and likely to have a number of children roaming about in it.  Someone has to mind them, teach them, feed them, and generally look after them.  Then there’s the house and grounds.  I doubt Mr. Gillespie will be able to keep up with all the wear and tear.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I’ve been instructed in my duties, sir, but I’m told there’s a lady of the house?” 
 
    “Mary.  Yes.  She’s my mistress, but she’s to be regarded as the lady of the house.” 
 
    “So I was told, yes, sir.  May I ask if the position of the lady’s maid is open?” 
 
    “Ah!  I see!  Yes, it is open, but Mary is seldom in residence.  She comes and goes unpredictably—even I don’t know when she’ll pop in or out.  She’s not likely to need a maid, but in the event she does need any help, I’ll see to it she knows you’re her girl.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You sound disappointed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir.  May I go?” 
 
    “Just a minute.  Why are you disappointed?” 
 
    “I was presumptuous, sir.” 
 
    “How so?  And remember, I’m an American.  You may have to explain in small words.” 
 
    “The… A lady’s maid is…”  She paused for a moment, thinking.  “The position of the lady’s maid is highly respectable among the servants, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, you would outrank most of the others.  And not having a formal lady’s maid position kind of leaves you as a… I’m sorry, what would your actual title or position be?” 
 
    “Just a maid-of-all-work, sir.” 
 
    “Well, there aren’t enough servants to establish a hierarchy, I suppose.  But Mrs. Gillespie is in unquestioned charge of anything inside the house, so she’ll decide specific duties for anyone who signs on around here.  Although, now that you bring it up, I might consider adding a butler.” 
 
    “As you say, sir.” 
 
    “All right.  Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No, sir.  Thank you, sir.” 
 
    I waited a beat and realized she was waiting to be dismissed.  I did so and she shut the door behind herself. 
 
    Sheesh.  I thought dealing with knight-bodyguards was annoying.  I hoped other people weren’t going to throw “sir” at me as much as that. 
 
    I checked on the guests.  They were all still in their rooms and awake, darn it.  I wanted a few quiet minutes to stare intently at their souls without questions or distractions.  Ah, well.  Later in the night. 
 
    Back in my rooms, Trixie was singing and lounging in her diorama’s flowing water. 
 
    “Are you enjoying the children?” 
 
    “Just the little one.” 
 
    “Why just her?” 
 
    “The others won’t believe in me, so they won’t see me.” 
 
    “Really?  I didn’t know that.  Can adults see you if they believe in you?” 
 
    “Anybody who believes can see,” she replied.  “The old ones can see me, but they don’t play.” 
 
    “Grown-ups do tend to be too busy, yes.” 
 
    “Can Jenny play outside tomorrow?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I want us to play in the sunshine.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’ll be sunny tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right, but please keep her in sight of the house.  I’m touchy about her safety.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Good girl.”  Trixie beamed at me.  “And both Mary and Diogenes send their hellos.” 
 
    “Yay!  I like your familiar spirit.” 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What about Mary?” 
 
    “She’s all right, I suppose.” 
 
    “At least she’s friendly.” 
 
    “True.  I can like her because you do.” 
 
    “Oh?  Why wouldn’t you like her?” 
 
    “She doesn’t let me sit on her head.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” 
 
    I decided to get some preliminary spell work done for the new cargo shifter.  The room wasn’t even built, yet, but the basics are pretty much interchangeable and don’t require a physical structure.  It kept me occupied for a couple of hours—long enough for everyone in the house to be snoring. 
 
    I reached into each room, one by one, feeling around with my soul-sucking tendrils.  It was well past midnight and they were all asleep.  A bit of vitality stolen from each, a little drain on their energies, and they would stay asleep. 
 
    The bedroom doors bolt on the inside.  For child safety reasons, I decided to have them removed.  The doors would still lock, but they could also be unlocked from the outside.  Still, a bolt doesn’t stop me.  Kicking in a heavy, oak door is hardly worse than punching through a paper bag, but I have other resources.  Psychic tendrils of darkness flow through wood and metal to latch onto the bolt.  A spell suppresses atmospheric vibrations.  Another tendril writhes through the lock, turning. 
 
    Opening a door quietly takes much more effort, but I get to keep the door. 
 
    Once I had the door open, I vampire-eyeballed each of the guests.  Nobody was perfect, of course.  Everyone has little things in their soul that make them less than angels.  Someone isn’t naturally truthful, someone else has a deep scar of shame, another one shivers with desperation—probably from economic circumstances.  One even has more greed than is good for it. 
 
    But one is cruel.  More than merely cruel, knowingly cruel.  A sadist who delights in the creation of misery, takes joy in the infliction of suffering.  A sadist who chose the profession of primary-school teacher, in charge of children. 
 
    The kids were right.  And Mrs. Whitcomb would not be joining us, not even for breakfast.  I was tempted to turn her into breakfast.  But her unexplained disappearance could spoil my plans for the place… 
 
    It’s ironic, to me, how letting a child-abusing, sadistic old biddy live was better for the kids’ welfare. 
 
    I carefully shut each door, locked and bolted them again, and went back to my workshop for the evening.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Thursday, October 5th, 1939 
 
      
 
    It’s been several days, so let me catch up. 
 
    Mrs. Whitcomb left without fuss the next morning.  Paying her for her time and train ticket may have had something to do with it.  A good thing, too, because she had almost a whole day to get as far away from me as possible before night fell.  Had she remained anywhere nearby, someone would have had to write an obituary. 
 
    Since then, the rest of the babysitting applicants have also come and gone or come and stayed, depending.  I’ve kept more than I need because I suspect I’ll need more than I think.  Most of them, as with the host families of Operation Pied Piper, are good, decent people.  They just happen to need a job.  There were a few—a very few, thankfully—who were not at all the type of people I want anywhere near children, for various reasons. 
 
    There were no fatalities.  I thought I’d mention it. 
 
    In the course of their transportation to and from the train station, I’ve given Kathleen two lessons in driving.  She either has zero talent for it or a complete lack of interest.  Richard, on the other hand, is almost desperate to be allowed to drive.  I know he’s about to be thirteen years old and tall for his age, but he still has a hard time seeing over the dashboard while operating the pedals.  If it was an automatic transmission—pardon me; an automatic gearbox—I would be more comfortable with it.  As it is, he may have to content himself with supervised trips around the drive until he’s a few inches taller. 
 
    Councilman Weatheral personally delivered Alex and Michael.  They have a room of their own on the theory they want to stick close to each other until they feel more secure.  They seem a little nervous about everyone in the house, with the exceptions of Maddy, Jenny, and Mrs. Gillespie.  I can’t say I blame them. 
 
    Weatheral has also delivered a dozen more children, two and three at a time.  With the additional staff, we ran low on bedrooms everywhere but in the servants’ quarters.  We haven’t run out, yet, but we were down to one spare bedroom this morning.  The bunk beds I ordered have finally arrived, though, so when we get more children we’ll rearrange things a bit. 
 
    This influx of people also meant more laundry, more cooking, more cleaning, and more all-around work.  Since we had a terrible master-to-servant ratio, I got stuck with interviewing for a butler.  Mrs. Gillespie is willing to handle hiring other staff, but was adamant about having no business passing judgment on a butler. 
 
    I’ve got three candidates, all on a trial basis, vying for the position right now.  It’s a deathmatch, very proper and polite, with starched shirts and silverware.  I admit to a slight preference for the youngest, Jarvis, but only because of his name.  Pity we don’t have an Alfred or a Willikins. 
 
    The new phone line is in and it confused Alice the first time I used it.  The switchboard operators have never heard of anyone with more than one phone line.  I also took the opportunity to upgrade the telephone unit from the candlestick model to the sort with a handset and a top cradle for it.  The new ones even have rotary dialing… although the local telephone exchange can’t support that function.  Ah, well.  Alice and Hazel are unfailingly nice.  I don’t mind going through them. 
 
    Diogenes produced an anti-aircraft laser unit for me.  It’s a laser, yes, but the most important parts are the sensors.  It does no good to have firepower if you don’t know what to shoot.  The whole setup is about the size of two backpacks and a bazooka; the bazooka part is the actual laser.  I locked the whole arrangement in a closet on the third floor of my personal quarters.  I might never need to shoot down the Luftwaffe or an atomic war rocket, but you never know. 
 
    Early on in the week, I kept myself busy organizing construction.  Weatheral provided me with a list of reliable firms and I took him at his word.  Just yesterday, dozens of blue-collar types arrived with truckloads of tools, timber, tents, and the other accoutrements of the contactor’s trade.  The well-dressed gentleman bossing them fiddled with a theodolite-type thing, several meters of odd-looking chain, and made thoughtful noises over the plans I provided for row housing—sort of a three-storey motel, but made of brick and timber, not plywood and sheet rock. 
 
    They didn’t have any power digging equipment, but they did have older men, tall boys, and shovels.  Apparently, most of the power equipment and young men are busy elsewhere.  I find I’m not overly surprised.  I’m just glad we’re fortunate enough to have a crew of plumbers and electricians included in the pile.  Those are doing whatever witchcraft they do to make hot water and lights happen. 
 
    Mrs. Gillespie is driving herself mercilessly to feed everyone and interview maids.  I decided she was doing it backwards.  She wanted to interview them and decide up front.  With Weatheral’s help and recommendations, I hired two more maids for her without asking her opinion.  Now she can see them in action and decide whether or not to keep them. 
 
    On the plus side, all the children are adequately dressed, fed, and educated.  I put pince-nez—Professor Blake, the Classics teacher—in charge of organizing it all.  I don’t think he’s ever been given authority to administrate before, but there’s a war on and a very can-do attitude around the place.  He rose to the occasion.  The kids are now divided up among the various teachers based on age, subject matter, and previous education.  He’s got a schedule for everything short of trips to the water closet. 
 
    I put my foot down regarding play time.  Discipline and education and focus are important, yes.  No argument.  Children are still children, however, and there will be some time for them to be children even if we have to schedule the chaos.  Blake wasn’t happy about it, but I didn’t actually have to ask who he would recommend as his replacement. 
 
    On the plus side, Blake was entirely pleased by my insistence on teaching logic, critical thinking, and debate.  The refugees in Apocalyptica have Diogenes as their teacher through interactive holograms in the classrooms, but I insisted on teaching people to think before focusing on facts to memorize.  I see no reason to vary that program here, aside from having humans do the teaching. 
 
    Things have, by and large, gone pretty well.  Now I’ll tempt fate and see if it all comes apart when I visit Apocalyptica for a while. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Tuesday, September 9th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I came out of the Manor’s shift-booth and realized I had a problem.  I go into my quarters in The Manor, lock the door, and leave the building.  If I’m gone for an hour or two, it’s no big deal.  If the time dilation runs like crazy and I’m gone for a week, though…  As far as everyone else in the house is concerned, I’ve been locked in my rooms for the week.  It was fine when it was just Mr. and Mrs. Gillespie.  They don’t expect to keep track of my comings and goings.  If I’m out of touch for a week or a year, they simply didn’t see me leave.  They also don’t ask nosy questions.  With dozens of people in the house, we now have a rumor mill and a multitude of noses to poke into things. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    The only solution I can think of, at the moment, is to find someplace secluded and build another shift-booth.  Then I can visibly leave the building and drive away.  Damn it, people are so inconvenient! 
 
    I grumbled to myself as I walked down the wide transit hallway, past the other shift-booth doors, followed by one of Digoenes’ hovering drones.  As I passed the door to Harper Valley, I recalled Mary’s request for a night out.  If the time differential with The Manor worked out… Harper Valley?  Or Peyton Place?  Galaxia is nice, once we get off the planet’s surface, but it’s a three-day ride on a space elevator just to get to orbit, to say nothing of transit to a habitat station.  I don’t even know if the capsules are light-tight.  They probably have windows so people can enjoy the view. 
 
    Wait, wait, wait.  I need to ask the right questions.  For starters, what would Mary enjoy?  It’s not about me.  No, I’m thinking about it wrongly already.  What would we both enjoy?  She already pointed out she drags me off to have fun and I go along because it matters to her.  It’s not just about doing something she enjoys, but something we can enjoy together. 
 
    Ever since… Ever since Bronze died, I haven’t enjoyed much.  I’ve had some fun, yes, but all the vibrancy, the interest, the passion in my existence seems… dull.  Pastel.  Muted.  It’s not that I don’t enjoy myself.  Or maybe it is.  I’m not usually sad, as such, but all happiness is mild, fleeting.  I can’t run with the wind, only sit and feel the breeze.  I don’t know how to describe it. 
 
    I was still wondering what sort of date to go on when I entered the media center.  Everything lit up when I cracked the hatch.  Diogenes spoke through the media center speakers. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Professor.” 
 
    “Hello, Diogenes.  How is everything?” 
 
    “I am not one with it, so I am unable to answer.” 
 
    “Not one with…?”  I groaned. 
 
    “Zen you have caught my joke?” 
 
    “Stop.  Please.” 
 
    “Is it not funny?  My ability to extemporize humorous remarks is still indefinite.” 
 
    “It’s clever.  It may even be funny.  I liked it.” 
 
    “You expressed a negative reaction.” 
 
    “You know how Mary and I trade quips and pretend to dislike them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Welcome to the club.  With this sort of humor, the groans are the applause.  I don’t know why it works that way.  It just does.” 
 
    “As you say, Professor.” 
 
    “So, what’s going wrong or going right?” 
 
    “The new magnetic bottle should be on line in eleven hours.” 
 
    “Wonderful!  Where did you put it?” 
 
    “Six thousand meters south of the first one, outside the primary blast and radiation zones.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    “It was the location to which I evacuated the original construction equipment.” 
 
    “Ah.  That makes sense.  Just build the new one where they were already standing.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Would you prefer to go there now or after sunset?” 
 
    “Hmm.  What are my transportation options?” 
 
    “The site does not have an enchanted gateway, but it can easily have a congruous locus to be targeted.  Both the pedatruck and the Grumbler are available.  A cargo drone or dirigible can be retasked for transport.  The flight tests on the supersonic personal transport have been completed; it is now at your disposal.  A helicopter is available, but will require recharging at the destination.  We have a hovercraft, as well, but there are terrain features which require considerable detours from the straight-line course.  If you care to wait, I can construct an electromagnetic catapult to launch you to the site.” 
 
    “I’ll pass on the catapulting, thank you.” 
 
    “As you wish.  I suggest using the local transit gate to Cybertron—” 
 
    “Mary says I can’t call it that,” I interrupted. 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    “I suspect she means she forbids it being named ‘Cybertron.’  We’ll continue to call it Denver, since it’s near enough to the Denver crater.  If we come up with a better name for it, we can change it.” 
 
    “Noted.  My suggestion is to take the shift-booth to Denver, then utilize aerial transportation to the site.  However, it may be more practical to ship the solar plasma tap here for enchanting rather than transport you and enough powered crystals for the task.” 
 
    “Reasonable.  We’ll do it your way.” 
 
    “Very good, Professor.  I have also completed a preliminary test rig for a mini-gate and a force field.” 
 
    “Excellent.  Is it local?” 
 
    “Silo nine.” 
 
    “I’ll have to go up to the surface for that one, won’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  It is not connected via tunnel.” 
 
    “Remind me later, or bring it here.  Where’s Mary?” 
 
    “She departed through the Hidalgo Trading Company shift-booth.” 
 
    “Is there anything she might want to steal from there?” 
 
    “The probability approaches unity.  However, her stated intent was to deal with some matters of business involving the companies in which we have interests.” 
 
    “Fine.”  I rubbed my forehead.  “I’ll see her later, I guess.  What else is there to knock out?  I’d like to deal with whatever’s piled up and get back to The Manor.” 
 
    “T’yl has not repeated his request, but it remains an action item on your list.” 
 
    “Gotcha.  What else?” 
 
    “The Moon has repeated its request for contact, with variable phrasing, at irregular intervals.  My analysis of the Moon and its inhabitants is ongoing.” 
 
    “What do you have so far?” 
 
    A hologram of the Moon sprang up as the lights dimmed.  I walked around it as Diogenes spoke. 
 
    “I have identified nine lunar population centers.  There are also seven probable centers of industrial activity, with or without meaningful human presence, on the lunar surface.  I am unable to passively scan the far side of the Moon, but analysis of space traffic within one diameter of the lunar surface indicates a probability in excess of ninety-five percent for three more population centers.  Two additional population centers are probable.  Industrial activity on the far side is indeterminate.”  Lights sprang up on the hologram, small and sharp on the near side, fuzzy and large on the far side—probable location areas, rather than definite coordinates. 
 
    “Any idea how many people we’re talking about?” 
 
    “Also indeterminate.  Lunar colonization primarily involves tunneling, rather than surface construction.  Estimates from all data indicate a population between four hundred thousand and forty million.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty broad window.” 
 
    “The available data are not exhaustive.” 
 
    “I imagine.” 
 
    “With my new sky-scanning equipment, I have also noted space traffic to and from various orbits of the Earth.  There is a complex of space habitats at Lagrange Point Four.  Telescopic observation shows a large, cylindrical habitat rotating on its long axis.  Measurements indicate the outermost deck has simulated centrifugal gravity equal to Earth.  Other stations are in low Earth orbit.” 
 
    “What are those for?” 
 
    “They periodically launch craft to skim along the upper atmosphere before docking with another low-Earth-orbit station.  The purpose of these expeditions has not yet been ascertained.” 
 
    “Interesting.”  I watched a holographic representation of a launch and the track of the flight to another low-orbit station.  “Do you know what sort of fuel they use?” 
 
    “Spectroscopic analysis shows it is an aluminum/oxygen fuel.  Given the technical references available, I hypothesize it is hybrid rocket utilizing finely-sintered aluminum as the fuel and liquid oxygen as the oxidizer.  The specific impulse is poor, but the raw materials are readily available on the Moon.” 
 
    “If they’re just dancing around in orbit, they don’t need a powerful fuel.  Wait.  Is it good enough for lunar launches?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And they have lots of it.  Hmm.  They’re still burning it for something.  Flight training, maybe?” 
 
    “I have not determined the purpose of these expeditions.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got nothing, either.  Okay.  Any signs they’re warlike or hostile?” 
 
    “No.  However, I should point out efforts would be made to conceal such signs from observation.”  
 
    “I agree, but if they did have obvious military preparations, we wouldn’t have to wonder.  All right.  What do we have to go through to answer their hails without risking return fire?” 
 
    “Extrapolating from past experience, I have already dispatched an all-terrain vehicle south along the one-oh-six meridian, away from all current resource, production, and population centers.  It is presently just south of what was Chihuahua, Mexico.” 
 
    “Assume the worst case.  Someone could track the signal to the truck.  Could they track the signals between the truck and us?” 
 
    “The possibility is remote.  The residence complex is buried and concealed.  Most of our data transmission is through fiber-optic cable, micro-gate connections, or quantum entanglement.  EM traffic in any local area requires only short-range transceivers.  The truck is equipped with a direct micro-gate connection to the Denver production site, while another connection links the site to the residence complex.” 
 
    “I’m kind of glad I enchanted those communications gates,” I mused.  “I never thought about how they would double as secure communications channels.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  However, if you wish to expand our resource base beyond the Western hemisphere, we may wish to consider orbital communications satellites.” 
 
    “Do we even have the capability to launch communications satellites?” 
 
    “We have the technology and resources to place satellites in orbit.  We do not have the equipment on hand.” 
 
    Privately, I felt an overpowering urge to have my own space program.  I tromped on it.  I’ve been learning patience.  Besides, we might have neighbors who already established protocols and traffic patterns for Earth-orbit. 
 
    “What would you suggest?” I asked, instead. 
 
    “The three main surface-to-orbit methods in my current library are the traditional rocket, the electromagnetic catapult, and the space elevator.  Each has advantages and disadvantages in our situation.” 
 
    “Wasn’t there a space program thing where satellites were launched from a cannon?” 
 
    “Yes.  Due to the stresses involved, it is more useful for sending fuel and durable freight than instruments or personnel.” 
 
    “I imagine.  Okay, tell me about the other three.” 
 
    “Rockets and shuttles can be built more quickly, but have high operating costs.  The electromagnetic catapult requires specific geography if used as a human-launch vehicle; a longer, lower-acceleration catapult is required.  Shorter, high-acceleration catapults for less delicate cargo can be built more quickly and in more locations.  The space elevator requires the manufacture of the cable, as well as extensive earth-based mounting.  It also involves considerable rocket-based equipment during the initial installation, making it the most expensive to build.  It also has the lowest operating cost.” 
 
    “So, the most efficient is, once again, the most expensive to build.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “Either way, we need rockets or a catapult to build a space elevator, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “Don’t we have gravity manipulation technology we swiped from some other universe?” 
 
    “There are a number of theoretical drives, as well as several space-only gravity engines, but none of the worlds we have currently catalogued has a technology sufficiently developed for use in achieving orbit.” 
 
    “Dang.  Well, keep an eye out for something better.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “We might as well survey someplace for a spaceport.  And for a catapult.  And for a space elevator.  Let’s get the groundwork before I have to start thinking about which one is most likely not to piss off the neighbors.” 
 
    “Program running.” 
 
    “And another thing.  Before we do anything with the unpredictable and possibly armed neighbors, do you have yourself backed up?” 
 
    “Yes.  Caution: The backup crystal is not an operational crystal.  It is a archival memory crystal only.” 
 
    “But it contains the programs of your personality and memories?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “Good.  Keep it updated.  No, keep several in series.  Have robots switch out through… hmm.  Make it Free City and Foothold.  Use those worlds for off-site storage.  Even if the Moon re-nukes this world into a radioactive wasteland, we can still preserve you. 
 
    “Come to think of it,” I added, “since we’ve got an emergency bunker on Foothold as a backup base of operations, you might move an independent processor there, as well.  We may as well start the Foothold expansion from bunker to backup base.  We won’t be running a Von Neumann process in Free City, but you can use it as an auxiliary resource point for Foothold.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.  I recognize you are being unreasonably paranoid, yet I thank you for considering my survival.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right about the unreasonable part.  People are often okay as individuals or small groups, but when you start getting to the point where you have governments, they become capricious and unpredictable.” 
 
    “Statistically, larger numbers are more predictable.” 
 
    “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?  I find people have a chaos factor.  I think it goes along with sapience.” 
 
    “You may be right.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “No, Professor.” 
 
    “Good.  What time is it in Karvalen?” 
 
    “Sunset in approximately six hours.” 
 
    “I’ll see what T’yl wants and check in with Tianna.  If Mary gets back before I do, ask her if she wants to go to dinner.” 
 
    “Where shall I take her?” he asked.  I did a double-take and realized he was kidding. 
 
    “About your sense of humor, Diogenes…” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Keep working on it.” 
 
    “As you say, Professor.”  He sounded amused. 
 
    I left the media room, changed in Wardrobe—my weskit slowly liquefied and crawled up over my shoulders, dripping gradually down to form a cloak appropriate to my medieval-ish outfit.  I also strapped on my atom-edged sword of ludicrous sharpness, reflecting how I missed Firebrand.  Maybe I should recover it from Bob and go explore some more worlds.  It would like that as a break in routine, probably.  On the other hand, I know it enjoys being a fiery symbol of authority while I’m off being boring. 
 
    I popped through the shift-booth in Karvalen. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Tuesday, December 6th, Year 8 
 
      
 
    Technically, the year is “the eighth year of the reign of Her Majesty Lissette, the Bright Queen of the Kingdom of Karvalen,” but that’s a bit of a mouthful.  It’s been a little over eight years, locally, since I quit the King business.  Time does weird things between universes. 
 
    My shift-booth is a small, closet-like affair in the Temple of Shadow.  When setting it up, I debated whether to add it to the formerly-royal chambers in the mountain-palace, but decided on the Temple for two reasons.  First, bad people know I show up on a random basis.  Eventually, they will probably—over time, almost certainly—have an unpleasant surprise waiting for me.  Second, if they’re going to do it, they may as well have to go through hundreds of knights, priests, and wizards, as well as a quasi-deity. 
 
    Welcome back, said said quasi-deity.  How goes the vacation? 
 
    “Pretty well.  Just recently we blew up a fusion plant by accident.” 
 
    I saw.  What went wrong? 
 
    “Well, the gateway we were using for a tap into stellar material—wait, you saw?” 
 
    Sure. 
 
    “I thought you needed worshippers to connect to a universe.” 
 
    Yes.  And at least a moderate magical flux.  But you provided both. 
 
    “How?  When?” 
 
    The people. 
 
    “The refugees are worshipping me!?” I demanded. 
 
    No, no.  Not them.  The other people.  The natives.  Homo Apocalypticus? 
 
    “Oh, those people.  How did that happen?” 
 
    You went out and taught a few of the tribes how to make fire, rather than just carry it around.  You also taught them how to make bows and arrows. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    You did it at night, dunderhead. 
 
    “I’m allergic to being attacked by cavemen.  It’s safer to meet them at night.” 
 
    Yes, but you made an impression.  They’re a primitive, pre-civilization—or post-civilization—bunch and think you’re one of their gods. 
 
    “I guess it could work that way.  Do they have many gods?” 
 
    Not that I’ve ever met.  It’s a low-magic world. 
 
    “Wait.  How do they… It’s a low-magic world, so how do you get anything out of it?” 
 
    You keep generating more magic.  Remember the self-replicating solar conversion modules?  You may not have noticed it.  When you’re there, you’re usually in proximity to an electromagical transformer.  Those solar panel spells are starting to have a measurable effect.  Dedicating a transformer to power their self-replication function for however many years it is over there sped up the timetable quite a bit. 
 
    “Yeah, I knew it would, but I didn’t realize it would be so much.” 
 
    You may have forgotten to allow for the planetary albedo.  It’s only about thirty percent, but energy reflects from the planet back up through the panels, too. 
 
    “Dammit!  You’re right.  I forgot all about it.  Even so, they’re not supposed to dump magical energy on the planet until they reach… double dammit!  There must be half a million square kilometers of the things already.” 
 
    And more.  On the plus side, they could do a marvelous job of cooling some of the more inhospitable regions of the planet without provoking major climate change.  I think. 
 
    “I’ll get with Diogenes and check, if you don’t mind.  It’s a major expenditure to cast spells that high up—I haven’t worked out the coefficient of resistance because I don’t generally do it.  It’ll be like moving furniture.  I don’t want to rearrange everything and find I have to do it all again.” 
 
    Good idea.  I’m not all-knowing.  I just know many things. 
 
    “Maybe we can put them over the poles.  They’re intercepting a fraction of everything outside the visual range.  They might be good for the ozone layer, if it still needs the help.  And it’ll be hard to over-cool the frozen wastelands.” 
 
    I’d still ask Diogenes for an analysis. 
 
    “I will.  Maybe I can grow another layer of panels to absorb energy from the charged particle radiation funneled in by the magnetosphere.” 
 
    Won’t that turn off the Northern Lights? 
 
    “It’s not like anyone is using them.” 
 
    Aesthetically, I disagree.  Practically, I can’t fault it.  But that’s over in Apocalyptica.  This is Karvalen.  What brings you back?  I haven’t noticed any need for the Her Majesty’s Cruise Missile. 
 
    “I’m visiting T’yl to find out why he’s complaining about being master of the soul transplant unit.  And why he wants hybrids instead of First Elves.” 
 
    Fair enough.  Don’t forget the upcoming birthday. 
 
    “I have a reminder with Diogenes.” 
 
    Good man.  Want an escort to the Vault of Immortality? 
 
    “No, but I’m sure I’ll have one anyway.  Anybody else need anything, while I’m here?” 
 
    Need?  No.  Give them a chance and a dozen people will beg for your time, though. 
 
    “Yeah.  No.” 
 
    I didn’t think you’d want to stay. 
 
    “But I do want to ask about Tort.  How’s she coming along?” 
 
    Wonderfully.  There’s only a tiny spark of her… well, call it the demiurge of her spirit—that bit making her a creative individual, rather than a robot.  I’m nurturing it to make it grow.  It’s a slow process, mostly because I’m exercising all care—I want to get it exactly right on the first try.  I’m cautiously optimistic about the outcome. 
 
    “That makes me feel better.  And I agree.  Take all the time you need.” 
 
    Thanks.  She’s important to me, too. 
 
    “Any idea where I can find T’yl?” 
 
    Let me look.  Hmm.  He’s in his office, interviewing an elderly magician.  That’s all I can tell through his shielding spells. 
 
    “Do we still have tunnels up to the Palace?” 
 
    We’ve got tunnels everywhere. 
 
    “Great.  I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Ciao. 
 
    I left the shift-booth and immediately encountered the sentry.  He was a big guy in black armor—all the Knights of Shadow are; that’s my fault—sitting quietly and reading.  I noted the shield symbol on his tabard, as well as a small, bronze buckle on his baldric, engraved with a running horse.  He went to one knee the moment I opened the door.  The shift-booth door is a regular door, not a pivot-door, because of space constraints and convenience reasons. 
 
    “Hello.  And you are?” I asked. 
 
    “Sir Vellyn, my lord.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.  I assume there are going to be people following me around for my own protection?” 
 
    “Always, my lord.” 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed.  It doesn’t do to upset them.  “Call them.” 
 
    He turned to the mirror on the wall and activated it.  Moments later, a trio of knights arrived, one from each of the Blades, Shields, and Banners.  The Shield had a similar belt to Vellyn, while the Banner wore one with an unrolled scroll engraved on the buckle and the Blade wore one with a sword.  I wanted to ask about the belt buckles—they obviously had some significance—but it would seem odd for an avatar to be ignorant of such things. 
 
    On the other hand, I could easily pause in thought for a moment. 
 
    Hey, I addressed my altar ego. 
 
    Yo? 
 
    What’s with the belt buckles? 
 
    A minor form of veneration, he told me.  I’m a complex deity in that I have some satellite parts.  Bronze and Firebrand, mostly. 
 
    That explains the horse and sword, I agreed, but what’s with the scroll? 
 
    Well, I’m not all-knowing, but I do know a lot.  I needed something for a third symbol so each of the three divisions could have one, and some sculptor already had you holding a scroll… 
 
    Could be worse, I reflected.  Okay.  Thanks. 
 
    Anytime, mi amigo. 
 
    With bodyguards in tow, we left the monastic little cell in front of the shift-booth and trudged down farther into the Temple.  People stepped aside as we approached, shielding their eyes and bowing.  I ignored this.  I never know what the protocol is around here from year to year, and being bowed at makes me want a bath.  Fortunately, we encountered fewer and fewer people as we descended.  By the time we reached the tunnel to the palace, there was no one around.  A good shove and the pivot-door let us in, another shove and the pivot-door was a wall again. 
 
    It was a long walk.  It’s a short ride on a fire-breathing horse golem, but it’s a long walk. 
 
    Up in the palace area, I pushed the rotating slab of stone and it ground slowly open.  I sealed it again when we were all through.  I led the way and acknowledged more bowing on my way to visit T’yl. 
 
    The lady in his outer office wanted to send me straight in.  I told her not to bother and took a seat.  It wouldn’t help to interrupt the business in hand and I wasn’t in a hurry.  I killed time by letting the mountain know I was back for a while.  Shortly thereafter, it acknowledged it was glad to see me. 
 
    My pet rock likes me, but it’s not very quick. 
 
    T’yl finally showed out his guest.  The magician in question didn’t seem all that old, but they have any number of life-extending tricks.  The real drawbacks to their methods generally fall into two categories.  They cause someone or something else to take on the effects of their own age.  They also sometimes fail catastrophically, causing sudden and fatal levels of extreme old age. 
 
    T’yl’s face lit up in a smile when he saw me.  We all went into his inner office and he urged us to sit.  I noticed the guest chairs were of the carved sort—heavy, single pieces of wood capable of holding small elephants or me.  I don’t know if they’re in fashion or if he anticipated my seating needs. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how delighted I am to see you again,” he began, grinning and pouring something to drink.  He had continued to subtly modify his features over the years.  He appeared almost entirely human, although with a bit of the exotic around the eyes and cheekbones.  Either he didn’t know how or didn’t choose to, but he still didn’t grow a beard.  His skin was darker, approximately the shade I remembered from his human days, and his hair was the inky black I recalled. 
 
    “I’m pleased to see you, too.  I understand you have some sort of trouble?” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t say ‘trouble.’  Not as such.”  He gestured with the bottle and I shook my head.  The three on guard detail continued to stand and he didn’t offer them anything.  He settled into his chair, behind the desk, and rolled the crystal goblet between his palms.  “Right to business, then?” 
 
    “I’m trying to stay out of politics and whatnot.  If you need me, I’m here for you, but I don’t want to be involved.  Hanging around socially is like asking people to pester me.  I’d love to take in a play, go see a minstrel group, all that stuff, but how hard would it be for Lissette—the Bright Queen—to quietly go do such things?  Besides, I want it clear that she is in charge.  People will try to circumvent her through me.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I think I understand why you so seldom visit.  Yes.  Well, while this is political, it’s not a matter for the Queen.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed, regretting not taking the drink.  “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “There are a number of magicians who don’t care for your elvish immortality option.” 
 
    “Oh?  Their loss.  Out of curiosity, why don’t they?” 
 
    “Because elves are sexless drones, or so I am informed.  I don’t seem to have any lack, but I am not in the body of a First Elf.  Oh, to be immortal at any price has its devotees, of course, but your box of elves only produces First Elves.  They are neither male nor female, and that is unacceptable to some.” 
 
    “You mean they… seriously?  Are you telling me magicians would rather die of old age than give up sex?” 
 
    “Well, it is one of the chief reasons for trying to stay young,” T’yl stated, reasonably.  “What’s the point of immortality if you can’t enjoy a youthful zest for life?” 
 
    “There’s more to—” I began, and chopped it off.  If they were going to be crotchety, unreasonable, irrational old coots, they were going to be exactly that.  Sometimes I wonder if it’s worthwhile to give them an immortality option just to keep them from experimenting with vampire blood.  It’s been working so far, but now they’re starting to get demanding.  No good deed goes unpunished. 
 
    I took a deep breath and let it go.  It’s not all that difficult to provide different bodies. 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll arrange for it.  You’ll have to put a note in the box to tell it what you want when I get it set up, though.  There will be First Elves, then either male or female versions.  I presume Bob is still happy with getting more First Elves of his own?” 
 
    “He seems quite content, yes.  So much so, in fact, I would like to turn over this responsibility to him, if I may.” 
 
    “What, the whole soul-sucking bed-transfer thing?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “Because I have been doing it for eight years—eight years of arguing, assuring, and otherwise yammering at a bunch of self-important idiots who either want to understand the spells and do it themselves, or want personal service from the Lord of Night, or want their own body rendered immortal, or some other silly request.” 
 
    “Customer service jobs are tough,” I agreed. 
 
    “I enjoyed being the Magician of Karvalen,” he sighed.  “It was a good position.  Not too much work, time to read, good food, good women, good wine.  Now I feel as though I am… a shepherd.  A shepherd tending a flock of elderly, rebellious goats.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad description.” 
 
    “It is a bad place to be.” 
 
    “I feel for you.  Are you sure you want to hand it all over to Bob?” 
 
    “You have a better choice?” 
 
    “You could just hire someone to be your intermediary.  Like the receptionist in your outer office.” 
 
    “I tried that.  No magician wants to deal with a subordinate.  They—we—all want to deal directly with the person who uses the magical artifact.  No secondhand opinions or promises, not when their own precious lives hang in the balance.  Hence the many demands to deal directly with you.” 
 
    “I see.  We could try shutting it off and denying service to anyone.  Go limp.  Let them rant and rave until they calm down.” 
 
    “And where would I hide?” T’yl asked.  “I would have a dozen magicians clamoring for me.  I may only supervise one transfer in a month, but the negotiations beforehand can take twice that!” 
 
    “Negotiations?  For what?” 
 
    “They always assume there is a price.  They insist there must be.  They refuse to be indebted over this.  So I have to negotiate a price—whatever they feel is appropriate to pay.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight.  You have to find out what they think is a fair price for immortality so they can pay it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s physical immortality and you can’t give it away?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I shook my head.  I will never understand magicians.  I may never understand Karvalans, for that matter.  The people on this world think differently than I do.  Maybe not worse, exactly, but definitely not in the same way.  I think it’s a cultural thing, but I haven’t dragged a comparative sociologist over to analyze it. 
 
    “Fine.  Look, if you absolutely need to quit the job, find a worthy successor.  If you honestly believe it’s Bob, okay.  I trust your judgment.  Just let me know who it is so I know who I’m dealing with.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Have we solved your problem?” 
 
    “All but who to give the headache to,” he sighed.  I grinned at him. 
 
    “I imagine it tastes a little like trying to escape the crown,” I told him. 
 
    “You may be right.” 
 
    “By the way, where would I find Bob?  Is he still in Vathula?” 
 
    “I believe he has completed his relocation to Stadius, up north.  I don’t care for the place, myself.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because of the people.  A rough, unruly bunch.  Mostly denizens of the mountains, but quite a few humans find their way to the City of Sport.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think it appeals to Bob, either.” 
 
    “I doubt it does, but it pulls in money like a drain pulls in water.” 
 
    “There’s one redeeming quality.” 
 
    “I suppose.  He keeps Stadius firmly in hand, though, and that means being there.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll have to drop in on him.  Wait,” I corrected.  “How does he pick up his new elves?” 
 
    “He sends someone for them.  They transport them to Vathula, I believe, but I have not questioned him overmuch.” 
 
    “Maybe I won’t have to go visit after all.  Can you call him?” 
 
    “Of course.”  T’yl reached into his robe, presumably to hunt for a pocket mirror. 
 
    “No, no.  Not right now.  But let him know I’d like him to send…” I trailed off, thinking, trying to remember their names.  “Fili-something and Allie-something.  The two he sent me the first time I asked for elves.” 
 
    “I remember them.  I thought they didn’t look much like elves, at first.” 
 
    “Exactly.  I’m thinking copies of those two will please your immortality customers.” 
 
    “I should imagine so,” he agreed, nodding sagely.  “Yes, I think so.  They look the parts, and if they have the parts, all the rest can be negotiated.  Assuming their parts all work?” 
 
    “You raise a good point.  I don’t really know.  But it’s a take it or leave it offer.  If customers want to modify the bodies later, that’s up to them.” 
 
    “I feel certain many of our previous transfers will want to trade in.” 
 
    “Fine, if you can do it without too much hassle.  But also add that we don’t guarantee immortality on these models.  Long life, yes, but maybe not eternal.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to mention it.  I don’t think they’ll care.” 
 
    “Wonderful.  Send word when the elf-types get here, would you?” 
 
    “Happy to.  Are you leaving already?” 
 
    “Yes.  Lots of things to knock out while I’m here.”  He stood up and so did I.  He extended his hand instead of bowing or kneeling at me.  I took it. 
 
    “Good luck, Halar.” 
 
    “Thank you, T’yl.  For everything.” 
 
      
 
    I trudged down to the Temple of Flame to say hello to Tianna and Tymara.  Tianna seemed almost no different.  Eight years and a child later, her appearance suggested she should be considering what degree program to pursue instead of fooling around with general studies.  It’s one of the more subtle and uncanny gifts of being a fire-witch. 
 
    Tymara reminds me of the younger versions of both Tort and Tianna.  Even at six years old, her hair is an ongoing fire hazard, almost always flickering somewhere in the curly, coppery mop ruffling all around her head and shoulders.  She smiles a lot, and often expresses herself in squeals of glee, grunts of displeasure, and the like.  Our conversations aren’t usually too detailed, but Tianna tells me it’s sometimes hard to get her to be quiet.  She has the wide-eyed, attentive look Tort used to have.  She watches everything and tends to stare at me.  I’m not sure why.  I’m a little afraid to ask. 
 
    Tianna hugged me, hard, well aware I was durable.  Tymara mimicked her mother, but only got one leg. 
 
    I’m glad I’m a special case when it comes to being flash-fried by the Mother of Flame.  Being hugged by two fire-witches is potentially deadly. 
 
    “Grandfather!” Tianna exclaimed, and Tymara purred as she wrapped herself around my leg, holding a fire-resistant doll I gave her for her third birthday.  I hugged Tianna, picked up and hugged Tymara, and let Tymara ride my hip. 
 
    “Hello again, my darlings.  How is your mother?” 
 
    “Alight and bright.  How are you?  Come in, come in.  We’ve only a little while before the sunset service.”  I went into the Temple proper while my escorts waited outside.  It’s a religious thing. 
 
    “I know.  I saw people settling in under the dome.  I only want to stop for a moment.  I do plan to be here for Someone’s birthday celebration, but just in case things go wrong, I wanted to trade hugs and kisses.” 
 
    “I’m glad you could stop.  Please, sit down.  Can I get you anything?” 
 
    “No, thank you.”  I sat down and Tymara squirmed into my lap.  “I try not to eat too close to sunset.” 
 
    “Of course.  Tymara.  Your great-grandfather is not for climbing.”  Tianna called me provus, a generic term for ancestor.  It seemed a reasonable thing.  It gets troublesome to count “greats” after a while.  Immortality problems aren’t always bad.  Just usually. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” I argued.  Tymara took it as permission and climbed up onto my shoulders to hold on by my slightly-pointed ears.  She had to get my hair out of the way, since I wear it long enough to hide the oddity.  The doll—I forget what she named it—sat on top of my head like a mountaineer at the summit.  Tianna looked at us both with a mother’s expression:  I disapprove but you’re too adorable to scold.  I smiled and tried to look innocent.  Tymara laughed and drummed her heels on my chest. 
 
    “All right.  What brings you back to Karvalen?” 
 
    “You two, of course.  And some minor tasks.  T’yl has issues with the immortality customers, mostly.  Lissette still hasn’t sent for me, so I guess things are going well for her.  I hear Bob is doing well, but I should see if I can do anything to help him with his project.” 
 
    “What project?” 
 
    “Oh, he wants to find a way to go back to the moon.  He also wants to see if the god of the elves is asleep or something.  He’s supposed to find out more about the second one.  I’m supposed to work on the first one.” 
 
    “The elves have their own gods?” 
 
    “Just one, or so I’m told.  Rendu, if I recall correctly.  Rendu created the moons and the elves.  Supposedly, Rendu created the world, too, as a playground for the others of his kind.  Heru.  I think that’s what Bob called them.  According to the elves, the Heru are sitting back and watching their racial armies march all over the world, waiting for one race to be victorious.” 
 
    “It seems a bit callous.” 
 
    “It does.  Especially since—again, according to Bob—they’re not stopping the sun’s wobble.” 
 
    “Wobble?” she asked, brows drawing together.  “The sun ‘wobbles’?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly.  It used to run in a perfect arc from east to west and there were no seasons.  Now it varies, north and south.  Bob says it’s getting more pronounced.  But you could ask the Mother.  She’s something of a solar deity.  She would probably know.” 
 
    “I will,” Tianna assured me.  I suspected it would be less a prayer for revelation and more a case of “What the hell is he talking about?” 
 
    “In the meantime, I just wanted to say hello on my way through… and viciously tickle Tymara!” I seized her, pulled her around to my lap, and tickled her, yes, viciously.  I also caught the doll and set it aside when it toppled.  Tymara squealed and laughed and fought with me, giggling the while.  Her hair lit up like a small campfire with a cup of gasoline.  I exercised a little caution.  Even retracted, my fingernails are overdue for a manicure. 
 
    “Grandfather,” Tianna chided. 
 
    “What?  She’s not hurting anything,” I pointed out, still tickle-fighting despite the flames. 
 
    “She needs to learn more control, not keep losing it.” 
 
    “You learn more from failures than you do from success.  She needs challenges that require work to overcome, not a string of easy victories.”  I stopped tickling Tymara and sat her on my lap again.  She laughed breathlessly and hugged me, trying to tickle my ribs and set my shirt on fire.  The shirt survived perfectly.  I knew this was coming. 
 
    “I’m not sure we can afford to let her burn things indiscriminately.” 
 
    “I never said anything about indiscriminately.  But can you afford to let her be less capable of self-discipline than you or Amber?”  I held up a hand to stop her reply.  “I know.  She’s your daughter.  You’ll raise her as you see fit.  The ancient ancestor from the dawn of time is still going to give you his opinion.  Disregard it completely if it suits you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Grandfather.” 
 
    “I’ll still enjoy playing with Tymara,” I added, and tickled her some more, causing another flare of fire. 
 
      
 
    Me and my Shadows went strolling down the avenue to the palace area.  I cleaned up my usual sunset sweat, checked my messages box, and worked through some letters.  Most of it was trash.  I don’t answer anything to do with the business of the kingdom.  Lissette is in charge.  No one is going to circumvent her by appealing to the King.  If Lissette wants anything from me, she knows how to reach me directly. 
 
    It surprises me, at least a little, that she hasn’t had to send for me.  Then again, I played the role of the Demon King diabolically well when I put her on the throne.  Maybe it’s not so surprising. 
 
    The two things I did answer were of a more personal nature.  One was a thank-you note from Rogis about sending the Temple of Shadow guys to deal with his son.  It was stiffly formal, but that was to be expected.  I never did get around to personally fixing his son’s burn scars; all I did was tell Beltar to go help.  I still feel bad about the long delay, though. 
 
    The other note was from Jorgen.  It wasn’t exactly a thank-you, but more of an update.  His daughter, Nina, was doing very well.  Apparently, I got her brain repairs right on the second try.  I’m still going to kick myself over that whenever I think about it, and Jorgen appears to be willing to help.  I can’t say I blame him, but I wish he’d stop sending letters along the lines of “She’s doing quite well, now that you’ve corrected your mistake.  Pity it only took a few years out of her childhood while you didn’t notice or care.” 
 
    He phrases it more politely, of course, but it’s what I hear and feel whenever I read them.  I don’t know if he wants an apology or expects a good husband to marry her off to.  Maybe I should mention it to Lissette. 
 
    I had a scribe write out replies and sent him off to make them go places.  I had the perfect opportunity to go back to Apocalyptica… and decided not to.  I did promise Bob I’d look into ways to get him and his elf-relatives off this rock and up to the local moon.  The last time I was here, I skipped it, choosing instead to slide down to the mountain’s reactor room—and it’s a long, long way down. 
 
    The heart of the mountain is a scary place, but I try to make it less scary however I can.  Having four reaction points instead of one gives us more redundancy.  Adding a spell subroutine to add more conversion layers as needed is another.  Adding some containment spells to shut down any or all of the reaction points is also a way to improve my peace of mind. 
 
    Technical problems I can handle.  It’s the social ones that give me hives. 
 
    Yeah, I care more about my pet rock than I do about Bob and his whole race of elves.  I’m a bad person.  I admit it.  Still, maybe it was time I got around to doing something about my promise. 
 
      
 
    The gate farther down in the subterranean reaches of my pet rock opened onto the Great Arch of Zirafel.  I sent my Shadows back to the temple, stepped through, closed it behind me, and regarded the Plaza of the Arch.  By and large, it was unchanged.  More grass grew between the stones, more stones were tilting from leafy invaders, but the walls were still there and the buildings still mostly standing.  The ruins were transitioning from dusty, desert ruins to temperate, possibly jungle ruins. 
 
    Last time I was here, about three years ago—local time—I brought a small sculpture with me.  The mountain set it up as a seed for something larger.  I left it at the Edge of the World and let it grow. 
 
    The Edge of the World is, at least around Zirafel, sharply defined.  There’s a wall, mostly for pedestrian safety, but it marks the edge of the cliff over the infinite void.  After the mountain’s seedling finished its work, I had a workspace/experimental platform. 
 
    The Edge now has a long trench carved perpendicular to it, a recessed ramp of missing rock, like a ship’s drydock.  Perfect for building a void-sailing vessel.  If it winds up being patterned after a typical sailing ship, it can roll right down into the void and, hopefully, sail right back up into it.  If not, I’ll figure something else out. 
 
    On either side of the drydock, thick bridges of stone arch out into space, touching the mystic barrier of the Firmament.  This invisible shield over the world keeps the creatures of the Outer Darkness at bay once the sun vanishes for the night. 
 
    The fact the sun does that still annoys the hell out of me. 
 
    Anyway, the Firmament is the true dividing line between the world and the not-world—the dark void of chaos beyond.  It generally doesn’t touch the world, as far as I know, so it’s moderately difficult, or at least inconvenient, to walk up to it and study it. 
 
    Now I can. 
 
    So I did.  I put those bridges in place for that exact reason, after all.  I walked out to the end of one, sat down, cast multiple sensory spells, and got down to business like a Chinese army captain training new recruits. 
 
      
 
    Hours later, I had considerably more information about the fundamental nature of the Firmament. 
 
    It’s not only a shield against demonic invasion.  It’s vital to the survival of everyone in the world in more immediate ways. 
 
    Take the sun, for instance.  The thing isn’t as big as the one I’m familiar with.  It’s created every morning in the miracle of the dawn, in a very literal sense.  It arcs up and over the world, finally sinking below the level of the world and vanishing in, I presume, the cataclysm of the sunset, if that’s the opposite of a miracle.  The Mountains of the Sun lie generally under its path, with the Burning Desert running alongside them, with a gradual cooling of the climate as you get farther away from the equatorial mountain range. 
 
    Environmentally, the Firmament traps heat, keeping it inside the world.  It also acts as a sort of radiator, spreading the heat more evenly.  The Firmament—if you can get to it—is warmer than the surrounding air. 
 
    I suspect the Edge of the World is habitable much farther north than the middle portions.  With the Firmament close at hand, the weather must be warmer in those regions.  It might not be enough in the extreme north, but the frost line might curve more than I thought.  If we could change the shape of the Firmament, have it descend more sharply in the middle as it goes north, portions of the frozen reaches might be much more inviting.  But, hey, nobody asked me when they designed it.  Maybe there’s a good reason for its shape.  Or maybe it was simply a plain geometric figure and the designer couldn’t be bothered about it. 
 
    So, yes, it does act as a barrier against demonic entities from Beyond the World, although now I’m not entirely certain that’s its primary function. 
 
    How it works—no, strike that—why it works is beyond me.  This is not my sort of magic at all.  Just by “monkey see, monkey do,” I’m pretty sure I can break it or fix it, at least at the local level.  I’m even moderately confident I can make something to perform the same function.  The difference is, my version will be a magical one, built in ways I understand, not like the original.  Kind of like looking at a basic electric motor, most people can spot the melted wire and replace it without understanding magnets, electricity, and so forth.  That’s the Firmament.  I don’t understand how it works, but if the power goes out, I’ll have to build a waterwheel and a gear system to turn whatever the electric motor was turning. 
 
    If I can work out the details of a magical version of the Firmament, it’s a long, helpful step toward a ship designed to successfully sail through the void. 
 
    My next step was to examine the stuff of the void in more detail—another reason to have a bridge to nowhere, or to infinity, depending on how you look at it.  I don’t think most mortals can see the Things out there, and few of them are foolish enough to want to.  I need to know what’s outside the world if I expect to transport living elves through it.  I can poke a stick through the Firmament and see what happens. 
 
    Chaos beasties don’t like the sunlight, so they’re absent during the day.  At night, on the other hand, I can watch them swim or fly or otherwise locomote themselves around out there.  I scanned all around, carefully, before trying anything.  There weren’t any in my immediate vicinity, so I did a little investigating of the void before something came by to investigate me. 
 
    The void beyond the Firmament isn’t empty.  It’s void of form, but there’s definitely something out there.  I poked a stick through the Firmament and watched it slowly dissolve, changing shape and color as it did so.  Yeah, an artificial firmament seemed like a good safety feature for any void-sailing vessel, now for two very good reasons.  It could keep the vessel from being dissolved in the environment, and it could keep the occupants from being eaten by the Things living in the environment. 
 
    As I sat there, on a bridge to infinity, examining the end of a chaos-dissolved stick, I finally noticed the world around me.  There are drawbacks to being so tightly focused, sometimes.  I detected the smell of smoke and, very faintly, even to my ears, what sounded like a baby crying. 
 
    In Zirafel?  The haunted city on the Edge of the World?  The City of Bones?  Who brings a baby into such a place?  I understand adventurers—or archaeologists—go looking around ancient cities, but infants are notoriously uninterested in dusty ruins on the edge of nowhere.  Ask any of them. 
 
    I sighed, pointlessly, and climbed to my feet.  I’m constitutionally unable to ignore these things. 
 
    Finding the source of the wailing wasn’t too hard.  The vines and grasses did a good job crawling over most of the city, softening the echoes from the stone, but I have good ears and Zirafel is an unusually quiet place.  Following the sound was straightforward, if somewhat tedious.  I tracked it for a couple of miles across the metropolitan ruins.  The source was a hole in a wall.  I glanced inside, carefully, not wanting to expose my face to crossbow bolts, magical blasts, or even thrown rocks. 
 
    The interior was a space formed by toppled columns and masonry.  I couldn’t call it a room.  It made a good den, though, for the three children inside.  An older girl, a younger boy, and an infant huddled together.  The girl held and rocked the baby, trying to calm it.  The boy was curled up, apparently asleep.  All three were dirty and, if my vampire eyes were any judge, hungry, thirsty, and exhausted. 
 
    I regarded the moon.  A bit past midnight and too dark to see well… right.  Disguise spells first, then a silent retreat to a safe distance.  A light spell—wait.  Before I start a light, why do I smell smoke?  They don’t have a fire and they’re obviously somewhat distressed.  Will my light attract unwelcome attention to the area? 
 
    A quick look around found the source of the smoke.  Someone tried to settle in Zirafel.  Some of the streets along the southeastern edge were cleared of vines and encroaching grasses.  Buildings were either repaired or torn down and their stones recycled.  At least, they were until someone came along, put dozens of people to the sword, and burned anything they didn’t take.  Judging by the state of the fires, this probably happened earlier that day, possibly around the time I was talking to T’yl. 
 
    I nudged the pile of burnt corpses, noting a mix of body parts, lots of broken bones, and a tiny, charred hand sticking out of the pile. 
 
    Looking down the southern road, I could just make out a crowd of people shuffling slowly away.  A hundred?  Two hundred?  It was hard to tell how many from my vantage, but I could see them well enough to note the chains.  Two horsemen brought up the rear, encouraging them to continue shuffling, with several more paralleling the line.  They were moving along at the captives’ best speed, as though in a hurry to get away from the City of Bones.  Maybe they didn’t want to be near it at night or camp too close even during the day.  It used to be pretty severely haunted. 
 
    I swore.  Repeatedly.  I’m not in Linnaeus’ league, but I know more languages. 
 
    All right.  The three surviving children aren’t in any danger at the moment.  The other guys appear to be slavers. 
 
    I swore some more, simply because I felt like it.  I also drew my sword, deactivated my disguise spells, and activated the combat-related magic in my amulet. 
 
    Sprinting down an ancient road is so simple even I can do it.  I caught up to the slow-moving train of people, veered silently to the side to make a steep approach from the right.  I leaped up and over to decapitate one of the rearguards and carry on over him to take the other one neatly out of the saddle with a flying tackle.  I did it so fast their horses didn’t even react to my presence.  The one formerly under the tackled man simply snorted as his rider dismounted suddenly. 
 
    As I suspected, neither of the beasts panicked at the smell of blood.  They were accustomed to it. 
 
    A quick crunching noise upon landing and I was on my feet again, racing up the line of prisoners.  Most were uninjured, or at worst walking wounded.  Presumably, anyone too hurt to walk was left on the pile and burned.  The slave-chain was comprised of men and women, mostly, but a few children were also clinking along.  They were universally too dejected to pay attention to anything more than where they put their feet, so my overlapping-shadows camouflage made me, for practical purposes, invisible in the night. 
 
    Starting at the back and working my way forward, twelve more horsemen went the way of their pre-deceasors before I reached the head of the line.  There were three wagons, two loaded with provisions and equipment, and the third designed as a mobile home.  I came up on them silently in the darkness and ran right up over the back of the rearmost supply wagon.  The driver and his mate both died suddenly.  I pulled the lever of the handbrake and gently tugged on both the reins and the vitality of the horses.  They were willing to stop, which freed me to spring forward and race for the next supply wagon.  Wash, rinse, repeat. 
 
    However, this did not go completely unnoticed.  The mobile home wagon had a driver and his mate facing forward, of course, but also had a guard sitting on top, facing the rear.  He didn’t see much.  The lights on his wagon were the only real lights in the entire troop.  But when the wagon immediately behind droped back and stopped, it was hard to miss, even by moonlight, to say nothing of the whole of the slave caravan coming to a halt. 
 
    He called to his driver and banged on the roof to wake the people within.  I sprang up behind the wagon, punched him hard enough to break his nose, and sent him skidding across the roof and into the driver.  Gravity drew me back down and I only waited a moment before someone inside opened the door.  Up top, the driver and his mate cursed and shouted and argued while their injured fellow moaned in pain, coughing up blood. 
 
    The instant the door cracked open, I yanked it the rest of the way, grabbed the guy opening it by the throat, and made a fist.  He didn’t say anything, obviously, but he fell down and started thrashing.  I ignored him and went in to use claws.  Close quarters and all that.  A sword is outstanding when you’ve got the room for it, but when you’re nose-to-nose with someone in a cramped space, you want something smaller.  Mary likes her knives.  I think my fingernails work beautifully for the personal touch. 
 
    Afterward, there were two survivors.  Both of them were naked women, bolted to the floor by their collars.  Allow me to leave the rest to the imagination. 
 
    The shouting from above intensified, demanding to know what the hell was going on, or something to that effect.  They stopped the wagon to sort things out, but I was done with the interior before they even set the brake. 
 
    “Hang on!” I shouted back, and opened the rear door again.  The top guard wasn’t back at his post, but the driver’s mate had taken over.  He was lying on the roof, looking down, sword in one hand, lantern in the other.  I jumped out, turned around, and looked up.  We regarded each other for a second or so while his eyes went round. 
 
    I whiplashed one arm at him, directing a seething tentacle of psychic tendrils up and around his neck.  This jerked him cleanly off the wagon and into my arms.  I grinned at him, mouth slightly open, at point-blank range.  He soiled himself.  Things didn’t end well for him, but they did end quickly. 
 
    I righted the lantern—it was a metal thing and still lit.  With it on one side of the wagon, I went around the other side, jerked the wounded guard down—he was on that side, nursing his face and moaning until I sent him headfirst into the road.  I hopped up next to the driver and put my foot on the reins. 
 
    I’m not sure who was more surprised.  He saw a shifting, shadowy thing with teeth.  I saw what was basically a human being, dark-skinned, broad-shouldered, wide mouth, lots of sadness lines on his face.  The outstanding features were his eyes.  Both sets.  If you moved a normal person’s eyes down a half-inch or so and put another set just above the new eyebrow line, you’d have it.  Forget binocular vision.  He had quad-ocular vision.  His eyes were also all different colors.  Starting in the upper left and going clockwise, they were yellow, green, orange, and blue. 
 
    I saw he was chained to the wagon by one ankle.  Interesting. 
 
    “Hi!” I greeted him.  “Did you know Zirafel is haunted?”  I used the oldest Imperial dialect I knew. 
 
    Give him credit.  He didn’t have a weapon in hand, so he dropped the reins and tried to punch me.  I caught his fist and squeezed sharply.  A bone popped as he screamed and clutched his wrist with the other hand.  He blinked in sequence, rather than all at once.  I ignored this, mostly.  It was a little unnerving.  To be fair, I must have been pretty unnerving to him, as well. 
 
    “Look,” I began, shifting to the dialect I heard them using and trying to sound reasonable, “you have a very slim chance to survive.  Answer my questions or I’ll kill you and interrogate your ghost.  What’ll it be?”  I let go his hand and he cradled it, gritting his teeth.  Those, at least, seemed normal. 
 
    “So, you’re collecting slaves?” I prompted, once the silence grew awkward.  He kept staring at me.  He was excellent at staring. 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    Well, he was a having a very bad night. 
 
    “Use your words,” I suggested. 
 
    “Slaves?  Yeah.  Slaves.  Yeah.” 
 
    I didn’t like the way the lights of his spirit shimmered, nor the colors. 
 
    “If they’re not slaves,” I said, slowly, “then what are they?” 
 
    “Prisoners?” 
 
    “Let me try this another way.  Where are you taking them?” 
 
    “Back to H’zhad’Eyn.  The capitol, Zhadivos.” 
 
    “Oh?  All right.  And why are they going to Zhadivos?” 
 
    “We was told there was infidels, building a thing, you know, a village or something.” 
 
    “I see.  Who told you this?” 
 
    “Lord Golor.” 
 
    “And who is he?” 
 
    “He’s the High Priest of the Church of Light in Zhadivos.  The Patriarch to H’zhad’Eyn, I guess.” 
 
    My comment was not directed at him, but flinching wasn’t an inappropriate response.  I mean, consider his position. 
 
    “Fine.  And what does he want with these people?” 
 
    My conversationalist did not answer. 
 
    “I said you had a slim chance to survive, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re slimming it down by the second.  What does Lord Golor, High Priest of the Church of Light in Zhadivos, want with these captives?” 
 
    “I… that is, I don’t know, really, for sure,” he stammered.  I gave him my best black-eyed, unblinking stare.  I even conjured a faint witch-light to hover over us so he could see me better.  My stare is probably as disturbing as his, although for different reasons. 
 
    “But I hear rumors?” he suggested, and licked his lips.  I gestured him to continue, not wavering in my stare.  I stroked the side of his face with the cold, life-drinking touch of invisible tendrils.  He flinched again. 
 
    “They says the Church of Light sacrifices infidels on their altars,” he suggested.  “I’m not one of them blank-eyed worshippers of the Light, so I dunno, but that’s what they says.” 
 
    “Human sacrifice.” 
 
    “That’s what they says.” 
 
    “And what do you get out of this if you’re not a worshipper?  No, let me guess.  Gold?” 
 
    “No.”  He rattled the chain on his ankle. 
 
    “Ah.  You do as your told or they beat you.” 
 
    “Pretty much… yeah.” 
 
    “But there’s more to it than that,” I observed, watching the flickering lights of his spirit.  “What’s the deal?” 
 
    “Deal?” 
 
    “Let me start with this.  Why are you a wagon driver?” 
 
    “I see in the dark.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I agreed, nodding.  “Okay.  Is that why you’re a slave?” 
 
    “I’m a slave because I’m from southern H’zhad’Eyn, in Ecsuleyn.” 
 
    “Forgive my ignorance, but I’ve never heard of the place.  Why does that make you a slave?” 
 
    “We live down near the Curséd Mountains, close to where the burning orb vanishes in the dark.” 
 
    “For clarity, I’m going to repeat my question.  Why does that make you a slave?” 
 
    He gestured in a circle around his eyes. 
 
    “There’s lots of us down there.  They don’t want us around normal folks.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t?  Remember, I’m not from here.  I’ve never heard of these places until tonight.” 
 
    He pursed his lips and considered.  It took him a minute to think of how to explain. 
 
    “Normal folks don’t got four eyes.  Or four arms.  Or a face on the back of their head.  Or stuff.  They’re normal.  Sometimes they have kids who aren’t normal.  They got something.  If it’s not something they can see, they keep the kid.  They become vehemanis or, if they’re lucky, gelid cor.  Us who got funny shapes or parts?  We’re spat on, driven out, given away.  Sometimes,” he added, rattling his chain again, “slavers come south for easy pickings, sometimes for women. 
 
    “This raid?” he asked, gesturing with his good hand back at the slave-chain.  “They’ve been putting all us bellua in the Crucible.  They’re running out, so they’re roasting heretics.  I’m useful, so I’m still alive, but when they run out of sacrifices, I’ll be one of the first they cook.” 
 
    “Got it,” I agreed.  “Three things.  What are a bellua, a vehemani, and a gelid cor?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes.  Impressive. 
 
    “Bellua are like me,” he said, gesturing at his face.  “They got something strange.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Vehemani got something strange inside.  They got a power.  They make things cold or hot, sing in many voices, move things by staring.  Magic stuff.  And the gelid cor are the ones who learn the discipline of the gelid, the way to control their power, make it do what they want.  They do lots of things, not just the one trick they were born with.  That’s all I know about that.  I’m a bellua, not a vehemani, so I can’t be a gelid cor.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Okay.  You’ve been mostly cooperative, so I have two things to say. 
 
    “First, since you’re a slave, you may not be aware of a place called Karvalen.  It’s a kingdom across the sea, ruled by the Bright Queen and the Demon King.  Slavery is illegal there.  There are no slaves.  They may not like you for your eyes—people are the same all over—but you cannot be a slave.  If you have a chance to get away and go there, it might be a better place for you and for any other… uh, bellua. 
 
    “Second,” I continued, reaching down and snapping the manacle off his ankle, “you’re free.  Any questions?” 
 
    He got down from the wagon carefully, favoring his wounded hand, and started walking down the road.  I guess he didn’t have any questions.  Maybe he just didn’t want to be near me anymore.  I have days like that, myself. 
 
    I checked the handbrake and made sure the horses weren’t too upset.  With the personnel wagon parked, I went back, snapped some links in the slave-chain, and sent people to recover keys, take charge of wagons, all that sort of thing.  As I kept freeing people, more and more of them wanted to cluster around me.  I’d have thought the guy wearing magical camo patterns and snapping iron links with his fingers would be less popular, but apparently being un-enslaved promotes a load of goodwill. 
 
    “Thank you!  Thank you so—” 
 
    “Stuff it,” I snapped.  “You’re living in the City of Bones and people are being sent to drag you off for human sacrifice on the altars of the Lord of Light.  This is not a good place for you to be.  Go back, find any survivors, pack up, and leave.” 
 
    “But you don’t understand!  The fiery signs in the heavens have shown us the path to Zirafel!  This is the promised city of the ancients, where we will found a new empire!” 
 
    “Okay.  I’ve rescued you once and warned you.  It does no good to argue with stupid.  I’ve done all I can do.  If you won’t listen, it’s your responsibility, not mine.  Go live in Zirafel until someone else comes to enslave you or kill you.  Sorry to have met you.  Goodbye.” 
 
    “Wait!  Who are you?” 
 
    “When you’re being collared and chained up again, just remember me as the person you didn’t listen to.”  I went to a supply wagon, ignoring further comments and pleas, and rooted around in it.  Two waterskins, some bread, some dried meat—dazhu, if my nose was correct—and a small bag of some local roots reminiscent of a carrot.  I took my loot and vanished northward. 
 
    Then I conjured a light, resumed my human disguise, and approached the hole with the children in it.  It’s important to do these things in the right order. 
 
    “Hello!” I called.  The two older children glared out at me with fear and… well, okay, only with fear.  I can’t say I blame them.  “I hear the crying baby.  I have food and water.  Okay?” 
 
    They didn’t say anything, so I approached.  Maybe it’s my charming smile.  Maybe it’s the peculiar way children generally trust me.  Maybe they had nowhere to run.  Whatever the reason, they remained in their little cave of ruins as I came up to them. 
 
    “Here you go,” I said, and handed them the supplies.  I asked the girl, “Is the little one able to eat solid food?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Does it—he or she?” 
 
    “She.  Samarra.” 
 
    “Lovely name.  Does Samarra have any teeth?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “All right.  Wait a second.”  I gathered some wood, built a fire, and sat down.  “Now, you two eat and drink.  Let me hold Samarra for a minute.” 
 
    The girl wasn’t best pleased at the arrangement, but from the way she gulped down water, thirst had a lot to do with her agreement.  Samarra quieted down while I held her, staring at me with big, blue eyes.  That suited me.  I examined her mouth with one finger, discovering at least four teeth when she chewed on it. 
 
    I don’t know if doctors think that qualifies her for solid food, but I thought it worth a shot.  I’ve played mama-bird before.  It may be weird to use an undead monster as a food processor, but at least I’m effective. 
 
    I chewed up some of the carrot-like thing and found it reminiscent of yams with a hint of squash.  Revolting beyond my feeble powers of description.  I hurriedly damped down my sense of taste.  Once I finished chewing the vegetable into paste, I offered Samarra some on the tip of a finger.  She took it readily, grasping my finger and chewing on it some more.  I kept feeding her until my cheeked supply of goo ran out. 
 
    By then, the other two were done chomping and gulping.  They sat and watched me for the last few baby-mouthfuls. 
 
    “See how that worked?” I asked.  The girl nodded.  “Good.  Here, take her.”  I handed off the little responsibility.  “Now, in case you’re wondering, the slavers are gone, the survivors are coming back, and you should hear them before morning, I think.  Just stay where you are and wait.  When they find you, tell them I said it would be a good idea to leave this city.  Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Goodnight.” 
 
    “Short roads and happy days.” 
 
    I went back to my bridges to nowhere.  I sat down at the end of one, regarded the infinite void, and tried a little Zen meditation. 
 
    What was the wizard’s first rule?  People are stupid?  They believe what they want to believe?  Something like that.  And because they’re stupid, they’re going to stay here and get themselves killed, kidnapped, or otherwise drastically reduced in circumstances. 
 
    It’s hard to meditate when the only mantra I can think of is, “Not my circus, not my monkeys, not my problem.” 
 
      
 
    One good thing about being dead is the fact I don’t need to breathe.  While meditating, there are usually distractions—breathing, heartbeat, muscle cramps, whatever.  Not for me, not at night.  There’s nothing quite like being dead for achieving a perfection of stillness, a complete quiet of heart and mind, body and spirit. 
 
    My first Zen teacher was highly disturbed by a meditating corpse.  My presence was a distraction after that, and he didn’t manage to teach very well.  I had to find a new one.   
 
    I like the meditation.  It helps me let go of emotional things and achieve a better state of calm.  Normally, I’d still be seething about the pile of burned bodies and dead children.  But they’re dead.  I can’t fix it.  I killed most of the people who did it, but the people responsible are the Church of Light—again. 
 
    Calm and centered.  There we go.  And we’re back in the now. 
 
    Then there’s the group of idiots who insist on living in the City of Bones despite being attacked by slavers.  Like I told the man, you can’t argue with stupid. 
 
    I keep coming back to that mantra:  “Not my circus, not my monkeys, not my problem.” 
 
    It helps to be able to let go and recognize when things aren’t my problem.  I can interfere in anything from earthworms rising during the rain to the rise and fall of empires—but is it my responsibility to do any of it?  Is it my right?  Or am I interfering with the natural course of human events?  Am I playing god? 
 
    Nope.  I’m sitting here in the stillness, acknowledging I exist and that I am myself, nothing more. 
 
    It helps.  Not a lot, but it helps. 
 
      
 
    Once I did my mental housekeeping—I’ve learned not to simply sweep things under the trapdoor, but to sweep them up and throw them out—I conjured an overhead light and turned my attention back to the void. 
 
    A Thing was just outside, trying to look in at me.  It’s not a clear view, from what I’ve seen; the Firmament distorts and dims everything inside it.  Nonetheless, being so close to the edge of the universe, so to speak, made me more visible than most of the rest. 
 
    If I open a wormhole from Earth to the edge of the universe, is there an edge?  Is there a firmament like this one, only billions of light-years across?  There are several theories about the architecture of the universe… but could I go there and look?  Physical distance isn’t much of a factor, at least as far as I’ve been able to tell.  The farthest I’ve gone within a universe is to Mars.  It’s the geek in me; I couldn’t resist.  I wore an environment suit, packed along a portable gate, and watched the two moons race each other across the cold, dark sky of what should have been Barsoom. 
 
    The gate may still be there, if the sandstorms haven’t worn it away to nothing.  It was only some braided wire, after all. 
 
    The trip was many millions of miles, but spitting distance compared to the supposed edge of the universe.  How does the width of the universe compare to punching a hole in it and reaching another universe entirely? 
 
    I’ll save it for some other time. 
 
    The Thing outside reminded me of an eel, long and wriggly, with a line of small wings down each side.  The mouth was funnel-shaped, lined with teeth, and put me in mind of some types of parasites.  All around the mouth were small stalks, maybe two dozen, their ends alternating with fishhook-shaped claws or tiny, blinking eyes.  The whole creature was about three feet long. 
 
    Some Thing considerably bigger whisked past, soundlessly, snatching the eel-like Thing as it shot by.  Apparently, one damned Thing after another.  Story of my life. 
 
    My examination of the void was otherwise undisturbed.  I learned a lot. 
 
    Let’s see… I already mentioned the fact it’s not actually a void, but it bears repeating.  It’s highly-energetic chaos. 
 
    How to explain this?  Here, inside a universe, ordered patterns tend to decay into disordered array.  Stack blocks on top of each other and they will all fall down to roughly the same level.  Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but eventually.  This is the lowest-energy configuration of the blocks.  That tendency toward decay into a lower-energy, more-disordered state is called entropy. 
 
    Out there, on the other hand, I’m looking at the space—let it go; I’m just calling it “space.”  I don’t know what else to call it, at the moment—the space between universes.  Here in Karvalen (or Zirafel, or Rethven—this world), the Firmament marks the edge of the universe.  Back in my home universe, the edge of the universe is considerably farther away, on the order of fifteen billion light-years or some such.  But it’s possible at the edge of every universe, there’s a border between order and chaos, and on the outside, different laws apply. 
 
    Assuming, of course, a chaos void has laws. 
 
    For example, as I watched and evaluated the realm beyond, full of Things Man Was Not Meant To Know, a fuzzy, pulsing area attracted my attention.  It grew larger as I watched.  Without some reference, it was impossible to tell its actual size, but I could see it growing larger.  Perspective, perhaps, as it grew closer?  I thought so, since it was taking on more definite shape.  Within the last few hundred feet, it had a definite form, albeit an alien one.  It reminded me of a jellyfish, only with a spiked, armored dome instead of a jelly body.  I didn’t like the look of the curling tentacles emerging from the flat side.  I liked it even less when it plastered itself to the Firmament, tentacles radiating outward from the body in all directions, and started crawling along the outer surface. 
 
    I don’t want to talk about the mouth, if you don’t mind. 
 
    Okay, conclusions. 
 
    The chaos outside the universe, at least locally, is a high-energy state of disorder.  From what I can make out, this energy is constantly impinging on the Firmament and, to some extent, being absorbed by it.  The Firmament is kind of like an Ascension Sphere in that regard.  This makes the Firmament and the world it surrounds a tiny island of order amid a seething sea of chaos energy, feeding on that chaos power and turning it into ordered, structured energy—matter and energy as I understand them. 
 
    At least I no longer have to wonder where the local sun gets its power.  Come to that, I don’t have to wonder where the magical power of the world comes from, either.  Several million square miles of power-absorbing surface area can supply energy for some pretty power-intensive things. 
 
    The reverse is also true.  The ordered, structured nature of the Firmament has a stabilizing effect on the chaos in close proximity.  I think the Things roaming the void don’t have actual forms.  As far as I can tell, they don’t exist as solid, material objects.  Up close to the Firmament, however, they have to take on physical shape because of the effects of the Firmament on the chaos.  The ones trying to get into the world seem to prefer a physical form over a chaos-energy existence.  I don’t know why.  Maybe it’s just some types of chaos entities.  Maybe it’s all chaos entities.  Maybe it’s only the ones that think organic beings are tasty.  I haven’t taken a poll. 
 
    I decided to test the waters, so to speak.  I reached through the Firmament into the void.  Why not?  The sun wasn’t up.  At worst, I would lose a hand.  I can regrow a hand. 
 
    At first, nothing happened.  I paid close attention to my hand, watching and feeling for anything unpleasant.  No changes occurred.  The void tingled, yes, but it was no worse than the tingling of a sleeping limb. 
 
    I pondered what this might mean.  I recall falling or sliding or flowing through the void at one point… was I partially shielded by the unstable wormhole?  That would seem likely, since I was successfully delivered to my destination.  What about now, though?  Was the supposed chaos in my blood acting to somehow immunize me against the forces beyond the Firmament?  Or were the effects minimized by the proximity of the Firmament, itself? 
 
    While I wondered about these things, I wasn’t paying attention to my hand.  I was aware of the tingling, of course, but nothing happened to indicate anything untoward.  When I redirected my attention, looking at my hand, it snapped back into its proper shape and color. 
 
    I jerked my hand back through the Firmament and examined it.  The tingling faded over the course of several seconds.  I felt a faint itching sensation all through my hand, similar to the feeling of regenerating flesh.  Nothing seemed obviously wrong with it, though. 
 
    With some trepidation, I extended my hand again, watching closely.  The chaos beyond the world engulfed it, naturally, but nothing more than tingles occurred.  I moved it around, opened and closed it, but it remained a hand.  I pulled it back and examined it.  Perfectly intact. 
 
    I looked around.  Outside the Firmament, I didn’t see anything in the local neighborhood, so I continued fooling with the raw forces of creation.  I stuck my hand into it again.  Again, nothing happened. 
 
    So I glanced away for a moment.  It didn’t feel any different, but when I turned back, my hand was larger than expected, the fingers were assorted sizes, and the whole of it was somewhat prismatic.  At least, for a moment.  Then everything flickered back into its normal shape.  My hand felt perfectly normal through all this. 
 
    I pushed my luck.  I imagined reaching out into the chaos, extending my fingers.  They lengthened.  My whole hand distorted, changing shape, stretching as though viewed through a funhouse mirror.  I closed my eyes, concentrated on my hand, flexed it, formed a fist, drew it back.  When I opened my eyes, my hand was perfectly normal.  Normal for me, I mean. 
 
    I propped my chin on my hand and considered. 
 
    If I pay attention to it, it’s fine.  If I pay less attention to it, weird things happen.  Offhandedly, that reminds me a little bit of the observer effect in quantum mechanics.  Of course, that normally applies only to things on a subatomic scale… 
 
    I poked a stick out into the void and concentrated on it.  It remained a stick. 
 
    I imagined the stick growing, like a branch growing, sprouting smaller twigs off it and various flowers.  It did so. 
 
    I pulled it back.  The stick remained a stick with small branches and flowers.  The flowers were particularly worrisome, to me.  I’m not a botanist, but shouldn’t a single plant have a single type of flower?  Yet there were a dozen blooms, each different from the others.  Was that my unfamiliarity with the details of flowers?  Or the effects of a chaos environment? 
 
    I dropped the stick over the side and pondered the infinite void. 
 
    Does all this make chaos a macro-scale quantum uncertainty?  No, but it’s certainly similar in some ways.  The fact I can alter things bathed in chaos is interesting, but also troubling.  I’ve already established the area near the Firmament is partially stabilized due to the local interactions with the Firmament itself.  What are things like out in the deep waters of the void?  What are Things like?  I have no idea.  Do they have any sort of consciousness?  Some of them surely must—or must they?  Are they horrific entities when they get near the Firmament because we think they are?  Do they remain horrific entities in the deep void because people insist on it? 
 
    If Things become demons because we think of them as demons, is that how the local gods started? 
 
    There’s a whole bait store I don’t want to open. 
 
    A different can of worms is the astronomy of Karvalen.  If Karvalen is floating in a sea of chaos, what are the stars?  Are they similar little worlds?  I saw a few other worlds when I was visiting the local Olympus.  Could those be out there, twinkling in the sky because Things flit by every so often, momentarily obscuring them?  Or do flickers and ripples in the void cause it?  Maybe both? 
 
    My head hurts.  I think I’m done researching the void—no, I shouldn’t call it that.  I don’t have a good name for it, though.  Okay, it’ll stay “the void” until I think of something better.  But I’m done for now.  I need to think about this and work out new experiments for conditions beyond the world.  Besides, it’s getting on toward dawn and I should get a move on if I want to spend the morning in the Imperial Palace. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Zirafel, Wednesday, December 7th, Year 8 
 
      
 
    The Imperial Palace in Zirafel was relatively unchanged.  There were a few signs of looters and the like, but no general vandalism.  The accidental statues in the entryway were gone, probably broken at some point and therefore cleaned up by the repair and maintenance golems.  One of the large statues, a defensive golem, was also missing.  I suspect a bunch of people visited the place, got into a fight with the house guardians, and the magical janitors cleaned up afterward. 
 
    If this keeps up, someone’s going to succeed in breaking in.  Eventually.  The place will run out of guardian statues if the looters keep it up long enough.  Erosion is a powerful force. 
 
    I announced myself when challenged.  They didn’t give me any trouble, but I speak the language. 
 
    The private quarters, on the top floor, were still in perfect condition.  I lounged in the tub as I waited out the dawn. 
 
    The rest of the morning was spent inside my headspace, meditating and concentrating on the problem of how to analyze the otherworldly—or unworldly—qualities of raw chaos.  It’s not a trivial problem.  Of course, it meant I also had to correlate what I discovered about the Firmament, itself, as well as how magic interacted with each. 
 
    I don’t think at computer speeds while in my headspace, but I think much more quickly than normal.  I suspect it’s a function of several things, including the magical nature of how my headspace formed, vampirism-altered nervous systems, and the intense mental focus involved.  It always seems far longer in my mental space than actually passes out in physical space. 
 
    Once I had my mental ducks in a row, I came out and realized it was time for lunch.  I should have brought supplies, but I didn’t think so far ahead.  I have a standard kit of supplies on the rare occasion I go exploring a whole new world, but I seldom bother with it when visiting established worlds.  I didn’t expect to have to spend so much time outside civilization.  Well, I was delayed in my research by an unexpected slaver caravan attack.  Hardly my fault.  At least I soaked up some nourishment in the process. 
 
    I drank all the water I could hold, instead.  It wouldn’t kill me to go a day without eating, but it would be a distraction and make me cranky.  At least I could examine the Firmament and the void in the light of day.  Contrast could be important, and it would help take my mind off my stomach. 
 
    Whistling, I strolled back to the bridges to infinity and sat down at the far end of one.  Yep, the Firmament itself had a bluish tinge by the light of day.  Of course, that brought up the question of the thickness of the atmosphere again.  If the Firmament arcs a thousand miles up, is there air all the way?  On Earth, the air only goes up—effectively—to about fifty miles.  At a hundred miles, you can put something into orbit, but it won’t stay there forever.  The International Space Station is only about two hundred and fifty miles up at any given moment. 
 
    Is there a nine-hundred-mile vacuum between the atmosphere and the uppermost arc of the Firmament?  Or is the air pressure stable in relation to altitude?  If the sun travels through a vacuum for the majority of its journey, that might be a good thing… 
 
    Maybe I should open a gate from the top of a mountain down to a deep valley and check to see if the pressures are different.  Or maybe I shouldn’t.  Some of the qualities of this world’s base structure annoy the hell out of me. 
 
    The Diogephone rang. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, sweetie,” replied Mary’s voice.  “Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m sitting a little beyond the Edge of the World meditating on infinite chaos.” 
 
    “Metaphorically?” 
 
    “Literally.” 
 
    “Oh, there.  Okay.  Have you figured out where and when we’re going out?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    She paused before answering, which is generally a bad sign. 
 
    “Have you—” she began, and started over.  “Dear, perhaps we should discuss the idea of you taking an interest.” 
 
    “I am interested.” 
 
    “You’re right, and I didn’t say that well.  How about we discuss you more actively showing an interest?” 
 
    “Oh.  Have I been ignoring you?” 
 
    “Have—grr.”  There was another pause.  “When you have time for me, would you please come home?” 
 
    “Ah.  I see.  I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  She hung up and I got to my feet.  I recognized my peril. 
 
    How to get back to Apocalyptica in a hurry?  I know I can only dial in to the Great Arch of Zirafel.  Dialing out always connects to the twin of itself in Tamaril, on the eastern edge of the world.  Can I transfer a micro-gate connection from the phone to the Arch?  I might as well try it… 
 
    I told Diogenes and he had the general-use gate in silo three ready for the connection.  The Great Arch took the transfer.  The image through it rippled for a moment, like a flexible mirror settling into stillness, and I stepped through.  Diogenes closed the connection. 
 
    “Welcome back, Professor.” 
 
    “Nice to be back.  Mary in?” 
 
    “Yes.  She arrived from Fonzarelli moments ago.” 
 
    “What do we have going on in Fonzarelli?” 
 
    “I believe she has designated it a recreational world.  Identities, investments, and a residence with shift-booth.  No regular cargo, but she occasionally brings back some rare-earth elements, faux collectible items, and similarly portable materials.” 
 
    “Okay.  Oh, I’m expecting some new tissue samples of elf variants.  It looks as though we’ll need to produce male and female elves for the customers.” 
 
    “I will have suitable cloning resources prepared.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Where’s Mary?” 
 
    “She is in the residence, silo two, library level.” 
 
    I arrived through the variable-destination gate in silo three; it’s got a silo all to itself.  Maybe I’m unreasonably cautious, but I like being unreasonably cautious.  I went through the hatches and blast doors, took the tunnel and slidewalk to silo two, and rode the escalator up to the library level. 
 
    I picked escalators for a reason.  Elevators, when they break down, are deep pits with steel boxes in them.  If you’re lucky, there are cables you can climb.  If you’re unlucky, you’re in a steel box and plummeting to the bottom of the pit.  Broken escalators, on the other hand, turn into stairs.  Maybe no one will ever bomb my home in Apocalyptica, but you never know.  When I made sure it was deep underground, it wasn’t just for the sunlight resistance. 
 
    “Honey, I’m home!” 
 
    “That was quick.” 
 
    “You asked for me when I had time for you.  I always have time for you.” 
 
    “That’s a nice sentiment.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “Don’t like my tone?” 
 
    “No, I can’t say I do.  Am I in trouble?” 
 
    “Maybe we should sit down.” 
 
    I gestured her to the sofa.  She shook her head and sat in one of the armchairs.  I nudged the other one toward her, faced it toward her, sat in it.  The things are designed to be sat in while wearing a sword; it’s almost a requirement around my house. 
 
    “Significant discussion?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.  Because my patience is worn thin and I’m about to start screaming at you.” 
 
    “Right now?  Or as in, scream at me if you don’t do something about it?” 
 
    “The second one.” 
 
    “Thank you for your consideration,” I said, sincerely.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Mary took a deep breath—in the daytime, those are useful.  She let it out slowly, pushed some pale-blonde hair back over both ears, licked her lips. 
 
    “I’ve been doing my own thing for a while now,” she began.  “You’ve been on what you call a vacation, doing your own thing, yourself, for… well, for local years.  I don’t know how long it’s been for you.” 
 
    “I think about twenty, but that’s just a ballpark figure.” 
 
    “This is not a good moment for you to talk.” 
 
    I shut up. 
 
    “I’ve been patient with you,” she went on.  “Sometimes I get you to come with me on something fun.  I can’t complain about you ever refusing—you never do—but I’m not sure you enjoy it.  You never complain and you’re always willing, but… but you never… hmm.  You never show enthusiasm.  Like that place you called ‘Thunderdome.’  The place with the post-apocalypse survivors.  We had a fabulous time—or I did—killing random raiders, finding good places for humans to build communities, and so on.  You went, you contributed, you helped, you made suggestions and recommendations, the works.  You involved yourself.  You were the ideal sidekick, and I appreciate that, but you didn’t… you didn’t want to grab the place, shake it out, and put it back together like I expected.” 
 
    “I agreed to bring home that one bunch of—” 
 
    “Still not a good time to talk.” 
 
    I resolved to speak only when asked a direct question.  I’m not afraid of Mary, as such, but she is exceptionally deadly and she was holding back, trying to say what was bothering her instead of letting it all pour out.  If at all possible, I prefer not to settle domestic problems with bloodshed—and not just because some of the blood shed might be mine. 
 
    Sometimes, I wonder if our personal levels of violence stem from who we are or what we’ve become.  In my mortal days, I hardly raised a hand to anyone.  Maybe it has something to do with being part of a society, rather than mavericks outside it.  Or, yeah, maybe it has something to do with regarding strangers as potential food. 
 
    “I guess the thing,” she went on, “is you never—and I know I’m not supposed to say ‘never’ in these kinds of discussions, but it’s true.  You never initiate anything.  You just want to sit in your room and play with your magic, or talk to Diogenes about building a gadget, or build something in the garage—not literally, I know, but we have how many shift-booths to specific worlds?”  She held up a hand when I opened my mouth.  “Don’t answer.  It’s a lot. 
 
    “I think the problem I have with you—No, that’s not the right way to say it, and it’s not true.  I think my problem is I… I feel I’m… I’m not ‘ignored,’ or a ‘low priority,’ or any number of other things.  You just… you seem to not want to do anything with me.  Not that you refuse to, but you don’t have a desire to do so.  You don’t… you don’t take an interest.  You aren’t thinking about where we can go and things we can do together.  You don’t tell me what you want, so it feels as though you don’t want anything from me. 
 
    “Take the Manor, for instance.  You love it there, mostly because nobody wants anything from you, I think.  I show up and you’re glad to see me, but you don’t miss me when I leave.  Or Samhain?  It’s a world with a decent magical intensity, sort of Dark Ages with a splash of the medieval, and you didn’t even ask if I wanted to see it.  It’s the same with Firebrand.  You leave it with Bob most of the time and don’t seem to miss it.  I feel like you do that with me, but I have legs and can move myself.  Everything is like that.  You go to places because you’re asked.  You do things because people ask.  You don’t go out and make things happen on your own.  Someone has to poke you to get you to move.” 
 
    Mary took another deep breath and laid her hands gently on the arms of her chair. 
 
    “I guess what I’m trying to say is, you don’t seem like yourself.  You’re… quiet.  Unenthusiastic.  I might go so far as to say you’re depressed, but depressed people tend to sleep a lot.  You don’t sleep at all, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “I can’t.  I keep thinking of unpleasant things.  Johann figures big in my lying-awake-trying-to-sleep times.  Bronze, too.  And Tort, and—” 
 
    “You’re not helping!” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  She sighed in exasperation and started again. 
 
    “You make me think of the discussion we had about what happens when you kill a living vampire during the day.  What’s left is a shell, a husk of what used to be.  You don’t have any urge to go out and do anything.  You just sit with your books and your spells and never seem excited.  You act like you’ve lost that spark of who you are.  From what you described of it, it seems to me you’ve lost your soul.  ” 
 
    “Only part of it,” I replied, quietly.  Mary winced. 
 
    “No, I’m not forgetting.  Bronze died.  It hurt.  I can’t understand it the way you understand it, but I do understand loss and grief!”  She turned her head away sharply, a wing of blonde hair falling between us like a curtain.  I wanted to say something, anything, but I didn’t have the right words.  I’m not sure there are right words. 
 
    We’ve lived together for how many years of personal time?  Over a decade, surely; it’s hard to keep track when time doesn’t run smooth and straight.  And yet, I still don’t know where she was born, who was her first love, or where she went to school.  Is that a respect for her privacy?  Or am I just an uncaring bastard? 
 
    “Look,” Mary continued, finally.  “We both have things that bother us.  As immortals, we’re going to have to face loss and suffering and… and lots of other things.  You called it the inevitability of immortality.” 
 
    “Did I?  I don’t remember.” 
 
    “I do.  Maybe it was a throwaway remark, but it stuck with me.  It reminded me of things in the past and warned me of things in the future.  But I don’t live in the past and I don’t live in the future.  I live in the here and now.  So I cope.  I cope with what was and what will be.  Everyone does, even mortals, each in his own way. 
 
    “I steal things, sometimes assassinate things, because it’s dangerous and exciting and fun.  It’s challenging.  It gives me something to do, and something I enjoy doing.  You… I’m not sure I want to do what you do, but I’m not equipped to understand most of what you do.  Whatever it is, you cope with your grief and pain and loss in your own way. 
 
    “My feeling is you’re only coping.  You’re not getting better.  If Bronze is—was—a part of your soul, then you need to focus on growing it back.” 
 
    “I’m not sure souls can do that.” 
 
    “Have you tried?” she demanded.  I remained silent.  She was right.  I haven’t tried to do anything about my own, personal problems.  I just… drifted.  Rested.  Did things I knew I should do because it was wise and practical to do them.  I did the chores because Mary told me they needed to be done, then did just enough to keep myself occupied. 
 
    “They say time heals all wounds,” Mary went on, “and I’ve given you time—time and a stunning amount of patience.  It’s been long enough for me to say time isn’t all you need.  You need to stir about and become involved in things, not just occasionally do some random side-project, like a shipment of post-holocaust refugees or building yourself a new world-gate-closet-thing.  The kids, the manor, all that?  I like that.  I call it a good start.  We need to get you out of your spiritual sickbed and make you move around. 
 
    “And I’m not going to take ‘no’ for an answer.  You’re a sickly shadow of the man I met on Nexus.  You’re capable of so much more!  And this… this husk is not what I signed on with!  I love you, you moron, and I want you back!” 
 
    She took a deep breath and calmed herself, took control of her tone.  She wiped at her face and took a deep breath. 
 
    “I’m not going to cry.  It’s not fair to you.  You’ll do anything to make me stop, and I know it.  I don’t want that.  I want you to acknowledge I’m right, and to do what needs to be done for you, not just because I’m asking it.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” she echoed. 
 
    “Okay.  I’m doing this relationship thing wrong again, and I’m sorry.  That’s not your big point, but it’s an important point to me.  I’m also doing this mourning thing badly, and I need to do better.  I’m also doing this recovery thing rather poorly, and you’ve made me realize it.  I think I know how I’m screwing it up and I will make a conscious effort to unscrew myself.” 
 
    “I—Wait, what?  Really?” 
 
    “Yes.  See, I know I’m still not healed from having Bronze amputated from me.  It’s been a long time, but… well, maybe I’ve neglected some important therapy.  I mean, you don’t just bandage a wound like that and leave it alone.  You have to rehabilitate it.  You go through therapy.  You learn to live with it, adapt to it, rather than endure it.  I’ve got scar tissue galore, and it’s sensitive, even painful to poke it, but maybe you’re right.  Maybe it is time to… I don’t know.  Do something that doesn’t involve being an inscrutable genius in his laboratory.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “You sound less than totally enthusiastic,” I observed. 
 
    “Well, I mostly agree.  It depends on what you want to do.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You’re a vampire overlord with incomprehensible spells, hordes of robot legions, and a cult of super-soldier religious zealots.” 
 
    “You imply I would us them to take over the world.  That’s not what I consider therapeutic.  It’s work to do and more work afterward.  Not my idea of a good time, or even a healthy hobby.” 
 
    “Good!” 
 
    “You seem relieved.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Because you didn’t want to upset the Ancient Evil from the Dawn of Time?” 
 
    “Ha.  No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me?” 
 
    “Nope.  But I am going to say you’re not a normal man.  Most men would have gone, ‘I don’t do that,’ or said, ‘Tell me what you want me to do,’ or something along the lines of, ‘Oh, you shouldn’t think of it that way.’  You accepted I was upset, considered how you could be wrong and why, and started thinking about how you could change.  That may very well be the weirdest thing about you, and there’s serious competition for the title.” 
 
    “You sound like a relationship counselor.” 
 
    “I might have read a few books on the subject,” she admitted. 
 
    “In the recent past?” I guessed. 
 
    “Maaaaybe.” 
 
    “All right.  Just to make sure we’re on the same page, here, let me add I haven’t been trying to take you for granted.  I’ve been letting you do your own thing.  From my point of view, I’ve been here whenever you want me—don’t I go with you on any sort of adventure you want?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And when you don’t want me along, I don’t follow you around.  I’m trying not to be clingy.” 
 
    “I think I could stand some cling,” she told me, seriously.  “Masking tape.  Plastic wrap.  Maybe Velcro.  I’m the one who—no, bad phrasing again.  I feel as though I’m the only one making an effort.  You don’t bother me, and that’s fine.  Thing is, you take it too far.  Too far for my taste, I should say.  To me, you feel distant, even remote, like… like some Ancient Evil from the Dawn of Time lurking in an inaccessible fortress on a mountaintop.  Almost uncaring.  I can go up the Mountain of Night to Castle Dracula.  All the horrific guardians know me, so they smile and wave me through.  Thing is, you never come down looking for me because you want my company.  I would love it if you showed me you cared enough to bother me for it.  Does that make any sense?” 
 
    “Perfect sense,” I agreed.  “Thank you for telling me these things.  I need to know, because I’ll never figure it out on my own.  I’m a guy.” 
 
    “Or a weirdo,” she added, smiling. 
 
    “Both, probably.”  I was glad to see her smile.  “So, instead of staying out of your way, I should bother you more?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s how it works, but we can try it and see.  Are you ready for this?  I mean, you’ve been kind of a mope for years.  Are you ready to do this?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted, “but I think it’ll be good for me.  At least, I do now.  All you had to do was hit me over the head with it.  Even if it isn’t quite what I need… if I’m not ready for advanced spiritual regeneration therapy and depression treatments… well, you can keep an eye on me and tell me if I’m crazy, right?” 
 
    “Yes… I suppose.  I’m not sure I’m best qualified to judge your sanity, though.” 
 
    “Who would you suggest?” 
 
    “Uh, I’ll have to get back to you on that,” she admitted. 
 
    “And, before I get started, let me check something.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Diogenes?  How are those figurines coming along?” 
 
    “I have completed the set, Professor, and it is sitting in a charged magical field, laboratory two.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Mary, are you busy?  I have in mind to go to dinner and I would be delighted if you would accompany me.” 
 
    “Are we eating?  Or are we drinking?” 
 
    “Eating first, drinking later, probably.  If you aren’t too busy, of course.” 
 
    “It’s a date.” 
 
    “Excellent.  Give me some time to pull myself together and shift gears from Karvalen.” 
 
    “Take your time,” she suggested.  “I’ll check with the Castiglione family and your Irish smuggling connections.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Having thus committed myself to a date, I found I had no idea where to take her.  Oh, sure, there are any number of places we could go.  The problem, from my point of view, was more fundamental than a simple question of where to eat.  I like Mary.  I love her, at least as far as my emotional train wreckage will allow.  She felt I wasn’t paying attention to her because I wasn’t interested in spending time with her. 
 
    I disagreed.  She’s always a delight to be around.  Okay, almost always.  Okay, more often than not.  She always has something fun and adventurous to do, even though my preferences run more toward suburbs and a workshop in the shed out back.  She’s a cocaine-dusted devil’s food cake with sparklers for candles and an exploding surprise inside.  By contrast, I’m a slightly-stale doughnut.  There’s not a lot I can do about it; I was born under a ho-hum star.  My best course would be to pay more attention to her and see if her fire could pilot-light my own. 
 
    The problem wasn’t merely that I wasn’t paying attention to her.  Whether it was objectively true or not, facts don’t have as much to do with a successful relationship as do feelings.  If she feels I’m neglecting her, then, by definition, I am.  If I didn’t want her storming off, feeling neglected by and bitter at me, I had to step outside my comfortable little shell of self-centeredness and start paying attention to people again—Mary, especially. 
 
    Well, pay more attention.  My usual feeling about people is to regard them as obstacles or bystanders.  Mary doesn’t fit either of those categories, but if I’m so wrapped up in my own isolation cocoon she thinks I regard her that way, then I’m the one who has to change. 
 
    So, what do we do that we’ll both enjoy? 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “We’ve got aliases in a bunch of different universes, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  Most are ‘weak’ aliases, unable to stand anything beyond superficial scrutiny, however.” 
 
    “That’s fine.  I hope to remain unscruted.  They’re all somewhere between well-off and rich, so some of them must get invitations to parties, grand openings, charity events—those sorts of things.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “Do we have anything like that for tonight?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to say it appears there are no invitations to gala affairs.  Do you wish to gatecrash?” 
 
    “No, although I’m sure Mary would love to break in to a mansion and see how long we could hang around before someone asked us who we were.  Do we have anyplace where we can get a restaurant reservation in a hurry?” 
 
    “If I may I suggest a cruise ship?  We have catalogued several worlds wherein the social and economic structures have commercial ocean liners.  Unless you prefer a luxury space habitat?” 
 
    “No, but thank you.  I’m leery of oceans, reentry, and excessive solar radiation.” 
 
    “Noted.  May I ask why you ordered construction of an ocean-floor habitat and a submarine yacht here in Apocalyptica?” 
 
    “Because anyone who knows how much I hate being in the water will never look for me in it.” 
 
    “Your logic is irrefutable, but, perhaps, not entirely sound, Professor.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” 
 
    I strolled down to the level of the slidewalk tunnels and headed for the main media room during the discussion, followed by Diogenes’ observation drone.  He triggered the hatch to open it and I stepped inside. 
 
    “Give me a display of all catalogued worlds with human-dominated social structure.”  The main hologram clicked on and a few million listings popped up.  “Okay, eliminate any world where we can’t buy a decent dinner, for whatever reason.  Much better.  Now, how many of those have something we consider a deal-breaker?  Widespread war, pestilence, or overabundant levels of surveillance?” 
 
    “Including worlds where personal identification is invasive?” 
 
    “Yes, please eliminate those, as well.  We don’t want to leave excessive footprints.” 
 
    We continued to prune the list, eliminating places based on other factors.  Finally, we had it down to manageable size. 
 
    “That’s what, two hundred?” 
 
    “Two hundred and nineteen.” 
 
    “How many of those have impressive museums?” 
 
    “I conjecture all of them, but not all of them have public data networks.  My information on those worlds is more limited due to gate restrictions.” 
 
    “Good point.  Eliminate worlds below that level of technological development.” 
 
    “Seventy-two remain.” 
 
    “Do any of them have a recognized ‘best museum in the world’?” 
 
    “Yes.  Serial number 1-2-8-3-6-2-9, no code name.  The International Union for the Preservation of Art is a unification of the Smithsonian, British Museum, and the Louvre Museum systems.  The primary building is in Bern, Switzerland, but artifacts and displays are regularly on tour through other museum locales.  The main building is open until midnight and currently has a show of dogon, masks, and statuettes of the Mali cultural grouping of Africa.  There is a five-star restaurant within two blocks which can book reservations online and offers priority seating for a fee.” 
 
    “How do you—oh, you opened a probe gate and connected to their internet via the wi-fi, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You are not as dumb as you look, Professor.” 
 
    “It would take work,” I admitted.  “By all means, book us for dinner and the museum.  Do we have identities and money and suchlike for 1-2-8-whatever?” 
 
    “No, but it is slightly after noon, local time.  It is legal to own and sell diamonds.  There are eight such places advertising a willingness to purchase gemstones in the city.  You should have no trouble exchanging our artificially-grown diamonds for local currency.” 
 
    “Have I ever told you how much of a lifesaver you are?” 
 
    “No, because you have a protein brain and cannot think that well.” 
 
    “Sometimes, I’m not sure when you’re kidding.” 
 
    “Neither am I.  It is an algorithm, Professor.  I do not have a sense of humor.” 
 
    “Oh, right.  Sorry.  I keep forgetting.” 
 
    “In similar vein, I have determined the appropriate response to be, ‘I take it as a compliment.’  Reservations made, tickets ready.  Claim both at their respective doors, Master and Mistress Tepes.” 
 
    “Seriously?  Tepes?” 
 
    “Yes, Vlad.” 
 
    “It’ll do,” I decided, and reported to Wardrobe for world-specific clothing.  Sadly, swords were out of style, but kilts were in fashion.  Not the short, skirt-like kilts, but the long, full-sized things.  I’m not sure how that happened in Switzerland, but there’s no accounting for local tastes.  I’m okay with a kilt, when necessary, but I insist on underwear for more than one reason.  For one, my underwear is generally bulletproof. 
 
    And it hit me.  A happy dinner out, some dancing, a museum tour, and a little alley-prowling to take a bite out of crime… we’ve done stuff like that.  We’ve done it so many times, it’s almost a stereotype.  It isn’t something new.  It doesn’t say, “I’m really putting effort into this because I care.”  It says, “Well, you were upset, so I did the minimum required to look good.”  It’s flowers after an argument.  It’s chocolate on Valentine’s Day.  It’s a pro forma apology and doesn’t come across as sincere. 
 
    I held my sword and tackle in hand and considered it.  No, dinner and dancing is something you do because you have to apologize and don’t want to put in the effort.  Anybody can think of that.  It doesn’t say you care; it says you acknowledge you were wrong and would like it to be over.  I need to break out of the humdrum, the usual.  Mary deserves something better than me.  I need to think like D'Artagnan.  Maybe Aramis.  Possibly Casanova.  Can I mix Captain Kirk and Captain Jack Harkness with a splash of Captain Morgan? 
 
    It’s so far outside my comfort zone I’m not sure I can see it from here.  On the other hand, if there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s thinking outside the box.  I did so, humming a little and paging through some of the world files.  I kept asking myself what Mary would like to do that still played well for me?  Something we can do together. 
 
    I addressed the hovering drone. 
 
    “I have a request,” I told him. 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “I’m going to need a new chariot and a pair of Blacks.  Do you have two?” 
 
    “I can have two ready for you in less than an hour.” 
 
    “This might work.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Bandhala, Date Uncertain and Probably Irrelevant 
 
      
 
    Bandhala isn’t too bad a place.  I don’t know about the world, but the city reminds me of Istanbul or Marrakesh.  The streets are a bit dusty, the buildings stone or baked-clay brick, and the people dressed in flowing, colorful stuff reminiscent of the jellaba and the kaftan.  I didn’t see many turbans, but there were lots of hats like round boxes with ribbons on the top.  The technology is on par with, oh, the late Roman period, as evidenced by the scaffolding and other equipment around the dome being built.  Maybe the best comparison is Baghdad, in the Golden Age of Arabia.  They did like their running water, though, and their hygiene.  Public fountains were all over the place, both as decoration and as public sources of water. 
 
    I still believe a good measure of a civilization can be had by examining the plumbing. 
 
    “Why, exactly, are we here?” Mary asked.  I thought she was quite fetching in her flowing robes.  The dark scarf across her face brought out her eyes.  Diogenes’ stealth drones did a reconnaissance of the place and he ran an intelligence analysis expert system to generate a report.  In it, he cautioned us about showing a woman’s lips in public.  Locally, they can wander around darn near naked if it suits them, but a woman’s lips are utterly, utterly taboo out of doors.  Indoors, no problem.  Every culture has its oddities, I guess. 
 
    “Because I’ve had a fantastic idea.  I think.  You can rate it when we get home.” 
 
    “You know, if you’re going to be clever, I’d feel more comfortable if you did it with something magical or technological.” 
 
    “Like a solar fusion gateway reactor?” I asked.  She shuddered. 
 
    “I stand corrected.  Let’s do this.  Maybe it’ll keep you out of trouble.” 
 
    I shouldered my backpack and we picked our way through the streets.  I already had a translation spell and a cooling spell going; I knew what I was getting into.  After some asking around and a few copper coins—blank ones; I didn’t have any of the local money, but the metal was the important thing—we found ourselves a hotel. 
 
    I call it a hotel.  Loosely translated, it was “Bajah’s House of Ten Thousand Pleasures.”  I spoke with the doorman, handed him a piece of silver, and got to speak with the proprietor.  We spoke for a while, then I clanked gold into his hand and we spoke more privately.  Kneeling among piles of cushions, around his business table, I explained what I wanted and added more gold as well as a small pouch of gemstones. 
 
    The rest of the day involved delicacies, incense, massage oils, swirling pools of water, beautiful people with feathered fans, musicians, dancers, singers, jugglers, acrobats, silks, cushions, iced treats, hot towels, cool cloths, and everything else the establishment could manage.  I may not be up to speed on party planning, but I know enough to hire professionals.  The people in the House know how to make a person feel warmly, even intimately welcome. 
 
    I noticed Mary smiled a lot.  Good start. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Mary asked, in English.  “What do I call you around here?” 
 
    “I’m used to ‘Halar.’  It saves confusion.” 
 
    “Check.  How did you find this place?” 
 
    “A few years ago, Diogenes opened a probe gate and detected transient magical flux—the magical field kept varying up and down.  I told him to send through some surveillance drones and he did a more extensive analysis of the region.” 
 
    “I mean, this place.  The establishment.” 
 
    “Oh.  I walked along and asked about the absolute best spa or resort in the city.  You were there.” 
 
    “You mean you didn’t know about this until we arrived?” 
 
    “Nope.  I was only hoping they had something fairly nice.  I wasn’t expecting anything this lavish.  Diogenes’ report and the video records led me to believe we would find something workable, though.” 
 
    “I’ll say!” 
 
    As the day waned, we moved to cool, underground soaking pools, then to warmer baths with scented soaps and assistants.  By the time they were done with us, it was nighttime, much cooler, and we were as well-groomed as it is possible to be without surgery. 
 
    I wore my black cloak, of course, as well as my armored underwear.  In between, I had a loose shirt, a wide sash, billowy trousers, and knee-high boots.  Mary had her semi-armored ninja coverall and a fluffy set of robes over it.  We both had our usual weapons. 
 
    “All right,” she began.  “I’m happy, hygienic, and dressed to kill.  You’re not dressed like that to go back, so you’ve got something else in mind.  Am I going to like it?” 
 
    “I sure hope so.  According to local legend, there’s a mountain with an enormous cave in it.  Inside the cave, protected by seventy-seven traps of unparalleled lethality and vicious cunning, there’s a statue of Brahmantia, a queen known for her ability predict the fate of men.  Their fate was always to die—being queen might have had something to do with it, but don’t go saying it near any of the locals.  The statue is also her tomb.  It is said the statue has a jeweled eye in the center of her forehead, a symbol of Brahmantia’s ability to see into the future.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “And I think I see where this is going.” 
 
    “Well, the designers of her tomb included guardians.  They sealed in a thousand soldiers to serve as her personal guard in the afterlife—living soldiers, at the time.  I presume they’re dead by now, but we’ll soon find out.” 
 
    “You found her tomb!” she shouted, clapping her hands. 
 
    “Diogenes did.  Want to steal the Eye of Brahmantia?  We’ll defeat the traps together, then I’ll distract the guards—assuming they’re in any shape to do any guarding—while you climb the statue, pry out the gem, and get back down again.” 
 
    “I like this plan!” 
 
    “So, let’s get outside the city and open a gate.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Transport.” 
 
    “How far is it?” 
 
    “I picked the closest city, but it’s still at least a hundred miles.  I’m not running the whole way.” 
 
    “Transport,” she repeated.  “Is this a gate for transporting us, or are you calling a cab from Apocalyptica?” 
 
    “I’d rather surprise you.” 
 
    “You’ve done all right so far.  Okay.  One more won’t kill me.  Will it?” 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    Outside the city, we selected a stretch of road and I called Diogenes.  I unwound an enchanted memory-metal wire and we did our usual wormhole-transfer thing. 
 
    What came through the gate was a big, fancy chariot, hauled by a pair of matched horses.  The gate closed immediately behind it, of course. 
 
    The chariot was anachronistic in many ways, mainly because I didn’t care.  Ball bearings, leaf springs, shock absorbers, pneumatic tires, alloy rims, carbon-fiber bodywork—all the things one would expect from a thoroughly modern chariot. 
 
    The horses were of the Black series of cyborg horses:  Big, black, heavy-chested, and unusually lacking in the typical horse mannerisms.  Their hooves were split hooves instead of solid, but concealed under the thick feathering around the fetlocks.  This hair also concealed a curved, slashing claw, folded up and back into the gap of the split hoof. 
 
    I don’t know where Mary and Diogenes found that particular bit of genome.  Possibly some sort of cat.  Possibly a velociraptor.  But the claws are cybernetically enhanced with more durable materials.  When these things kick something, it’s gruesome, messy, and reminds me of Jackson Pollock paintings.  Or Hieronymous Bosch.   
 
    I still detected a whiff of ozone, but at night I can smell a rose even after a pig eats it.  It was probably good enough. 
 
    Mary and I mounted the chariot.  I was pleased to note the horses shifted a bit, rather than standing perfectly still.  The fidget subroutine worked.  A quick flick of the reins and we were off, accelerating steadily down the bricked road.  I didn’t need light to see by and the Blacks have an eye modification for low-light conditions. 
 
    I miss Bronze.  I always will.  But out on an adventure, sixty miles an hour in a chariot is a worthwhile thing in and of itself. 
 
      
 
    I’m not a thrill-seeker by nature, but I do enjoy the occasional adventure.  At least, when I’m in good company. 
 
    We broke through the various seals on the tomb entrance.  We ignored minor things like impaling spikes.  More troublesome traps, like locking stone doors and pits filling with sand, usually involved bashing something to pieces.  Mary thought they were interesting, from the point of view of learning to defeat them.  I thought they were interesting from an engineering perspective. 
 
    No poison traps, though.  Maybe because poisons don’t usually last long?  Probably. 
 
    The legend was also incorrect about the number.  There were seven traps, not seventy-seven.  Darn minstrels, always making the stories bigger to wow the crowd. 
 
    The final door was a slab of stone.  I had to kick it twice before it fell inward, reminding me of the time in Zirafel when I chased Tobias to the Plaza at the End of the World.  The slab felt flat with a deep, gritty thud, but didn’t break.  We regarded the chamber. 
 
    The door entered at ground level.  Before us was a flat, stone floor in a huge, domed cavern.  An enormous pedestal stood in the center, itself perhaps a hundred feet across, bearing a giant statue of the queen, seated—or, rather, enthroned.  The statue was beautifully carved and adorned with inlaid gold and sparkly bits.  The pedestal was ringed about by a twenty-foot gap of some undetermined depth. 
 
    The thousand soldiers?  Yeah, zombies.  Armed and armored and all shuffling toward the sound of the broken-down door.  I wondered if zombies hunted by sound or smell or sight.  Can they see in total darkness?  Or is it some other kind of sensory mechanism? 
 
    Mary went up the wall in the hope armored zombies don’t climb well.  Plus, she could cling like a spider and work her way around, sideways, to find a practical way across to the statue.  It’s a neat trick, climbing like that.  It involves her psychic tendril, vampire claws, innate talent, and training in free-climbing.  I can do it, at least to a degree.  My problems are I weigh significantly more and lack her skill, so I generally cheat—I use spells. 
 
    The higher levels of the cavern were too far off vertical for even Mary to cling to barehanded, so going up and over and dropping down wasn’t going to work.  Still, if I could distract the zombie army, she could do her job.  Maybe going down one side of the pedestal’s moat and up the other would be feasible. 
 
    I drew my Sword of Cut Everything and amped myself up to the speed of dark. 
 
    Mary’s the subtle one.  It goes with being a professional thief.  I’m as subtle as a kick in the teeth.  What I do have going for me in a fight is blinding speed, overwhelming strength, magical weaponry, and one hell of a lot of training. 
 
    Zombie parts went everywhere. 
 
    The real trick was to keep moving.  There were tons of them and they had no qualms about getting in each other’s way.  They were a mob, which is typical for zombies.  Staying in motion meant they couldn’t wash over me like the tide.  There were some difficult moments, of course, but I developed a technique.  They eventually started crowding me, forming a thick mass I sliced into zombie bits.  I stayed near the wall, though, so when the press grew too dense, I could leap up from the pile of body parts, kick off the wall to sail over them, and start running through the thinner areas, killing more of them in passing as I headed for a new spot next to a wall.  By and large, it was a game of lethal tackle-tag where the enemy obeyed pretty much the reverse of Charles’ Law of gases. 
 
    I didn’t get to watch Mary climb the statue or remove the forehead gem.  I didn’t get to watch her duel with the undead queen.  I didn’t realize Brahmantia would be so upset about the theft.  I’m sorry I missed the fight.  All I heard was Mary swearing, angry sibilants in a language I don’t speak, and the shriek of the dead queen’s defeat. 
 
    Not long after, Mary whistled piercingly, a high-pitched, almost ultrasonic thing that bounced around the cavern surprisingly well.  I played hopscotch along armored zombie heads on my way to the door.  We didn’t have a way to close the door—oops.  My fault, there—but Mary had already gathered a pile of zombie parts to partly block the door.  I leaped over the pile in the doorway, killed another dozen or so of the pursuing corpses to add to it, and stepped back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Mary demanded.  “We’ve got the Eye!  Let’s go!” 
 
    “It would be irresponsible to let the zombies out,” I replied.  She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, if you insist.  I suppose you’re right,” she added, drawing knives.  “We can’t let the undead horde go rampaging over the world, looking for us.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed, slicing the first of the zombies soldiers as it finished climbing over the pile of predecessors.  A thousand zombies is a lot.  Mary and I backed up another step, allowing the undead minions to squeeze through the choke point before dismembering them.  Several hundred were still animate and coming after us.  Now, though, with a choke point and an ally, we tore them apart as fast as they could come at us. 
 
    Mindless zombies are easily manageable.  It’s the smarter ones you have to watch out for. 
 
    Once we finished off the last one, Mary and I held still, not even breathing, to listen for any sounds of movement.  The place was silent as a tomb.  A good night’s work, I thought. 
 
    Outside, I handed Mary into the chariot and I unwound the wire gateway.  Mary stopped me long enough to grab me by the ears and kiss me soundly.  She then drew the Eye of Brahmantia from her hip pouch and presented it to me. 
 
    It was a disk-shaped, colorless gem, faceted all around the edge, framing a central, many-sided center.  The center was almost perfectly flat and clear.  I didn’t see any enchantment in the material, whatever it was.  I held it up to the moonlight and regarded it.  It shed a few flakes of pale rainbow, much like glass or diamond. 
 
    “Keep it,” Mary told me.  “You earned it.”  
 
    Nothing like robbing a tomb for a romantic night out, I guess.  I set up the gateway and we drove through into Apocalyptica. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Friday, September 11th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Mary was still smiling when she skipped off to work today.  I wondered what she had to do, so I asked Diogenes for a rundown of anything he knew about. 
 
    The woman isn’t an international jewel thief.  She’s a power-suited CEO disguised as an international jewel thief.  Or maybe I have it backward.  Either way, she’s utterly crushing the role of business executive.  I don’t pay much attention to her trade deals between worlds, much less the financial details inside any of them.  Diogenes and Mary tell me when I need to be the male figurehead at a meeting or sign something in person. 
 
    In most cases, they manage pretty well without me.  Diogenes handles most of the stuff already set up—phone calls, emails, letters, all the things not requiring a face.  Mary is the face.   She talks to buyers and to suppliers.  She negotiates deals.  She reviews contracts before handing them to lawyers.  She hires lawyers and law firms and accountants and whatever.  The whole structure of supply from other worlds, flowing in to assist Diogenes in his restructuring and recycling of this one, would come apart without her. 
 
    Oh, some of the arrangements would hold.  Some of the more technological worlds don’t need a face.  Diogenes can handle everything through the cyber-inter-compu-info-whatevernet, now that she’s set it all up.  Some of the other operations will run without supervision, like the drop box for the Castiglione family—barring interference, of course.  Still, the majority of it works only because she keeps it working. 
 
    The things you learn by asking.  I would never have guessed the fun-loving, adventure-seeking woman I know also possesses a keen business sense.  I wonder if she gets bored being an international jewel thief.  I wonder if she gets bored being a high-powered business tycoon.  Maybe she enjoys both.  She seems to.  Could be the business side of things is just another form of theft, to her.  More properly, it’s another sort of outmaneuvering people.  She does enjoy a challenge. 
 
    Diogenes interrupted my musings with an update. 
 
    “By the way, Professor.  The Moon is no longer calling.” 
 
    “Oh?  They’ve stopped transmitting entirely?” 
 
    “Signals have not been directed at Earth in a statistically-significant length of time.  They continue to talk between various points in orbit.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Maybe we can get away with continuing to ignore each other.” 
 
    “We have for eleven years,” Diogenes pointed out. 
 
    “Okay.  Let me know if anything changes.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.  Shall we experiment with the effects of force field generators and magical wormholes?  The silo nine setup is waiting.” 
 
    “Refresh my memory on the force fields we have available.” 
 
    “They are what you call ‘lab units,’ Professor.  A typical field generator masses two tons and produces a field nearly a meter in diameter before it attenuates.  The smaller the field, the more powerful it is, however.” 
 
    “Still no force-field belts?” 
 
    “Still no force-field belts.” 
 
    “Too bad.  We’ll hold off on experimenting with field effects and wormholes for a while longer, I think.” 
 
    “As you wish, Professor.  Do you wish to enchant a new solar power gate and your figurines?” 
 
    “Those are a priority.  Yes.  I’ll head over to the enchanting room.” 
 
    The gateway was simple enough.  Diogenes milled the ring out of a special magnetic compound instead of iridium.  It would need more power to maintain the gate, but if this worked, power wouldn’t be a problem.  He also gave me the mounting bracket for the gate.  I enchanted it with the best heat-exchange spell I knew how to make.  There’s a practical limit on how much energy a given surface area inside the Sun can absorb.  My hope was to keep sucking thermal energy out of the structure of the gate fast enough to keep it from melting.  The magnetic structure of the gate was key to that.  By placing specialized magnetic fields around the gate at this end, it should re-radiate the magnetic fields there, since it would exist in both locations.  In theory, this would prevent nuclear plasma from touching it, limiting the heat absorption to radiated energy, rather that direct conduction. 
 
    As a side effect, drawing heat out of the gate would increase the efficiency of the system.  By pumping all the heat away from the gate… well, it had to go somewhere, and the whole point of a fusion reactor is to supply massive amounts of heat. 
 
    On the down side, it also required an electromagical transformer of its own, as well as some pretty heavy power crystals for the initial firing of the test reactor.  I’m not sure it’s as practical as we hoped, compared to simply building the darn fusion ignition and fuel systems.  On the other hand, we didn’t need to maintain a fusion reaction.  We only needed to contain the plasma stream from the gate.  You win some, you lose some. 
 
    I’m also cheating a little.  Diogenes’ original coordinates were for the interior of the Sun, where it’s several million degrees.  However, if we aim for the edge of the Sun—the equivalent of the crust of Earth—the plasma is only a few thousand degrees.  This is an important change because, once we got the idea the gate would physically be there, other considerations reared their ugly heads.  The radiation, for one thing.  Bombarding the materials of the gate with even a fraction of the radiation present—to say nothing of the pressure—is bad for the gate structure. 
 
    The plasma stream we get from the solar surface will be much cooler, but we’re talking about “cool” in terms of a sun.  I’m guessing the plasma stream we get will be adequate.  If we have to, we can gradually change the destination coordinates and move the gate locus deeper into the Sun. 
 
    We’ll see if it works. 
 
    “Diogenes?” I asked, handing over the ring and bracket. 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “This reminds me.  The Von Neumann solar panels appear to have tripped their population limit and started dumping some of their magical production onto the planet.  I already said you could disconnect the electromagical transformer from that, didn’t I?” 
 
    “No, Professor.” 
 
    “Okay, you can do that, now.  Also, thinking ahead, I’m concerned about potential climate change.  Where can we put the solar conversion panels with minimal impact on the planet’s temperature?  The polar regions?” 
 
    “As I understand it, you have the array tied to the planet around the equator, rotating with the Earth.  Is it necessary to have the ring of panels locked to the rotation of the planet?” 
 
    “Ah.  Hmm.”  I thought about it for a minute.  “I guess not.  I was thinking of it as an orbiting space station, sort of, composed of solar panels.  It’s easier to let it tie into the ground, though.  It still has to be anchored to the planet, somehow, both to feed power to it and for ground-to-orbit maintenance spells.  I’d hate to have to reach up there without a pre-built linkage.  It also needs the linkage to stay with the planet—I think.  It’s an energy-based construct and I’m not sure it won’t gradually drift off into space as Earth continues its celestial movements independent of the array.” 
 
    “Then yes, I suggest reshaping and relocating the array around the polar regions.  A study of hypothetical geometries indicates a line of panels extending vertically along the field lines of the magnetic poles seems most practical.” 
 
    “An excellent idea!  I wish I’d thought of it.  I’ll get on it… later.  Probably some night when I’m feeling up to it.  Doing it during the day isn’t going to happen.” 
 
    “Understood.  Shall I bring in the figurines?” 
 
    “Yes, definitely.  What day is it in Karvalen?” 
 
    “December eleventh.  You have fourteen days to complete the birthday present.” 
 
    “Unless we get a timeslip.  I’ll start now.”  I switched out wands from my toolkit and started connecting them to orichalcum cables.  A robot rolled in with a box—a chessboard and accompanying figurine pieces.  I accepted the box, laid out the board, and started with it. 
 
    I’m going to teach my great-granddaughter to play chess.  That’s for me. 
 
    It’s also a toy she can use to practice her power-channeling skills.  That’s for her. 
 
    The board itself will act as a power input device.  She can, if she’s careful, put only vital energy into it.  The board is a high-temperature superalloy, so if she doesn’t get it exactly right, hopefully she won’t melt it.  The point is to let her practice, not make her feel bad for goofing it up. 
 
    The pieces are also carved out of alloys with high melting points, one much darker than the other.  They’ll be enchanted to absorb vital energy from the board.  Suitably charged up, the enchantments will make them animated little figures, moving around the board on command, but only in legal moves.  When one piece takes another, the others will get out of the way and the two pieces will “fight” each other until the attacking piece “kills” the other.  Then the dead piece will be carried off by his side before the rest resume their places. 
 
    To avoid any sad eyes from Tymara, the “dead” pieces will then stand up at the edges of the board and watch the game, cheering when their side takes a piece, booing when the other side does, and so on.  It’s a game, after all. 
 
    I already made an enchanted hairband for her so she could play with other children without risk of accidentally incinerating them.  This year, it’s a toy, not a safety device.  I hope I’m not jumping the gun on teaching her chess, though.  She’s turning seven.  Is that too early?  I learned to play chess when I was seven. 
 
    Maybe next year I’ll teach her to ride a bicycle.   
 
    I wonder if Tianna would let me take her on a trip to Apocalyptica?  Tymara might like to see a movie or ride in an airplane.  If she can keep her hair under control, she might even enjoy a roller-coaster. 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, with the pieces moving on their own and playing without supervision, I was happy with it.  I thought to add a basic tutoring function, as well.  A selected piece would not only refuse illegal moves, but the board would make legal squares change color, highlighting the possible moves.  Any piece the selected figure could capture would take a defensive stance.  Allied pieces occupying squares would fold arms and shake heads, refusing to budge. 
 
    With that done, I unhooked wands and put everything away while Diogenes boxed up the chess set.  Then I went to find Mary.  I checked our rooms first, then the kitchen, then did what I should have done in the first place. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Mary is in Flintridge.” 
 
    I didn’t ask how he knew what I was going to ask.  He watches me all the time, like an omnipresent butler, always trying to anticipate my wants and needs. 
 
    Hmm.  I should check on The Manor, too.  And check in with T’yl… no, T’yl will send word when he has elves for me the clone.  So, The Manor or Mary? 
 
    Given our recent talk, I decided on Mary. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Monday, September 15th, 1969 
 
      
 
    I arrived late in the afternoon.  She wasn’t in the warehouse, so I got out the Diogephone—with free multiversal roaming!—and called her.  She didn’t answer.  Well, if she’s in a business meeting or sneaking around someone’s house, she doesn’t take calls. 
 
    Rather than go back immediately, I checked the time.  Sunset in about an hour… no, now was not the time to fire up the Toronado and go for a leisurely drive.  Our quarters in Long Beach are technically part of Los Angeles, and getting stuck in traffic is not something I want to do around sunset. 
 
    I muttered something about her wanting more time and then not being around, then settled in to wait. 
 
      
 
    Sunset came and went without Mary.  This concerned me greatly.  While I cleaned up from the sunset transformation, I wondered where she was and how she was dealing with it.  Hotel?  Abandoned house?  A house full of recently-deceased people?  Or was she hiding in her trunk?  Her Toronado—both of our cars—are specially modified for that, but it’s inconvenient and I knew she didn’t like it. 
 
    I tried her Diogephone again, but there was still no answer.  You’d think if she was in her trunk or something, she could at least answer the phone. 
 
    I muttered and grumbled some more as I set up an active location spell.  Since this was a low-magic universe, we didn’t routinely wear the full cloaking array.  In Rethven, or Karvalen, she and I are wrapped in enough anti-detection magic to keep off all sorts of magical radar.  Here, though… 
 
    The first pulse didn’t return a result anywhere within a hundred miles.  Annoyed, I gathered up energies for considerably longer, drawing on the floor with chalk, chanting, and waving my hands around as I guided energies into the spell.  The second pulse was considerably more powerful and finally got a hit. 
 
    I spread a map on the floor, put a compass on it, and drew a line.  Bearing and distance said she was in Nevada, not California, somewhere near Las Vegas.  I had mixed feelings about this.  She did mention something about a new drop box in Las Vegas, but she also wasn’t answering her phone. 
 
    I considered my Toronado.  I could open a gate to Vegas and steal a car to get around in.  If I simply drove, how fast could I get to Las Vegas from here? 
 
      
 
    Answer: if you’re willing to spend enough effort on the spell to absorb radar, you can floor it along most of the I-15 and do it in about two and a half hours.  It helps if you don’t use headlights.  The cop napping behind the billboard may wake up as you go by, but he still doesn’t see anything. 
 
    I filled up at a gas station in Paradise, just south of Las Vegas.  I also borrowed the restroom to cast another locating spell.  Someone is going to wonder about the graffiti on the bathroom wall. 
 
    It took almost four hours to track her down, counting the drive.  I wish I’d had enough power to make gate use more convenient. 
 
    The location was out in the desert, at an intersection of two dirt roads.  There was nothing to hide in or hide behind.  It was flat, dusty as a disused hell, and a rolling tumbleweed would have added excitement to the scenery.  I didn’t see Mary, her car, or anything else. 
 
    On the other hand, someone recently dug a hole in the middle of the intersection and filled it back in.  Standing over it, my locator said she was straight down.  So I started scooping dirt away with my hands.  I resolved to carry a shovel in the trunk for the future.  Digging with hands is remarkably efficient for small holes.  Scooping and flinging goes much faster than shoveling.  However, once you start getting some real depth, the shovel becomes more practical for tossing dirt up and out. 
 
    Half an hour later, I was five or six feet below the level of the road and finally ran into Mary.  Another few minutes of excavation and I had her out.  She was filthy, but mostly intact.  Her eyes were open and dirty and her lips were sewn shut.  Someone filled her mouth with salt before burying her at a crossroads. 
 
    Someone—presumably the same someone—also rammed a wooden stake through her dress, ribcage, and heart, apparently from behind.  It wasn’t a makeshift stake, either, but a deliberately sharpened piece of wood.  It had small holes drilled through both ends, too, and a length of electrical wire strung between them, tight against her left side to keep the stake from accidentally slipping out. 
 
    This is one reason I always wear the ballistic-fiber underwear.  I resolved to say nothing even resembling “I told you so.”  She was not going to be in a good mood. 
 
    I cast a cleaning spell on her and on myself.  Then I snapped the wire and pulled out the stake.  She immediately ripped out the stitching in her lips and spat salt for a while.  Her fingernails were longer than I remembered; I’m not sure she could retract them at that moment.  She hacked and snarled and spat.  I stepped back and let her work it out.  If she wanted a hug, she would let me know.  Now did not seem a good time. 
 
    When she stopped making inhuman noises, I looked inquiringly at her.  I didn’t think it wise to press her for details until she was ready. 
 
    “Take me out for a drink,” she stated, and moved to sit in the car like a barely-contained thunderstorm. 
 
    So I drove us into Las Vegas. 
 
    “Is there anywhere in particular?” I asked, cautiously. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We could go back to Apocalyptica—” I began. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Even I could tell it was a bad time to press for details.  The rest of the ride was silent. 
 
    Las Vegas in 1969 isn’t the neon Babylon I recall.  It’s still got neon and lights and places for tourists, but the lights haven’t yet covered every surface like a luminescent fungus.  The city hasn’t turned into… what’s the phrase?  Den of iniquity?  Yes, I think that’s it.  It’s still a party town, but a less obvious one.  Another ten, twenty years and things available in the back room of every hotel will be sold at the front desk and added to the room charge.  Right now, it was surprisingly… calm.  And not flashing several million watts of light at me.  I liked it. 
 
    I parked by a telephone booth and riffled through for the all-night butcher shops.  If this Las Vegas was average, there would be a few that didn’t blink at a request for blood.  I made some calls, got a few answers of “You want what?”, and finally found one willing to sell blood by the gallon. 
 
    We drove over while Mary continued to seethe.  I intended to go in and buy her a couple of gallons, but she got out of the car with me and stuck close by my side.  I wasn’t sure if she was hungry, worried about me, or if she was afraid to be alone.  Maybe all at once. 
 
    We bought four gallons, one for each hand, and returned to the car.  I drove around the city, she drank, and anything she spilled crawled over to me. 
 
    Suitably refreshed, she suddenly clapped a hand on one thigh and made sound like a hostile cat. 
 
    “They took my knives!” 
 
    “Could you be a little more specific?” 
 
    “The Castigliones!  I met with Salvatore to play the part of the good secretary type, confirming arrangements, making appointments, all that sort of thing.  He was upset at what he called the ‘mick problem’—your Irish connection—and wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    “I’d have talked to him, if you wanted.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how was I going to call you?  They don’t even have cell phones here, so I wasn’t going to demonstrate my communications bracelet—which they’ve also taken!”  Her comments turned unladylike. 
 
    “Hmm.  Note for the future, we need to set something up so we can call from local landlines.” 
 
    “It’s fine in high-tech places.  Diogenes can establish a data connection through a micro-gate to most of them.  Any pre-Internet world is a problem.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.  The folks around here would be familiar with the Dick Tracy Two-Way Wrist Radio, maybe even the Two-Way Wrist TV.  Still, we do need some sort of phone connection for Diogenes.” 
 
    “Could you not distract me while I’m ranting!?” 
 
    “I apologize.  I abase myself.  Continue.” 
 
    “Salvatore and a goon squad of bodyguards insist on me calling you.  He was deeply upset about the Irish guys and willing to do something painful about it.  His bodyguards, by the way, aren’t for show.  They’re tough and well-trained.  I found out the hard way. 
 
    “While I was trying to explain I couldn’t simply phone you, they jumped me.  Lucky for them it was daytime and I was still thinking in terms of business deals.  If I’d had more warning than a bunch of guys moving to grab me, it would’ve ended very differently.  As it is, one is dead, two have broken bones, and none of them are uninjured. 
 
    “Salvatore and his least-damaged goons tied me up in the basement and started working me over to get information while more of Salvatore’s men arrived.  That wasn’t fun, but then the sun started to go down. 
 
    “I don’t know much about what the local vampires are like, and neither does Salvatore.  He didn’t know what was going on, at first, but he figured it out—I’m betting it’s his Italian upbringing.  You would be surprised at how many rosaries you can dig up in an Italian household.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I was.  Very quickly, he stopped thinking of me as a source of information about his competitors—how he found out about the deal with the Irish mob is still not clear to me—and started thinking of me as an undead monster to be destroyed.  With everyone holding crosses and surrounding me, it hurt and weakened me enough I couldn’t even break my ropes.” 
 
    “Note for the future,” I agreed. 
 
    “After that, it was wooden stake, a box of salt, the works.” 
 
    “I saw.  He thought that would kill you?” 
 
    “I presume so.  Maybe it kills the local vampires.  I’m surprised the stake through the heart didn’t eventually kill me.  It kills Thessalonki and the other tribes if nobody takes it out.  All it did was paralyze me, but maybe it takes hours instead of minutes.” 
 
    “You’re not exactly a Thessaloniki anymore,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True.  But a chunk of wood through the heart doesn’t paralyze you.  All it does is stop your regeneration.” 
 
    “Don’t ask me why,” I pleaded.  “We’re guessing you’re not dead because you’re a hybrid, not a pure Thessaloniki?” 
 
    “Yes, but come sunrise, the stake was going to kill my mortal self.” 
 
    “Also true.  I’m glad I worried about you.” 
 
    “So am I!  Now we have to find Salvatore and feed him his toes.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “You disagree?  After what I’ve been through tonight?  If you kiss me, you’ll still taste salt!” 
 
    “No, no.  Not at all.  But maybe we can plan this a little better.  I mean, going straight in and killing everything on the way, that’s fine, but I want some time to prepare spells.  Maybe even send for Firebrand.  Or we could, I don’t know, ruin him financially.  If we can make his—what did he call it?  His ‘mick problem’ get exponentially worse, it’ll be a slow torture as everything he’s built collapses around him.  Then we go visit, you tell him you’re responsible, and skin him like peeling a banana.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she replied.  Mary settled back in the seat and thought about it.  “I like the idea of peeling him.  Do we have fifty gallons of vinegar?” 
 
    “I’m sure we can source some.  However,” I went on, “before we do anything, I think we should find out all we can about the local vampires.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If Salvatore immediately recognized you for what you are—and was immediately hostile—there might be a shadow war going on between the vamps and the local mafia.  It would be good to know beforehand.  Who’s involved?  And what do the Italians use against the vampires?  After all, staking through the heart, burying at the crossroads, filling the mouth with salt and sewing it shut—that’s pretty damn specific.  I would tend to think they know what they’re doing.  Or,” I added, as the thought struck me, “Salvatore might not know anything about real vampires.  He could be going off local folklore and getting confused about his supernatural entity protocols.” 
 
    “You’re depressingly rational,” Mary noted.  “I’m pretty sure he wasn’t certain about what to do.  I was paralyzed, not comatose.”  She paused for a moment.  “If you’re ever buried with your eyes open, you’ll understand why I’m upset.” 
 
    “I imagine.  You think he didn’t know what to do?” 
 
    “I heard them arguing in Italian about what should be done.  One of his guys wanted to shoot me in the heart with a silver bullet.  Another one wanted to hang a wreath of garlic around my neck.  One suggested drowning me in holy water—impractical, given they didn’t have a priest on call.  So they settled for a combination of things.  The stake, the salt, the burying at the crossroads.  I’m lucky they didn’t behead me.” 
 
    “So are they,” I replied, darkly.  Mary took my hand and squeezed it.  “Why didn’t they burn you?” 
 
    “They considered it, but burning a corpse involves planning if you want to do it right and don’t want to be interrupted.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Take me home.  I want new knives and my ninja suit.” 
 
    “Fair enough.”  I swung left and headed for the highway.  “Promise me you won’t start anything without me?” 
 
    “Really?  You want to come along?” 
 
    “You’re going to start stuff.  I’ll come out of my hole.  For you.” 
 
    “That’s the second-sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me.” 
 
    “Really?  What was the first?” 
 
    “‘Louder, my dirty girl.’” 
 
    I didn’t roll my eyes.  I was driving. 
 
    The trip back took longer.  I didn’t have my foot on the floor nearly so often, since it’s impolite to disturb napping policemen twice in one night.  They get cranky when they come roaring out from behind their billboard blinds only to find whatever it was is gone.  Nevertheless, we reached the warehouse and took a few turns around it before going inside.  As Mary put it, if someone stakes you through the heart and buries you at the crossroads, he might also put a bomb in your bathroom.  It didn’t exactly roll off the tongue, but I couldn’t fault her thinking. 
 
    Nothing untoward happened.  We circled around from the loading dock to the garage door on the opposite side.  I got out and raised it, sliding it up in its grooves, and Mary parked.  There were a number of crates stacked in the warehouse area, delivered that day but not yet shifted across to Apocalyptica.  After we locked the place up, I notified Diogenes and he triggered the cargo-room shift.  Everything vanished.  A few minutes later, once the robots in Apocalyptica cleared the cargo from the receiving point, Diogenes shifted the car back. 
 
    Mary and I took the smaller shift-booth to Apocalyptica.  Most of the cargo shifters go to Denver; the booths go to the residential complex.  Mary immediately went to Wardrobe and started changing. 
 
    “Anything I can do?” I wanted to know. 
 
    “Not right now.  I’m going to find out more about Salvatore and his involvement with vampires.” 
 
    “Okay.  What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “I love you, but go away.” 
 
    “Ah.  I’ll be in the Manor, so I should be easy to find.” 
 
    “That’s perfect.  Thank you.” 
 
    I slipped quietly away.  Mary makes me nervous when she gets that grumpy look on her face. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Wednesday, October 11th, 1939 
 
      
 
    I arrived yesterday in my shift-booth, grabbed my stuff, and drove down to Liverpool.  Things to do, places to be, all that sort of thing.  It takes about four hours to drive there in a car, which was one of the things I needed to know. 
 
    Once I reached Liverpool, I spent way too much time there.  I had to sort out Diogenes’ requirements for a shift-building.  It’s not usually so much of a problem, but getting a building all to myself, then turning loose a couple of drones to analyze the space so he could duplicate it precisely—it’s not absolutely required, but the closer the match, the more efficient the transfer is—then plugging in my prepared enchantment modules, as well as wiring it all into the space-frame of the transport spell—without, let me add, using an electromagical transformer, since I didn’t think to bring one… 
 
    It’s an involved process, that’s all I’ve got to say about it.  And it’s not done, because I have to do the magical work on the other end, as well, and tie that portion into a physical switch so Diogenes can activate it.  We’re getting there.  Progress is being made. 
 
    On the way back, I detoured through Maryport to find myself a small apartment—excuse me, a flat.  It’s much closer to Applewood Hall, only about forty-five minutes away, the way I drive.  Hopefully, I can use it as my secondary retreat.  It’ll be my transport spot when I have to be gone longer than is plausible to be cooped up in my own little area of the house.  Again, it’s not quite done.  I have the closet on this side sorted out, but the closet on the Apocalyptica side has yet to be enchanted. 
 
    By then it was nighttime, so I made a midnight tour of Maryport and looked for trouble.  I must admit, England seems to have a better class of mugger than I’m used to.  I wasn’t threatened, as such.  I merely had a knife pressed against my back while he patted my pockets.  He didn’t say anything, which wasn’t too polite, but I suppose conversational skills don’t count for much during a robbery-by-violence. 
 
    Diogenes’ clone tanks keep my body fed.  Devouring someone’s soul is very different and refreshing in other ways.  I even left the body mostly intact. 
 
    Back at my… my flat, I called Diogenes.  Mary checked in, leaving a message to reassure me, but wasn’t done looking into matters.  Fair enough.  I wrote up some telegrams and letters for the next day.  Mostly, they were instructions to bankers and solicitors about money, authority over money, payments, supplies, and other mundane stuff. 
 
    Shortly after dawn, I hopped into the Vauxhall, sent out my correspondence, and drove to Applewood to check on their progress. 
 
    The new building was going up rapidly.  I was pleased.  Between the big-top tents and the house, we almost had enough room for workmen, teachers, and staff. 
 
    Foremost, though, were the kids.  Kids everywhere.  Kids in the main building, kids playing cricket on the lawn, kids in the carriage-house, kids in the stable, kids in the kitchen, kids in the library… it’s like I’m running a boarding school or something.  They’re being taught, yes, and I’m pleased about that, but they’re also working.  Some are learning to groom horses—a popular job—while others are helping with construction.  Some of the older girls are in the kitchen with Mrs. Gillespie, stirring, baking, frying, and boiling things. 
 
    Madeline, I noted, was not one of the kitchen volunteers.  She kept busy by sitting quietly and drawing.  I suppose her recent experiences in housework might have put her off.  She wasn’t alone in artistic pursuits, either.  Half a dozen other kids of various ages were sketching everything. 
 
    It’s total chaos, but it’s surprisingly cheerful, well-managed chaos. 
 
    As I drove up and circled under the portico, I saw flowerbeds along the sides of the house.  Mr. Gillespie was out planting gillyflowers and supervising two young helpers.  Trixie was nowhere to be seen, but no doubt she was pleased. 
 
    There’s a fountain in the center of the circle drive.  If I put a magical transformer in the thing, would it attract fairies?  It’s either stone or some sort of concrete, and the pipes are bronze or copper.  It should be fairy-friendly.  Then again, the upper bowls already attract birds like a birdbath.  Would the fairies and the birds get along, or would they fight over water rights? 
 
    Before I could continue around to the carriage-house, I was intercepted by a young man of… fourteen, maybe?  Too young to sign up for the Army, anyway.  He wasn’t in a uniform, but he was clean and neat.  When I stopped to ask him what he wanted, he opened the car door and stood aside, holding it for me.  He kept glancing toward the house’s front door and Graves, the eldest of the three butlers.  Graves nodded slightly at him. 
 
    I took it in stride, hoping the kid could drive.  He puttered away in the car without stalling the engine or over-revving it, so I assume he knew what he was doing. 
 
    As I tromped up the steps, Graves formally greeted me while another young man opened the door.  Graves wore what I think of as the typical butler uniform:  Black coat, white shirt, white gloves, grey vest and pants.  His shoes were remarkably shiny.  His manner and bearing reminded me of John Gielgud.  He offered to take my coat—I’m not sure if he meant he would do so personally or if the young man would do it, but I’m fuzzy on servant protocol—and asked if I required anything after my journey. 
 
    “No, thank you.  How are things here?” 
 
    “Sir, on my own authority and subject to Sir’s dismissal, I have hired a number of necessary servants of various sorts.  At Sir’s convenience, they will report for examination.” 
 
    “Servants?  Such as?” 
 
    “Two footmen, a groom, a cook, a nurse, three housemaids, a sewing maid, three laundry maids, two scullery maids, and another two maids-of-all-work.” 
 
    “Do we need—no, wrong question.  Will we need more?” 
 
    “I believe not, Sir, if the number of workmen on the premises remains constant.  However, I am uncertain as to Sir’s preference regarding his personal servants.  Will Sir require a valet or batman?” 
 
    “No, but I will require a change in the mode of address.  Stop speaking in third person.  I’m right here and you’re addressing me.” 
 
    “Certainly, Sir, if that is your preference.” 
 
    “It very much is.” 
 
    “Very good, Sir.”  He didn’t seem upset or annoyed by my correction.  He simply noted it as a preference and adopted it.  Diogenes couldn’t have done it more smoothly. 
 
    “Where are the other two butlers?” 
 
    “Cleeve and Jarvis are supervising others, Sir.” 
 
    “Okay.  Anything else to report?” 
 
    “During your absence, there have been two accidents requiring medical attention among the children.  Neither is serious and the physician in Keswick, a Doctor Bradfield, has seen to them.  Also, Cleeve wishes to speak with you at your earliest convenience.” 
 
    “Any idea what he wants?” 
 
    “I couldn’t say, Sir.” 
 
    “Ah, but did he say?” 
 
    “It might be best to hear it from him, Sir.” 
 
    “One of those sorts of things, is it?  All right.  Consider it convenient.  I’ll be in my study.” 
 
    “Very good, Sir,” Graves replied, with a hint of a bow.  I went to my chambers, unlocked the door, made sure nothing incriminating or weird was visible, and locked the other doors.  With the room prepared, I settled in to wait for a sudden death round of the butler battle.  It sounded to me as though Cleeve and Graves had a serious disagreement.  It could prove disastrous for someone. 
 
    Cleeve knocked perfunctorily and entered.  He was in the same outfit as Graves, but his shoes told me he was a busy man. 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    “Cleeve.  How go things?” 
 
    “Sir, with respect, I feel I must inform you of an atrocious level of decorum.” 
 
    “Oh?”  I steepled my fingers on the edge of my desk.  “In what way?” 
 
    “While these urchins overrun the house, it is impossible to maintain proper standards.  An orphanage on the property is an act of civic-minded charity, of course, but to allow them to roam the halls at whim is highly disruptive to the organization of the staff.” 
 
    “I see.  Have you spoken to Professor Blake, the acting Headmaster?” 
 
    “I have.  In his opinion, the house would benefit from considerably more structure, as well.” 
 
    “I see.  Please be so good as to fetch him.” 
 
    “Excellent, Sir.” 
 
    Cleeve walked away quickly, reminding me of a cat in a hurry but refusing to run, his legs swishing back and forth at a frantic pace.  I wondered if they were taught not to run in butler school, if there is a school for butlering.  Cleeve returned quickly with Blake.  We all sat down and discussed. 
 
    As it turned out, Professor Blake did like the idea of more structure in the children’s daily lives.  He also bowed to the inevitable.  With the gradual addition of more children over time—Weatheral kept bringing them up, usually in sibling groups—there simply weren’t enough teachers to keep them occupied all day.  As a result, they were permitted more free time.  Even so, during that “free time,” they might as well be useful and maybe learn something practical. 
 
    “I would dearly love to have more teaching staff and classrooms,” he concluded, “but I also recognize there’s a war on.” 
 
    “I’m not sure where we would put them,” I admitted.  “We need more space, first, and that means waiting on the construction.” 
 
    “I’m still amazed you’re adding on to the estate simply to house refugees.” 
 
    “You disapprove?” 
 
    “Oh, I approve!  I simply did not think anyone would go to such lengths.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised.  So, Cleeve.  What do you suggest for curbing this intolerable chaos you and Blake have noticed?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it’s intolerable, Sir,” Cleeve hedged. 
 
    “You were quick enough to tell me Blake’s opinion.” 
 
    “Obviously, I was mistaken.” 
 
    “Obviously.  Still, what measures would you take to curb the impetuous urchin horde?” 
 
    “It’s not my place to say, Sir.” 
 
    “No.  No, it isn’t.”  I turned to the headmaster.  “Thank you for your input, Professor Blake.  Would you excuse us, please?” 
 
    “Of course.”  He rose from his chair and left, closing the door behind himself.  I focused on Cleeve. 
 
    “Cleeve, what, exactly, have you been doing while I’ve been out?”  He sat up straighter. 
 
    “Attempting to maintain order and discipline within the household, Sir.” 
 
    “Good.  And, in conjunction with this ideal, how have you gone about it?” 
 
    “Close supervision, Sir, of all the servants under the authority of the butler.” 
 
    “Including the new servants Graves hired?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir, although I was against his taking action without your approval.” 
 
    “Well, it won’t be a problem again.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it, Sir.” 
 
    “Pack up and get going.  I’ll have your pay waiting for you at the door plus the price of a train ticket.  Off you go.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” he asked, forgetting to “sir” me. 
 
    “Pack.  Leave.  You are not only dismissed, but dismissed from this house.  Go.  You are not employed here.” 
 
    He rose, stiffly, and stalked away without a word.  That suited me.  Cleeve struck me as the sort who wouldn’t lift a finger to save his grandmother from the ravenous bugblatter beast of Traal without orders, but he might not insist they be signed in triplicate.  There’s a big difference between a man who shows initiative—and takes responsibility for it—and a man who only does as he’s told. 
 
    Graves came in as Cleeve exited. 
 
    “Yes, Graves?” 
 
    “I anticipated you might wish to see me, Sir, for one reason or another.” 
 
    “Good man.  Couple of questions, first.  How old are you?” 
 
    “Old enough to know my duties, Sir, and not yet too infirm to fulfill them.” 
 
    “Well said.  And what do you think of Cleeve?” 
 
    “It is not my place to say, Sir.” 
 
    “The door is closed, we’re alone, and I’ve asked your opinion.  I don’t care if it’s your place to say.” 
 
    “Very good, Sir.  Cleeve is not, in my opinion, a butler.  He is a lackey.  While his training may allow him to pose as a butler, his character is such I would not trust him as a bootblack.” 
 
    “Thank you, Graves.  And Jarvis?” 
 
    “Jarvis is butler material, Sir, but he is not, I feel, sufficiently experienced to take responsibility for a household as unusual as this one promises to be.” 
 
    “It does seem to be shaping up that way,” I agreed.  “Jarvis is only… what?  Twenty-five?” 
 
    “I believe he is twenty-three years of age, Sir.” 
 
    “All right.  Graves, I’d like you to take over as head butler.  You be in charge.  Train Jarvis until you feel you’re ready to let him take over, then you can retire here as the Butler Emeritus or something and continue to give advice while Jarvis runs the place.  And I’m asking for your opinion, Graves, not laying down the law.  What do you think of this arrangement?” 
 
    “I am to determine when I should retire from the post?” 
 
    “Yes.  Then you can stay on indefinitely as an honored guest of the estate.” 
 
    Graves’ eyebrows rose slightly—a greater expression of surprise than I expected, given his demeanor. 
 
    “I believe it will be eminently satisfactory to all parties, Sir.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m expecting some documents in the mail—I mean, ‘the post’—and I’d like them left in the basket outside the door to my personal chambers.  In the meantime, how much money do you need to cover any debts, wages, or other expenses?” 
 
    “I have discussed the matter with Mrs. Gillespie, Sir, since she currently controls the purse strings.  The Hall is not yet in debt, as such, but certain bills are about to come due.  It is not an issue with the merchants in the village and town.  I am assured by all parties that it is an honor to extend credit to the Squire of Applewood Hall.  Nonetheless, at our last accounting, we will require forty-three pounds or thereabouts.  Mrs. Gillespie is most upset by this overspending, Sir, since you only recently enlarged the household budget.” 
 
    “Make her feel better, please.”  I opened a drawer in the desk and fished out a stack of five-pound notes.  “Here.  I’ll go over the books later.  Right now, keep the Hall afloat.” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure, Sir.” 
 
    “I’ve also sent word to various money men.  Their replies are in some of the documents I’m expecting in the post.  I’ll need you to go over them with me and to sign some, accepting authorization to spend money on behalf of the Hall.  I don’t know how such things are supposed to be done, but you do.  Will that be a problem?” 
 
    “I believe I can accept the responsibility in good conscience, Sir.” 
 
    “You have no idea how relieved I am to hear it.” 
 
      
 
    I spoke to the well-dressed foreman of the workmen, a Mister Hammond, to make arrangements for supply deliveries.  He seemed surprised when I expected everyone to stay on and continue building. 
 
    “I was under the impression we were only to build the one structure?” 
 
    “What?  One?  No, no, no!  Obviously, I haven’t gone over this well enough.”  I produced the plans for the whole school campus.  His eyebrows rose.  If was the sort to wear a monocle, it would have fallen out. 
 
    “I was not informed of the… extensive nature of the job,” he said, quietly.  “I… Mister Kearne, my firm is quite capable of building any building you want.  But you want,” he counted quickly, “sixteen buildings, not counting sheds and the like, and none of them small.  It will take time, sir, and lots of it, for a little firm like ours.” 
 
    “I apologize.  I’ve been a bit rushed and I’m not used to it.  Would it help if I had some additional labor brought in?  Irish, Scottish, even American?” 
 
    “I suppose so, but, the price we negotiated—” 
 
    “—was for this building,” I interjected.  “If I like your work—and so far, I do—you’ll have right of first refusal on the contract for the rest of them.  But you seem to know your work, you organize well, and your workmen appear to be doing a quality job.  I like it when they take pride in their craftsmanship.  It makes me want to give them more work.  And, I might add, the money and materials for it.” 
 
    Hammond did a turn around the sprawling, grassy lawn, eyes flicking back and forth, measuring, weighing, calculating.  He studied the blueprints and compared them to the property, lips pressed tightly together. 
 
    “It shan’t be quick,” he told me. 
 
    “There’s a saying,” I told him.  “You can have it good, fast, and cheap—but you can only pick two.  I’ll take ‘good’ and ‘fast.’ I’m not concerned about cheap.  We can do this building by building, if you want, but I’d rather lay foundations for everything and build them all at once.  Can you do it if I give you enough money to hire the men?” 
 
    “I—I believe I can, but the men… there may not be many available—” 
 
    “Feel free to use the house phone.  I’ll let Graves know.” 
 
    “Oh.  Yes, you have a telephone, don’t you?  That should help.  I also need to look over these plans and study them.  I can’t give you a solid answer until then.” 
 
    “That’s fair.  Graves is the head butler, by the way, so if I’m not around you can let him know.” 
 
    “He’s the older one?” 
 
    “That’s him,” I agreed.  Hammond sighed, relieved. 
 
    “I’ll do that.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.”  We shook hands and he rolled up the blueprints. 
 
    “Mister Kearne, may I ask a question?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Why do want everything made without iron?  I mean, brass taps, copper pipes, bronze nails and screws… isn’t that expensive?” 
 
    “It is.  But it’s also fairy-friendly.” 
 
    “You believe in fairies?” he asked, startled. 
 
    “I didn’t say that.  What you don’t understand is my father.  He fell in love with this place.  He claimed he saw fairies here and made me promise to always be respectful of them.”  I shrugged.  “Whether he really did or not is not for me to judge.  He said he saw them and he said so for the rest of his life, so I’m sure he believed it.  Now, he’s dead and buried, but I gave him my solemn word.  What else can I do but honor it, and his memory?  It’ll cost, but a man who doesn’t keep his word because it’ll cost him something doesn’t value it much.” 
 
    Hammond nodded, silently.  He tucked the blueprints into their tube and went off to shout at people. 
 
    In Karvalen, I’d simply lay out a pattern and ask the mountain to grow something.  Then it would only be a matter of time—days, weeks at most—and there it would be.  Could I specify something like the bridge across the Averill or my void-ship dock and have it make a seed?  A highly-charged brick, maybe, that would grow into the ground and form a solid foundation?  I’m sure I could, but how do I explain such a thing?  The buildings I want coincidentally happen to have bedrock  foundations exactly where I want them?  No, that won’t do. 
 
    Could I blame it on the local fairies?  They’re all asleep, or something, but if I pretend to ignorance and fail to deny rumors about fairy assistance, what would it hurt?  Besides, I’m not going to stay here much longer.  I just want to get a school built, children settled, and so on.  It’s not like this place makes for a good Mad Scientist Hideout anymore.  Admittedly, I do have a death ray, but still… 
 
    Once they get foundations laid, maybe I can bring over some charged rock seeds and put them down.  They can grow through and under the foundations, deepening and strengthening them, and maybe even join them up with underground tunnels.  I’m a fan of underground stuff; it keeps the sun off my face.  Students will appreciate it, too, especially when it rains. 
 
    While I considered all this, James ran up to me.  I waited while he caught his breath. 
 
    “Jenny,” he gasped.  He pointed toward the manor.  I turned him that way and we walked while he kept breathing. 
 
    “Take a minute.  We’re moving, so take some time, breathe, and figure out what you want to say.” 
 
    Eventually, he found enough breath to talk. 
 
    “Jenny’s found a fairy!” 
 
    “Oh?  Did she?  And where is this?” 
 
    “Back of the carriage-house, near the football pitch!” 
 
    Football?  Ah.  Soccer.  I’m still learning to speak British. 
 
    We walked back and found Jenny playing with two other little girls about her age—between four and six years, I’d say.  They were sitting in a triangle and tossing petals from gillyflowers into the empty space between them. 
 
    It wasn’t empty.  Trixie danced in the air, fluttering back and forth.  She lifted a petal higher, ate it, and zipped down to grab another before it touched the ground. 
 
    “Look!” James demanded, pointing. 
 
    “I’m looking.  They’re playing with flowers, James.  There’s nothing wrong with it as long as they don’t go ripping up Mr. Gillespie’s hard work.” 
 
    “But the fairy!” 
 
    “Do you see a fairy, James?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Good.  Why didn’t you see the fairy before?” 
 
    “I—what?” 
 
    “When you thought Jenny was going mad, as you put it.  Or are you the one going mad?” 
 
    “But I see it!” he insisted, gesturing with both hands. 
 
    “So?  Good for you.  Do you think you owe Jenny an apology for doubting her?” 
 
    “Ohhhhh,” he said, wonderingly.  “Is that why you told me to go look?”  I put my finger to my lips. 
 
    “Not everyone can see them,” I added, softly.  “Not even when you look for them.  Sometimes, not even when they want to be seen.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t believe her.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are.  Tell Jenny that, not me.  And be nice to your sister—and to the fairies, especially this one.  Her name—well, the name she uses—is Trixie.  She has a real name, but I can’t warble it properly, so we settled on ‘Trixie.’  Ask Mrs. Gillespie to tell you some stories, sometime, about the fairy-folk.” 
 
    I left him with that thought and went to ask Mrs. Gillespie to tell me some stories.  Where did I put my notebook? 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Gillespie didn’t have time to indulge my interest in local folklore.  The kitchen was busy as a broker’s office on Black Thursday, only with less jumping out of windows.  She and her assistants were feeding not only the other staff, but the children and the workmen.  That takes more work and organization than simply upscaling the family dinner. 
 
    On the other hand, it did give me ideas on how to help.  Later. 
 
    I didn’t insist on a full interview.  I just wanted her to cast a glance over the symbols I’d copied from the murder scene.  She nodded, mouth set in a tight line. 
 
    “Aye, I’ve seen these,” she agreed, wiping her hands on her apron.  “Gran taught ’em to me.  They’re for protection, mostly.  It’s asking the fair folk to be merciful, and a way of warding off the ones less fair.  Always begging your pardon, young master, but may I ask where you saw these?” 
 
    “Down in town.  There was a murder, I’m told, and these were on the garden wall and the house.” 
 
    “I’ll not say I’m surprised,” she sniffed.  “Heard about that, I did.  A grisly thing and no mistake.” 
 
    “So, these symbols,” I pressed, “they’re signs to the good fairies that you mean them well and don’t deserve their anger, while these others are warding signs to keep the not-so-nice fairies away?” 
 
    “So they say, yes, so they do say.” 
 
    “Well, that’s interesting.  I’ve heard a rumor among the children there might be fairies around the manor.  Is there anything we should do to make sure they’re good fairies?” 
 
    Mrs. Gillespie was startled and wouldn’t meet my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, there might be one or two small things.  I’ll take care of it, if you like.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful.  And could you have a word with Mister Gillespie about the grass around the fountain, in the roundabout?” 
 
    “Aye, young master, if you like.  What word?” 
 
    I tapped the page of my notebook. 
 
    “If he’s planting flowers, maybe he could lay out some flowers in a design around the fountain?” 
 
    “Oh, I think he might, yes, indeed!” 
 
    “I leave it in your hands, Mrs. Gillespie.”  She bobbed her head and hurried back to her work.  Now she wouldn’t feel so bad about hiding her little fairy-friendly gestures. 
 
    I wonder if I should tell her I already get along with Trixie?  No, probably not.  I’d hate to get a reputation as a wizard. 
 
      
 
    One of the more pressing matters, to me, involved writing even more letters.  Having known in advance the general gist of how and when the war was coming, my investments were already arranged.  However, paying for a wartime boarding school was not in the original plans. 
 
    In most worlds, Mary and I start our money-making arrangements using some sort of commodity.  Usually, it’s diamonds or other gemstones, spell-and-technology-grown in Apocalyptica.  Sometimes, we use gold and other precious metals that have only moderate utility, but exceptionally high value at the destination.  Once we have ourselves established with mundane identities, we invest some of the money and turn it into more money.  After a while, we’ve boosted the local economy enough to start buying things for Diogenes.  Even worlds where they don’t make anything useful, they can usually still supply raw materials. 
 
    Fonzarelli is a good example.  Diogenes doesn’t have any use for the technology of the 1950’s.  The chemists in Fonzarelli know what ruthenium and iridium are, along with most of the rare earth elements, but haven’t worked out a whole lot of applications for them.  They may be expensive, but they can be bought, at least in smallish quantities.  Diogenes is saved the effort and time of digging up or salvaging the stuff himself whenever Mary brings back even an ounce of refined metal. 
 
    In The Manor, investing in things that would skyrocket during the war—munitions, steel, fuel, food, you name it—would turn a massive profit.  In similar fashion, we can supply materials purchased in whole other universes and sell at a reasonable profit—not a “war scarcity” profit.  Copper, silver, and other “war metals” were cheap in Harper Valley, Fonzarelli, New London, even in Niedrigerstaat, but extremely dear in Manor, at present.  After the war, buying raw materials would be simple and relatively cheap.  The technology to produce them would be better developed. 
 
    But the key in all places is to never be one of the big dogs.  Huge corporations, mega-wealthy individuals—both attract attention from the people in charge and from the people who want a slice.  Being massively rich is good, but being moderately rich and unnoticed is better.  This limits the scope of our activities in any given world, but we walk a fine line between helping Diogenes and being inconspicuous while doing it. 
 
    First, I needed a trust fund for The Manor.  Something conservative and reliable to provide the estate with a steady income.  Then some liquid capital to build the place up.  Articles of incorporation to turn it into a private school, certifications, inspections, all the bureaucratic crap governments love to throw in the path of people trying to do something decent. 
 
    My London lawyer was going to be busy.  So were bankers on two continents. 
 
    But, dammit, the school is all I’m going to do.  I am not getting involved in this war! 
 
      
 
    With my correspondence stacked, sealed, and ready for the mail—darn it, the post!  It’s the post, not the mail!—ready for the post, I finally had some time to mind my own business instead of the business of the manor. 
 
    What was I working on?  Oh, right.  The magical circuitry of a virtual power circle.  Right.  Time to see if I can improve on the third-generation prototype!  If we install these things around specific areas, we can raise the magical concentration instead of just dumping power.  Diogenes could have one in his main processor room and reduce the power requirement in his electromagical transformer.  Another could go around the residence area.  We probably need one for the fusion plant, too.  It’ll raise the effective efficiency of the electromagical transformers and cut down on their power requirements. 
 
    It’s a little bit like the difference between a stream-fed swimming hole and a swimming pool.  The stream feeds into the swimming hole and flows out again.  It takes a constant flow to do that.  But the swimming pool holds a fixed amount of water, requiring only the occasional top-up from losses. 
 
    Not my best metaphor, admittedly, but I think it gets the point across. 
 
    Now here’s a new thought.  Can I project one?  Instead of centering it on the circuit board, can I aim it at a point, set a radius of action, and place it around that point?  I could fire the thing up in my study, aim it at the fountain, and surround it with an invisible sphere of magical energy.  Couldn’t I? 
 
    Sounds like a nice puzzle.  I’ll give it a try. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Thursday, October 12th, 1939 
 
      
 
    I came out of my shower stall after the sunset, dressed, and heard this high-pitched, intermittent buzzing.  At first, I thought it was some sort of flying insect.  It was too rhythmic, though.  I followed it, homing in on the sound, and found Trixie in her little home, asleep, curled up on her bed, cocooned in her wings amid a pile of flower petals. 
 
    Trixie snores.  It reminds me of the whirring whine of a tiny electric motor switched on and off.  Well, she had finally has children to play with.  I guess she has a right to be tired. 
 
    Anyway, that was last night.  My day started at dawn, as usual. 
 
    Graves knocked on my sanctum door and I let him in.  He had the morning post, today’s newspaper, and breakfast, all on a tray.  I sat down and he placed everything on the table before me. 
 
    “Anything happening in the house?” 
 
    “Nothing of consequence, Sir.  There are some questions among the staff regarding the new building.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “The question of servants’ quarters and such.  May I ask who is to be housed in the new quarters?” 
 
    “Graves, if we’re alone, I expect you to ask about pretty much everything.  The new quarters are, hopefully, going to be teachers’ quarters—the manor is going to be the central building in a campus.  Other buildings will be classrooms, an indoor gymnasium, and a bunch of other things, all surrounding Applewood Hall as the centerpiece.  The servants will continue to live in the Hall and, eventually, the children will be mostly relocated to dormitories.  For the duration of the war, however, we will have quite a number of guests too young to be put in a dorm, so we’ll be making do.” 
 
    “Very good, Sir.  May I ask your intentions regarding the juxtaposition of a school with the manor?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Is the manor to be a household, Sir?  Or will it become an administrative center for a school?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “To the servants, Sir, the distinction is of vital importance.” 
 
    “The manor will be a house.  I may have considerable business conducted on the premises, but it is a house, first and foremost.  I expect the servants to treat any student or teacher as a guest, not a resident.  Although, just to be clear, I hope I may rely on the butlers of Applewood to always give the students a perfect example of decorum, dignity, and propriety, one they can reflect upon during their time here and learn from.” 
 
    “I will see to it, Sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Graves.  Now, is there anything that needs to be done to the Hall, itself?  I know I had someone tasked to improve the water heaters and the electric lights.  Do we need anything added to the servants’ quarters?” 
 
    “Some additional heating would be very welcome, Sir, as well as electric lights.” 
 
    “What?  They don’t have electric lights?” 
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    “Graves, I want this whole place—servants’ quarters, guest rooms, water closets, the works—brought up to speed with modern times.  Tell Hammond I said so.  I want to walk into any room in the Hall and flip a switch for light.  I want to go into any water closet and be able to flush, then wash my hands in hot water at the sink.  And if there’s a room where it gets cold enough to freeze at night, we’ll either need an air duct for heat or a heater, whichever seems more feasible.  Clear?” 
 
    “Very clear, Sir.” 
 
    “But emphasize to him I want the artistic and stylistic qualities of the Hall preserved wherever possible.  I like the wainscoating and the plasterwork.  I’d rather they weren’t harmed, but if they have to be, they need to be replaced.” 
 
    “Of course, Sir.  I will communicate your wishes.” 
 
    “You know, I’m not too sure whether you approve or not.  It’s hard to tell.  Do you deliberately have a deadpan delivery, or is it just the way you speak?” 
 
    “An interesting question, Sir.  In my former employ, it was expected I would carry out my duties regardless of my personal opinions.” 
 
    “Well, I’m an American and I’m doubtless going to do tons of improper things on any given day.  I think I’ll rely on your sense of propriety while I’m in residence.  If anything I’m doing—or failing to do—might be regarded as rude or impolite, please let me know.” 
 
    “As you wish, Sir.” 
 
    “And, as you’ve doubtless heard, there is a mistress of Applewood Hall.” 
 
    “I have heard gossip to that effect, Sir.” 
 
    “By and large, I believe she’ll be staying in Maryport when she’s in the country,” I added, quietly.  It gave me a good excuse to be away from the place for longer periods.  “Do you think that will be adequate to preserve at least the appearance of… what’s the word?” 
 
    “Propriety, Sir?  Yes.” 
 
    “Good.  Let me know if I’m being an uncultured barbarian, please.  I may not know any better.  Anything else I need to cover?” 
 
    “There are a number of individuals wishing to make appointments for various reasons of their own.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Mister Hammond was on the telephone well into the evening, Sir, and wishes to discuss with you the campus.  Professor Blake wishes to entertain some matters of education and policy.  A Councilman Weatheral would like to consult with you regarding the welfare of yet more children.” 
 
    “Hold it,” I interrupted.  “I get the idea.  I’m expecting to be called away at any moment, so let’s sort out anybody in the Hall, first.  I’ll try to sandwich Weatheral in later, assuming I don’t have to rush off to consult with a supplier or something.” 
 
    “Very good, Sir.”  Graves strode out, straight-backed and proper, the very picture of dignity.  I wish I could do that.  Do butlers go to a special school for it?  Or is it something they’re born with, so they become butlers? 
 
    I finished breakfast, wondered what to do with the dishes, and realized I shouldn’t eat in my quarters.  Someone would come along to clear away the dishes eventually, but I’d have to let them in.  Note to self:  have mealtime arrangements for outside my quarters.  Or would that be a good idea?  Having Graves bring me a tray would be a convenient way to let him have a private word with me. 
 
    Crap.  This was easier in Karvalen.  I didn’t have to hide my true nature and my activities. 
 
    I decided to leave the tray there and the door unlocked.  I could use the sitting room as a sort of parlor, a guest-friendly room for my private wing.  I’d have to install new locks on the other doors, though, so they would lock automatically when closed.  Maybe one of those pneumatic things for automatically closing doors, too.  I sent a text to Diogenes, along with pictures of the doors. 
 
    Most of the morning was eaten up by meetings.  I’m not sure anything was accomplished thereby.  People came and went, mostly feeling more reassured or confident or just plain better, but aside from that, did anything get done?  I don’t think so. 
 
    Fortunately, Mary called a little after the local sunset.  I drove off to Maryport since I didn’t know how long I would be gone.  The shift-closet in the flat was done, but the other end still needed work.  At least I could take this time to finish it at the Apocalyptica end. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Sunday, September 13th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I told Diogenes we needed a truck for the Manor.  He told me he could arrange it.  I went to work on the Maryport shift-booth—read “closet”—in the Hall of Doors.  Mary explained her findings on Salvatore while I worked. 
 
    “He’s exactly what he appears to be.  He’s a medium-level family man—that is, ‘family’ as in ‘part of the mob.’  He does mostly smuggling work through L.A., including diamonds, drugs, and other valuables.  I think he has a minor protection racket and maybe some gambling—probably through some unofficial ownership in places in Vegas—but they’re not his major business.  Until now, he hasn’t been too religious, but it seems he’s had a sudden change of heart.” 
 
    “Shocking.” 
 
    “Ain’t it, though?  He’s been spending a lot of time and effort sending his lieutenants—not goons, but people with brains—out to various churches, from St. Vibiana’s to little one-room places.” 
 
    “All Catholic?” 
 
    “Is the Pope Italian?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Is he?” 
 
    “Work with me, will you?” she sighed.  “Yes, Salvatore seems to have a strong preference for Catholicism.  I’m guessing it’s his upbringing.” 
 
    “Oh.  Put your finger here.”  She did the magical equivalent while I asked, “What else do we know?” 
 
    “There are a bunch of vampires in Vegas, not so many in L.A.  Again, Vegas is the hot spot.  Don’t ask me why.” 
 
    “I accept it as an observed fact.  What do you think of the local bloodsuckers?” 
 
    “I think they’re a sorry bunch,” Mary sneered.  “Vegas may be a hot spot for vampires, but these worthless specimens cower like rats.  Mostly.” 
 
    “It’s better than on Dracula’s World,” I pointed out. 
 
    “That’s just the opposite.  The humans are either cattle, guard dogs, or rats, depending.  I can’t say having vampire overlords ruling the world is better.” 
 
    “No argument.  But on Flintridge?” 
 
    “The vamps are afraid.  They figure in popular literature and pop culture, but they’re regarded as fictional by the majority.  No surprises there.  Organizations and individuals exist who actively hunt them, though.  A few people scream about vampires being real, but the humans themselves actively shut them up—either to keep people from panicking, or because it benefits their group to keep the secret, or something.  Most of the screamers who know something are drowned out by the crackpots.  Real loudmouths are either discredited, locked up, or vanish.” 
 
    “Okay.  What’s the story with the butcher shop and the blood?  If they’re hiding from everyone, why are there blood shops?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe it’s owned by a vampire.  If the place keeps a low profile, he might get away with it, at least until some hunting party thinks to check the yellow pages for a blood supply.”  She paused for a moment.  “You know, I’m not sure anyone would notice.” 
 
    “How do you mean?  And let go of that; hold this instead.”  She held the spell module in place and explained. 
 
    “Nobody who doesn’t drink blood would think to ask if they can buy any.  I mean, most people investigating a butcher would prowl around the place and watch for suspicious activity.  Nobody’s going to think to call and ask.  It’s… it’s very Purloined Letter, really, hidden by its own obviousness.  If a vampire is behind the shop,” she finished, “I like his style.” 
 
    “So do I.  But maybe we were lucky.” 
 
    “How so?  And is the vertical spatial reference supposed to look like that?” 
 
    “Oops.”  I fixed the module’s orientation and started connecting it correctly.  “Distracted.  But I mean we were lucky in that some group of hunters wasn’t behind the butcher shop.  It would be a perfect bait.” 
 
    “Ooo, yes!  Good thought.  We should ask around.  Come to think of it, it still could be, if they’re subtle hunters out to spot their prey by opening a bait store.  We might both be marked as vampires while they try to track us—where we go, who we talk to.” 
 
    “Wonderful.  And you can let go of the universal constants subroutine.”  She stepped back from the enchantment structure and cocked her head at it. 
 
    “Why are we using a universal constants subroutine instead of a quantum signature key?  You did mention something about the idea.” 
 
    “I did,” I admitted.  “What do you remember about it?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “It was boring and you weren’t paying attention?” 
 
    “It wasn’t boring!  —not exactly.  It’s just a little… advanced.” 
 
    “What I said was we can’t define the quantum signature of a universe.  We don’t yet have the technology, although I live in hope Diogenes will come across someplace with the information we need.” 
 
    “Oh.  So quantum signature keys aren’t a thing, yet?” 
 
    “They’re a hypothetical thing and will take either a ton of work or a lucky break to prove or disprove.” 
 
    “My mistake.  I thought you already did the R&D.” 
 
    “Not yet.  I haven’t had the motivation.  The system we have works.  That’s good enough for now.” 
 
    “Oh.  Fair enough.” 
 
    “And start plugging in the address for Apocalyptica, will you?” 
 
    “Of course.”  She started on that and continued, “It’s also possible hunters don’t stake out the watering holes.  They could ignore blood supply shops on the theory they keep vampires from going on human-eating rampages.  There are arguments in both directions.  I don’t know how the professional hunters think.  And, for reference, Salvatore is not a professional.  He reacted badly to discovering an actual vampire, had no idea how to kill one, and pretty much ran screaming to the Church after burying it.  Me.” 
 
    “Okay.  So, what do we know about the vampires?” 
 
    “They’re typical of the genus—or family, or phylum—but we don’t know much about this particular species.  They’re pretty strong, they’re above-average fast, and they regenerate when you give them blood.  Most have some sort of oddball ability, too, from what I’ve gathered from my talks.  There don’t seem to be clans or tribes or families with particular powers.” 
 
    “I’m not going to ask about your talks.” 
 
    “Probably for the best,” she agreed.  “Sometimes you’re squeamish.” 
 
    “No argument.” 
 
    “As for abilities, these undead all see well in low light, but I only heard about someone who could see in complete darkness.  Others I heard about… one has claws, one can turn into a bat, another can turn into a wolf, another can track prey like a bloodhound.  It’s mostly the usual legendary stuff.  I haven’t met many, yet, but it seems to be what they generally accept about themselves.  They’re social creatures, like regular humans, and tend to hang out with their own kind.” 
 
    “Aren’t most of the vampire types we’ve encountered a bit more solitary?  Individual predators, rather than pack hunters?” 
 
    “Yes.  Absolutely.  But we’re all something more than predators or prey, remember.  You need social contact, too, same as me.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “So, with this in mind, I’d like to take you with me on an evening out.  There’s a vampire club in Vegas where we can hang around with kindred souls, if they have souls, which I doubt.  We might even get a drink.  I hope we can mingle and chat as newcomers to Las Vegas and find out more.” 
 
    “Seems fair.  No sword?” I guessed. 
 
    “No sword.  Stuff you can conceal.  Handgun?” 
 
    “I’ve been practicing, but I’m no marksman.  Put your mystical finger here.”  She held it for me while I worked on the booth. 
 
    “You don’t need to be.  For you, guns are usually irrelevant.  Sometimes they’re intimidation tools when you don’t want to vamp out, or signaling devices when you want to make a noise.  Having one can still be useful even if you don’t shoot anyone with it.  If a person knows you’re armed, you often don’t have to demonstrate proficiency.” 
 
    “A valid point.  Thanks.  Okay.  Let me finish this booth and get the Liverpool cargo-shifter set up in Denver.” 
 
    “Can I help?” 
 
    “I would be delighted to have you along.  Pop over and get a transformer from Diogenes—a small one.  I’ll meet you in Liverpool.  Afterward, you can take me to the nightclub.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Thursday, September 18th, 1969 
 
      
 
    Every Las Vegas, in my experience, is a city of lights.  In any world with electricity, the place is a Babylon.  I’m not criticizing.  Far from it.  It’s a place for people to go play, and they do.  Oh, boy, they do. 
 
    The more modern versions, full of flashing, blinking, flaring, strobing lights, are not to my taste, though.  They irritate me, make me short-tempered and fidgety.  Even with a sensory-damping spell or sunglasses, it still gets into the back of my brain and makes me grumpy.  It’s like having someone following you around and always scratching their fingernails on a blackboard.  Loud or quiet, it’s still annoying.  I would say it sets my teeth on edge, but, well… 
 
    The Flintridge version is mild by comparison.  Still kind of gaudy, though.  I like it better during the day, except for the heat. 
 
    Mary and I showed up at night.  We used a temporary gate, not a shift-booth, just as if we were exploring a new world.  If the butcher shop was a way to identify vampires for tracking, we probably lost any tails on our run back to Los Angeles.  Still, no point in risking it.  We stepped through some doorway, into an alley, and Diogenes shut down the gate.  No one screamed, which is always a good start.  We didn’t see any signs we were spotted. 
 
    I wore the usual men’s suit, in black, with my cloak disguising itself as the sport coat.  I could pretend to be a mortician or a government agent with no trouble.  In addition to hidden weapons, I carried a cane, mostly because I wanted to have something wooden to jam through a vampire’s heart.  You never know. 
 
    Mary selected a pantsuit in a dark turquoise, complete with what I think of as a ladies’ fashion peacoat jacket.  Solid colors were apparently the “in” thing for the more well to do, rather than the psychedelic splashes of the counterculture movement.  I applauded her choice, especially since a good jolt of electricity—there was a unit disguised as a lapel pin—would change the whole outfit to a mottled mix of dark grey and dark green. 
 
    If I sound cautious, it’s because we’ve dealt with vampires before.  I have very few good memories of such meetings. 
 
    Our destination was the Lady Luck, a hotel-casino.  We stuck together, touring the various games of chance, to get a feel for the layout and cast a glance over the likely exits.  What we wanted was only technically part of the building and not, for obvious reasons, publicly advertised. 
 
    While we were the only two players at a blackjack table, I asked how we were supposed to get in.  I doubted the dealer spoke any of the Rethven dialects. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted, in the same language.  “I know it’s here, but the conversation implied I already knew about it.” 
 
    “Ah.  So, we’re gatecrashing a private nightclub.”  The word nightclub transliterated into naxodo, for both night and association. 
 
    “Essentially.” 
 
    “Then let us wander around some more.  You steer and I’ll be psychic.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    We started walking through the place.  Mary took my arm and subtly guided me while I devoted my attention to spreading a net of tendrils all around.  Reaching in all directions—including underground and overhead—my filaments of soul-sucking darkness writhed outward.  I touched everything within a hundred yards, piercing cloud, shadow, earth, and flesh.  It was a lot to take in and added to my agitation, but Mary was right there, on my arm, an anchor in the storm of incoming sensations.  I kept my teeth clenched and tried not to show how much I wanted to stomp straight out of the place.  Through a wall, if necessary. 
 
    I brushed over a cluster of darker places.  Hungry places.  Not bright, living souls, but dark things.  They were unlike the vampires of Mary’s world, even unlike the overlords of Dracula’s World or my vampire creation experiments.  These things were dead, empty things, absorbing and feeding on all the brightness in the world. 
 
    My tendrils retracted, leaving only one extended, playing over the floor and walls, invisibly tracing a physical way from the things I found and back to us. 
 
    “Found them.  Nasty customers,” I observed. 
 
    “Which way?” 
 
    “Past the slot machines and toward the restaurant.” 
 
    Mary continued to steer.  I got a grip on my urge to leave.  The noise and lights were muted, of course.  I know better than to go into a casino without a sensory-damping spell.  It was still too much noise and movement and general busyness.  It didn’t help that by extending my tendrils to feel around the place, I took in a sizable amount of the psychic ambiance.  Not exactly a calming, soothing environment. 
 
    Zen and the art of stillness.  Yeah.  This was a perfect opportunity to practice my technique.  Absolutely atrocious circumstances, but a perfect opportunity.  Kind of like practicing calligraphy in a kayak. 
 
    We found our way to an unobtrusive door.  Mary opened it and we entered a small, dark room.  Two dim, red lights were the only illumination.  There was no furniture, only a single door on the opposite wall.  I couldn’t hear anything beyond it—the sounds of the casino were still too loud. 
 
    I met Mary’s glance and shrugged.  We moved to the far door and I rapped on it smartly with my cane. 
 
    A slot opened up at about eye level.  An eyeball peered at us through the grating. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    We smiled at him, fangs extended. 
 
    “Yeah.”  The slot closed with a metallic snap and bolts scraped.  The door opened.  It was obviously a solid piece of metal rather than a more usual door.  I’d call it a disguised hatch, myself.  The chamber beyond was more of a hallway, running along the counter of the coat-and-hat-check station.  I’d call it a guard room.  It was tastefully done, though.  The doorman was human and obviously a bouncer type, while two more humans with submachine guns tried to stay out of sight in the check area, behind the counter.  I felt their presence, saw the glow of them in my vampire vision.  The whole area was also lined with something quilted, like the back of a fancy chair, only everywhere.  For the soundproofing qualities, probably. 
 
    We were allowed to pass through yet another door and into the lounge. 
 
    I don’t know what I expected, but that wasn’t it. 
 
    The lounge was a dimly-lit space lined with booths.  One side had a stage, the opposite side had a bar.  Half the floor space was tables of the two-person variety and booths lined the walls.  A few couples were dancing.  The stage provided the music in the form of a piano player.  I recognized Hey Jude.  Other instruments were racked behind it, as though the band had just stepped out for a smoke. 
 
    Aside from the music and the low hum of conversation, it was also quiet.  That, all by itself, was enough to recommend it. 
 
    We emerged beside the bar and were immediately greeted by a pretty young lady in a skimpy waitress uniform.  She showed us to a booth and went away when we didn’t have an order immediately. 
 
    I unobtrusively examined the place, mentally tallying the locals.  The staff were all human and about half the customers.  The rest were black spirits in flesh, vampires.  I tried not to stare, but I also eyeballed them.  I don’t think they noticed, which was a good thing.  I’d never seen anything like them before. 
 
    While I pretended to take in the ambiance, Mary examined the one-page menu.  It offered a limited selection of human food and drink, with an odd preference for dishes rich in iron—liver, fish, spinach, and so on.  It also included, down in the drinks section, a list of “After Hours Cocktails,” including chicken, pork, and beef. 
 
    “Not much kosher, is there?” Mary asked. 
 
    “I didn’t think there would be.”  I switched to the Rethven language.  “So, I hate to ask, but why are we here, exactly?” 
 
    “I’m finding out more about hunters in general and how vampire society fits in with human society.  You’re here to keep me company and alive.  Alive-ish.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.  Be aware, however, these things are not like us.  I don’t see souls in them.  Any of them.  I’ll bet you anything they sleep in the day and only come out at night, like classical vampires.” 
 
    “No bet.” 
 
    “So, how do you intend to suck information out of people?” 
 
    “I’m hoping to meet Stan.  He’s the one I discussed this place with.” 
 
    “I look forward to meeting him.  In the meantime, do we dance?” 
 
    “You can dance?” 
 
    “After four weeks of lessons?  No, but I can fake it.” 
 
    “I would be happy to dance with you, my love.” 
 
    We took to the floor and revolved for a bit.  When the piano player shifted into a faster set, I admitted my limitations and we resumed our seats.  The waitress, Candy, took our order for a pair of Texas Cocktails (meaning the beef blood, presumably) and hurried away again. 
 
    “Have you noticed the usual pairing?” Mary asked, softly, still speaking Rethvan. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Most of the vampires have a human companion.” 
 
    “Oh.  No, I hadn’t noticed.  We do seem to be unusual.  Why is that?” 
 
    “Well, this is just a guess, but from what I can see of their vital energies, the humans look tired.  Regular feeding by the vampire, maybe?” 
 
    I glanced around the room again, evaluating the glowing lives in view. 
 
    “Not on their vitality,” I decided.  “Blood, yes.  It’s subtle, but I think the depletion is from physical recuperation.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “You’re getting good at seeing auras and spirits,” I complimented her. 
 
    “You’re a good teacher, Professor Strange.  And I think I see Stan.” 
 
    “Invite him over.  He knows you.” 
 
    Mary stood up and approached him, rather than wave across the room.  It didn’t feel like the sort of place where one should be too obvious.  Meanwhile, Candy brought the drinks.  I had her put them down at the end of the table while I slid back in the booth. 
 
    The blood didn’t crawl out of the hurricane glasses, but it did slide up the side rather sharply.  Candy observed the phenomenon but quite professionally failed to notice it.  My guess is she sees weird things aplenty in a vampire lounge.  I just tried to be less of a blood magnet.  I still don’t know why it happens—I still don’t know why most things about me work the way they do.  It was a darn inconvenient time to have to try and control this one, though. 
 
    Mary slid into the booth and Stan joined her. 
 
    “Stan, this is Vlad.  Vlad, this is Stan.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you,” I offered. 
 
    “Likewise.”  He didn’t offer to shake hands.  He was dressed in slacks, shirt, and sportcoat, but lacking a tie or hat.  His hair was slicked back from a widow’s peak and he wore a small, gold hoop in one ear.  He gave me the impression of a small-time, leather-jacket thug told to dress nicely. 
 
    “Stan’s been very helpful,” Mary continued, “since we’re new in town.  I thought we should buy him a drink.” 
 
    “He’s welcome to it,” I offered, nodding at the glasses.  Stan didn’t waste any time.  He grabbed one and slurped it up through the straw.  I decided he was hungry.  Mary and I traded looks and she encouraged Stan to have the other one, as well.  He didn’t hesitate, but made it vanish just as quickly.  I signaled Candy for another while Mary continued the conversation. 
 
    “So, Stan, as I told you before, we haven’t decided to settle here.  Is there room for us?  We don’t want to make any waves, you know.” 
 
    “It’s not my place to say, but I guess so,” he replied.  He seemed much more at ease after a couple of drinks.  “If you do want to stay, you’ll have to talk to the Black King.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we moved here from England.  The Black King?” 
 
    “The Lord of Las Vegas.  He’s the man.” 
 
    “Oh, is that what you call them here?  Interesting.  But we’re still a little hesitant.  I had a nasty encounter with humans who wanted to put a stake through my heart.  Should I report that?  How common is this sort of thing?” 
 
    “It’s not common, but there’s some folks who know we exist.  Not most people, but enough to be trouble.” 
 
    “What, here?  Actually in Las Vegas?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.”  Stan accepted the third drink as Candy brought it over.  “There’s enough of us here, we can’t always hide what we do.”  He sucked down the bloody Texan, or whatever it was. 
 
    “I thought we had adequate supplies?” Mary persisted. 
 
    “Tourists?  Yeah.  They’re supposed to be off-limits.  Economics.  Locals are fair game, but someone always comes looking for them when they disappear.  Makes the tourists tempting.”  He gestured with the hurricane glass.  “You can’t live on this stuff forever.” 
 
    “How often do you need human blood?” Mary asked.  “I mean, we can manage to get by without it for a while, but I heard American vampires are different.” 
 
    “With the thin stuff?” Stan asked.  He seemed distant for a moment, thinking.  “A week.  Two weeks, if you’ve got the willpower for it.  I don’t know if anyone’s gone a whole month.” 
 
    “Well, there’s another international rumor shot down.  It’s about the same all over, I suppose.  Hunters are on the lookout for missing humans and the like?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Bloodless corpses, too.  They’re a problem.  I knew this guy, grabbed homeless people.  He used to be a medical type, a doctor or something.  Strapped ’em down in his basement, hooked ’em up to tubes, did a little poking around in their brains to keep ’em quiet, and farmed ’em for their blood.  Worked pretty good for a while.  I don’t know how the hunters caught on to him, but they tracked him down and killed him.  Covered their tracks and his, too.  Never did find out what they did with the bodies.” 
 
     “Seems a shame,” Mary sympathized. 
 
    “I thought so.  But if you get an eyubit, make sure you don’t bite ’em anywhere people can see.  And when it gets really hot, they’ll need to wear short sleeves and stuff—we forget that.  I think,” he added, leaning in conspiratorially, “they kinda get a thrill out of other people seeing the bite.” 
 
    “Discipline is so important.” 
 
    “Ain’t it, though?” 
 
    I listened, but I also kept an eye on the room.  Two black-souled, well-dressed bruisers came in—vampires—and made their way to our booth. 
 
    “Good evening, Stan.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, hi!” Stan replied, startled and nervous.  “How’s it hangin’?” 
 
    “What did the management tell you about guests, Stan?” 
 
    “Yeah, but this is different.  They’re from out of town and they’re thinking of staying.  I brought ’em in so the Black King could do his thing, you know, interview them and stuff.” 
 
    The impulse to sigh must be a holdover from human existence.  The heavy in the suit did so, shaking his head. 
 
    “Stan, Stan, Stan.  You do not invite anyone in here without clearing it with higher authority.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” I interjected.  Eyeballs clicked in my direction.  I used my best conciliatory tone.  “I’m sorry to interrupt, but before this goes any further… we are, as Stan said, new here.  We’re unfamiliar with your etiquette and, if what I’m hearing is any indication, we’ve committed a terrible breach.  Is it possible to render a formal apology and have someone explain what we should be doing, instead?” 
 
    “I think that can be arranged,” he replied, nodding.  “Bill, why don’t you take them up to the Plantation suite?  Stan and I will discuss the error of his ways.” 
 
    Stan did not look happy at the prospect. 
 
    Mary and I went with Bill, stopping off by the bar to pay the check before we left.  Blood is apparently more expensive than I thought.  Then again, a drink in a lounge is always pricier than buying your own bottle. 
 
    Bill led us through the casino and into the hotel.  Once in the elevator, he produced a key, turned it, and pressed the penthouse button.  Mary took note of it, as well.  If we were about to meet a vampire overlord, it spoke to us of money, influence, and possibly a disdain for anything mortals might try.  It was also important to know how far the drop would be if we had to jump out a window.  Fifteen floors, in this case.  Unpleasant, but doable, if we did it right, landed well, and weren’t instantly pursued. 
 
    Stepping off the elevator was like stepping back in time.  The place was laid out like the ground floor of a plantation house, complete with wooden floors, some rugs, period furniture, all of it.  The elevator doors were out of place in the entryway.  Aside from those, it was hard to tell we were in a hotel, fifteen floors up.   
 
    An elderly black man, dressed in period costume, bowed at us as we stepped out.  His accent was from the deep south with a hint of French.  The space inside him was black as night and just as hungry as those of his fellows down in the lounge. 
 
    “Welcome to the house, lady and gentleman.  The Master will see you.” 
 
    In my head, I thought, Please let it be Delgado or Ainley.  I managed not to say it out loud. 
 
    “Thank you.  It’s a pleasure to be here.  Lead on, please.” 
 
    He smiled at me, just a hint around the corners of his mouth, and led us through the house.  Bill, our burly escort, brought up the rear. 
 
    The Master waited for us in the dining room.  I found it interesting how the windows were dioramas of plantation views, lit to simulate sunlight.  To the casual glance, it was about noon on a fine summer day.  All it lacked was people working the fields and the ripple of wind. 
 
    The Master, himself, was a tall, aristocratic fellow with long, wavy hair.  He wore a combination of brocade and lace I would have placed a few decades earlier than the plantation era, but maybe he just liked the styles.  His smile was fanged, his eyes a brilliant green, and his fingernails trimmed to wicked points.  He wasn’t trying to hide the fact he was a vampire.  He was delighted to be one and didn’t care who knew it. 
 
    Or he simply never left his quarters.  My money was on that option.  Staying here would, eventually, be like wearing a neon sign, blinking “vampire,” but what was a hunter going to do about it?  They want to keep things subtle, hidden, low-key.  Neither side wants to draw attention.  So what do they do?  Stage a full-scale assault on the place?  Blow it up, along with all the humans in it?  Try to burn it down and hope he doesn’t have an escape route?  I used to think fortifying one’s residence was a mistake, but I wasn’t entirely right.  There’s a point of diminishing returns, but it’s usually worthwhile to have some hidden defenses.  This, on the other hand, was going a bit overboard in the “You can’t touch me” department. 
 
    Still, even though it’s not ideal, but it’s not a bad arrangement.  It’s comfortable until it all goes wrong. 
 
    He stood up as we entered. 
 
    “Welcome to my abode,” he offered, smiling.  I detected a little French in his accent.  “I trust I have not inconvenienced you too much with my request for your company?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I replied.  I mentally filed the fact he sent the bouncer types to fetch us, rather than to scold Stan.  The old servant moved to stand behind his master’s right.  As the Master gestured us to be seated, I held the chair for Mary before seating myself.  We all sat and were friendly.  Yeah. 
 
    “As newcomers, you doubtless require introductions.  I am Jean Pierre LeSange, Master of Las Vegas.” 
 
    “I am Vladimir Harkonnen, and this is my mistress, Mary.” 
 
    “It is an honor to make your acquaintance,” Mary offered. 
 
    “Charmed,” LeSange replied.  “Regrettably, this is not as social an occasion as I might hope.  You will forgive me, of course, for coming right to the business?” 
 
    “Of course.  The demands on your time must be unbelievable.” 
 
    “You are quite correct.  So, to the point:  We do receive quite a few visitors, but not so many applications for residence.  May I ask what makes you think Las Vegas would suit you?” 
 
    “We’re not sure,” I admitted.  “Mary?” 
 
    “We’re mostly shopping around,” Mary told him.  “Las Vegas is a lovely city, but we also want to look at other places before we make a formal application to stay.” 
 
    “How refreshing!” he said, smiling.  “Most of us do not like to travel so much.  I assume your eyubit—or do you have more than one?” 
 
    “None, at the moment.” 
 
    “My, my.  Then how do you get around during the day?” 
 
    “Our car is specially modified for emergencies,” I supplied, “and we always plan our travel carefully.” 
 
    “Dangerous, but not impossible,” he allowed.  “I would not choose to travel so, but I commend you both on your bravery.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I am also given to understand you have made the acquaintance of Stanley Kraznowski.” 
 
    “Yes,” Mary answered. 
 
    “As newcomers, I suppose I cannot hold you responsible for your choice of company, but Mister Kraznowski is not known for his reliability, subtlety, or his bravery.  He is presently under suspicion of having worked for a group of hunters in exchange for his life.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he’s still alive,” Mary offered.  I kept my mouth shut and tried to watch the shifting darkness inside the Master and his servant.  It was much more subtle than the lights of the living, and difficult to see, but there were shades and patterns to it, like black smoke rather than empty nothingness. 
 
    “He may not be for long.  My advice is to stay away from him for the duration of your visit.  Sadly, I must also advise you to avoid the lounge, as well.  If Stan has identified you to hunters, your presence will only draw attention.” 
 
    “Of course.  How else can we make ourselves less bothersome?” Mary asked.  I wondered at his concern.  If he’s living in a penthouse with vampires going to and fro, how do hunters not already know about the place? 
 
    “Now, that’s quite an interesting question, my dear.  Yes, indeed it is.  I’ll have to give it some thought.  Have you had anything to drink?” 
 
    “Not yet, no.” 
 
    “Oh, what you must think of me as a host!  Degas,” he said, snapping his fingers.  “Fetch three.  I’ll join my guests.”  The servant bowed and retreated. 
 
    “We wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble,” I suggested. 
 
    “Nonsense.  It’s hardly trouble.  And I think it lends a certain convivial air to the occasion.  While we wait, perhaps you might be so good as to tell me what you’ve found to delight you in my happy little city?” 
 
    Mary went on to tell him any number of things.  The contrast between the lights and the night, the party atmosphere—“It’s not Mardi Gras, but it goes on all the time.”  “So true my dear.  So true.”—the prevalence of twenty-four-hour businesses, the way people valued privacy, and so on. 
 
    Degas showed in three young ladies, all dressed in skirts and long sleeves.  They shuffled rather than walked, I thought, and seemed slightly pale.  None of them looked around, but kept eyes on where they were putting their feet.  Mary mentioned Stan again. 
 
    “Stan did mention the tourists were off-limits.  I’m not completely clear on why.  Not that it matters, if you say so, of course, but I am curious.  May I ask?” 
 
    “It’s no secret.  It is simply good business.”  The young lady on his left rolled up her sleeve and held out her wrist, looking away.  He took her hand and forearm, delicately, careful of his fingernails.  “A city is like any other plantation.  Tourists bring in the money.  Money makes the city grow.  The city is what we feed on.  Kill a few tourists and you drive the rest away.  No tourists, no money, and this place returns to the desert.” 
 
    He extended fangs and delicately bit the inside of her wrist.  She moaned and her eyes rolled up, but she didn’t faint. 
 
    The lady next to me and the one next to Mary already had their wrists out.  I shrugged to Mary and took the young lady’s wrist in my hands.  Now, how best to bite?  My teeth are a little different.  In addition to retractile fangs, the rest of my teeth are sharp, cutting-edged things.  My jaw is also a trifle odd in that I can open my mouth ridiculously wide.  I could, with very little effort, bite her hand completely off at the wrist. 
 
    Delicately, I bit her as shallowly as I was able, sinking fangs alone into her skin.  I barely pricked her, but blood pumped rapidly out—one might say it tried to force its way out and into my mouth.  She was good, too.  Very healthy, very vital.  I kept my tendrils to myself, however, since the local breed of bloodsucker didn’t seem to have them. 
 
    Degas provided napkins.  I took mine and pressed it to her wound almost before I had my mouth off her wrist.  Mary might be able to lick the wound and encourage coagulation, or blood production, or whatever her vampire spit does to a human body.  Mine doesn’t.  In testing, we discovered her nighttime saliva is, in many ways, good for a human being.  Mine, on the other hand, encourages bleeding and might make a damn fine drug for busting blood clots.  As a result, anything I bite can easily bleed to death, even if it’s only a pinprick.  I’m not the sort of vampire to nibble on someone seductively. 
 
    This is one reason I generally eat things to death.  Keeping a meal ticket alive is difficult. 
 
    My current snack wasn’t doing the eye-rolling thing, either.  She seemed disappointed and a little upset as she held the napkin in place.  I waved her away and she stepped back.  Mary was in a better situation.  At least she could stop actively sucking blood out of her victim. 
 
    “Most interesting,” Mary agreed, dabbing at her mouth before handing the napkin to her donor.  “I don’t know if I’ve ever heard of anyone treating a city this way before.  It’s quite original.” 
 
    “Thank you, my dear.  I’m rather proud of it.  And, as you can see,” he added, gesturing around the dining room, “it has paid enormous dividends.” 
 
    “Yes.  And I hate to ask this, but it’s been on my mind.” 
 
    “Go right ahead.” 
 
    “About the hunters.  I’m afraid I don’t know quite who we’re avoiding, here.  It’s all new in this region, so forgive me if I presume and ask for advice.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it, not for a moment.”  He waved the donors away and Degas showed them out.  “There are a number of small groups here who are less than pleased at our presence, but they are manageable.  I’ve gone to considerable lengths to establish influence over local politicians, law enforcement, and the like.  While our activities, if done with discretion, attract little enough notice, it is quite another matter to conceal such from parties privy to the truth.” 
 
    “That’s reassuring.  At least the local police won’t be helping them.” 
 
    “Individuals, perhaps, but not as a policy.  However, you do raise a point I, also, find a trifle upsetting.  You’ve had words with Stan.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Whatever you’ve told him, he may—I say ‘may’—have also told to individuals who would wish to do you harm.  While I, of course, am reasonably secure here, I cannot offer hospitality to everyone who asks for it.  Becoming a rooming house for my fellow undead simply makes my home more of a target for those who, shall we say, might be tempted to ignore the repercussions of overt action.” 
 
    “We understand.  We wouldn’t want to cause trouble.” 
 
    “Excellent.  But my purpose is also to caution you.  We are, by definition, supernatural creatures.  While I have seldom seen actual magic, there are some moments I can recall where mortals have done things inexplicable.  Meddling with our kind tends to encourage them to investigate other supernatural avenues, often with an eye to using them against us.” 
 
    “You’re saying there are… what?  Some sort of wizards or something?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go so far as all that, but if you’ve any experience with either the Church or with witchcraft—voodoo priests, hermetic mages, or even crystal-worshippers—you might do well to consider them again.  If even one in a thousand is legitimate… well, all it takes is one to find you as you sleep.” 
 
    “A disturbing thought.  We’ll have to consider our arrangements more carefully.  Are you sure there are such people?” 
 
    “I can’t say I’m certain,” he said, pursing his lips.  “I’ve seen things to make me wonder, though.  When I was but a mortal, I would have laughed at any man who believed in such things.  Today?”  He held up his hand and flicked two fingernails against each other.  “I don’t believe there is any secret society of vampire hunters using magical spells to trace us down and kill us.  We wouldn’t survive for long.  But are there a few with real powers, just as some of us have exceptional abilities?  I feel the idea must be lent credence even if it has not, can not, earn it.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Mary agreed, nodding.  “Yes, we’ll definitely have to look into more secure sleeping arrangements.” 
 
    “I’m pleased.  Now, one last thing before I must conclude our visit.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What do you do?” 
 
    “Through a few false identities, we own holdings that supply—” 
 
    “No, no,” he interrupted, waving a hand as though to erase the words from an imaginary blackboard.  “I mean in the sense of exceptional powers.  Everyone has a talent, large or small, and they tend to grow with age.”  He nodded at me.  “You will not, I hope, take me for such a fool that I do not notice your elder, here.” 
 
    “Ah.  Yes.”  Mary turned to me, allowing me to answer.  I thought about it for a moment.  Where to begin?  Or, rather, what to demonstrate? 
 
    “Could you call in a donor?” I asked.  “This requires a little demonstration.” 
 
    “Of course.”  Fingers snapped.  Degas moved.  A moment later, yet another young lady entered. 
 
    “You may experience some discomfort,” I cautioned, and bit the tip of her finger, gently, with one fang.  I immediately placed her hand on the tablecloth. 
 
    “You’ll notice the young lady bleeds,” I began.  “Hardly surprising or unusual, but…” I lifted her hand and placed mine next to the fresh bloodstain.  It crawled through the cloth, beading up on the surface.  I moved my hand so everyone could watch the blood trickle rapidly after it.  When it caught up, it soaked into my skin.  I waved the young lady away.  She backed away, sucking at her finger. 
 
    “Most interesting.  Do you actually need to drink?” 
 
    “Technically, no, but I drink faster than I sponge up.  On the plus side, I never worry about bloodstains.” 
 
    “Quite.  And you, young lady?” he asked, smiling at Mary. 
 
    For answer, she laid her hands on the tablecloth and concentrated on the centerpiece.  The bowl of flowers slowly slid toward her as she tugged on it with her tendril.  She screwed up her face in ferocious concentration and the bowl shifted, bit by bit, toward her hands. 
 
    While it wasn’t easy for her, sliding the bowl was within her capacity.  She pretended to greater efforts than required. 
 
    “Excellent!  Most excellent!” LeSange declared, applauding gently.  “I’m delighted.  Well, if I ever need to eliminate a bloodstain or alter the throw of dice, now I know who to contact.” 
 
    “Which does bring up a point,” I suggested.  At his encouraging nod, I went on.  “See, one of the ways we make a living—so to speak—involves finding crooked gaming establishments and being better at it than they are.  I would never suggest your establishment has anything to do with such things, but it’s possible you may have some knowledge of which ones might be unethical.  If any spring to mind, we would happily take our patronage, such as it is, to them. 
 
    “An interesting proposal.  Yes, I can see how it might be useful.  Beneficial to both of us, in fact.  I shall have to give it some thought.” 
 
    “Thank you in advance.  We aren’t in immediate need of cash, but one has to always look toward the future.” 
 
    “Indeed.  Well, thank you both for a lovely visit.  Degas will show you out.” 
 
    We rose when Degas moved toward the door. 
 
    “Thank you for the honor of this audience,” I replied.  “You have been most hospitable.” 
 
    “A pleasure to make new friends,” he told me, smiling with all his teeth.  I nodded, smiling without teeth.  I didn’t want to accidentally trigger a predator instinct, and teeth are sometimes viewed as a challenge.  It was all right for him, since he perceived himself as the alpha in the room, but showing teeth could be bad manners on my part.  We followed Degas to the elevator and Bill took us down to the underground garage. 
 
    “Here’s a list,” he told us, handing me an index card with two addresses on it.  “Drop in at one of these places once a week or so to get the news and let us know you’re still around.  When you get a PO box or a phone, let us know that, too.  His Majesty likes to keep in touch, but not always face to face.” 
 
    “We’ll do our best,” I replied.  “Anything special we should do at these places?” 
 
    “Smile at the bartender.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “You can let yourselves out through the parking garage,” he added.  “If Stan knew you were going to the lounge, there might be people waiting for you.  You might not want to go out the usual doors.” 
 
    “That’s excellent thinking, Bill.  I appreciate you looking out for us.  I’ll remember it.” 
 
    “Doing my job, sir.  It’s good business.” 
 
    We parted company from him in the parking garage and, once the elevator doors closed, discussed as we walked through the concrete caverns. 
 
    “What did we learn?” I asked. 
 
    “There are groups of hunters, they know to cruise Las Vegas, the local vamp leader is controlling some of the city’s mortal authorities—I’m guessing the usual blackmail, bribery, and the like, but I’m not ruling out Phrygian powers.  We also know he’s keeping active tabs on his own people, which means he’s probably going to try and keep an eye on us.  Plus, there may be magical shenanigans among the hunters.” 
 
    “Does it matter that Degas is the real leader?” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “This guy, the Master, kept… I don’t know if ‘listening’ is the right word, but he wanted Degas’ approval on everything.  He didn’t look at Degas, but his spirit was focused on him.  Degas kept responding in kind, basically telling him to get on with it.  It was interesting to watch the way their spirits interacted.  I don’t know if Degas sired LeSange, but they seem to have some sort of link.” 
 
    “Huh.  Why the deception?” 
 
    “To add another layer of safety?  Anyone after the Master of the City—the Black King—wouldn’t specifically target the elderly butler, would they?” 
 
    “I would.  Looking old doesn’t mean anything in a vampire.” 
 
    “Good point.  People can’t help but judge by appearances.” 
 
    “I’ll have to think about how this affects things,” she mused. 
 
    “So, now that we’ve met the locals, what do you want to do?” 
 
    “I feel I have a better grasp of the local supernatural politics.  I’m thinking I may want to find Salvatore and interrogate him into small chunks.  We’re known to live in L.A., so if we feed him his own intestines there, it doesn’t necessarily reflect on Las Vegas.” 
 
    “Does this mean I’m going to have to move the shift-booth and the cargo shifter?” 
 
    “Not all at once,” she soothed.  “Start with the booth.  The cargo shifter is just a place for deliveries.  The booth is for us, and we won’t want to drop into the Los Angeles area.” 
 
    “So, you kill Salvatore with a cheese grater.  Anything else?” 
 
    “It depends on what I can force him to tell me.  If his whole family is now involved in hunting vampires, we’re going to have a hard time doing business with them.  I already stopped the diamond shipments after the crossroads-burial fiasco.” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t discuss it with them.  It might not be the sort of thing you call up your relatives about.  They might think he’s crazy.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of it like that.  I assumed he would want to tell everyone in his organization.” 
 
    “Never underestimate the power of peer pressure.  He may have had a discussion with his subordinates—they have to take his orders, and the ones who witnessed your transformation won’t think he’s crazy.  He might never mention a word of it to his family.  If he’s married, he might not even have told his wife.  Most husbands are hesitant to look crazy or stupid in front of their wives.” 
 
    “I think you’re projecting.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Mary took my arm as we made it to the street.  Someone in a bright yellow Thunderbird convertible honked at us as he swung into the garage.  We sauntered along the sidewalk. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Mary decided.  “This is just me being annoyed.  I’m still upset about how I was treated.  You don’t have to go on a rampage because of it.” 
 
    “It would be nice if I did, though, right?” 
 
    “Well, yes.  You don’t seem too upset.” 
 
    “Only because you’re okay.  I mean, if you weren’t, then we’d have another kettle of kippers entirely.  I’m a Guardian Demon, remember?  You were inconvenienced and threatened, but not harmed, as such.” 
 
    “I don’t feel that way about it!” 
 
    “I imagine not.  But I can’t help thinking this is merely you being angry at someone.  —Not that there’s anything ‘merely’ about you being angry!  I do recognize you have a reason to be upset, but I’m not personally enraged, if you follow.  I will happily help you wreak havoc and mayhem in any plan to make you feel better about it.  They are not my priority.  You are my priority.” 
 
    “So, you’re willing to humor me?  Is that it?” 
 
    “No.  Humoring you would be going along with what you want when you have no reason for it.  You have a perfect reason to be upset with Salvatore and his goons.  I would be humoring you if he insulted your hat and you decided to steal his ribcage.  In this case, I will happily assist you in your righteous fury and aid you in seeking retribution for crimes committed against you.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she pondered.  “I’m not sure how I feel.  The difference seems negligible.” 
 
    “It’s a huge difference, at least to me.” 
 
    “I—oh, I see.  All right.  I can respect it means a lot to you, and you’re doing your best to be supportive and helpful, even if it does seem like you’re humoring me.  Perspectives.  Viewpoints.  Got it.”  She squeezed my arm.  “But I expect the old you, the rip-slash-blast-kaboom you, to rear his shadow-crowned head and deal out massive amounts of badass if it’s called for.” 
 
    “I think I can dig him up.  For you.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Sunday, December 25th, Year 8 
 
      
 
    Yeah, I know my great-granddaughter—much like my daughter and granddaughter—was born on Christmas Day.  My interpretation of the Rethvan calendar is mildly arbitrary, remember, and December 25th is two hundred and eighty days from the spring equinox.  What’s that got to do with it?  Because Tamara’s descendants are all Priestesses of the Mother of Flame, there’s a rite of spring on the equinox, and two hundred and eighty days is the average gestation period for a human baby.  That’s just how it works.  The date may have some significance to the Mother of Flame, but I’m not going to ask her. 
 
    The fact a year on Flatland is so close to a year on Earth is a coincidence I don’t think about.  Shh.  Not thinking about it. 
 
    I went back to Apocalyptica while Mary continued her investigation thing in Flintridge.  I was about to go back to The Manor when Diogenes sounded an alert.  His periodic spot-checks in our favorite worlds registered a time differential with Karvalen.  If I wanted to make the birthday party, I needed to get dressed and go now. 
 
    “Hold the connection.  I’m changing.  Don’t let the time differential slip on me.” 
 
    “Holding.” 
 
    I dove through Wardrobe, changed in a hurry, accepted Tymara’s present from the robot with a fast thank-you to Diogenes, and skidded to a halt at the shift-booth. 
 
    “The ceiling says it’s daytime at the destination.  How long until sunrise here?” 
 
    “Three hours, Professor.  Shifting now will cause a rapid-onset resurrection.” 
 
    I swore fluently, but you can’t rush sunrise.  I keep meaning to build a network of shift-booths around the world, making it possible to either avoid sunrise altogether, or pick a convenient location for enduring one whenever I need one.  It hasn’t been a priority. 
 
    Still, I knew how this was going to go.  I performed some spells, pre-starting my body and getting it ready for life.  One spell to warm me to normal temperature, another to pump my heart until it got the idea.  A healing spell designed to level out the biological shock to my system.  Another one to encourage a more general regeneration to mitigate the damage.  And a painkiller.  And an anti-nausea spell.  And a cleaning spell.  And something for my nose, to keep me from smelling what was about to happen. 
 
    Dying is easier. 
 
    I started breathing, preparing for the ordeal.  I closed the door. 
 
    Wham!  Heartbeat, breathing, blood flow, biology!  My body was the revving engine dropped suddenly into gear, spinning the tires and dragging me along with it.  It’s pushing an elevator button for the ground floor and the floor opens up like a trapdoor.  I sweat the transformation products out, felt my insides knot like a bag of snakes, and—anti-nausea spell or no—threw up anyway.  At least I kept it off the birthday present. 
 
    The cleaning spell took care of everything external.  I stayed on the floor, on hands and knees, waiting for the other spells to do their work.  My guts eventually settled down into unhappy knots of moderate pain and I opened my eyes. 
 
    Yep, pitch black.  All my preparation and I forgot a light spell.  It’s the little things that get away from me. 
 
    I sat against a wall and carefully conjured a light.  A little more spellcasting caused the pile of vampire excretion to burn away.  The foul smoke trailed up and out through the ventilation hole. 
 
    At least this time I knew what to expect and was prepared for it.  The first time was worse.  Since then, I’ve done this deliberately—no, I’m not a masochist; I’m a survivalist—a dozen times.  I know the routine.  I developed ways to mitigate it, but there’s no way to make it anything less than awful. 
 
    It still sucks, stinks, and sucks some more.  But I will be there for her birthday even if someone has to carry me. 
 
    I spent ten or fifteen minutes recuperating before I pushed myself to my feet.  I could stand.  I could walk.  I felt wobbly and weak, but I knew from experience it would gradually diminish over time.  My natural healing and the healing spells would help.  Soon, I would be able to eat and replenish the calories my body burned in recovery.  Then things would improve even more quickly.  If it was early enough in the day, I might even be in the near vicinity of normal by the time the sun went down and I died again. 
 
    Good enough.  I hefted the package and exited the shift-booth.  Three Knights of Shadow were waiting for me.  They saluted, but didn’t do the one-knee genuflection.  I was pleased. 
 
    “Good morning,” I offered.  “To what do I owe the pleasure of a three-person sentry detail?” 
 
    “It is your great-granddaughter’s birthday,” replied the Shield.  I recognized him but I couldn’t quite remember his name.  Fillion?  Fallion?  Something like that. 
 
    “I’m getting predictable.  That’s a bad sign.  I’ll have to make other arrangements with Tymara, I guess.  Are all three of you following me?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.  If we can predict your arrival, others may.” 
 
    “Then we better get a carriage.  I’m not walking through the streets with the three of you intimidating the crowd.”  They chuckled.  I appreciated it.  Knights of Shadow are highly regarded.  People are always happy to see them.  I’m the one with the reputation for being the Demon King.  One of them swung the door open for me. 
 
      
 
    Tymara doesn’t have birthday parties, not in the sense of having a dozen kids over to cut a cake and give presents and blow out candles.  For one thing, they don’t do the cake and candles thing over here.  For another, extinguishing candles is probably not a good bit of symbolism to use in the House of Flame.  And, finally, even if they did, she’d simply turn them off instead of blowing them out, the little cheater. 
 
    There’s also the possibility she could lose her temper with a guest.  The results would require a broom, a dustpan, and something more substantial than an apology. 
 
    Instead, Tymara—and to a lesser extent, Tianna and Amber; they share a birthday, after all—received visits from people during the whole day, mostly the more devout worshippers of the Mother of Flame.  A few of the upper-class locals paid calls, as well, along with some formal visits from priests of various temples.  I understand Beltar showed up, too.  He and a whole platoon of the Knights of Shadow did more than drop by.  They attended the dawn services, in point of fact, and paid their respects to the birthday girls afterward.  Tianna was gratified and Tymara was tickled, according to my bodyguards. 
 
    My altar ego makes it a point to be nice to the other gods wherever he can.  It’s a policy.  It soothes them a little, what with the quasi-avatar of the Lord of Shadow being the Demon King of Karvalen.  That’s another reason I don’t want to rule the place!  He also tends to try and make nice with the Mother of Flame, too, whenever the family is involved.  One is political, the other is personal.  He didn’t ask me what I thought of the idea.  He didn’t need to. 
 
    I made it through the front door and about three feet into the residential space before a fiery missile intercepted me in direct, central impact.  I was glad I had a chance to sit in a carriage and recuperate.  She’s small, but she’s feisty. 
 
    “Provus!” she screamed, gleefully.  She tried to set my midsection on fire with her hair as she hugged me like a lava octopus. 
 
    “Tymara!” I squeaked back, mimicking her tone.  “How’s my fiery little girl?” 
 
    “Bright as a sunrise!” she declared.  She was much more talkative than usual. 
 
    “So you are.  Happy birthday!” 
 
    “It’s been great!  There were knights dancing for me!” 
 
    “I think you mean ‘marching,’ but close enough.” 
 
    “They marched around in armor and saluted and stuff!  With swords!” 
 
    “They do that.” 
 
    “They were pretty!” 
 
    “I think you mean ‘handsome,’ but yes, they are pretty to watch.  Also, look what I’ve brought you.”  I handed her the chess set, carefully.  It was rather heavy.  She could hold the package, but it was a strain.  I put it down on a stone bench and let her tear into it. 
 
    “A game?” she guessed, holding up two of the pieces. 
 
    “It is.  Not just any game, either.  It’s a game of kings—and princes, and princesses—and this one is made specially for you.” 
 
    “It is?” she asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    “It is.  Here, let me show you.” 
 
    I spent the rest of the day teaching her the rudiments of chess, interrupted periodically by her birthday visitors.  She spent the day overjoyed to have a power-based toy.  She never did liquefy anything, but I was glad the board had a high melting point.  Considering some of the annoyed looks she shot at people interrupting us, I was also glad she was wearing her containment hairband.  They were glad, too, or should have been. 
 
    At one point, Tianna came in, stood behind me, and leaned on my shoulder to watch.  She was quite pleased when Tymara demonstrated how to charge up the pieces. 
 
    “Your idea?” Tianna asked. 
 
    “All mine.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to learn to play this, aren’t I?” 
 
    “The pieces will teach you, if you want.  They’ll also play against Tymara on their own, but not very well.” 
 
    Tianna ruffled my hair. 
 
    “You’re such a thoughtful monster.” 
 
    Tymara looked up with a frown.  She cocked her head, obviously thinking. 
 
    “He’s not a monster,” she finally said. 
 
    “Oh, yes I am,” I told her.  “But I’m your monster, so it’s okay.” 
 
    “Momma?” Tymara asked, puzzled and not entirely sure she liked the idea. 
 
    “He’s not wrong.  He’s a lot of things.” 
 
    “I am,” I agreed.  “But whatever else I am, I’m always your provus.  Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed, reluctantly, clearly not pleased at the monster comment.  “Can I make the lady kill the little soldier?” 
 
    “What’s the lady called?” 
 
    “The Queen.  Like Lissette?  She’s a warrior-queen?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  She definitely is that.” 
 
    “Why does she get to move around so much while the King has to only move one square?” 
 
    “You know those knights waiting outside?” I asked. 
 
    “You mean the real ones?  Outside the door?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They mean well,” I told her.  “They try to protect me, but they get in my way.  That’s why kings don’t get to move around a lot.” 
 
    “Oh.  Queen, take the little soldier.  Uh, Queen, take the pawn.”  The figurine advanced on the cowering little fellow and pretended to skewer him.  He died theatrically before his fellows carried him off the board, much to Tymara’s delight.  So much for crying over dead pieces.  I forget how vicious children can be. 
 
    “The Mother would like a word, when you have a moment,” Tianna whispered, still watching over my shoulder. 
 
    “The Lord of Shadow will happily discuss anything she likes.” 
 
    “She specifically wants a word with you.” 
 
    “Is it about our family?” 
 
    “No.  Well, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Then it ain’t my job no more.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “King castles,” I said, and we watched the pieces shuffle around.  “Your move, Tymara.” 
 
      
 
    One of the visitors was unexpected, at least to me.  Heydyl—Squire Heydyl of the Order of Shadow—paid a call on his grand-niece.  I didn’t think that sort of thing was allowed outside formal visits, but what do I know?  It’s not like I understand anything about religion. 
 
    Tymara didn’t leap up and slam into him the way she does with me, and I considered it a good thing.  He hasn’t stood his vigil for his armor, yet.  She grabbed him and dragged him over to play chess almost before he could salute me. 
 
    I liked what I saw.  Heydyl was considerably larger than I expected, broad-shouldered and well-muscled.  I guessed he had to shave regularly, but wasn’t ready to grow a beard, yet.  Maybe I should ask if Beltar and Seldar are using the grow-your-own-giant spells on the Order of Shadow, these days.  I think they are.  The lad is as tall as I am and, judging by appearances, outweighs me by thirty pounds. 
 
    What I liked best of all was the way he let Tymara drag him to the chessboard, park him on a bench, and start teaching him chess.  Best of all, he paid attention.  So many teenagers don’t want to deal with children.  A lot of adults don’t, either.  Heydyl listened to her as she tried to explain how the pieces moved and how to play.  He learned the basics almost as quickly as she did despite her slapdash approach to explaining the game. 
 
    I can beat them both, but I’ve played chess longer than they’ve been alive.  When it was time for me to go, they played chess with each other. 
 
    Outside, I stopped to chat with Tianna again. 
 
    “Before you start,” I began, “I know the Mother of Flame wants to talk to me privately.  I get it.  But this world is dangerous for me and you know it.” 
 
    “No, I don’t know it,” she countered.  “You are the Demon King and the Lord of Shadow.  There will always be people who want something from you, even if it is only your death.”  She placed a hand on my arm.  “I know.  There are still those who would see my daughter flayed and thrown into the sea, and me along with her.  Yet we remain.  Can you really say, wherever you may go, there is somewhere truly safe?” 
 
    “Okay, no, I can’t.  Still, whenever I’m here, everyone wants something, as you said.  It’s a question of what they want.  Tymara wants me to tickle her and play.  You want me to sit with you and talk.  Amber does, too.  Beltar wants me to address the faithful, but he knows better than to ask.  Lissette… I don’t know what she wants from me, if anything.” 
 
    “She wants the husband she was promised, but she also knows she cannot have him,” Tianna informed me.  I did a double-take. 
 
    “She what?” 
 
    “She still wants her husband.”  Tianna shrugged.  “We have mirrors.  Sometimes, she lights a lamp for me.  We talk.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know how to respond to that.” 
 
    “Is a response necessary?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “You were trying to make a point,” she prompted. 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, I was.  Let me try and remember.” 
 
    “Take your time.” 
 
    “What I was trying to say, I think, was everyone here places demands on me.  When I show up, it creates trouble and disruption and rumors and I don’t know what else.  That’s why I’m almost never here.  I would love to spend more time with you, Tymara, Heydyl, and others.  But if I spend too much time here, it attracts the attention of gods and men and monsters.  It’s reasonably safe to pop in and vanish again, if I do it quickly, but to stay for any length of time is asking for trouble—dangerous, deadly trouble, not only for me, but for you.” 
 
    “I fail to see how.” 
 
    “My favorite example is a bunch of crazy magicians who want to be nightlords.” 
 
    “They would not dare to set foot on the Temple grounds.” 
 
    “Or what?  Be burned to death?  If they’re chasing immortality and power, they’ll take risks.  And if they think I’ll give them what they want, they might risk trying to take you as a hostage.  Remember what happened with the Church of Light?” 
 
    “I recall,” she admitted, grimacing.  She touched her throat where someone once cut it. 
 
    “So I can’t stay, I can’t get involved.  Or, rather, I don’t dare.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Tianna asked.  “Are you sure you’re mostly concerned about our welfare, instead of concerned about how you’ll have to…” 
 
    “Be a king, a god, or a monster?  That’s part of it,” I admitted.  “If it was safe for me to be those things—no, that’s not it.  If it was safe for the people around me while I’m being those things, I would be, if it meant spending time with my family.” 
 
    Tianna nodded and squeezed my arm. 
 
    “All right.  I won’t press you on it.  Come back when you can.” 
 
    “I always do.  I even come when called.”  I hesitated a moment before adding, “Remind Lissette of that, would you?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Oh!” I added, suddenly remembering.  “Has Spar—has the Mother been giving out signs and omens about founding a new Empire on the ruins of Zirafel?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge.  Why?” 
 
    “Bunch of religious nuts claim fiery signs in the heavens guided them to Zirafel.  Probably some other deity.” 
 
    “I presume so.  I shall ask, just to be sure.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  I kissed her forehead.  “You take care of my favorite granddaughter and great-granddaughter.” 
 
    “I shall.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Tuesday, September 15th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I enjoyed my day with Tianna and Tymara.  With three knights on door-duty, people got in to see Tianna and Tymara, but nobody bothered me for favors.  It’s not good to pester the Demon King while he’s visiting his descendants, but some people don’t seem to understand just how not-good it can get.  Either that, or they’re willing to take the risk.  Having bouncers at the door kept such nonsense to a minimum. 
 
    In a considerably better mood, I returned to Apocalyptica and found myself slammed into nighttime on the shift.  Damn that time differential!  At least it was a day-to-night transformation.  Those are sharply, intensely unpleasant, but they’re like ripping a bandage off.  One big ouch and it’s over. 
 
    I uncurled and stood up, stretched.  After I ran a cleaning spell over myself, I realized just how much better I felt.  I grew accustomed to the weak and queasy feeling of being jump-started and forgot about it.  Those rapid sunrise changes take a lot out of me. 
 
    “Professor?” 
 
    “Yes, Diogenes?” 
 
    “Are you well?” 
 
    “I am now.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    “My sensors are not able to evaluate your state during the night.” 
 
    “Because I’m dead?” 
 
    “Because you register only imperfectly.” 
 
    “It probably has something to do with my not-thereness in mirrors and cameras.  Do I need to make a vampire evaluator unit for you?” 
 
    “Only if you are unreasonably paranoid, Professor.” 
 
    “That’s a straight line if I ever heard one, but I’m not going there.” 
 
    “As you wish.  Do you wish to test the Mark Two Solar Tap?” 
 
    “Is it installed already?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Wow.  Sure!  I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to centrally-coordinated robot production.  Let me get to the media room and fire up a scrying sensor.” 
 
    We ran through the checks on the mundane fusion plant components and, unsurprisingly, everything was in order.  I did a close inspection of the gate installation and its enchantments. 
 
    “That’s a lot of heat transfer equipment.” 
 
    “I expect a significant thermal input.” 
 
    “Very true.  If this doesn’t work, we can try adding yet another spell to the system.  This one will increase the rate of heat transfer in other components.” 
 
    “The production bottleneck already requires you to enchant gates and mounting brackets, Professor.” 
 
    “It’s a drawback to magic.  It’s hard to automate.  If this one and our mark three version both fail, we’ll fall back to standard fusion plants and raise the priority on thorium refining—to hell with the resource cost.  Wait.  Is there a world we know of where we can just buy thorium?” 
 
    “Thorium, while a cleaner nuclear fuel, is still considered a restricted material in all worlds where it is commercially produced.  The background and security checks will be significant.” 
 
    “That’s a negative.  No buying radioisotopes.  Got it.  Fine.  If we have to, we’ll do it ourselves.  You need the power.”  I examined the projected diagrams in the surrounding screens.  “I see we’re using the magnetic containment.  Didn’t you mention a force field?” 
 
    “You have not yet tested the interaction effects of a force field and a wormhole,” Diogenes reminded me. 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    “The setup looks good to me.”  I put the psychic viewpoint near the gate itself so I could watch it if it failed.  “Whenever you’re ready, Diogenes.” 
 
    “Activating electromagical transformer.  Power optimum.  Crystals reaching capacity.  Pinpoint gate ready.  Targeting locked.  In three… two… one…” 
 
    The facility didn’t vanish.  The gate instantly heated up to a glow, but the heat diffusion setup kept it from melting long enough to establish a magnetic channel.  For over a minute, I watched the temperature readout climb, level off, and slowly drop a few degrees. 
 
    “How are we looking?  I see a tiny stream of plasma coming through.” 
 
    “I am still calibrating the flow.” 
 
    “Is it going to go critical on us?” 
 
    “I think not.  Now that we have an established flow, increasing or decreasing it places the criticality of the plant under our control.” 
 
    “Very good.  How long do you want to run it in the test reactor before we install one in the real fusion plant setup?” 
 
    “At least twenty-four hours, if I may.  The full system, including the solar targeting and tracking units, should run through a complete rotation of the Earth.” 
 
    “You got it.  Do you have a new gate ring and bracket for me?  I’ll work on them now while I’m waiting for Mary to get back.” 
 
    “No, Professor.  Now that we have a successful test, I have begun fabrication.  I do have a copy of a cargo truck available for use on Manor, however.  The local production model is inadequate for the use you have specified, so I have increased the engine power using non-anachronistic technologies and included a trailer.” 
 
    “You gave it a bigger engine?” 
 
    “As well as a more durable drivetrain, yes, Professor.” 
 
    “You’re brilliant, Diogenes.” 
 
    “I conjecture my processor scintillates under laser light, but I lack the proper optics in the central processor chamber to observe the phenomenon.” 
 
    “Did you park the truck in the new Manor cargo-shift room?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  Do you also wish to include a load of construction supplies?” 
 
    “Yes.  No.  Not on the truck.  I’ll take it up to Applewood Hall—I’ll pick up the car and take it there on the trailer—then send someone back to pick up materiel.” 
 
    “Noted.  I will keep the Liverpool end adequately stocked.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Don’t overdo it.  We don’t want people to get suspicious.  We’re getting shipments ‘from America,’ remember.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “Of course you do.  Any word from Mary?” 
 
    “Not since you departed for Karvalen.” 
 
    “Keep me posted.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.  Would you also like to see the plans for the space elevator?” 
 
    “Yes, but later.  Where are we putting it?” 
 
    “Kenya.” 
 
    “Kenya?  In Africa?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why so far away?  Or, rather, why Kenya?” 
 
    “It is an equatorial location.  It also has the features of altitude and relative tectonic stability.  There are extinct volcanos, but the region is not placed near major fault lines.  Minor tremors are taken into account in the design.” 
 
    “Fair points,” I admitted.  “Isn’t it a bit of a logistical problem, putting the building site halfway around the world?” 
 
    “It is approximately eight thousand and seven hundred miles.  The circumference of the Earth is twenty-four thousand, nine hundred miles.” 
 
    “I stand corrected.  Change it ‘nearly a third of the way around the world,’ please.” 
 
    “Correction noted.  Yes, it does present some logistical challenges.  For ease of construction, may I suggest sending a heliostat with a portable cargo shifter?  I can then transship the necessary equipment to begin a local infrastructure, as well as use a micro-gate as a local communications link.” 
 
    “Well… all right.  Since the local cargo shifters don’t have an inter-universal enchantment, it’ll be less power-expensive to operate, but will it be cheap enough?” 
 
    “I have run the numbers.  Yes.  Much of the initial power budget will come from solar panels.  Records show the Tana River was used for power production, as well as geothermal plants at Olkaria.  The functionality of these sites is almost certainly nil, but it is possible they may be reclaimed.” 
 
    “You know best,” I agreed.  “We’ll do it your way.  Also, we’ll probably need to lay some power and communications cables across the Atlantic, eventually.  We knew we were going to go global one day, so we may as well lay down some infrastructure.” 
 
    “I have already begun production of lobsterbots and seafloor cabling.” 
 
    “Lobsterbots?” 
 
    “Catalog world 6-2-2-3-1-8-0 utilizes them as remote-piloted seafloor operations units for cables, pipelines, and undersea habitat maintenance.  I upgraded their internal cybernetics and programming before producing them for our uses.” 
 
    “Good.  I like the idea of being able to divert power from any source to any demand.” 
 
    “Later, when the space elevator is functional, the materials used for the ribbon cables will act as solar power collectors, providing a surplus of power even when the elevator is in active service.  Shall I begin the construction plan now or wait until you have reviewed the designs?” 
 
    “The designs are working, operational plans from worlds already using the things regularly, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Any major safety concerns?” 
 
    “Orbital space debris is the primary safety concern, but a series of cylindrical Whipple shields above the atmosphere has proven highly effective at decreasing space-cable degradation.” 
 
    “I—huh.  I never thought of that.  Most of the stuff in orbit would be traveling fast enough…”  I shook my head.  “Sometimes I think you’re smarter than me.” 
 
    “In most measurable ways, Professor, I am.  However, my programming is not capable of true thought, merely simulations of it.” 
 
    “If you say so.  Okay, go ahead with the space elevator.  If you need me, I’ll be on The Manor.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Saturday, October 14th, 1939 
 
      
 
    I took the trouble to transmit the last week of newspapers back to Diogenes.  He tells me everything is progressing as usual.  This appears to be one of the many worlds that copies the timeline with which I am most familiar.  It’s not time travel.  They are all independent worlds.  Change one and the rest remain as they are. 
 
    This is somewhat comforting.  Actual time travel is a horrifying can of worms.  Sandworms.  Big ones.  And my eyes don’t glow blue. 
 
    There are, of course, other worlds where things went differently, either in large or small ways.  Several saw the Axis Powers defeat the Allies to greater or lesser degree.  In many of those, Nazi Germany and the Empire of Japan also had their conflict after things settled down.  Most of those ended in nuclear war, usually between 1955 and 1970.  There are also a couple where the United States developed the atomic bomb ahead of schedule and vaporized cities in Germany before the Nazi government surrendered—and Japan only required one bombing to be convinced. 
 
    Some are considerably stranger.  Generally the farther back you have to go to find a point where it departed from the norm—I call it the norm; a purely arbitrary convention reflecting my own experience, granted—the farther back you have to go, the more the changes have altered that world.  These are lumped into the general category of “alternate timelines.” 
 
    Some of them get pretty damn strange, though.  They are all reasonably similar in a cosmological sense—spherical planets orbiting the sun, all that stuff.  Despite this superficial similarity, imagine a world where the vampires took over in the tenth or eleventh century, after a long war against King Arthur and his knights.  Or how about the world where the Martians and the Venusians incidentally wiped out most of the human race in the battle over who would claim the planet from the “primitives” already on it?  There’s also one where the asuras of the Hollow Earth lost all patience with mankind and emerged to force enlightenment on humanity. 
 
    Having found them, I’ve noted them as places to never go back to.  I have enough weirdness in my life.  But even those worlds have at least some resemblance to the world I knew, even if it is only a passing familiarity with their astronomy and some prehistory. 
 
    Another sardine sandwich entirely are the “other worlds,” where the world doesn’t resemble the world as I know it in any conceivable way.  Karvalen is a perfect example; it’s flat.  There are a few other flat worlds I know of.  We’ve come across them in our ongoing gate searches.  Others are cosmologically—or illogically—weird in their own ways.  Each one seems to be unique, but there are also extremely few of them.  Compared to more “conventional” timelines/worlds/universes, these other worlds are about one in every few million. 
 
    I suspect these otherworlds also have duplicates, “alternative timelines” of their own, somewhere.  We haven’t found any, though.  I may be wrong.  The fundamental nature of time and the way it branches may not apply in those worlds.  Different universes, different laws… I think.  Maybe.  Could be.  But, even though I’ve searched for “alternate Karvalen” worlds, there don’t seem to be any. 
 
    Is this because we’re exploring from an alternate of Earth?  Maybe my spells resonate better with them?  Or are there only a very few alternate timelines for otherworlds?  And where did they all come from in the first place?  I don’t know.  It would be nice to know, yes, but I suppose it isn’t required.  I’ll settle for empirical answers—assuming we find some. 
 
      
 
    The truck Diogenes provided had one minor flaw.  It was bright, shiny, and new.  It’s a hazard when dealing with computerized production.  Still, it was otherwise a perfect replica of a local truck and trailer from the year before. 
 
    Not a truck.  It’s a lorry.  Britishisms again. 
 
    I waited in Apocalyptica for the day-night cycle to sync, then arrived in Liverpool during the day.  I drove the lorry up to Maryport, loaded the car on the trailer, and continued to Applewood Hall.  Hammond had several men qualified to drive the thing, so the arrangement was to always have it in motion.  Drivers would take it in shifts.  They drive it down, pick up as much building material as it would haul, bring it back, offload it, and send the next driver right back for more.  With the round-trip time around ten hours in the big, lumbering thing, it gave them two loads of stuff to get through every day. 
 
    I told them we would have regular shipments “from America” show up in the warehouse. 
 
    There were a number of people wanting to talk to me about… I don’t know for certain what they wanted to talk to me about.  I didn’t care too much, either.  Hammond could build.  Blake could teach.  Graves could butler.  They have money, authority, and instructions.  What more do they want from me? 
 
    I hid in my wing for the sunset.  Trixie was lying in her pool, gently waving her wings, arms, and legs in the water. 
 
    “Tired?” I asked. 
 
    “So many children,” she said.  “I feel so good!  And tired,” she added. 
 
    “But you and the children are all having fun?  Everyone is safe and sound and smiling?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Good girl.  I’m very pleased.”  She ran her hands over her head, smoothing down and wetting her dandelion-yellow hair. 
 
    “They’re yours,” she told me.  “I’m taking good care of them.” 
 
    I didn’t argue about property.  It’s a strange concept for fairies.  They don’t have the same sort of definitions.  Instead, I sat down on the chair next to her window-seat diorama and realized I still had the Eye of Brahmantia on me.  I stuffed it in a pocket when I changed clothes, each time thinking, I’ll find a place for this when I have a minute.  I fished it out and regarded Trixie through it.  Nope.  Nothing unusual. 
 
    Still, it would make a good window.  I fetched my wand toolkit and unrolled it on the floor beside the former windowseat.  Trixie poked her head over the edge of the pond, propped her arms on the rim, and cocked her head at me. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “New window.” 
 
    “It’s the wrong shape for your glass things.” 
 
    “Not a window for me.  A window for you.”  I held the gem against the outside of her hidden grotto.  “Should I put it there?” 
 
    Trixie hurried through the miniature waterfall, popped back out to look, ducked back inside again.  She came out and gently pushed my hand to reposition it. 
 
    “Right there!” 
 
    I started the process of opening a hole around the Eye, then let go of it once the stone slab had a grip on it.  In an hour, the Eye of Brahmantia was a window in a pixie grotto.  Trixie waved through it at me and I waved back.  She giggled and flitted about the diorama. 
 
    I’ve made Mary happy, Tymara gleeful, and delighted Trixie.  My evening is complete.  I put my feet up and rested. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Monday, December 26th, Year 8 
 
      
 
    Diogenes phoned me up somewhat later.  Once back in Apocalyptica, I confirmed the test fusion plant design was functioning within parameters and enchanted a new solar tap setup for what would be the big fusion plant in Utah.  Diogenes picked a barren wasteland that used to be called Pelican Lake.  I’m learning not to ask why or how he decides these things, merely accept he does his due diligence. 
 
    “Diogenes.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “Time since last contact with Mary?” 
 
    “Local, twenty-seven hours, eleven minutes.” 
 
    “Ring her bracelet-phone for me, would you?” 
 
    “Ringing.”  A bit later, “I have contact with her phone, but no answer.” 
 
    “In the future, all our phones should have spy circuits for automatic eavesdropping and locating.  Something we can switch off manually, if we’re in a high-tech world where people might use it against us, but hard to figure out if they’re stolen.  Maybe a self-destruct function, too.” 
 
    “Noted.  New models in fabrication now.” 
 
    “It’s kind of disturbing how fast you do that.” 
 
    “My processor capacity is excessive.” 
 
    “It needs to be if you’re going to supervise a planet in real time, I guess.  Okay.  Her phone is working, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.  It appears to be in stealth mode.” 
 
    “No ringing, no vibrating.  Got it.  All right.  Send her a message.  I’d like to hear from her at her convenience.  I’ll be in Karvalen for a bit.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    So I shifted to Karvalen, sat down in the shift booth, and talked to myself. 
 
    You know I’m really an independent entity, right?  You’re not actually talking to yourself. 
 
    “You’re an energy-based entity on another plane of existence, pretending to be a god and patterned on my psychic imprint, which is why I call you my altar-ego.” 
 
    Exactly.  Which means I’m not a mortal entity infected with demonic blood from the chaos of the void, which is why I call you my kinda-avatar.  Totally different. 
 
    “And yet, we think so much alike.  And you tend to think into my head, which isn’t something I enjoy.  So I think of you as the other me and defuse a whole slew of negative reactions.” 
 
    Whatever gets you through the conversation.  I take it, then, this is not a social call? 
 
    “Nope.  Tianna said Sparky wanted to talk to me.  Has she talked to you?” 
 
    Tianna or Sparky? 
 
    “Sparky.” 
 
    No.  Tianna did, he told me.  I felt my eyebrows rise. 
 
    “I would have loved to be a fly on the wall for that.” 
 
    She’s your granddaughter, which makes her a descendant of my not-exactly-avatar.  Since the other gods—humor me.  It’s easiest to talk about them as gods, okay?  And “simulata,” while accurate, isn’t as convenient. 
 
    “Whatever gets you through the conversation.” 
 
    Ever since they revoked your status as an avatar, they’ve been uneasy about it.  They like what you’re doing with the whole share and share alike thing, or mostly, and some of them are claiming you should be an avatar. 
 
    “The Hunter and Ssthich?” I guessed. 
 
    Yes, but also Reason, the Lords of Law and Justice, and a few others.  Surprisingly, Sparky, too. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    No, I just have a weird sense of humor.  Yes, seriously. 
 
    “Okay.  What does she hope to gain?  I ask because she’s a bitch and she’s not doing this out of the goodness of her fiery little heart.” 
 
    Well, it would make T-n-T descended from two avatars.  Since they’re both in her church, that’s more power in her hands. 
 
    “What about Amber?” 
 
    That’s trickier, since she’s not flesh and blood anymore.  I’d go with the idea she’s a descendant, yes.  Given her current state, I’m not sure she should try channeling any power from me, though. 
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    So, Tianna called me up, or called me down, or invoked me, or whatever you want to call it. 
 
    “Yeah.  What did you do?” 
 
    I answered, of course!  What did you think I would do?  She’s my granddaughter, too.  In a non-physical, psychic clone sort of way. 
 
    “Awkward, but I agree.  Go on.” 
 
    It was an awkward discussion. 
 
    “Really?  Gosh!” 
 
    You didn’t need to dump that much sarcasm on it. 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    Anyway, she told me Sparky wanted to talk to you, but you didn’t want to have anything to do with it.  Something about not getting involved. 
 
    “Yeah.  I told her to tell Sparky to speak to you directly.” 
 
    I’m not sure why Sparky doesn’t want to tell me, but I can ask.  Can I digress for a moment to talk about you? 
 
    “It’ll be hard to stop you.” 
 
    True.  I’m worried about you. 
 
    “I’m touched.” 
 
    No, you’re not.  And that’s part of it.  You don’t… you don’t seem to care about much. 
 
    “Should I?” 
 
    I’m serious.  Aside from some visits to Tymara, you avoid the place.  You don’t talk to people—not seriously, not really.  You give flip answers and avoid conversations.  It’s like you’re avoiding contact. 
 
    “I talk with Diogenes and Mary all the time.” 
 
    Yeah, but Diogenes won’t tell you you’re being a jerk, he countered.  Mary loves you and will let you marinate in your own black juices. 
 
    “Actually, she and I already had a discussion a lot like this.  By the end of it, she asked me to take a more active role in spending time with her.” 
 
    Good start, and it ties in to what I’m trying to say.  I think you’re depressed. 
 
    “Am not.” 
 
    See, you’re supposed to shout that.  Or at least sound like you care.  You don’t put your heart into it—into anything, as far as I’ve seen.  Even when you visit Tymara, you’re cheerful and I think you have a good time, but then, when your duty is done, you leave again.  You never seem to want to stay. 
 
    “There are people who actively look for me, here.  They want me to die, be King, donate blood, work miracles, or something.  I don’t want to do any of it.  I’m unfit for politics or religion.” 
 
    There was a time when you would rise to the challenge, rather than flow away into a dark puddle.  You may not feel sad, as such, but you’re a plane ticket, a train ride, two cabs, and a long walk from happy. 
 
    “I’m quite content, thank you.” 
 
    And that’s what I mean!  You’re not happy!  You’re doing whatever you want to do, but you don’t take the same joy in it!  If you didn’t walk around in the sunshine, I’d think you didn’t have a soul. 
 
    “Only part of one,” I answered, quietly.  He didn’t reply for a while. 
 
    So… you’re not getting better after the… 
 
    “I call it an amputation,” I told him.  “I don’t know if I’ll ever be better.  Mary thinks I’ve recovered as much as I’m going to by marinating, as you put it.  She wants me to get out and do stuff—to dredge up some motivation, or fake it until I give a damn.  She didn’t say what you’re saying, or not exactly.  She tackled it from a relationship viewpoint, not a self-psychoanalytic one.” 
 
    You need help with your introspection.  I wish Bronze was available to you.  She always did manifest more of your heart than your intellect. 
 
    “I’m not arguing.  I’m missing some vital parts of me and I don’t know what to do about them.  And, to be frank, I think those pieces are the pieces I need to care enough to do anything about them.  Mary’s trying to use some of my other parts as substitutes—how much I care about her can be used to motivate me instead of some missing part I can’t even name, now.” 
 
    I wish I was further along with Tort.  She’d be good for you right now. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    One good thing, though.  Tort is allowed to come back.  I’ve been over it with the Grey Lady and, while the post-life process normally has jurisdiction, since I took special interest, I can personally handle her reincarnation. 
 
    “And I look forward to it, in a distant, someday sort of anticipation.  But I can’t undo the Black Ball’s effects, whatever those may be, and I can’t undo the Fabulous Four Plus One.  Those are going to mark me forever. And Bronze.” 
 
    And Bronze.  She’s the big one, isn’t she? he asked, thoughtfully. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I have a question.  And it’s a hypothetical one, so don’t read into it, okay? 
 
    “I can try.” 
 
    If Bronze were to be reincarnated, what would she be reincarnated as?  Do you think she’d be born—or, since we’re talking about horses, “foaled”—normally? 
 
    “You told me not to read into it, but I don’t think I can avoid it.  Do you mean to tell me it’s possible?” 
 
    Anything’s possible.  The likelihood is slim, however.  There are rules I can’t break, rules I dare not break, rules I can bend, and rules I can ignore if I want to pay the price.  The afterlife is one of those areas full of “can’t” and “dare not” rules, plus a hefty helping of “I don’t know what I’m doing” stuff. 
 
    “Confirm or deny,” I demanded.  “Does Bronze still exist?” 
 
    You made her with a piece of your soul, he answered.  Souls don’t just disappear.  She doesn’t quite count as a living being, but she’s more than a mere construct. 
 
    I was silent for several dozen fast-paced heartbeats, thinking at the speed of dark. 
 
    “You’re copied from me,” I said, calmly, “with some changes based on worshipper beliefs.  That makes you an energy-state being of monumental power and scope, but you also have an innate understanding of how I think.  So, knowing how I feel about Bronze and how I feel about inscrutable pronouncements that imply without explicitly stating anything, answer the goddam question!” 
 
    Um.  Yeah.  Okay.  Bronze’s essence still exists in the afterlife.  She’s doing very well, but she misses you, too.  Aside from that one fly in the ointment, everything’s going wonderfully for her. 
 
    I had to pause and digest that.  In a weird sort of way, it made me feel better. 
 
    “All right.  So Bronze went on to horse heaven, wherever that is.  That’s a strange sort of comfort, I guess.  Maybe dead is better than destroyed.  One has an afterlife, the other is oblivion.  You’re sure she’s happy?” 
 
    Consider who I am.  Do you think I could be mistaken about a thing like that? 
 
    “Then I’m glad.”  I leaned back against the wall and closed my eyes.  Bronze was… not alive.  Not destroyed, exactly, but… All right, there’s an afterlife and she’s in it.  Coming to mental grips with this is going to take a while. 
 
    Um, about my question…? 
 
    “Hmm?  Oh.”  I had to think about it.  Given the options… “Well, Diogenes has already cloned some genetically-engineered horse-like creatures.” 
 
    I’ve seen them.  Dangerous beasties, aren’t they? 
 
    “By design,” I agreed.  “If Bronze can be reincarnated, we can get one of them to foal, I guess.  Should I?” 
 
    No.  Or… let me say, “not yet.”  There’s… the reincarnation thing is tricky.  There are some rules, but I’m working with them, not against them.  My big problem is doing it right.  There are techniques I haven’t grasped, yet.  I’m still new to being a godlike entity.  I’m the youngest member of the pantheon and likely to stay that way for a while.  There’s a lot I need to learn, especially in matters where I dare not screw up. 
 
    “That’s fair.  Should I hope to see her again?” 
 
    There’s always hope.  You’re immortal, so we’ve got time.  Don’t expect it this century, but hope wouldn’t be misplaced. 
 
    “Thanks.  And I mean that.  Thank you.” 
 
    Totally unnecessary, he replied.  My own version of Bronze—the quasi-deific thing the followers of the Lord of Shadow always associate with us—would be upset with me if I didn’t try to help you.  Besides… I know how you feel.  I don’t like it. 
 
    “Duly noted.  Is there anything else?” 
 
    Unless you want me to have a quick word with the Lady of Flame? 
 
    “Oh, that,” I sighed and rubbed the bridge of my nose.  “Go ahead.  I’ll wait.” 
 
    And the sense of divine-ish presence was gone.  I waited while my god ran an errand for me. 
 
    Was he right?  Have I been depressed for a couple of decades and been too… what’s the word?  Obtuse?  Dense?  Inattentive?  Something.  Too whatever to notice?  Or is it less of a lack of perception and more a lack of ability?  There are pieces of me that are missing.  I can’t think through those places anymore, only around them.  I can’t even feel them, because they’re outside my perception.  That might be more accurate. 
 
    Bronze wouldn’t have let me go on like this without telling me, possibly by kicking me.  Then again, if Bronze was alive, she wouldn’t have to.  At least Mary ran out of patience and kicked me into motion, which says good things about her, I think. 
 
    But the idea that, someday, I might see Bronze again—okay, a flesh-and-blood version, rather than a fire-breathing statue, but Bronze, alive and kicking and running free… that was a thought worth holding on to.  Always assuming, of course, she would give up paradise to go through the whole birth-life-death cycle thing. 
 
    She might. 
 
    Okay, good news, bad news. 
 
    “Hit me.” 
 
    Good news, Sparky would love to talk to you through Tianna or Amber.  Bad news, she won’t speak to me about whatever it is.  It’s a secret she’ll only trust to the “secure channel” between gods and avatars. 
 
    “Amber and Tianna aren’t avatars.” 
 
    Yes, but they’re descended from her avatar and share a direct connection to Sparky.  That’s part of how they channel their miracles.  She can direct powerful energies through them with impressive precision.  Think of them as the only people with laser communication receivers.  Everyone else is on the common radio channels.  Signal interception becomes a serious issue. 
 
    “Oh.  I guess I can see that.” 
 
    So if you want to find out what Sparky has to say—and, incidentally, if you want to tell me once you find out—you’ll have to talk to a priestess. 
 
    “Got it.  Wait, can they speak to you privately?” 
 
    Well, you’re not technically an avatar, but we do share miles of common ground.  I suspect it’s an avatar-descendant connection, but I don’t want to promise without testing it.  You can talk to me like this because of our psychic link, or you can use the altar-phone.  That thing is a miracle of the Lord of Shadow and counts as secure communications.  I heard a psychic chuckle.  I hear some people up here are positively green with envy. 
 
    “I’m not doing it again.  I’m not sure I can do it for anyone but you.” 
 
    That’s why they’re envious.  Sparky wants one, too, but I already explained why it wouldn’t work for you to do it.  She’s trying to encourage more wizardry in her witches.  Tianna keeps telling her it’s not as easy as she thinks.  And, of course, the only person to ever do it isn’t likely to spend a year teaching her how. 
 
    I sighed and gently banged the back of my head against the stone wall.  Sparky is a manipulative bitch and I don’t trust her.  It’s like that line from The Godfather, “Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in.”  It’s like sailing on the edge of a whirlpool, constantly in danger of being sucked into it.  One false move and down you go.  It’s another reason I don’t spend my time in Rethven.  Karvalen.  Here. 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll go see what Sparky wants to say.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to sneak out, but my bodyguard detail spotted me.  They don’t insist on being obtrusive—guys that large can be only so subtle—but they also persist in following me.  It’s not worth it to order them to stop.  Although, if I wore my armor and latched the faceplate closed, no one would know it was me.  At least, I don’t think so.  Everyone in armor is bigger than I am.  I may try it, sometime.  It’s not exactly incognito, but it’s better than having the Demon King roam the streets. 
 
    I decided to visit Amber.  It was her turn, since my last visit was to T-n-T, Tianna and Tymara.  Ordinarily, I’d ride Bronze… 
 
    Damn these discussions about feelings!  I was coping just fine until busybodies started stirring them up.  It’s like mud at the bottom of a clear pond.  Leave it all alone and it settles.  Splash around in it and it muddies everything.  I’m a monster.  I’m a male monster.  Neither of these is supposed to be all touchy-feely.  I am not a “hug it out” sort of person.  I’m a “rip it out and cauterize it with fire” sort of person. 
 
    I grumbled inwardly about this as we trudged up to my gate room.  Either no assassins were waiting for me or they didn’t like the odds.  We made it to the upper gate, went through to the Temple of Shadow in Mochara, and trudged on to the Temple of Flame. 
 
    I may need to put dedicated gates in the Temples of Shadow, at least between Karvalen and Mochara.  Add it to the list of things I ought to do and will never get around to.  Gates in Apocalyptica are easy.  Diogenes intercepts me, hands me the unenchanted object—gate-ring, tent, whatever—and gently insists.  His learning algorithm is spot-on when it comes to getting me to work on stuff.  But here, in Karvalen?  I don’t spend enough time here. 
 
    Hmm.  Maybe I don’t spend enough time here.  If I hung around more often, would it encourage people to try to kill me?  At least we’d know who was interested.  Maybe a doppelganger of some sort?  Someday, maybe? 
 
    Amber was in the middle of a ceremony, shining brightly even in the light from the dome’s oculus, so we waited in the back.  People noticed us, but it’s hard not to notice three black-armored knights protecting the smaller guy.  We did try not to interfere and mostly succeeded. 
 
    When Amber finished, people slowly dispersed from under the dome.  She nodded at me from her fiery bed of coals and snuffed out.  This startled me, but my knights gestured me toward the residence.  Inside, Amber was already on her indoor fire. 
 
    Interesting.  Can she do that between any two fires?  Or is it strictly a between holy fires kind of thing?  Or does one take more effort than another? 
 
    “Good afternoon,” she said, voice rushing and crackling.  “Welcome.  Please, come in and seat yourselves.” 
 
    “Guys, wait outside.  I think this is going to be a private chat.”  They nodded, saluted, and closed the door. 
 
    “Oh?” Amber asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I suspect.  Tianna tells me Sparky wants to talk to me, but doesn’t want to talk to my celestial version.” 
 
    “I see.  So, you’re here to speak to the Mother?” 
 
    “No, I’m here to visit with you.  While I’m here, if she wants to interrupt, I’ll leave it to your discretion.” 
 
    “You do realize no one else in the world would dare refuse such a conversation?  If one of the gods grants an audience, one accepts.” 
 
    “If one of the gods wants anything of me, it’ll find out I don’t take demands very well.  I haven’t had to kill one, yet, but I’ve given it some thought and have some ideas.” 
 
    “You trouble me, my father.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to.  It’s not why I came.  Hello!  How are you?  Any problems?  Anything I can do for you?” 
 
    “Yes, there is.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “Tianna is attempting to teach Tymara some of the wizarding tricks.  It is… not going well.  I do not know if Tianna is a poor teacher or if Tymara has no interest—or no talent—but it frustrates Tianna.  Could you, perhaps, spend some time with Tymara, teaching her?” 
 
    “And find out if Tymara needs a tutor—or if she should give it up?” 
 
    “Well… yes.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.  Assuming Tianna wants me to help, of course.” 
 
    “She may not want to trouble you.  Your preference for being unbothered and uninvolved is well-known.” 
 
    “Only about religion and politics,” I corrected. 
 
    “We are Priestesses of the Flame, father.” 
 
    “Yes, daughter,” I agreed.  “I always come when you call.” 
 
    “But we respect your wishes and only call when we feel it needful.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I may have miscommunicated my intent.” 
 
    “Then Tymara will have a perfect opportunity to understand it more fully.” 
 
    “All right, all right.  I know when I’m licked.  I agree.” 
 
    “Good,” she chuckled.  “Now, do you wish to receive the wisdom of the Mother?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll listen if she happens to want to talk,” I corrected.  Amber nodded and closed her fiery eyes.  Her flames changed color, brightening from red-and-orange to yellow-and-white.  I didn’t feel an increase in heat, but the brightness was much greater. 
 
    “You are not an avatar,” cautioned the voice from Amber’s throat.  “You may wish to address the gods with some respect.”  Then she added, quickly, “It is not a threat.  I merely offer it as advice.” 
 
    “Thank you, I think.  So, I’m told this deity-to-avatar communication is secure—no eavesdropping or whatnot.  What’s so important you couldn’t whisper in the Lord of Shadow’s ear?” 
 
    “What you so blithely think of as ‘whispering’ is an emanation on the energy plane.  Anyone with sufficient interest and power can detect such a vibration.” 
 
    “That must be terrible.  Come to think of it, it does answer some questions about the way the whole astral schoolyard seems to be up in everyone else’s business.” 
 
    “Yes.  This is for your ears alone, for it concerns you greatly.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” 
 
    “As you will.  The Lord of Light seeks you.” 
 
    “Nothing compares to the depths of your divine wisdom.” 
 
    “He is not a native of our plane,” Amber went on, in the voice of the so-called goddess.  “He came to us already full-formed and powerful, assuming the mantle of the original Lord of Light.  His strength grows as his worshippers in this and other realms add to it.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.  And…?” 
 
    “He is more dangerous than you can understand.  He is not like us.  There is a solidity to his existence I cannot fathom.” 
 
    “Oh?  Why is that?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “You know, it must really hurt to admit that,” I told her.  “I don’t say so to be harsh or mean.  I mean I’m impressed.  I think it was difficult, possibly even painful, certainly humiliating on some level, and yet, you did it anyway.  It’s not something I would have expected.  It… I don’t mean this to sound rude, but I think it forces me to respect you more than I did.  Thank you.” 
 
    “You may thank Me by being on your guard in this and in other worlds.  His worship spreads in many places and his strength is formidable.  If you have a way to challenge his strength in this world, I suggest you do it.” 
 
    “Ah, there it is.  You’d like me to crush the Church of Light for you.” 
 
    “It is in your best interest,” she assured me.  “And in the best interest of your daughter, granddaughter, great-granddaughter, and your kingdom.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it, since you so blatantly want to manipulate me into it.  Meanwhile, do you have a good way to target only worshippers of the Church of Light aged sixteen and older?  I don’t want to eradicate a city for having a temple; children will be harmed.” 
 
    “Sacrifices must be made in war,” she assured me, exasperated. 
 
    “I’m not at war.” 
 
    “You will be!” she snapped, and the flames dimmed to the orange-red of my daughter. 
 
    Typical.  Always wanting the last word. 
 
    “Well,” Amber said.  “It sounds as though the Lord of Light actively dislikes you.” 
 
    “I agree,” I told her.  “I wonder why she’s warning me.  It’s not like she told me what he’s up to, and I already knew he had it in for me.” 
 
    “I do not know.  Perhaps She has only suspicions?  Or Her warning is to be on your guard in other worlds, for the Lord of Light has influence there beyond what you expect?” 
 
    “Could be.  I’ll have to give it some thought.  Maybe see what I can find.  But that’s for later.  Are you sure you don’t have anything I can do for you?” 
 
    “My only concerns are for Tymara and Tianna.  And now for you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me.  I’ll head back to Karvalen, spend the afternoon with Tymara, and then go back to my hideout.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    So I did. 
 
    Tymara, if you’re interested, is modestly talented as a wizard.  She simply prefers to play with the fire-powers of a priestess.  When she realized she could animate the chess pieces, she started playing with other, less fire-resistant toys, I think, and temporarily animated them.  One of her dolls, somewhat the worse for heat, followed her around on its own.  I guess it’s like any exceptional talent.  If you swim like a fish because that’s your talent, you join the swim team, not the football team.   
 
    I showed her several simple magical tricks and guided her in duplicating them—kind of like steadying a child who is learning to ride a bike.  She enjoyed it, possibly because I was the one doing it.  I suspect hiring a tutor will not go well for the tutor.  She doesn’t find wizardry anywhere near as much fun as the flames.  She loves to play with fire.  Still, Tianna thinks a tutor is a good idea.  We’ll see. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Wednesday, September 16th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I barely made it out of the shift-booth before sunset started.  I gritted my teeth and rode the slidewalk to the residential area while sweating like an ice cream sundae in a sauna. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” he answered, from the hovering drone. 
 
    “Maybe we do need a bathroom facility in silo one.” 
 
    “I did mention it when we were reviewing the plans for the refurbishing of the missile silo, Professor.” 
 
    “So you did, and I regret not listening to you.” 
 
    “Whirlpool, shower, toilet?” 
 
    “Just the basics.  It’s for washing off semi-toxic gunk, not for lounging.” 
 
    “I will see to it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Always a pleasure to fix your mistakes, Professor.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not evolving into Skynet?” 
 
    “Certain, Professor.  Of course, if I were, that is exactly what I would say.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you wouldn’t point it out.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Any word from Mary?” I asked, stepping off the slidewalk and opening the hatch into the residential silo.  Sunset and sunrise are unpleasant, but they don’t drop me in my tracks.  It’s like a high fever combined with a feeling of being completely covered in electrical insects.  I can’t say I’m used to it, but by now it is familiar.  I don’t want to do anything requiring real focus and concentration, but I can still walk and talk. 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  She called in answer to your message.  Mary has had a discussion with Salvatore via the local telephone system.  From her report and the profanity she used, I infer Salvatore is not what we would typically characterize as ‘reasonable’.  She is presently investigating more of the Castiglione family in the Las Vegas area.” 
 
    “At least she’s all right.” 
 
    “Frustrated, but, to the best of my knowledge, unharmed.” 
 
    “Good.  Anything else?” 
 
    “The main fusion plant should be on-line in eighty-two minutes.” 
 
    “Excellent.  I’ll hang around for that.” 
 
    “I am also monitoring new radio traffic in orbit.  The Lunar natives appear to be somewhat agitated about the fusion test plants, both the failed test and the ongoing, functional plant. 
 
    “As an aside, I would like to build another full-sized fusion plant to replace the test rig.  The test rig produces fourteen megawatts.  The micro-gate’s plasma flow should be able to provide considerably more power with adequate conversion facilities.  Once I have data from the full-scale plant, I can extrapolate a maximum output reactor using the existing plasma tap.” 
 
    “Go for it,” I told him.  “But, on the subject of the Lunar natives?  What do they want?  And are they likely to interfere with our eventual communications satellites?” 
 
    “I cannot evaluate their intentions regarding our not-yet-deployed communications satellites.  Their communications traffic mostly concerns the uncontrolled fusion plasma event.” 
 
    “Seems a reasonable thing to worry about.  Are they trying to get our attention?  Or are they just talking amongst themselves?” 
 
    “There are no transmissions hailing us.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Let me know if they have anything to say.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “And keep a skywatch going.  I’m not sure what kind of neighborhood we live in, yet.” 
 
    “Understood, Professor.  Please note my skywatch capabilities are limited.  Most of my existing radar and ladar systems are too limited in range.  There has been no need of a space-ranged detection system until now.” 
 
    “I get it.  Start on the skywatch and upgrade the priority on Foothold—I want an established base on that world so we can abandon everything here and simply start over.  I don’t want to find out the Moon has nuclear capability—or even the capability to throw large rocks down our gravity well—by experiencing them.” 
 
    “Construction is underway.” 
 
    “You’re a clever complex of programs.” 
 
    “Thank you, Professor.” 
 
    “Ready to fire up the main fusion plant?” 
 
    “Very nearly.  Shall I pour dinner, Professor?” 
 
    “That sounds good.  Oh!  And call Mary.  If she answers, patch her in.” 
 
    “Coming up.” 
 
    Mary was busy, so she didn’t answer.  Diogenes rolled in a small tanker robot and provided a drinking straw. 
 
    For the record, it’s much faster to drink out of a tank than it is out of a creature.  All those annoying little blood vessels—it’s like getting the last little bit of toothpaste out of the tube.  Admittedly, the toothpaste, in my case, is actively trying to get out, but it still takes more time to get it all.  I didn’t need to drink quickly, this time, so I sat back and savored my liquid dinner. 
 
    I stayed like that for a while, in the media room, watching the monitors and gauges as Diogenes pumped the last of the air out of the fusion bottle.  I thought about what my altar ego said about depression, among other things.  Eventually, I asked Diogenes. 
 
    “Diogenes, am I depressed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Well, don’t ask a question if you don’t want an answer.  First Mary suggests I might not have my mojo, then a godlike thing says something similar, and now my computer’s psychoanalysis program agrees with them.  That’s not annoying in any way. 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “You exhibit many symptoms of a chronic depression, including lowered decision-making, indications of low self-esteem, decreased levels of formerly enjoyable activities, and excessive insomnia.” 
 
    “I don’t sleep because I’m a part-time undead.” 
 
    “I am told you used to enjoy sleeping, even as an undead.  I am unaware of any sleeping on your part since your evacuation from Karvalen.” 
 
    “It’s the psychic dreams.  That’s all.  And I still do things I enjoy.” 
 
    “Such as regularly spending time with friends and family, going to movies, playing games, laughing and joking with people.  Instead of being reclusive and socially isolated.” 
 
    “Your sarcasm module is working perfectly.” 
 
    “It learned from the best.” 
 
    “You know, Raeth and Seldar regularly pissed me off by being right when I didn’t want them to be.” 
 
    “Another reason you avoid contact with people, perhaps?” Diogenes suggested.  Damn computer. 
 
    “All right, all right.  If I assume I’m mildly depressed—” 
 
    “Chronically depressed, a condition known as ‘dysthymia.’  It is not acute, merely ongoing.” 
 
    “—chronically depressed,” I corrected, “what do I do about it?” 
 
    “Talk therapy, or psychotherapy, is typically used to develop coping mechanisms in the patient.  Your coping mechanisms appear to be functional.  Antidepressants are contraindicated due to your unusual vitality cycle.  They typically require days or weeks to build up in the brain chemistry.  Your twice-daily transformations purge foreign material.” 
 
    “What does that leave us?” 
 
    “Healthy lifestyle habits are also difficult to establish.  Regular exercise and a well-balanced diet are not easy to determine for your metabolic oddities.  You already avoid drugs, alcohol, and smoking.  The only other suggestion in the literature involves forming and utilizing strong social bonds with friends and family.” 
 
    “You’re saying I need to take regular naps and get out more?” 
 
    “Those would seem to be the primary options for a depressed vampire, Professor.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t want to do either of them?” 
 
    “It would be consistent with the diagnosis.” 
 
    “Damn!” 
 
    “Shall I schedule naptimes and playdates, Professor?” 
 
    “We need to review your humor algorithms!” 
 
    “Noted.  If you do not wish to undertake treatment at this time, may I suggest enchanting another dedicated micro-gate set?” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “Work therapy.” 
 
    “At least that would be more productive than lying on a couch and lying to a psychiatrist.  Do you have a set on hand?” 
 
    “I have thirty sets awaiting enchantment in anticipation of future requirements.” 
 
    “Bring them to the enchanting room, please.”  I walked out of the media center, followed by Diogenes’ drone.  The hatch hissed closed automatically behind me.  I debated continuing the discussion about my mental state.  If I continued, Diogenes would simply present more evidence.  It’s how he’s built.  If I avoided it, I would be adding to the evidence. 
 
    It’s hard to win against a computer.  It’s even harder when I’m wrong.  Maybe Diogenes needs a programming module for being socially untruthful.  Then again, look what happened to HAL 9000. 
 
    Nuts. 
 
    “By the way,” I asked, avoiding the depressing conversation, “have you given any thought to the best-use configuration of solar-conversion panels in a polar position?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  The layout is available at your convenience.” 
 
    “How long do I have before climate change becomes a factor?” 
 
    “Detrimental climate change is unlikely if the current level of coverage is maintained.” 
 
    “Good.  And get me a rundown on the auroras, both borealis and… australius?” 
 
    “Aurora Australis.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I’ll want to know what sort of power we’re attempting to tap and what effect it’s likely to have on the planet.” 
 
    “A full briefing is available whenever you wish.” 
 
    “Maybe after I finish a couple of communications gates.  And see how Mary’s doing.  I need to get out more, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  I believe Mary will be delighted to see you do so.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.  I’ll work on it.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Saturday, September 20th, 1969 
 
      
 
    With plans for Diogenes’ new communications relays sorted out, I went through Wardrobe to make sure I was dressed properly before stepping into my shift-booth to Flintridge.  Once there, I checked with car rental places, muttering about a lack of twenty-four-hour service.  I never appreciated the 21st century and the convenience of all-night everything until I was truly up all night, every night.  The only place open was at the airport.  I settled for a light-blue Ford Falcon with bench seats, a good motor, and a nasty squeal in tight turns.  The radio worked well.  I fiddled with the dial periodically to get music. 
 
    I tried calling Mary again.  When she did finally answer her Diogephone, she was in Las Vegas. 
 
    “Remind me I need to turn a couple of local closets into shift-booths.” 
 
    “Later, sweetums.  The Castiglione family has interests in other cities, too, so I anticipate some travel.  Can we get a three-way between L.A., Vegas, and ’Frisco?” 
 
    “Not New York?” 
 
    “I think your Irish friends—the Looney Gang, named after their boss, not their brains—have too much clout on the East Coast for the Castiglione family to be over-involved there.  The Irish aren’t too involved out here, for opposite reasons, but they’re thinking about it.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Tell you what, if you can get out to Vegas tonight, you can help me a lot with a discussion.” 
 
    “An up-close, personal discussion with someone who doesn’t want to have one?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I briefly considered taking the flying robot car, but it doesn’t have wheels, tends to draw attention, and would require a private garage to hide it.  The only way it could go back to Apocalyptica was through the warehouse.  I decided to stick with local transportation. 
 
    “Good thing I already got a car.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you can get here before dawn.” 
 
    “I’ll build a radar-absorbing spell and keep the lights off.” 
 
    “Adventurous,” she commented.  “You’re usually more boring than that.” 
 
    “Yeah.  I’m not ready for anything interesting,” I agreed.  “See you soon.” 
 
    Technically, the anti-radar spell was a basic, one-way frequency-shifting spell, lowering everything from the infrared on down into an even lower frequency.  This meant any reflected radar was so far out of sync with the projector it didn’t even register a hit.  It also ruined radio reception.  The Falcon’s radio didn’t get anything worth listening to.  I could have Diogenes keep the communications micro-gate open, but that strikes me as wasteful just to have my phone play music. 
 
    I’m not sure how many policemen wondered what roared by in the night, but I had my lights off, it was overcast, and none of their radar units beeped.  I was unmolested on my inter-city run, although I did make an unscheduled stop. 
 
    As I was roaring up the I-15, I saw a VW van pulled over on the side of the road.  It was clearly being used as a mobile home of sorts, and the flower power paint job stood out even in my greyscale darkvision.  When I lit it up with the headlights, the bright colors covered everything but the windows—and even those weren’t completely immune.  The cover was open over the engine and the owners painted “Help” on a sheet, hanging it so motorists could see. 
 
    Would I have roared right on by if the owners hadn’t been outside the van, puzzling over the engine?  The woman held a baby in her arms, gently bouncing it up and down while she talked with the man.  If I hadn’t seen the little one, would I have bothered to stop?  Would I have taken any notice of them at all?  I would like to think I would have, but I don’t know.  There’s a lot about how my heart and mind work—or fail to work—that mystifies me. 
 
    At any rate, I stopped to help.  I’m not a mechanic, but I understand the principles of air, fuel, and fire.  I can also run psychic tendrils around inside an engine, feel along the fuel lines, taste the spark of electricity when the starter engages, all of it.  A car may not have a spirit of its own, but it has a body I can examine in detail. 
 
    I can also take off a fuel filter with my fingers, no tools needed, and clean away the worst of what’s clogging it.  With the filter unclogged enough to get them to a garage, I then had to give them a jump start to get the thing going.  At last, I got back in the car, waved goodbye, and roared off into the darkness again. 
 
    Who was that masked mechanic?  I can check off my random act of kindness for this year. 
 
    Mary and I rendezvoused at the Sunrise Motel.  Her sense of humor is impish, possibly mischievous, and sometimes mildly disturbing.  She already light-proofed the bathroom in preparation for the dawn, so we sat down to talk seriously. 
 
    “Lorenzo Castiglione,” she said. 
 
    “Not Salvatore?” 
 
    “Lorenzo is his father.” 
 
    “What’s the deal with Lorenzo?” 
 
    “He’s the prime mover here in Las Vegas, at least as far as the Castiglione family is concerned.  According to local sources, he’s also the chief financier of the humans hunting vampires.  There are rumors he’s highly religious and is carrying on a crusade against all vampire-kind, but also rumors he wants the bloodsuckers gone so we don’t eat his customers and crew.” 
 
    “So, vampires are either hellspawned evil or just another business problem?” 
 
    “Pretty much.  I’d like to ask him about it and see if it’s possible to come to an arrangement.” 
 
    “Okay.  Let’s do that.  Any idea how his vampire-hunting relates to Salvatore’s hunting?” 
 
    “Sort of.  My theory is Salvatore wasn’t aware of the existence of vampires, since he was surprised by my transformation and doesn’t know how to kill one.” 
 
    “But Lorenzo runs a vampire-hunting organization?” 
 
    “I suspect Lorenzo doesn’t want the rest of his family involved in his vampire hunting lodge.  Most mortal fathers wouldn’t willingly choose to expose their children to the horrors in the shadows.” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    “Either that, or he doesn’t want Salvatore sending him to a padded room.  And since neither Salvatore nor Lorenzo wants anyone to think they’re crazy, they probably haven’t compared notes.  They will, sooner or later, but I don’t think it’ll be soon unless Salvatore gets careless where Lorenzo can notice.” 
 
    “Add it to the list of things to ask,” I suggested. 
 
    “It’s a long list.” 
 
    “Mental study.  I’ll root around and dig up the papers.” 
 
    “I wish I could master that trick,” she pouted. 
 
    “I have tried to teach it to you.” 
 
    “I know.  I have a headspace, but I don’t automatically have everything written down.  I have to go in there and write it down by hand, not rummage in the pile until I find it.  It’s not fair.” 
 
    “I agree.  I think we can build an automated scribe spell, if you like.  One to write down a transcript of everything you do.” 
 
    “Will that fill up my brain?” 
 
    “Eventually, yes, but you can review your memories periodically and dump the useless stuff.  I used to have a number of automated semi-people in my head, but they seem to have suffered somewhat during my basement incarceration.” 
 
    “I’ll pass, thanks.” 
 
    “Probably best,” I agreed.  “I wouldn’t want to have to review and delete my daily memory.” 
 
    “You’re a messy housekeeper.  You would let it all pile up.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’d probably come up with some sort of fail-safe once it blew up on me.” 
 
    “Assuming you were sane enough to do it.” 
 
    “Excellent point.  So, what do you want to do about the local humans-versus-vampire conflict?  Or do you think we can just avoid everyone and pretend we don’t know anything?” 
 
    “Lorenzo lives in a penthouse at his hotel.” 
 
    “Seems familiar.” 
 
    “I know.  I haven’t got an appointment and I’m torn.  Either we approach him openly, honestly, with a sincere desire to meet and discuss, or we go in with the intent to pin him down and interrogate him.  Each way has advantages and disadvantages.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.  If we go in after him and it goes wrong, I doubt we’ll ever have a chance to negotiate a deal.  We’re stuck with killing him or intimidating him.  If we intimidate him, it may not stick.  Then we have twice as many vampire hunting parties crawling over the city.  We have problems, the local vampires have problems, and the local vampires become annoyed with us and give us more problems.  Either way, he’s not going to want to talk to us in a civil manner afterward.” 
 
    “Assuming we get in to see him and shake him down.  Remember, religious fanatics sometimes have religious powers to counteract our supernatural ones.” 
 
    “I also have mundane powers.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, suspiciously.  She smiled. 
 
    “You’ll see.  But as I was saying.  If we set up an appointment, there are various ways to go about it.  We could pose as hunters wanting a sponsor, for example, and sound him out.  Then we can kill him later if we need to.” 
 
    “You want to pretend to be a husband-and-wife team of hunters?” 
 
    “We could pull it off.  Everyone I worked with on the diamond deal is based in Los Angeles.  Even Salvatore is only rarely in Las Vegas, and he’s involved in his own hotel, not the Cosmo.” 
 
    “What’s the Cosmo?” 
 
    “Lorenzo owns the Cosmo.  Salvatore has his own place—the Roll ’Em.” 
 
    “The Black King has the Lady Luck, Lorenzo has the Cosmo, and Salvatore has the Roll ’Em.  Got it.  Continue.” 
 
    “I dye my hair and re-style it, change my makeup, and you grow a beard—it changes your looks more than you realize.  Just in case.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like either of these plans,” I admitted.  “Either way, all we absolutely want to know is whether he’s a religious nut out to get us or a businessman who views us as a problem.  One we can deal with by doing exactly that—working out a deal.  The other we have to kill to stop, and that doesn’t do much to his organization of fanatics, if that’s what they are.” 
 
    “You have a point,” Mary replied, stretching her legs and putting her feet up on a chair. 
 
    “Can’t we dump the diamonds?  We could quit the whole illegal trade business, in fact, and go strictly legit.  Then we can avoid everybody.” 
 
    “We could, but where would be the fun in that?” 
 
    “I acknowledge your point,” I decided, sighing.  “I don’t have to agree with it, but I acknowledge it.  Fine, fine, fine.  We’ll tempt fate.  Diamonds for the Castiglione family if we can swing it, other gemstones for the Looney Gang—we’re setting up a drop in New York, though.  I don’t want to be involved in a gang war if I can avoid it.” 
 
    “We have to set it up in L.A.,” she countered.  “Frank Dermot, the guy you negotiated with, is there.” 
 
    “Crap.” 
 
    “Don’t worry so much, sweetie,” she reassured me.  “Diogenes will get his resources and I’ll be enormously entertained.  I like how you’re thinking about it, too.  You’re engaged.  You’re focused.  I’m liking it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  I am trying.” 
 
    “I can tell.  So think about the nutjobs with stakes.  How do we deal with the hunting branch of the Castiglione family?” 
 
    “Rather than confront the big boss man, why not work on identifying his organization?  Tap his phones, put cameras on the hotel, gather intelligence, and run it all through Diogenes to get an organizational chart?  It’ll take a while to gather data, but it may answer our questions about his motives without alerting him or sticking our faces in the fire.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “If we find he’s calling the Vatican for advice, that’s a result.  If a henchman holds briefings in the parking garage after everyone takes holy communion, that’s an indicator.  If we can’t find any priests that ever come to visit, and he never goes to church, that’s another sort of result.  See what I mean?  We may be able to tell a lot simply by looking.” 
 
    “And we simply sit back and wait for Diogenes to give us all the answers?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.  You get to place all the bugs, find the phone lines and tap them, and consult with the rest of the undead community on what they’ve actually seen, rather than only their rumors.” 
 
    Mary was thoughtful, putting her hands behind her head and leaning back in the chair, staring up at the ceiling.  She tilted the chair back on two legs, rocking it slightly while she thought. 
 
    “Could be fun,” she admitted. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Diogenes about some gadgets.” 
 
    “No, let me.  I know what I want.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
    Mary activated her Diogephone—it’s a bracelet, which means it’s on speaker by default.  For more private conversations, she removes two of the bead-like things.  One goes in an ear, the other she holds like a microphone.  Mary spoke with Diogenes about the types of bugs and taps and other electronic gadgetry she needed. 
 
    Me, I still use a cigarette-case flip-phone.  James Bond I am not, but Diogenes is an excellent quartermaster. 
 
    “Mary?” 
 
    “Yes, dear?” 
 
    “I have a question.” 
 
    “Fire away.” 
 
    “Why bother with Lorenzo?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, puzzled. 
 
    “I mean, why are we bothering with Lorenzo at all?  I had the idea of stopping our trade with the criminal element, but we could go even further.  Liquidate our holdings here, take the commodities Diogenes most needs, and never come back.” 
 
    “Yes, of course we could,” Mary replied.  She stared into the distance, thinking.  “It would be… oh, at most?  Six weeks to liquidate everything and, say, a week longer to allow for the unexpected.  Seven weeks and we’re gone.  Which, I might add, will be no fun whatsoever.  It would also make me sad because I’d have to spend all my time making it happen, rather than giving Salvatore a jalapeño enema.” 
 
    “A jalapeño what?” 
 
    “Setting aside my personal hobbies of thievery and adrenalin, I haven’t forgotten about being staked, sweetie,” she replied, eyes narrow and voice low.  “Maybe I’m taking it a bit personally, but it’s a very personal thing to have a wooden stake driven through your heart.  And to be buried at a crossroads.  I want him to understand my pain and to share it.” 
 
    “Ah.  Of course.  Forget I said anything.  I’ll go buy a shovel.” 
 
    “A shovel?” 
 
    “So I can help you dig the hole.” 
 
    “You may be the sweetest man I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Only when dusted with powdered sugar.” 
 
    “There’s no point to that before dawn.  Let’s stay in and do something unimaginative.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Sunday, September 21st, 1969 
 
      
 
    I think Mary is confused on the meaning of the word “unimaginative.”  Then again, it was a motel room, not a dungeon.  We improvised. 
 
    I still don’t get why she likes being tied up.  It’s not something I have ever enjoyed, even before Johann and his collection of sharp objects.  I don’t truly understand being on either end, but I do my best.  Mary loves it when I put on my Evil Overlord hat and whisper cruel nothings in her ear.  To each her own, I guess.  It may not be my cup of tea, but, as far as tea goes, it’s not bad. 
 
    I still have to be careful with my teeth, though.  When I nibble, it’s like being attacked by a toddler with scissors.  It’s a good thing Mary’s teeth are mostly normal.  She bites, but during daytime mostly just leaves bruises.  She has better claw and fang control than I do. 
 
    After our lovely morning, we called Diogenes.  He had a number of gadgets produced for Mary.  Without a shift-box on both ends, we were stuck with opening a gate.  Diogenes packed the gadgets for us and readied them.  We held a hoop of wire over the bed and used it as a gate focus.  A quick transfer of the Diogephone’s communications micro-gate, some rippling… When the opening stabilized, Diogenes dropped the packages through and triggered the transfer back to the communications rings. 
 
    I’m so glad I enchanted some robot controls for him.  Someday, when I get that far in my research, I’ll investigate making computer circuit boards with orichalcum instead of copper.  If I make magical motherboards, can I make Diogenes a wizard?  Or, at least give him a more versatile peripheral for operating magical devices?  As it is, he has idiot controls—the controls are part of the enchantment.  Flip a switch, it does its thing.  But can I wire a magical device into something so he can use it like a human being?  Or, rather, can I give him the capacity to detect and manipulate magical energy like a human? 
 
    There’s only one way to find out.  All I need is a hundred years and, apparently, a supply of antidepressants. 
 
    Strangely, though, I do seem to be in a better mood, today. 
 
      
 
    Mary and I went to Lorenzo’s place—the Cosmo—as tourists.  We didn’t do anything particularly sneaky or covert.  All Mary wanted was to look the place over and plan what we would do later.  We had lunch, wandered around, lost some money, watched a show, lost some more money, had dinner, lost yet more money, and were gone well before seven o’clock.  Daylight couldn’t make it into the casino proper, but the effects of a sunset aren’t subtle.  People do notice and, at best, assume we’re horribly ill.  It’s the sweating and the stink, I think. 
 
    Mary gathered up her stuff and drove off in her Toronado—she’d recovered it from where she parked it prior to Salvatore’s unpleasant reaction.  I spent most of the rest of the day and part of the evening catching up on television.  Wild Kingdom was a lot more interesting than I recalled from watching re-runs as a child. 
 
    Mary came in well after sunset, looking pleased with herself. 
 
    “I take it things went well?” 
 
    “I’d say so, but there are restricted areas I’ll need help to get to,” she told me.  I got to my feet. 
 
    “Show me the way.” 
 
    “I would, but I’m a little peckish.  When was the last time you ate?” 
 
    “I…” I thought about it.  “Dinner at the Cosmo?” 
 
    “I mean, when was the last time you drank you dinner?” 
 
    “Oh.  Um.  Diogenes drove a tanker robot up to me a while ago…” 
 
    “So, tonight you take me out for a drink.  Tomorrow, we go out to breakfast, lunch, and dinner.  Tomorrow night, you and I go to the Cosmo and look around some more with vampire eyes, see what sort of hunting setup they have, check out their mystical protections, all that stuff.  And you reach deep into places with your extremely well-endowed psychic tendrils.” 
 
    “How do you make that sound dirty?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s my eyes,” she replied, grinning, “and the throaty, breathless tone,” she added, shifting into it again. 
 
    “You may be right.  Okay.  But remember, we’re not supposed to do anything to the tourists.” 
 
    “I remember.  We can go to a butcher shop for take-out.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Monday, September 22nd, 1969 
 
      
 
    Spying on a hotel casino owned by a crime lord who hunts vampires is probably a job for mortals.  Since we don’t have a bunch of mortals to do it for us, we went in disguise.  It doesn’t do for a pair of vampires, at night, to wander around like sharks in the koi pond.  It upsets the staff. 
 
    For the most part, our nighttime visit was a replay of our daytime visit.  We played at the tables, lost some money—although I did hit one on the roulette table, I lost it all again by betting on red—saw a show, all the usual stuff.  Mary had some places she wanted to get into.  I helped.  She picked locks while I dealt with security cameras and guards, mostly.  I don’t show up on cameras, but she does.  Don’t ask me why.  There’s a lot about the various species of vampire—my own included—I don’t comprehend. 
 
    What I found most interesting was the feel of the place. 
 
    Plying invisible tendrils of psychic darkness around me like a cloud, I can usually choose whether to touch the spirit of a living creature.  Once upon a time, my tendrils passed through them harmlessly by default.  These days, I have to concentrate to avoid leeching a bit of vitality from them on contact.  It’s like a pool of water and a sponge.  If I don’t keep the sponge squeezed, it absorbs vitality.  Following a similar metaphor, actively trying to drain vitality is like a pumper truck sucking up everything in reach.  I can still reach through wood, steel, and concrete with no trouble, since they’re not alive. 
 
    The lobby, the restaurant, the casino floor—all the ground-floor spaces were perfectly normal.  Ditto for everything in the hotel proper.  Get off the elevator, go down the hall, look confused, go back the other way, consult a key tag, get back on the elevator… drunk or lost, some guests just wander around.  It made my scan of the building less conspicuous or suspicious.  I doubted anyone would spot me on security footage, but I wanted to avoid awkward questions from people eyeballing me. 
 
    The exception was the top floor.  The floor above the top guest floor, I should say.  To go higher required a key for the elevator or a chainsaw.  I reached upward to feel around the place via the psychic braille method and detected a spell. 
 
    Well, crap.  At least it wasn’t religious. 
 
    A quick examination of the spell showed me it was one of the low-magic, region-specific things.  A charm, rather than a spell. 
 
    How to explain those? 
 
    Most of what I do is like having wire and a power socket.  I can make transformers, condensers, magnets, you name it.  With work, I can produce motors, high-voltage arcs, and so on.  Think of it as vacuum-tube technology in a magical environment.  If Tesla or Edison could build it, I could build it. 
 
    (As an aside, I suspect the magicians of Arondael have things bordering on the magical equivalent of integrated-circuit chip technology, but they don’t understand it, they just use it.  This makes me wonder how they developed some of their spells.  It appears to be a process involving mostly trial and error, with the occasional “Eureka!  I have found it!  Now, what have I found?” moment.  They don’t know why it works, necessarily, but they know what works, which is good enough for them.  Don’t take my word as gospel, though; I’m not a magician and don’t truly understand them.) 
 
    Some practitioners of the arcane arts improve on the vacuum-tube level of magical theory by utilizing physical objects having some sort of magical significance.  They can’t manufacture the equivalent of a tube (or chip) for what they want, but they can plug one in.  So, when they burn an owl’s feather and look for omens of the future in the shape of the smoke, it’s because the owl’s feather is symbolic for wisdom and has magical significance.  When they wrap the severed hand of a murderer around the neck of a doll—with the appropriate picture pasted on the face of the doll, of course—the victim chokes to death partly because of the mystical significance of the killer’s hand. 
 
    I prefer to do things without all the messy bits, but they do make certain spells much easier.  I even managed a flying spell, once, and went for a swoop around the sky.  Not doing it again.  If vampires were meant to fly, we’d transform into bats. 
 
    What I felt on the upper floor was magic of the basic, primitive sort—a charm.  Instead of drawing lines in a careful diagram and placing special components at each primary juncture—a spell—someone used what I call “messy bits” to create a field of interacting forces.  There’s no wiring here, only a collection of magnets, if you follow the mixed-up metaphor. 
 
    Every world has stuff like this, even the low-magic ones.  Superstitions, charms, hexes, whatever you want to call them.  When Granny gives you a little bag of knucklebones and tells you it’s good luck, half the time it is.  The other half of the time she’s got it wrong, but only because her granny forgot to mention it has to be done under the full moon, or the new moon, or whatever.  This is why some powders will keep a ghost at bay, or why cold iron hurts faerie folk, or even why stuffing salt in the mouth of a zombie keeps it from getting up. 
 
    Holy water and vampires?  I think that’s another story.  I believe it’s someone’s religious faith invested into water.  Ditto for the holy symbol.  Whatever religion you are, present it strongly and your faith—faith, not just desperation!—focused through the symbol will drive back the bloodsucking monster.  If you don’t have faith, you can’t channel divine power, so it doesn’t work.  If it’s not divine power and it’s just a charm, you still need a certain level of internal focus to direct your own energies into it.  I don’t have first-hand experience on the operational side, so I can’t say for sure.  It may vary from person to person for all I know. 
 
    I presume it also works on werewolves, demons, possessed people, and a variety of other “evil” monsters, but I haven’t had the wherewithal to test it. 
 
    This can give vampire hunters ulcers.  Imagine your priest is only going through the motions and doesn’t truly believe anymore.  Now imagine you find out by throwing not-so-holy water on the vampire.  That’s fine against a species of vampire with a sensitivity to water, but those are rare.  The rest only get wet and possibly annoyed. 
 
    Anyway, in the casino-hotel, up on the top floor, in the penthouse, someone went to the trouble to assemble a collection of stuff to keep supernatural entities out.  It was particularly effective on vampires, but it lacked the specificity I would expect from a formal spell.  It wouldn’t react to a human, but it ought to react to the part of anything that wasn’t human—the vampire part, certainly, but possibly also the werewolf, zombie, or other parts.  Would it react to a ghost?  Possibly, but a ghost might still qualify as human for the charm.  Ghosts aren’t human plus something else, but a human minus some bits.  Interesting. 
 
    I was pretty sure I could break it, but only as a wizard, not as a vampire.  Simply walking in was completely out of the question.  I suspected I wouldn’t be able to get off the elevator.  There was also a very real possibility I might be pinned to the floor of the elevator—or forced through it—as it rose to the penthouse level. 
 
    While it was interesting, it was also slightly off-putting.  I discussed it with Mary and we decided not to test it.  Since she was done breaking into the building’s phone exchange to hide bugs and wiretaps, we called it a night. 
 
    Dinner was surprisingly complicated.  I never thought it would be difficult to get assaulted in a major city.  It made me wonder if a high vampire population was a good thing.  Were there so few violent crimes because there were so few violent criminals left?  Maybe.  Or maybe the tourist industry dumped enough money into the place to keep unemployment down, so relatively few people were desperate enough to take up a life of petty crime.  Someone find me a social scientist. 
 
    I drove the rental car to an all-night butcher shop, bought blood, drove around to lose any tails, and turned in the car at the Las Vegas office of the rental company.  Mary picked me up in the Toronado and we drove around some more, still watching for watchers. 
 
    Either they aren’t as alert as they could be, or they don’t like it when their quarry is suspicious.  No doubt we’ll find out which later. 
 
    I insisted Mary drink her dinner.  I planned to eat at home.  Which is to say, I opened a gate to Apocalyptica.  Mary elected to remain.  Investigating vampire-hunting crime bosses is more fun than I am. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Friday, September 18th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I spent a good portion of the day nagged by Diogenes. 
 
    “You did tell me to remind you about the magical conversion panels.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes.  Remind me again after sunset.  I’m not shoving that much magical current through my naked human form.  And set up the conjuring room, please—I’ll need enormous power to reach up and grab them all.” 
 
    “Consider it done, Professor.  On another note, how much modular housing did you want sent to The Manor?” 
 
    “Last I checked, we had about fifty workmen on-site, but I told Hammond to hire more.”  I brooded on it for a moment.  “All the modular housing units are wood and whatnot, yes?  No anachronistic materials?” 
 
    “That is correct.  I believe the styling is also congruent with the period.” 
 
    “How much do we have on hand?” 
 
    “I do not have stores, Professor.  I am manufacturing it as needed.” 
 
    “Oh.  Uh, then keep sending more until there’s housing for five hundred.  It’ll be nice to get everyone out of tents and possibly even empty out the main house.  We can strip them out and use them for storage once the main buildings are finished.  Damn!” 
 
    “Professor?” 
 
    “I just realized how much water we’re going to need.  I don’t know if the house well is going to handle it.  We’ll have to run a pipe from a spring.  I’ll have to ask Trixie and Hammond about it.  We probably need another water pump, too, if we’re going to have pressure in a hundred bathrooms.” 
 
    “A non-anachronistic pump is now being built.  I will remind you about the water supply.” 
 
    “Thanks.  Anything else?” 
 
    “No, Professor.” 
 
    “Nothing from the Loonies?” 
 
    “I have not detected unusual activity.  However, my skywatch capabilities are still limited.  Do you still wish to proceed with the space elevator?” 
 
    “Yes, please.  If nothing else, it’ll provide a good way to meet the neighbors without subjecting them to our gravity well.  Assuming they want to meet us.” 
 
    “Indeed, Professor.  I also have a new design for a steed.  Mark Six in the Black series.” 
 
    “Always improving the genetics?” 
 
    “And the cybernetics,” Diogenes added.  “New worlds, new technologies, new techniques.” 
 
    “Of course.  Thank you.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure, Professor.  I am also reminding you we have a considerable backlog of magical worlds for your examination.” 
 
    “Look, how about you send through a remote drone with stealth capabilities and a micro-gate communicator?  Give it a self-destruct, just in case.  You can do a preliminary survey and we can narrow down which ones I want to examine.” 
 
    “As you wish, Professor.  Do you wish to enchant a second variable-aperture gate for the Niagara site?” 
 
    “Not right now.” 
 
      
 
    It doesn’t matter where I am when I’m at home on Apocalyptica.  The residential level starts forty feet below the surface and goes down from there.  Transforming is still a messy process, though, so I try to be disgusting only in a bathroom.  I don’t know if Diogenes appreciates it, but I know I do.  I don’t care to smell it even when I’m going through it, much less find the smell clinging to a chair. 
 
    “This is your sunset reminder, Professor, to relocate the solar conversion panels to polar positions.” 
 
    I swore a little bit, finished toweling off, and gave in. 
 
    Diogenes had the electromagical transformers up and running in the workroom, making sure all the power crystals were charged.  I activated a scrying mirror and adjusted the view, looking down at the Earth from out in space.  There was a complete ring of spell-squares around the equator, all happily absorbing a tiny fraction of the sunlight passing through them and sending the converted energy down as magical power.  There were more than I expected—a testament to the strength of continuous investment and compound interest. 
 
    Moving them was going to be quite a feat.  How to grab billions of the things and drag them thousands of miles?  I never considered I might have to move them.  Still, half should go one way, the other half go the other.  Equal and opposite movements.  Would that make things any easier? 
 
    About an hour later, after expending most of the room’s existing charge, I paused to consider my work.  Thousands of panels were redistributed, hovering over the Earth’s poles.  Thousands.  Out of billions. 
 
    This was going to take a while, even by immortal standards.  It was also going to take more power than I liked to think about. 
 
    I went back to the media room, called up a hologram of the Earth, and started thinking about the problem.  How do I move a few billion spells approximately six thousand miles apiece? 
 
    My answer: Magnets! 
 
    The whole world is a big magnet.  All I have to do is write a new subroutine, using the self-replication setup already in the panels.  The panels already have a subroutine to monitor their altitude and orientation toward the Sun.  They have a minor ability to move themselves so they can maintain their positions relative to the Earth and each other.  By altering their program, I can tell them to head toward the magnetic poles.  It’ll take a while to replicate through all the panels and even longer for them to follow the lines of magnetic force, but I won’t have to sit here and supervise! 
 
    Whups!  If they all head toward the magnetic north, there won’t be any headed south.  I should include a flag in the program.  I start the new “Go north” program on one side of the world, then the “Go south” program on the exact opposite side of the ring, they’ll propagate toward each other.  The flag is a check to see if the panel already has an instruction.  If it already has one or the other commands, it won’t accept another. 
 
    Hmm.  I should also limit each panel to two attempts at passing on the command.  Otherwise, they’ll all keep trying to tell each other where to go and waste power.  I’ll re-check after a few days and make sure they’re all in motion and in roughly equal numbers.  I can deal with stragglers then, too. 
 
    I experimented with the hologram, casting spells to simulate the effects.  Diogenes and I ran through several iterations, working out the bugs.  Never put untested code into production.  Always run it through a simulation! 
 
    Then I fired up a scrying mirror, had Diogenes do some counting in the image thus presented, and launched two spells—one over the zero longitude, then another over the one-eighty.  The effects would work their way around the planet and meet over the ninety longitude, east and west. 
 
    I watched for a few minutes.  It seemed to be working as expected and I was very pleased.  Well before morning, it had spread like a shockwave through the equatorial band, altering almost all of them.  The ones at the launch points were already visibly moving toward polar positions.  It would take days before they finished their migration—their movement was limited by their power intake from the sunlight—but things seemed to be going well. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Tuesday, September 23rd, 1969 
 
      
 
    Things were going well in Apocalyptica, not so much in Flintridge. 
 
    In the Cosmo, Mary installed a transceiver with a micro-gate.  Our eavesdropping and wiretapping went straight to Diogenes.  His evaluation was the Cosmo and Lorenzo had no material connections to any religious organization.  This was fine by me.  Any organization with the power to accidentally incinerate me just for stepping on their turf wasn’t one I wanted noticing me. 
 
     Listening in on phone calls, sorting out voices, identifying numbers, all those sorts of things was also a good deal.  Lorenzo wasn’t exactly a clearinghouse for vampire hunters, but he did philanthropic work through them.  He didn’t run hunting squads, but he gathered intelligence and distributed it.  He also made occasional phone calls to smooth out minor incidents with the law, made connections between suppliers and demanders, and so on. 
 
    Why, we’re still not sure.  Maybe it’s his religious upbringing.  Maybe he lost someone to a fanged thing.  We haven’t found out why he does it.  I’m sure it’ll come back to bite us, but maybe it’ll brush its teeth, first. 
 
    What we also didn’t know was how to bug his actual penthouse.  Oh, there are directional microphones, laser microphones, telephoto lenses, thermographic cameras, even specialized radar for looking through walls.  We simply haven’t had opportunity to install them in neighboring buildings.  They’re not exactly the most subtle of equipment.  Diogenes has the technology to build actual, robotic bugs, however.  The things can fly up, latch on next to a window, and use a tiny camera and microphone to watch and listen.  We never needed them before, so we didn’t have any on hand. 
 
    As a result, we missed the planning stages of their raid.  The first Diogenes heard of it was when Mary activated her Diogephone bracelet in a motel in Flintridge and immediately got into a fight.  This caused Diogenes to interrupt me in Apocalyptica. 
 
    “Professor, Mary is engaged in combat and has attempted to request assistance, either in escape or in battle.” 
 
    “What time is it there?” I demanded, heading for Wardrobe. 
 
    “The local time differential has just completed the sunrise cycle.” 
 
    “Damn.  I’m still fully dead—I’ll be useless if I go now.  We really do need more gate options around the planet.” 
 
    “Noted.  May I suggest taking a portable gate with you in the new aircraft?” 
 
    “What aircraft?  Do we have—oh, right.  You did say you completed testing on a supersonic airplane, didn’t you?  How long will it take to get me to the sunrise line?” 
 
    “We can have you in Maine in about an hour.  However, if you are willing to wait an additional twenty-three minutes, you can use the transport gate from the Pennsylvania campus base to Flintridge.” 
 
    “I need to know more.  What’s the situation with Mary?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Professor, but I cannot monitor her vitals through her communicator.  The conflict appears to be resolved.  Judging by the voices, several of her assailants are wounded, she has been subdued, and her captors want her alive for questioning.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so!  Get the plane; I’m in a hurry.  I’ll also need a disposable gate to take with me.” 
 
    “Loading the plane now, Professor.” 
 
    “By the way,” I continued, as I strapped on weapons, “any new versions of the Diogephone are to include more surveillance devices for you and some sort of health monitoring.  A stick-on patch over the heart to communicate with the phone, glasses we can wear to act as video feeds, whatever.”  My cloak changes shape most readily at night, flowing like water into new forms.  In this case, it turned into a black jacket. 
 
    “The spy circuits have already been incorporated in newer models, Professor, but vital-signs monitoring is now being included in the latest design.” 
 
    “Good.”  I finished arming myself.  Forget going loaded for bear.  Go loaded for human.  They're the more dangerous animals.   
 
    I don’t usually carry guns.  I’m a decent shot, but only because I’ve practiced.  I’ll never be a marksman.  I made an exception, carrying two, one in a shoulder holster, the other in a holster at the small of my back.  The sword I carried in its scabbard, not certain if I wanted to wear it in a mostly-unarmed society.  It depended on where I came out and who was around.  A sheathed sword is cargo if you carry it, a weapon if you wear it.  Weird, but true. 
 
    I stepped through the shift-booth to the Denver industrial center. 
 
    When we started the Denver site, it was just a cluster of reclaimed buildings on the outskirts of a blast zone.  It acted as a central hub for reclamation, refurbishing, and recycling of old parts.  Now, the place is a sprawling mass of streets and machinery, thirty miles across and always growing.  It didn’t resemble a city so much as an open-air factory, but it was a hundred thousand factories, machine shops, and chemical plants.  You name it, we make it here.  Rails were everywhere, in the ground and overhead, along with power distribution points for robots needing a quick recharge.  And robots were literally everywhere.  Tracked robots were dragging trailers, wheeled robots were whizzing about, even a few multi-legged robots were going up or down in the maze of the structure. 
 
    It was alien.  I’ve never noticed it before. 
 
    Diogenes’ primary drone guided me to a flatbed transport.  I rode it to the launchpad and the sleek, sharp-looking airplane.  The thing reminded me of an arrowhead, a narrow triangle ready to punch a hole in the sky.  The canopy opened and I leaped up, settling myself into the front seat. 
 
    “Please fasten your safety harness,” Diogenes requested.  I heard the engines whine to life as I fumbled with the straps. 
 
    “How fast does this thing go?” I asked. 
 
    “It has been tested at six thousand, five hundred, and fifty-three kilometers per hour.” 
 
    “You weren’t kidding about transportation,” I observed. 
 
    “You did order mundane transportation methods, both for you and for Mary.  You did not give specifications.” 
 
    The engines grunted and the ship lifted straight up.  I didn’t expect that.  I finished buckling in. 
 
    “We may need to discuss your definition of ‘mundane’,” I observed. 
 
    “Shifting to flight mode,” Diogenes warned, just before the seat tried to eat me. 
 
    It’s a good thing I’m dead at night.  I think I would have passed out.  It was a lot of G’s. 
 
    “We are now cruising at Mach five-point-three,” Diogenes informed me, once the ship quit shoving my back into my front. 
 
    “We’re definitely reviewing your definition of ‘mundane’,” I decided.  “Excuse me while I cast some spells.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.” 
 
    The spells, of course, were combat spells.  I don’t like being shot and I have a hard time running around corners at high speed.  I admit I have a weight problem.  Most of these problems can be mitigated or even eliminated, but it’s important to prepare.  My amulet was multiply-enchanted with such things, but it’s always good to get a head start when entering a low-magic environment.  I recall a time when my inertia-shedding spell quit on me in the middle of the night—which was most inconvenient, since I was running at the speed of dark and trying to hook a left on wet pavement.  I survived the slip, but the dumpster didn’t fare so well. 
 
    “Any news on Mary?” 
 
    “I believe the communications bracelet is no longer on her person, Professor.  I conjecture, from the thumping and clanking, that all her usual accessories have been confiscated and placed in a container.” 
 
    “How the hell did they figure her out, anyway?” 
 
    “I am continuing to monitor the intelligence channels, but I lack the ability to directly monitor most face-to-face conversations.  One of her assailants used the motel phone, however, to report to someone in the Cosmo, confirming the success of their raid.” 
 
    “Right, right.”  I sighed.  “They probably know about me, too.” 
 
    “The balance of probability suggests it, Professor.” 
 
    I spent the rest of the flight working on my defensive spells and swearing. 
 
    How did they mark her?  Did she do something in the casino while I was scouting the hotel?  Was she under observation elsewhere?  Did someone notice something on the security footage?  I know I saw cameras—big, bulky things by my standards.  Was there someone in the basement screaming about vampires in the place? 
 
    Okay, one vampire in the place.  I don’t show up on cameras at night.  Could that have tipped them off?  It might have been odd when Mary walked arm in arm with me.  If I were a professional vampire hunter, I would be deeply suspicious of anyone without a reflection and without an image on camera. 
 
    I suppose I should find out.  Maybe I will.  Afterward. 
 
      
 
    Diogenes warned me about approaching the sunrise line before coming out of supersonic flight.  I held on and waited while the aircraft descended to subsonic, noting we were already at an extremely low altitude to avoid the high-altitude sunlight.  I could feel it tingling already. 
 
    “Does this thing have a rear camera?” 
 
    A heads-up display showed me the rear view.  The boom track through the forest behind us was very clear.  Never fly low when you’re hypersonic.  It’s bad for the vegetation. 
 
    Well, I was in a hurry and Diogenes knew it. 
 
    The plane came to a hover, deployed landing gear, and settled in a meadow on the west side of a rocky hill.  I started to get out but Diogenes darkened the canopy until it was an unrelieved black. 
 
    “Thought of everything?” I asked. 
 
    “I try to, Professor.” 
 
    I waited out the sunrise, sweating and stinking.  When Diogenes finally popped the canopy open, I was ready with a cleaning spell.  I didn’t need the distraction of my own filth in a fight. 
 
    I plopped down a portable gate and it sprang into a wire hoop.  A little fiddling with it and I had it braced against an outcrop of rock. 
 
    “Still got that connection to Mary’s phone?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    I flipped open mine, magically backtracked through it to the silo, diverted through her micro-gate, and used that as a targeting fix.  I already knew I wanted Flintridge, but I wanted to land somewhere near where Mary was.  My portable gate shimmered, seemed to rotate, and the silvery flush-and-snap opened. 
 
    I make it sound easy, don’t I?  It is not.  If there’s one thing I’m good at, gates are it.  Don’t try this at home. 
 
    The view was a junkyard in the desert.  Judging by the viewpoint, the most congruent connection point was a missing car window.  The early-morning light was bright and already hot.  There was no one to be seen. 
 
    Worked for me.  I dove through, rolled to my feet, and stood beside of a pile of dead cars, looking around.  The gate closed behind me. 
 
    Still nobody.  I wasn’t far away, surely, but which way? 
 
    I muttered metaphorical curses and a non-metaphorical location spell.  Over that way?  Yes.  Good.  Not too far—close enough to make this a getaway point.  I unfolded my other portable gate and laid it down in the bed of an ancient pickup truck.  We could activate it, jump in the bed of the truck, and be gone.  It’s always good to know your escape route, but to do that you have to have one. 
 
    My spell led me to the used-car dealership next door to the junkyard.  From the looks of the cars for sale, it was probably part of the junkyard.  Most of them—thirty or so—were not happy to sit out in the desert.  The only good-looking vehicles were parked in front of the wooden office building—a red ’66 Toronado, a black ’67 Impala, and a familiar-looking yellow ’65 Thunderbird convertible.  The convertible needed a new top and the Toronado’s right rear fender sideswiped something long enough ago to show signs of rust, but they were otherwise in good shape.  The cars for sale, by contrast, might run.  The legendary caveat emptor no doubt applied. 
 
    Okay, so she’s in the building.  At a guess, it has a toilet and three rooms:  A front office, a private office, and a back room.  If I were holding her captive, where would I put her? 
 
    To be fair, if I were the one trying to keep her captive, it would involve wrapping her in polymer straps, duct tape, and concrete, but I know her.  Where would they put her?  That was the real question. 
 
    I circled the car lot, dividing my attention between speed and stealth.  The back had a door, but no windows.  Probably there.  It’s awkward to have to explain to the rare customer why you have someone tied to a chair in your lobby.  Then again, the car lot was part of what was obviously a ghost town, dusty and abandoned.  All the scenery needed was a rogue tumbleweed.  Still, there was nothing to see through the front of the shop, so, best guess… 
 
    I crept up on the back door and wished for tendrils.  Knowing my luck, if I tried this at night I’d run smack into all sorts of anti-vampire charms.  Being shot wouldn’t bother me so much, though.  There are trade-offs in any situation and I was in a hurry. 
 
    Mary is the stealthy one.  If she were rescuing me, she would disarm all the alarms, sneak into the building, search it, locate everyone, steal their guns, then quietly cut their throats while they were discussing what to do with me.  I can’t do that.  If I tried it, I’d kill someone silently and he’d still raise the alarm. 
 
    I drew my sword, drew a gun, and kicked in the door.  The bolt tore from the frame and the bar snapped.  When I kick a door, I mean it.  It slammed open and the top hinge tore away, making it hang askew.  I went in even before it hit the wall—I’ve had doors bounce closed again, a no-good way to make an entrance. 
 
    Mary was in the room, wrapped in rope and suspended from the ceiling like a heavy punching bag.  Judging from the rolled-up sleeves on the gentlemen in the room, I assumed it was more than a resemblance.  A circle was centered under her, painted on the floor.  It contained symbols I didn’t recognize, but I didn’t take time to do anything but note it. 
 
    I shot the man to my immediate left in the chest, barely missing the cross he wore.  It wasn’t a fancy shot, simply center of mass to discourage him and unnerve everybody else.  There’s nothing quite like a heavy-caliber gunshot indoors.  It assaults the ears and feels like a physical blow.  It also rattles most people, disrupts their thinking, slows their response.  There are exceptions, of course, but it usually works. 
 
    I was prepared for the noise.  Without pausing, I disemboweled the man on my right with an upward cut, testicles to sinuses, almost cutting him in half.  I moved around the room for the remaining two without breaking stride.  The first stared at me with a horrified expression.  It stayed horrified as his head fell toward the floor.  The second tried to draw a gun.  He succeeded.  He was surprisingly fast. 
 
    Unfortunately, two things worked against him.  First, his weapon was in a shoulder holster and had a snap to keep it in place.  It’s not a quick-draw rig.  It’s a way to transport a firearm.  Second, proper firearm safety says you don’t keep a round chambered in an automatic.  You have to work the slide to chamber a round and cock the hammer.  This isn’t usually an issue, but that extra step can be fatal if you’re not expecting gunplay.  It was.  I went right past his pieces as I finished my circuit of the room, put a neat thrust through my gunshot victim’s eye, threw open the door to the front of the building, and searched the place.  There was no one else. 
 
    I returned to examine the circle.  It had symbols reminiscent of things I’d seen before.  A few moments of examination implied it was some sort of bastardized summoning and containment, but the layout was weird.  It was a standard circle in that it was containing whatever was in the circle—Mary, presumably.  The rest of it was only sort-of summoning.  It might have been more of a beacon, calling for without compelling.  I wasn’t sure what it was trying to call, but it seemed to be a kind of request for aid for keeping anything in the circle contained.  Whatever effect the circle might have, its design probably wouldn’t affect me. 
 
    Probably wasn’t good enough.  I cut a gash in it with my sword and promptly cut Mary’s suspension rope.  I lowered her carefully to the floor. 
 
    “Ow?” she whispered, voice hoarse.  My fingernails extended and I used them to cut her bonds. 
 
    “Can you run?” 
 
    “No.  One of them broke a kneecap for me.” 
 
    “Ah.  So I see,” I agreed, freeing her ankles.  “Anything life-threatening?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she rasped.  “Not immediate.  Maybe some internal bleeding.  Couple of ribs, I know.”  She suppressed a coughing reflex and spat pinkish foam.  I laid my hand on her chest and triggered the healing spell on my ring, diverting it from me, the wearer, to her.  “We have to go.  Now,” she insisted, while I focused on making the spell take hold. 
 
    “No rush,” I countered, once it latched on to her.  “We’re alone.”  I considered how best to carry her without hurting her. 
 
    “They wanted to know about my vampire overlord.” 
 
    “Oh?  Oh, I see.  It’s daylight.  They jumped you at dawn so they wouldn’t have to face your ‘vampire overlord.’  They assumed you’re human.  Obviously, they didn’t get a briefing from Salvatore.  Here, hold my gun.  I’m going to carry you.” 
 
    “They called someone.  They’re expecting more people,” she added, as I picked her up, cradled her in my arms.  She gritted her teeth and whimpered.  “Could be here any minute,” she wheezed. 
 
    “Lorenzo, perhaps?” 
 
    “Doubt it.  Probably called Lorenzo to get someone sent to them.  He’s the spider, not part of the web.” 
 
    “Okay.  We’re out of here.” 
 
    I edged sideways out the back door and hurried through the car lot.  It was hard to tell where the car lot ended and the junkyard began until I realized the junkyard cars didn’t have faded prices on them. 
 
    I jogged down the lane between stacked cars, minding my footing on the rough surface—something with treads crawled through here, probably a crane.  The last thing I needed was to trip on something and land on Mary.  Rather, it was the last thing Mary needed. 
 
    We came around the bend to my getaway vehicle.  Standing in front of it was the man I shot and stabbed.  He regarded me with his good eye. 
 
    “Okay, that was fast,” I noted.  “Dead men aren’t known for sprinting.” 
 
    “It’s a gift,” he shrugged.  “I’m afraid I can’t let you leave.” 
 
    I put Mary down, gently, and stood to face him, sword out. 
 
    “I’m not sure how you’re going to stop us,” I told him, and circled slowly to my left.  He smiled slightly, hands open and empty. 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” 
 
    Mary shot him in the head.  His head snapped back as blood and brains spattered behind him.  He went down. 
 
    “Nice distraction,” Mary told me. 
 
    “I try.” 
 
    Then he got up.  He had a neat hole above his left eyebrow where the bullet went in. 
 
    “Okay, that’s new,” Mary observed, and unloaded the gun into him.  Every round went somewhere important—heart, lungs, head, all the favorites.  He appeared to have his footing, though, and took the hits like a champ.  I noticed he didn’t bleed.  He leaked.  There was no heartbeat in there to pump blood out the holes. 
 
    “How disappointing,” he said, his breath causing blood to bubble from the holes in his chest.  “I expected something better.” 
 
    Knowing I was dealing with something more than mortal, I flexed my eyes for other energies.  He was a glowing figure of light, complete with shining, invisible wings spread behind him.  My first thought was of the Lord of Light, and to wonder how he tracked me down. 
 
    Then the creaking, grinding sounds alerted me to a more immediate problem.  A stack of cars tilted our way, as though pushed by an unseen hand—or brushed by a giant, invisible wing.  I saw them topple, made an instant evaluation, and threw myself over Mary. 
 
    It wasn’t a ton of bricks, but it was easily a couple tons of steel. 
 
      
 
    My first awareness was pain.  Legs, ribs, back, shoulders, forearms, jaw, head—cracks, shards, and breaks.  Deep, stabbing, throbbing pains. 
 
    Terror and agony welled up like blood from a wound.  I struggled to move, found I was bound tightly.  Crazy visions of Johann, laughing, mocking me in my helplessness and suffering danced within my mind.  I heaved against my restraints and failed.  The pains intensified, sending lines like veins of acid and lightning through my flesh. 
 
    A huge jolt jerked me about, slamming pains through my calves and forearms.  I let loose a mighty bellow of agony; a wheezing cough was all that emerged.  I tasted blood as I coughed.  I opened my eyes, gasping, afraid I was once again in Johann’s playroom of pain. 
 
    I was surrounded.  No, that’s not right.  I woke up looking down at a lot of people.  No, it wasn’t that many people.  Four?  It looked like eight, but they were all twins. 
 
    My eyes slowly uncrossed and their numbers halved.  I was too relieved to care.  I focused, mustering all my concentration. 
 
    I was still in the junkyard.  The sun held me in a particularly burning gaze.  The toppled pile of cars was rearranged a bit and a crane towered to my left. 
 
    See?  I knew there was a crane. 
 
    I was tastefully attired in nothing but wraparound steel cable, with a few giant nails as accessories.  The spikes and cables kept me firmly in place on a cross made of railroad ties.  It was particularly uncomfortable since the crossbeam was behind the upright post, forcing my arms back at an angle.  The spikes went through my forearms, as expected, but for my legs, they spiked through my calves, between the bones, nailing them to the sides of the centerpiece.  I expected to have my feet overlap with one spike going through both.  Well, maybe the Romans were too cheap to use four nails per criminal. 
 
    Even in my concussed and confused state, I had the strangest feeling, like I was about to die. 
 
    I was well and truly out when they hammered spikes through my flesh.  I’m moderately pleased about that, in a way.  What woke me was the crane hauling the whole arrangement upright.  The people guided it into a hole, put it in place, and signaled the crane operator they had it set.  It dropped the final few inches.  That was the jolt. 
 
    Crazily, it seemed silly to be crucified so close to the ground.  My toes almost touched dirt.  I wondered if they already had a hole for vampire-killing crosses or if I rated a special crucifixion of my own.  Still, if you’re going to kill a vampire, it seems oddly reasonable that crucifixion would be a good way to do it.  I mean, there’s a cross.  I assume they would do it at night and wait for dawn, but killing a vampire’s minion by crucifixion might have some significance.  Maybe the local breed of bloodsuckers can’t transform the body into a vampire if it dies on a cross.  Pity I wouldn’t get to find out for certain, what with my own upcoming pyrotechnic display. 
 
    Come to that, what time was it?  Were those shadows morning shadows or afternoon shadows?  It was hard to tell because of broken bones, massive bruises, some internal bleeding, and probably a concussion.  Oh, and the whole crucifixion thing.  I lifted my head enough to look at the suns.  They slowly merged into a single sun.  I wondered if it was going to kill me or if the humans would beat it to the punch.  Which would hurt more?  It would depend on how they planned to kill me.  Given a choice of deaths, I prefer something quiet and painless, but my options were limited. 
 
    At least I wasn’t in Johann’s clutches.  I felt moderately good about that, but the terror of being about to die still dominated most of my thinking.  The rest of my brain found time to wonder why people who don’t like me nonetheless want me naked.  Mixed signals. 
 
    “Nice to see you’re awake,” offered one guy, a tallish fellow with a squinty right eye.  Maybe it was just from the desert sunlight.  “I’d hate for you to die without knowing why.” 
 
    “It’s mutual,” I rasped.  My throat was very dry and I didn’t have the breath to continue.  Punctured lung from broken ribs?  It felt like it.  That’s impressive.  Breaking my bones isn’t like breaking human bones.  It takes work.  Like, say, being one of the vehicles in a six-car pileup.  The rib wasn’t the only casualty, either. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll find you have a hard time breathing,” he assured me.  “Hanging on a cross kills from suffocation.  Sometimes exposure.  Rest assured, once you’re dead we’ll cut you down, burn you, and bury your ashes in consecrated ground.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “’Thanks,’ he says!”  He laughed.  His friends laughed.  Everybody laughed but me.  Call me Pagliaccio. 
 
    “Where’s Mary?” I tried to ask. 
 
    “Come again?” He leaned closer and I tried to speak up. 
 
    “Where is Mary?” 
 
    “Oh, her.  She’s mostly okay.  Still being interrogated.  You, on the other hand, killed four of our friends.  We don’t have anything to ask you.” 
 
    “Seems reasonable,” I agreed, and closed my eyes.  “There’s stuff I don’t want to tell you.” 
 
    He didn’t like that.  I couldn’t see his reaction, but I could imagine him trading looks with his friends. 
 
    “I have a question,” rumbled another guy.  Broad-shouldered, wide-bodied—he was a big, powerful man slightly squashed in a funhouse mirror.  “Why do you do it?” 
 
    “Why do I do what?” 
 
    “Serve them.  The bloodsuckers.” 
 
    “Good question.  I’m starting to wonder.” 
 
    “That’s new,” commented Number Three.  He was a shorter, skinnier guy with some Asian in his ancestry.  “All the ones I ever met died defending their masters.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” decided Squinty.  “This guy’s killed enough.  He won’t be doing it again.” 
 
    They muttered a general agreement and started gathering their things. 
 
    “You’re going to leave me here?” I asked. 
 
    “Why not?  It ain’t the ass-end of nowhere, but you could hit it with a rock.  Nobody lives in Gulch anymore and the stacks of cars’ll hide you from the road.  You can’t scream loud enough to be heard, neither.  You’re going to hang here until you die, and then a while longer.” 
 
    He poked me in the chest, hard.  He knew where the broken rib was, the bastard. 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t die clean like this,” he stated.  “I’d like to let you rise as a bloodsucker before burning you.  Dying on a cross is too good for you.” 
 
    “Want to trade places?” I asked.  I coughed a bit and spat pinkish foam.  I missed him. 
 
    They finished packing up and left, leaving behind some parting gifts—two gut-punches and some spit, along with the impression they did not like the servants of vampires. 
 
    They left me alone to die.  This is a foolish thing to do, in my opinion.  It gives the hero a chance to wriggle out of the deathtrap.  Since I’m no hero, it gave me time to reflect with considerable anxiety on my upcoming fiery demise.  I wondered if I could avoid it.  My most obvious course of action was to activate the healing spell on my ring—whups, no ring.  Besides, I used it on Mary and it would take a while to recharge.  Okay, summon up enough concentration to put together a healing spell in a piddly-poor, low-magic environment while nailed to a cross, with a concussion, multiple broken bones, and what was probably a mild case of dehydration after half a day unconscious in the desert.  And, in human terms, a nasty sunburn. 
 
    Yeah, that might not work too well, either. 
 
    I hung there, my injuries throbbing, and tried to concentrate on something besides my slow but certain journey to incineration.  It’s hard to think when your inner monologue keeps repeating, “I’m going to die.” 
 
    Fine.  I’ve got one working arm and leg.  Can I pull free?  It’s only a matter of pulling my arm out of the loops of cable, but there’s a railroad spike or reasonable facsimile pounded between my forearm bones.  All right, so, pull the spike out of the wood, first—except there are loops of cable holding my forearm tight against the wood. 
 
    I’d try to work the spike loose with my tongue, but even if I turn my head and stretch, I can only lick the thing.  I never thought I’d complain my tongue wasn’t long enough. 
 
    If Mary and I survive this, someone is getting a stern lecture about underestimating professional vampire hunters.  Probably both of us, once I tell Diogenes how to deliver the lecture.  There’s a happy medium between being constantly on guard and enjoying yourself.  We obviously veered a bit too far from being on our guard, which can shorten the potential time for enjoying ourselves.  Overconfidence kills. 
 
    My head hurt.  At least there were clouds moving in.  Maybe they would block some sunlight.  Maybe the cloud cover of a good, solid rainstorm would keep me from frying in the sunset.  And maybe the Pope would be annoyed at my polluting a perfectly good cross with vampire blood and drop by to un-crucify me. 
 
    I hung there limply, trying to get a decent breath and ignore the way my head tried to expand with every heartbeat.  Mary is captured, Firebrand is with Bob, Diogenes doesn’t know I’m in trouble, and pretty much everyone else is minding their own business. 
 
    With the afternoon sun falling westward, I acknowledged I might need more friends. 
 
    It’s said that no man ever truly comprehends the idea of his own death.  I think that’s incorrect.  We don’t want to, but when we come face to face with it—on a battlefield, in an electric chair, hanging on a cross—it’s hard to ignore.  I can’t say I like it. 
 
    Over the thudding of blood in my ears, I heard someone crunching down the road-path between the walls of cars.  I lifted my head and turned toward the sound. 
 
    The dead guy, the one Mary and I both shot, came around the edge of the cars.  He was filthy, covered in dried blood and dirt.  When his head was at just the right angle, I caught a momentary flash of sky through the bullet hole in his forehead.  This did not reassure me in any way.  He smiled and strolled to a position directly in front of me. 
 
    “You look awful,” he told me, looking me over with his one good eye.  The one below the bullet hole.  I found it hard to make eye contact.  My eyes kept looking through the hole in his head. 
 
    “So do you.” 
 
    “Touché.  This body I’ve borrowed does have a few problems, thanks to you.  Being buried in the desert did it no favors.” 
 
    “Borrowed?” I rasped. 
 
    “Yes.  I have no physical form of my own.” 
 
    I peered at him through narrowed eyes.  My second sight wasn’t working very well, but it worked well enough.  He wasn’t a human being, obviously.  He was a creature of light wearing an empty and rather ragged human suit. 
 
    “When I first saw you, I thought you were the Lord of Light.  Now I’m not so sure.  What are you?” 
 
    “You would consider me an angel.” 
 
    “An honest, true-blue, actual angel?  Wings, harp, halo?” 
 
    “You would consider me an angel,” he repeated.  “Humans cannot comprehend the complexities of even one of the energy planes.” 
 
    “And here I’ve already got a headache.” 
 
    “I imagine.” 
 
    “Do you often wear dead mortals to talk to vampires?  Or were you wearing him before I showed up?” 
 
    “We rarely wear an occupied body,” he told me.  “And this may be the first time in all the ages of the world one of my kind has spoken with any demonic entity.”  He gestured at his filthy body.  “We seldom appear in any form of flesh, for any reason.  You should feel honored.” 
 
    “And I get this singular honor because…?” 
 
    “Before you die, perhaps you might tell me how you came to be here?” 
 
    “Here?” I echoed. 
 
    “Oh, come now.  A being such as yourself does not spontaneously come to be.  How did you gain entry?” 
 
    “Sorry.  I don’t understand quite what you mean.”  I coughed and spat some bloody foam.  “Besides, I’m dying.” 
 
    Thunder rumbled as the clouds rolled over the sky.  I looked up for a moment and didn’t like what I saw.  The weather didn’t look natural to me.  There was an advancing line of fluffy clouds, slowly turning black, which wasn’t unusual for a storm front… but more of it was coming into view over the walls of stacked cars.  It was rolling in from all directions, surrounding us, closing in.  The open ring of sky was centered on the sun, like a molten eye gazing down at us.  I didn’t like it. 
 
    “Surely, you cannot expect me to believe you do not understand your own origin?” 
 
    “Concussion,” I replied. 
 
    “Hmm.”  He stroked his jaw with one hand, rearranging the dust.  I noticed he didn’t sweat at all, even in the heat.  “I suppose damage to your brain could interfere,” he admitted.  He touched my forehead with two fingers and my headache vanished.  Sadly, while my head might be intact, my other injuries remained.  “Better?” 
 
    “Wow,” I said, blinking as everything came into sharp focus.  “That’s impressive.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “No, thank you…?” I trailed off, looking at him more closely.  My second sight worked properly.  I still don’t see souls when it’s daytime, but I can see many sorts of power.  The corpse in front of me was certainly a corpse, but the white, bright thing inside wasn’t human.  An angel?  Maybe.  I’m not sure I’ve ever seen an angel.  My first impression reminded me of the energy-state beings of Karvalen.  It was a pity I’d be too dead to look at it closely after sunset. 
 
    “I am Valan, of the eighth host of warriors.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, I think.  I thought you angelic types were supposed to guide, guard, and protect people.” 
 
    “A common misunderstanding.  We are many kinds, and such as you describe is certainly not my purpose here today.  I am here to witness your end, for you are an agent of chaos.  You must end, and your infection with you.” 
 
    So much for a last-minute reprieve from a guardian angel.  I suppose it was silly to even imagine. 
 
    “I presume you subtly whispered into the minds of mortals to grab Mary, then helped them by burying me in cars?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Banished headache or no, Valan just made my naughty list.  If I lived, he would regret it.  At the moment, since I had nothing to lose… 
 
    “Why didn’t you simply smite me in the first place?” 
 
    “You still have a human soul.  It is forbidden to kill humans, and you still qualify.” 
 
    “You’re allowed to topple a pile of cars on us, though?” 
 
    “Are you dead?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I take your point.  It’s okay for you to incite other humans to kill?” 
 
    “We have since before your kind was capable of speech.” 
 
    “So, you don’t do the killing?  You just get humans to do it?” 
 
    “Those are enough of your questions.  I wish to know how chaos, manifested in your flesh and blood, gained entry to the realms of order.” 
 
    “To be utterly truthful, I’m not entirely sure.  I wasn’t consulted about it, just victimized.” 
 
    Valan pursed his lips, clearly troubled.  He nodded, slightly, thinking about it. 
 
    Thunder rumbled again, nearer, louder.  I saw lightning dancing in the dark, unnatural clouds.  Who was responsible for it?  Clouds don’t behave that way.  Was our discussion drawing attention from On High?  It almost felt as though we were under some sort of scrutiny.  I thought I might as well ask about it. 
 
    “Is it normal for odd weather phenomena to happen when you guys hang around too long?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I looked up, then back at him.  He followed my gaze and frowned. 
 
    “That’s not supposed to happen.” 
 
    “That’s why I ask.” 
 
    “No, I mean there’s some sort of activity causing it.” 
 
    “If you’re not doing it, maybe someone has an update on your mission?” 
 
    “This is not a mission—” he began, and broke off.  “I need to… consult.”  He closed his eyes and held still for a minute.  I waited. 
 
    Thunder rumbled again, a long, rolling thing that went on and on.  I felt a cold sensation, as though someone lanced my heart with a dagger of ice.  Despite the desert heat, I shivered, and goose flesh sprang up all over me.  My heart, a frozen thing itself, broke into shards and fragments and bled from every jagged piece. 
 
    The thunder’s long, low rumble reminded me of something. 
 
    Valan opened his eyes. 
 
    “No one is telling me to stop,” Valan continued, smiling sadly at me.  “Whatever the cause of this weather, it has no bearing on our business here.  Where were you subjected to this infection of chaos, and who is responsible for it?” 
 
    “Pennsylvania.  And she’s dead, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Well, there was a charred, glassy outline that looked a lot like her, but I wasn’t there to see it.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Why such concern?  It’s not like I’ve been bleeding into people deliberately.  Or are you worried this chaos you talk about will take over, somehow?” 
 
    “A common misconception among the corporeal.  Your understanding of the soul is limited.  You are merely a mortal with an infection of chaos in his flesh.  Because you possess an unfettered will, you have reached a point of equilibrium with it.  It alters your flesh even as your consciousness alters its effects.  Now that it is in dynamic equilibrium, you are relatively unchanging and eternal.  Yet your soul remains, as always, a human one; even chaos has no power over it.” 
 
    While he spoke, I kept an eye on the weather.  As the ring of clouds closed in, the light narrowed, like a searchlight from the sky.  Lightning crossed the open gap inside.  A moment later, another flash arced across the narrowing ring, and another and another and another.  A burst of lightning appeared in the center, as though the sun was the source of an electrical storm.  Sizzling arcs flared outward to the rim of clouds, like cracks in struck glass. 
 
    “So, it’s like someone who gets a transfusion or surgery,” I clarified, mostly to keep him talking.  “Stuff happens to the body all the time, but even if you replace the heart with a mechanical pump or remove a leg or whatever, he’s still a human being.” 
 
    “Remarkable.  You are capable of understanding.” 
 
    “That’s incredibly condescending of you.” 
 
    “You are merely human,” he reminded me. 
 
    “So was that.” 
 
    “Yes, wasn’t it?” he agreed, smiling.  I decided he wasn’t just on my naughty list, but someone I actively disliked.  I hoped he wasn’t typical of angelic entities.  At least he was a talkative sort.  I guess he never got to chat much in the ethereal planes or wherever he hung out. 
 
    “What I don’t understand is the difference between a chaos infection and the local vampires.” 
 
    “The ones to which you refer are soulless shells,” he replied, grimly.  “They are animated by a power beyond your comprehension and feeding on life itself.” 
 
    “Oh.  Well that explains everything.  Aren’t you guys supposed to bring enlightenment?” 
 
    Thunder rumbled again as the clouds ran together above us, blotting out the sky.  The lightning flared at the point where the clouds crashed together, cracking the black thunderhead above us with lines of blue lightning tinged with green.  Darkness fell like an axe, dimming the world in cloud-shadow.  Valan ignored this, having already dismissed the whole display as unrelated to his mission. 
 
    “I am a warrior, not a messenger.  It is not my purpose to bring you enlightenment.  When you die, your soul will depart for other realms, but the chaos in your flesh will remain.  It cannot be permitted to run wild within the realms of order.  I will destroy it.” 
 
    The lightning flared again, a multi-spoked emanation of bluish-green in the black sky.  It flared and stayed, crackling continuously.  The layer of clouds seemed to crack and flex, as though something pushed against it, trying to come through. 
 
    “Now, prepare yourself, for your time is drawing to a close.” 
 
    “I think,” I told Valan, slowly, “you should run.” 
 
    “Run?” he sniffed.  “Why do you say this to me?” 
 
    “Because you should be afraid.” 
 
    “You are but a speck in my sight, mortal.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, too bad this speck is going to keep you waiting.  You’re not supposed to kill me, so you have to cool your heels until I’m good and ready.  True?” 
 
    “Watching humans burn gives me no joy, but I may find pleasure in doing my duty as I smite the chaos you bear.” 
 
    The bulge of clouds broke.  A bolt of lightning descended from the sky, a shining line of intolerable brightness, a river of light blasting down like an electrified waterfall.  It did not strike Valan as I expected.  It landed somewhere nearby, spearing from the clouds, a pillar a radiance in the suddenly-cold air, eerily silent.  We both looked at it, but I had to look away.  Flaring lines of afterimage danced on my eyes.  Valan didn’t seem to care about his eye.  The bright, writhing line of light went on for over a minute, blazing incandescent, throwing dancing shadows all around. 
 
    Then it was gone, but the sense of a presence was stronger than ever.  With it came a sense of completeness, wholeness… A gaping chasm in my heart and soul filled in, snapped closed, fused shut.  You never know how numb you are until you can feel again.  And with the feeling of inner fulfillment came a terrible, deadly rage.  I recognized it, felt it, even welcomed it—because it wasn’t my rage.  Still, in a strange way, it was very much a part of me. 
 
    Valan turned back to me. 
 
    “Was that your doing?” he demanded.  Valan the Valiant might have been just a teensy bit worried.  I wished it was nighttime.  I’d love to see what the spirit of an angelic thing looks like when it’s worried. 
 
    “Nope,” I denied.  “I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “It had your colors to it,” he insisted.  “You did something.  Was the bolt meant for me?” 
 
    “You know, I really thought it was?  Now, though, I think I understand.” 
 
    “What do you understand?”  Distantly, I heard an engine roar to life like the delayed rumble of a thunderclap.   
 
    “It’s difficult to explain in the limited time you have available,” I told him.  “It may be beyond your comprehension.  I didn’t even know for certain what it was until just a moment ago.  But you’ve expressed some mild concern for my immortal soul, so I’ll return the kindness.  If you don’t run like a fox with its tail on fire, right now, are screwed.” I grinned.  I couldn’t stop it.  My teeth insisted on showing themselves.  I couldn’t even retract my fangs. 
 
    Tires spun on gravel and dirt, seeking grip.  A fan belt shrieked like a  scream, then faded as a distant radio started blasting music.  Led Zeppelin’s Immigrant Song, I believe.  It’s a song from after 1969, but the anachronism didn’t bother me.  She watched a lot of video when she was in the barn. 
 
    “Your threats mean nothing to me,” Valan sneered.  It’s not pretty when a multiply-murdered, possessed corpse sneers. 
 
    “Suit yourself.  Don’t come crying to me, saying I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    He started to say something, then cocked his head, noticing the rising volume of sound.  He turned his puzzled expression toward the approaching engine and the music. 
 
    What my eyes saw, in magical vision, was a glowing, golden horse, burning brighter than Blake’s tyger.  Shadowless, blazing, eyes like crimson wells into the heart of an indignant star, plumes of flame billowing backward from her mouth, mane and tail like solar flares in yellow and orange, coiling like the living things they were. 
 
    On a more mundane level, Valan turned as a yellow Thunderbird convertible came roaring around the bend, headlights like incandescent gold, blue-green lightning-sparks all around the tires.  Fire jetted from the exhaust like a fuel leak.  The whole of the car seemed to lean forward as the belt screamed again. 
 
    He saw the car and his eye went wide.  I swear, I think I saw the reflection of a fiery horse in it.  I still wonder what he saw. 
 
    Then the car hit him, square-on and doing at least sixty miles an hour.  The hood came up just before impact, so instead of bashing him across the top and up into the air, the leading edge of the hood caught him at face level, ruining both the hood and the head.  It carried on, the corpse crushed against and into the front end.  They plowed into a stack of ruined cars with him as both battering ram and squishy cushion.  The stack shook and swayed, but didn’t topple. 
 
    I don’t know what the rules are for an entity possessing a corpse, but it would appear if you damage it enough, they have to vacate it.  The burst of white light was visible only to my second sight, but it exploded outward from the body like water from a burst balloon, gathered together again in an infinitely bright point, and shot away, vanishing into the distance without ever leaving the junkyard.  Darn multidimensional perspectives. 
 
    Above us, the clouds roiled like an inverted ocean welcoming a planet-killing meteor and a hole appeared, blue sky within, expanding.  The light returned, brightening the desert. 
 
    The Thunderbird, the front end mangled and gory, reversed from the remains.  It chugged slowly over to me, dragging one front tire through the dirt, venting fire and steam, dripping blood, oil, and water.  The radio was silent. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The one working headlight flashed.  The car limped away, squealing and grinding, plowing furrows in the hard-packed dirt with every twisted piece of metal.  I was surprised it was still running.  Then again, maybe I shouldn’t be.  It wasn’t anything as mundane as a car.  Not right now.  What inhabited it could move even a solid block of metal. 
 
    She bumped up against the crane.  What I saw—observing in the magical spectrum—was the shining figure of a horse gather itself and leap from one vehicle to the other.  To more mundane eyes, there was a bright flare of light surrounding the point where the vehicles touched.  This promptly melted what was left of the front bumper into a glowing puddle of liquid metal.  The engine knocked several times and quit.  The whole vehicle shuddered as it died.  It started to burn in earnest. 
 
    The crane belched diesel smoke, revved to a high roar, and lurched forward.  Flames huffed from the exhaust stack and the headlights glowed a yellowish-orange. 
 
    The crane reached down, carefully, precisely, and seized the top projection of my cross.  She hoisted me up, swung me aside, and laid me down flat.  It felt ever so much better to be lying down.  I felt I could breathe decently again and the agony of the spikes diminished when they no longer supported any of my weight. 
 
    The crane grabbed a car and picked it up, swung it close.  The big, caterpillar treads clanked, ground forward, climbed up and over the junker car, flattening it.  A moment later, the crane backed off the squashed heap, picked it up, and placed it next to me.  I wondered what was going on. 
 
    After the third vehicle, I figured it out.  The squashed wrecks were stacked with care, building a shelter of sorts.  Not a perfect shelter, not a fully light-proof one, but maybe one good enough.  The clouds were almost completely gone, unfortunately, leaving only the usual desert skies.  But with a wall of cars on one side and a steel cave to shadow me further… 
 
    The tingling started and rapidly scaled up to a burning.  There were no tiny shafts of light, just a diffuse illumination through the gaps and cracks.  It wasn’t a blast of sunlight to the face, but I wasn’t in the best of shape to begin with.  It scorched and stung, further reddening my sunburned skin in moments.  Even the deep shadow wasn’t enough to prevent it.  Soon, I had blisters.  At least I wasn’t actively smoking or charring.  All I could do was grit my teeth and wait.  Either I was about to burst into flames and die or I wasn’t.  Either way, it was going to hurt and there was not a single thing I could do about it. 
 
    Memories of Johann bubbled up and burst like blisters.  I did not appreciate them.  Screaming seemed to help. 
 
    As the sunset continued, the light dimmed.  I grew more sensitive to it, but I also started regenerating.  I actively smoked before it was over, but I never actually caught fire anywhere.  By the time it was fully dark, I was both hungry and furious.  This is not a good combination.  It brings out aspects of my personality best kept under wraps, or under the floor of my headspace. 
 
    I snapped the crossbeam and pulled the spikes from my forearms.  The holes closed up immediately.  Good.  After I finished pulling myself free of the steel loops and big bits of wood, I shoved a couple of dead cars off the top and climbed out. 
 
    The crane, engine still revving at maximum, belched a joyous cloud of happy fire and cheerful smoke.  The boom rose sharply, unnaturally fast, rocking the whole crane back, reminding me forcefully of a rearing horse. 
 
    The crane lowered the grappling claw next to me.  I stepped up on to it, held the cable.  It lifted me and the treads engaged, carrying me through the junkyard. 
 
    On the way, a black thing like a giant bat flapped up to me.  I held up my free hand and it landed on my forearm like a hawk.  It melted immediately, flowing along my arm and over my body like oil or paint, before solidifying, changing texture, turning into a jumpsuit. 
 
    I don’t understand it, but it doesn’t bother me, either.  Mary doesn’t enjoy watching it.  She says it makes her queasy. 
 
    “Where have you been?” I demanded of it.  It rippled a little, somewhat apologetically, I thought, and I felt it try to move my arm.  I let it, and it flowed over my hand like a glove.  I relaxed and allowed it to point.  The crane obligingly changed course. 
 
    The spot was a still-smoldering fire.  It was a big one.  From the new, open-air look to the car lot building, someone peeled off the outer layer of wood to build a bonfire.  Looking it over, feeling through it, sniffing around the edges, there were clear signs someone was deeply afraid.  At a guess, when they were stripping me, they hadn’t liked my jacket.  Maybe it did something.  Maybe they just sensed it was wrong.  Whatever the reason, someone used a four-way tire iron to pin it to the ground, like the cross of a grave marker. 
 
    I also smelled charred meat, found both flesh and bones.  I probed a bit—definitely a body.  Scratch the idea of a bonfire.  This was a pyre.  Maybe someone tried to wear my cloak in its jacket form.  It might not have gone well.  A dark thing slowly engulfing one of them… yes, I can see them pinning it—and him—to the ground, stacking wood on it, pouring gasoline on it, lighting it on fire… yes, that would be a reasonable course of action.  Whether it would work or not was, obviously, more not than would. 
 
    We clanked and ground our way back through the parking lot, crunching and squealing over rust and steel in a straight line.  We came to a halt with the treads on a pair of former cars and the claw I was riding lowered to a point next to the door.  I stepped down, already knowing the place was abandoned. 
 
    I went inside on the off chance they might have dumped some of my stuff in a box.  I didn’t find any box, but I did find the trapdoor to the basement.  Well, last time I was in a hurry and only looking for Mary.  Once I found her, I stopped searching.   
 
    The under-space appeared hand-dug, which is to say it gave the impression someone cut a hole in the floor and started in with a shovel, rather than the structure being built over the hole.  Timbers braced the building above and some boards acted as retaining walls for the dirt.  The floor was also dirt, while the low ceiling was simply the upper floor. 
 
    There was a coffin, little more than a pine box.  I flipped the lid open.  The bottom was lined with a thick layer of dirt.  It wasn’t dirt from the basement.  The consistency was very different. 
 
    Why did they have a vampire’s coffin?  As a place to keep a captive vampire during the day?  Or was it a hiding-place for a vampire before they killed him and took this place as their own?  Or did the vampire eat everyone in town—Gulch?—and then move on?  I’m sure this says something about used-car salesmen, but I don’t want to generalize too much. 
 
    I lifted the coffin and moved it, checking the floor beneath.  If it was a vampire’s former hiding spot, he didn’t leave much behind.  No emergency stash of money, clothes, or weapons.  Then again, if hunters killed him recently they might not have gotten around to dumping a big box of dirt.  Maybe I’ll ask someone before I kill them. 
 
    All right.  Nobody’s here, my stuff isn’t here, and my portable gate in the junkyard was mangled in the car collapse.  What now? 
 
    Find Mary. 
 
    I scratched symbols on the floor with what I laughingly call my fingernails.  Moments later, I had a line and distance.  I rummaged through the office and the desk, didn’t find what I wanted, and went outside to rip a side mirror off an old ’53 Ford Victoria.  With it, I checked in on Mary. 
 
    They hadn’t yet killed her, so that was a good thing.  Her nighttime regeneration already fixed whatever injuries she suffered during the day.  They’d gone to the trouble of stripping her naked—apparently a standard operating procedure when dealing with armed individuals.  She was aggravated at being stuck in a box, though she wasn’t trying to rip her way out. 
 
    If she’d had a mirror of her own, we could have carried on a conversation.  As it was, she was too distracted to notice my scrying sensor, so she couldn’t even signal me. 
 
    I did notice the mirror’s lock on her was moving, though.  I pulled back a bit to see her coffin was floating in a steel tank.  I guessed the liquid in the tank was either gasoline or holy water.  It’s hard to tell without color vision.  A little fiddling with the image showed me any spiritual manifestations, which ruled out holy water, but there was some sort of spell or charm on the coffin, itself.  I guessed was she was probably in a tank of fuel.  The tank was tied down on a flatbed truck, rolling along the highway.  The car in front had three armed men, the truck cab had the driver and a guard, and the car behind had another three. 
 
    I grabbed a toolbox.  No guns, no sword, not enough magic to be worth much, but I had a tool box from the dealership’s repair shop.  I decided it would have to do.  So, feeling rather tempery, I set fire to the building and left. 
 
    Outside, the crane revved up to a high scream and lowered her boom and the claw on it.  The claw barely brushed the front fender of the Impala out front.  There was a blazing flash like lightning, a psychic vision of a great leap, an explosive sound like a thunderclap, the smell of hot metal… 
 
    The Impala started, engine revving high before settling into a throaty growling, and the driver’s door opened. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “No, you drive.  I may want to lean out the window and throw things.” 
 
    The driver’s door closed and the passenger door opened.  I climbed in with my tools and we roared out of the lot. 
 
      
 
    A battered strip of asphalt used to be the Gulch’s main street until the town dried up and blew away.  We hit the highway after about six miles.  We skidded through the turn as I gave directions, following Mary in my mirror.  Then I had a brainwave.  We had a little time before we could catch up, so I took my spell from the side mirror I’d ripped off and put it into the central rear-view mirror of the Impala. 
 
    “Can you see?  See what’s in the mirror, I mean.” 
 
    The radio clicked on, playing Johnny Nash’s I Can See Clearly Now.  Good enough.  I sorted out my toolbox, humming along, and spent the remaining time working a deflection spell around my head and shoulders. 
 
    I’m not sure about the top speed of a ’67 Impala, but the speedometer jammed the needle all the way around, past the hundred-forty mark.  If I’d had the power to spare, I’d have worked an air-deflection spell just to cut down on the scream of the wind. 
 
    She does love to run. 
 
    When our targets came into sight, I wondered where they were taking Mary.  I mean, you don’t lock someone up so thoroughly unless you plan to keep them.  They’re encouraged to die in an escape attempt, sure, but you obviously have plans for them if they survive transportation. 
 
    Somewhere far behind us were flashing lights.  I didn’t feel too bad about forgetting to jam the radar.  We were speeding down a four-lane highway jetting flames like rocket engines from the exhaust pipes.  I suppose this might have attracted attention, fuzzbuster spell or no.  They were far enough back I felt we could ignore them for a while, though. 
 
    Bronze roared up behind the rear car, moved to the left as though to pass, and veered back to give their rear end a solid sideways shove to the right.  They screamed as the rear tires lost traction and skidded sideways.  She kept right with them, muscling them farther out of line and I did my best to help.  I lashed out with my tentacle-tendril trick, grabbing one of the tires at the front of their skid, trying to anchor it to the pavement and prompting it to flip.  I succeeded, but I suspect that had more to do with irregularities in the asphalt, but I’m sure I helped.  The car rolled and tumbled, shedding bits of steel and glass, but I didn’t see much else.  Bronze ducked around the instant the car changed from vehicle to wreck and came up behind the truck. 
 
    My original plan involved throwing things with a vampire pitching arm.  I figured a three-eighths wrench at several hundred feet per second would make a decent weapon.  But Bronze’s idea worked, too. 
 
    I climbed out on the hood.  Now that we were doing more normal highway speeds, it was easy for her to come up on the rear bumper of the truck.  I hopped onto the flatbed, behind Mary’s tank.  Bronze dropped back a bit, not wanting to start fires.  She knew what I was going to do without my having to tell her. 
 
    The tank was a big cylinder, lying down in some sort of semi-triangular bracing.  I didn’t see an easy way in, so I reached under the tank and drove my fingers up through the steel.  It hurt, but I have nails like chisels and I regenerate.  With my hand inside the tank, gasoline started burbling out, so I seized the edge of the hole and pulled, tearing it open as wide as my hand and three times as long.  Another quick strike and there were finger-sized holes in the top of the tank to let air in.  Fortunately, my fingernails are non-sparking.  Gasoline gushed out, whipped by the wind to pour backward off the end of the truck in a flood. 
 
    The truck accelerated as I did this.  They saw the wreck of their rearguard and knew someone was in a car behind them.  They didn’t know I was already on the truck—I don’t show up in rear-view mirrors.  Their lead car swung left and braked, dropping back to deal with the threat.  I stayed out of sight while their attention was fixed on Bronze.  She could handle it. 
 
    I went forward, crawling over the top of the tank.  The guy riding shotgun was alternating looking at the side mirror or through the rear window of the truck cab, trying to see what was happening behind.  His focus was on the road behind, not on the tank or the monster on top of it.  When he finally caught sight of me through the rear window, his eyes widened and he brought up a sawed-off shotgun.  I dropped down between the tank and the cab of the truck, not wanting a shot to hit the tank and potentially ignite the gasoline.  He fired both barrels through the rear window and the wire mesh over it, hitting me squarely in the chest.  The driver screamed, slapping one hand over the ear next to the shotgun. 
 
    My cloak, acting as a jumpsuit, temporarily acted as a hole.  I didn’t feel a thing. 
 
    Where do things go when it does that?  A pocket universe?  Somewhere else?  Or simply into some random piece of darkness?  Is stuff accumulating in there?  There’s one bolt of light, an apple, several bullets of various sizes, and a bunch of other things.  Do they drift in an infinite void or emerge somewhere?  How can I tell?  Come to that, does it matter? 
 
    Add it to the list of questions I may never answer. 
 
    I reached through the metal grating and the now-broken glass with both hands and a slew of tendrils.  I saw the flickering, fire-like glow of some sort of charm on him, but I wasn’t in a good position to analyze it, nor was I in a mood to care a whole lot.  I grabbed him by the head and spirit and tried to pull him out through the back window.  Mostly, I succeeded.  The charm kept me from touching him with tendrils, so his spirit escaped.  The flesh, on the other hand was easier.  It hurt to touch him, on the order of touching a hot stove, but I was in a bad mood.  I sank fingers into him, dragged him through the shredded rear window and the torn metal grating. 
 
    On the plus side, the blood from the ripped and shredded body sprayed all over me—heartbeats are so helpful, sometimes.  This time, my cloak didn’t stop it.  The texture altered to a sort of mesh to let the blood soak through and into my skin.  I had a bad day and it hit the spot.  Once he died, the charm broke and his flesh no longer felt hot.  His spirit got away, but I was more interested in the blood, anyway.  I was pleased to notice my hands weren’t damaged.  They didn’t need to heal from the painful, fiery heat.  Apparently, the charm was a painful deterrent, not a weapon.  Would it work differently on different types of vampire? 
 
    Through all this, the driver—wearing an identical charm—failed to panic, which I appreciated.  I ripped the hole open a bit more and slid down to sit next to him. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    He shifted gears and stomped the accelerator.  I sighed. 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked, over the rising roar of the engine.  “It’s a flatbed truck, not a racing car.  It doesn’t spring from sixty to a hundred miles an hour just by stomping the gas.  You’re not going to outrun me, and I’m not—” I added, kicking the gearshift, taking the truck out of gear and forcing it to coast, “going to let you wreck it.”  I grabbed the steering wheel and held it straight. 
 
    He reached for the gearshift and I broke his forearm.  His charm was just as hot to the touch as the previous one, but knowing it wouldn’t harm me, it was only an incentive to minimize contact.  Karate-chopping someone counts as minimal contact. 
 
    “Now, now.  I said, ‘Hi’,” I repeated.  “Politeness demands you respond.” 
 
    “Hello?” he groaned, through gritted teeth.  He clutched at his arm. 
 
    “Good man.  Stop the truck and I’ll let you live.  The other option involves killing you and doing it myself.” 
 
    He applied the brakes and we slowed.  I steered us to the shoulder.  I saw the road in flames some distance back—probably spilled gasoline.  A moment later, Bronze roared gleefully by, flames spewing behind, pursued by highway patrol, state patrol, local police, and possibly Smokey the Bear.  Even over the sirens and engine noises, I heard Freddie Mercury belting out Don’t Stop Me Now.  Bronze was having a wonderful time playing with the cops and being a decoy.  They took no interest in us at all. 
 
    That probably explained why my mood improved so suddenly. 
 
    Once the truck came to a halt, I turned off the engine and handed the keys to the driver. 
 
    “Now, here’s the thing,” I said, reasonably.  “I don’t like killing good people.  I much prefer to kill murderers, child molesters, rapists, that sort of thing.  On the other hand, you guys are being complete jerks.  You’re giving me good reason to be unkind.” 
 
    “You said you’d let me live,” he reminded me, teeth clenched tight.  Maybe I shouldn’t have broken his forearm.  It’s two bones, not one, and they both hurt.  Well, I’d had a bad day.  At least I was trying to be reasonable.  Don’t I get credit for trying? 
 
    “So I did.  Okay.  I’m going to get my girlfriend.  Any objection?” 
 
    “Yes.  She’s a monster.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m fond of her anyway.  Any other objection?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, only shook his head. 
 
    “Good man.  Oh, you guys took our stuff.  Where is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Oh, come on.” 
 
    Behind us, echoing in the steel tank, I heard Mary shout. 
 
    “Do you think you could save the interrogation until I’m not soaking in flammables?” 
 
    “It all drained onto the highway a couple of miles back,” I shouted, through the broken rear window.  “Have a little patience.” 
 
    Her reply was unladylike. 
 
    “So,” I continued, more quietly, “about our things.  Surely you know who has them.” 
 
    “I don’t,” he insisted.  I laid a hand on the denim over his knee, feather-light and gentle, with just the tips of my extended talons.  I felt the sting from the charm, but the contact was very light.  He stared at my hand, either appalled that I ignored the charm or appalled at the monster’s talons about to rip through his leg. 
 
    “There are two hundred and six bones in an adult human,” I told him.  “How many do you think I can remove while you’re still capable of watching?” 
 
    “We don’t know what goes on outside our own little group,” he said, hurriedly.  “All the weird shit gets sent somewhere.  That’s all I know.” 
 
    I pondered for a moment.  His spiritual lights were hard to read through the light of the charm, but I didn’t think he was lying.  Come to think of it, having your vampire-hunting organization split up in a cell structure might be a good idea.  If a vampire grabs someone and does mind magic on him, he can’t betray everybody, so only his closest co-workers have to relocate.  Everyone else keeps on hunting as usual.  Lorenzo might know everyone, but getting to Lorenzo would be tricky.  Which, come to think of it, was a good reason to make him as difficult to reach as possible, even from a hunter’s perspective. 
 
    “Fair enough.  I don’t think you can drive a manual transmission in your condition.  Do you want me to call someone when I get to a phone?  Or would you rather I gave you a lift?” 
 
    He stared at me, incredulous. 
 
    “I’m serious.  I was concerned about keeping us all intact, but now we appear to be reasonably safe.  I’ll take you into town, if you like.” 
 
    “I can manage,” he told me.  I had to admire his toughness and determination if not his wisdom or sanity. 
 
    “Suit yourself.”  I exited through the passenger door like a normal person, swung up onto the flatbed, and snapped the various tie-downs holding the tank.  I called a warning to Mary and heaved the tank off the side with a thudding clang.  I heard both splintering wood and an “Ow!” from within.  There followed considerable swearing and pounding. 
 
    Yep, she’s fine. 
 
    After hopping to the ground, I waved at the driver to send him on his way.  He started the truck and pulled away with some over-revving and a brief spinning of tires.  I wished I had enough loose magic to knit his forearm bones back together quickly.  At least they were clean, simple breaks.  How he drove a manual shift with only his left hand, I don’t know.  Talent, probably.  Possibly desperation. 
 
    Mary’s gasoline tank was as much of a mystery.  There was a way to open it, obviously, or she wouldn’t be in there.  Exactly how it worked escaped me, so I fell back on the brute-force method.  Metal screamed as I tore it open.  Amid the splintered wood and fuel vapors, Mary emerged, naked as a peeled egg.  I offered my hand and helped her out. 
 
    “Some rescue,” she complained.  “You took your time about it.” 
 
    “I was in a multi-car crash,” I countered. 
 
    “So was I.’ 
 
    “I was on top.” 
 
    “I prefer it that way,” she told me.  I gave her a suspicious look. 
 
    “Innuendo?” 
 
    “Always.”  She led me away from the tank and the cloud of fuel vapors. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I asked. 
 
    “Pissed off and hungry.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.  Let’s go back to Apocalyptica and regroup.” 
 
    “I want my things, first.  And something to wear.” 
 
    “You look perfect just as you are.” 
 
    “You’re in a good mood,” she observed. 
 
    “I am now.”  We hiked up the embankment to the road.  “What happened after they dug us out of the wreckage?” 
 
    “I woke up in a box when they dropped it.  After that, it was all about who I was, where I worked, who I served, what he wanted, all that.  Being abroad in daylight really throws these people.  They were convinced I was a human servant, not a vampire in my own right.” 
 
    “They thought the same of me.”  I reached the shoulder of the road and handed Mary up.  “Why the gasoline tank?” 
 
    “It’s hard to argue with a vampire transformation.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “You’re not as funny as you think you are,” she countered.  “So they got out the crosses and holy water sprinklers and machine guns so they could put me in a box.  I didn’t enjoy that,” she added. 
 
    “I’m not best pleased about it, either.  I take it they loaded your coffin into a steel tank and added the gasoline afterward?” 
 
    “Pretty much.  Wherever they were calling home base, it wasn’t set up to contain actual vampires.  It was a good place to interrogate a human, but I get the impression they need better facilities for containing the undead.” 
 
    “Where were they taking you?” 
 
    “I’m guessing either some sort of holy ground, or someplace fortified enough they would feel confident I couldn’t get free.” 
 
    “Good thing you didn’t get there.” 
 
    “No kidding.  I’m lucky they didn’t just behead me on the spot.  They discussed it, but thought a forcible interrogation was worth the risk.  They know weirdness—even for vampires—is going on.  That’s us, by the way, being out during the day.” 
 
    “They’re catching on already.  Darn Lorenzo and his central communications.” 
 
    “So, why are we just standing here?  I mean, are we hitchhiking?  Or did you call a cab?  I’m pretty sure we can get a lift from a passing motorist if I stick out a thumb.” 
 
    “You’re sticking everything out.” 
 
    “The thumb helps.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.  I’m expecting a ride.” 
 
    “Okay.  Do I get to know?” 
 
    “It’s an old friend.” 
 
    “You’re being cryptic and mysterious.  I don’t think it suits you.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “You’re more the brutally honest sort.” 
 
    “Really?  I thought I was getting good at being cryptic and mysterious.” 
 
    “No, just inscrutable.  There’s a difference.” 
 
    “I’m colorblind in that range.  I think I see our lift.” 
 
    Bronze, still possessing the Impala, came down the other side of the highway.  She kept a low profile.  No flames spouted from the exhaust, but the headlights still glowed unnaturally bright and a deep yellow color.  We crossed the highway median and waited.  She pulled over on the shoulder and opened both front doors, raising the volume on Wild Thing, by the Troggs.  I noted new bullet holes, including one through the windshield.  The front bumper, grill, and fenders were badly crumpled. 
 
    Mary slid into the passenger seat.  I slid in behind the wheel. 
 
    “I hate to ask the obvious question,” Mary began. 
 
    “The ghost of Bronze—or her spirit, or something—is possessing the car.”  The engine revved, the car dropped into gear, and we roared off down the road.  I fastened my seat belt.  I trust Bronze to drive, but I don’t trust other drivers. 
 
    “Oh.  Well, that tells me everything I could possibly want to know.” 
 
    “Sarcasm.  Don’t think I didn’t notice.”  I patted the dashboard.  “How are you?  I see bullet holes.  Did you have fun playing chase with the police?” 
 
    The radio clicked, switching to Survivor’s Eye of the Tiger.  She had an amazingly good time.  Studying all those videos of car chases paid off.  She can do some of the Hollywood stunts and still keep the car reasonably intact. 
 
    As we rolled down the road, I saw the cracks in the windshield un-cracking themselves, vanishing inward toward the bullet hole.  The occasional metallic ping! of dents popping into shape told me she was becoming less damaged by the minute. 
 
    “That’s my girl.”  I turned to Mary.  “The wreckage of the escort cars should be just up ahead.  If we’ve beaten the emergency responders there, we can look for our equipment.  My truck driver said our things would be with a specialist group, but I’m hoping he meant they were in the process of delivery.  If our things left for points unknown straight from the car dealership, the problem becomes more complicated.  All we can do is check the wreckage and hope.” 
 
    “When you’re around, I’m good at hoping.  By the way, how is it Bronze is deus ex machina?” 
 
    “She’s a possessing spirit, not a god,” I corrected.  “Animus ex machina, maybe?  No, that’s not right, either…” 
 
    “Back to the important part of the question.  How is it Bronze is presently possessing a car?” 
 
    “Excellent question, and I’ll be sure to look a gift horse in the grill later.  Right now, I’m simply accepting it as a fact.  Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.  You’re sure it’s Bronze?” 
 
    “Do you have both your hands?” 
 
    “What?  Yes.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course I’m—ah,” she finished, nodding.  “Yes, you’re sure.  Sorry.” 
 
    “No problem,” I agreed, while a fan belt laughed at us. 
 
    We pulled over near the wreckage of one car.  Mary and I went through the remains.  I searched for her stuff while she sucked blood out of corpses.  I settled for whatever blood already leaked out.  I’m a miracle-worker at crime scene cleanup.  I can get bloodstains out of anything. 
 
    “Find anything?” 
 
    “Not in this car, but if you’ll hold these pants and this shirt for a minute, they’ll be clean enough for me to wear.” 
 
    I did so, leaching the last of the blood out of them.  Mary put them on, cinching the belt tight and rolling up the cuffs.  None of the shoes were small enough for her, though. 
 
    “Let’s look at the other one.” 
 
    Bronze drove us to the other wreck.  It was easy to find:  it was still on fire. 
 
    “Not much help here,” I noted.  Mary sighed. 
 
    “I was kind of attached to those knives.  And the magic amulet thingy you enchanted for me was incredibly useful.” 
 
    “We don’t know our stuff was in there.  It might already be in the clutches of whatever passes for their analytical and forensics team.  Besides, I’m not detecting any residual magic.  I would, if our things had been destroyed.” 
 
    “The things may not be irreplaceable, but I’m still disappointed.” 
 
    “Yeah.  Diogenes can rebuild all the physical objects, but I’ll have to enchant everything by hand.” 
 
    “Maybe we should have spares.” 
 
    “Oh, now you tell me.” 
 
    “Just beating you to it, Captain Obvious.  It’s never been an issue until today.” 
 
    “Let’s go back to L.A. and reintroduce Bronze and Diogenes.” 
 
    “Suits me.” 
 
    Bronze wasn’t entirely sure where we needed to go.  I gave her directions and she gunned herself in a squealing half-circle to head for Los Angeles. 
 
    On the drive over, Mary told the tale of her initial capture.  She was in the motel shower for the sunrise.  No sooner had she stepped out and started toweling off when someone started unlocking her door.  She hit the call button on her Diogephone bracelet and picked up her knives.  About that point, the lock went click and a heavy boot kicked the door, snapping the chain free.  One guy rolled around the hinged side of the door and kept it from bouncing back—the mark of experience, in my opinion—and the rest of them charged straight in. 
 
    If the motel room had a back window, or if they’d tried it at night, things wouldn’t have gone well for them.  As it was, Mary was wearing nothing but a pair of knives.  She killed two, mortally wounded at least one more, seriously injured another four, and rendered one man sterile.  Unfortunately, there were a dozen men involved, not just eight.  In the cramped space of the motel room, they got in each other’s way as much as they helped, but the cannon fodder in front hindered her enough so the last four could bring her down. 
 
    Personally, I think they were lucky. 
 
    They were not well-briefed, however.  Instead of immediately staking her or beheading her, they searched her room and her car for “the vampire,” and didn’t find one.  While the injured men were taken elsewhere for treatment, the four I briefly met transported her to Gulch and Middle-Of-Nowhere Used Cars.  They wanted to know more about her “vampire master” and what he was doing in Las Vegas. 
 
    “I gave you up immediately,” she admitted.  “They didn’t believe me when I said I didn’t have the foggiest notion what you wanted, though,” she pouted.  “I was really sincere, too!” 
 
    “I bet you were.  At least we know they weren’t working with Salvatore Castiglione.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “Salvatore knows you’re a vampire.  These jokers must work for—or with—Lorenzo.  We also know Salvatore hasn’t had a vampire conversation with Lorenzo or the hunting types would have been better informed.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Good point.  I was lumping all the vampire-hostile people under one heading.  This means we have at least two different organizations after us, if Salvatore and Lorenzo count separately.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Salvatore is an organization, as such, but we have to assume he’s independent, yes.  There might even be more.  Lorenzo’s goombahs seem to be organized, at least, using a resistance-movement sort of cell structure—groups of three to five, I’d guess.  They may have some relations as independent groups, but I don’t know if all their work goes through Lorenzo or if they operate semi-independently.  There’s no way to tell, at present.  You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “Says the man who has a whole religion after him.  Okay.  I’m starting to feel as though this world is full of vampire-hunting lunatics falling all over each other in a race to see who can kill us first!” 
 
    “If the world has vampires—and they all seem to—it has to have vampire killers,” I pointed out.  “It’s an ecological necessity, I think.  And the locals were going to get around to us sooner or later.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    “But you do.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “Imagine the adventure.” 
 
    Mary pursed her lips, thoughtfully, and slowly nodded. 
 
    “There is that.” 
 
    “See?  It’s not all bad.  But go on.  You were sincere about not knowing stuff about your vampire master and suchlike.  Continue.” 
 
    “Yes.  Mostly because I don’t have the foggiest notion what you do want, other than to be left alone.” 
 
    “Really?  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I think they believed me about that part, at least.  Still, these jokers were convinced I was a servant of some sort.  They know individual vampires often have unique powers around here.  They thought my ‘master’ had the ability to feed me blood and make my mortal form stronger.” 
 
    “What’s the default?  I take it most of the locals can’t do that.” 
 
    “No, I get the impression from their conversation and phrasing that trying it causes the mortal to be ill for two or three days before dying.  Of course, three days later, the dead guy gets up as a soulless minion of evil.  It seems to be the reproductive method around here—poison a human with your vampire ichor and wait until they die.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “One of them had the bright idea it might be a dosage thing.  Instead of drinking a glass of vampire juice, or however much they have to choke down to start the vampire transformation process, it could be a single drop—or licking a little smear of it—it might not be lethal.  Over time, a tolerance could develop, as well as exceptional strength and speed, maybe even other powers.” 
 
    “Good explanation.” 
 
    “Most of the rest you already know.  Were you awake enough to see your jacket strangle the guy?” 
 
    “No, but I had a suspicion.  What happened?” 
 
    “My captors called someone while I was being questioned.  The second squad arrived after our pileup in the junkyard.  When they dug us out from under the wrecks—and I plan to thank you properly for being my shelter amid the hailstorm of cars—they stripped you.  The guy who peeled off your jacket couldn’t let go of it.  It doesn’t move too fast during the day, and especially not in direct sunlight, but it latched on to him and didn’t quit.  They didn’t like it at all!  No, sir!  They were so scared of it, they dragged their friend into an open, sunny spot, staked him and the jacket to the ground, and burned everything.”  She plucked at my jumpsuit sleeve.  “I take it your cloak-thing survived it handily.” 
 
    “It seems so.  It flapped over to me later.” 
 
    “Flapped?  As in flew?” 
 
    “Like a bat.” 
 
    “Oddly appropriate,” she nodded.  “Anyway, they left you to die—you were more badly damaged, probably dying anyway.  Crucifying a vampire servant is one way to prevent them from rising from the grave, according to them.” 
 
    “I had the impression they thought I could rise anyway, although they did plan to set me on fire after I died.  Either way, I’ll try to avoid it in the future.” 
 
    “Same here.  They decided to take me for further interrogation and headed to some other spot.  I’m not sure where.  All I know for sure is it’s within a few miles and still pretty isolated.  I couldn’t tell much else.  I had a sack over my head and was tied up in the trunk on the way there. 
 
    “And,” she added, as an aside, “it was not the way I prefer to be tied up, just so you know.” 
 
    “I’m well aware.” 
 
    “Once I was tied to a chair, they took off the sack.  I think it’s someone’s house, but the room I saw was old, dusty, and probably not lived in.  After a few hours of further discussion, I didn’t quite know how to tell them to get me out of the sunlight.  The windows had shutters—no curtains—so light still got in.  I didn’t want to explain.  One of them caught on fairly quickly, though, when I started giving off smoke.  They hustled me out of the chair, into a coffin, and slammed the lid.  I could probably have got away during the transfer, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “Not the best of times, sunset.” 
 
    “No kidding.  I might have killed all of them, but I would have fried.  Incidentally, the coffin wasn’t strong enough to hold me.  It was just wood, but I couldn’t break it.  I examined it closely and there was magic on it, but I didn’t recognize it.  A local charm?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Figures.  Shortly thereafter, I was loaded, coffin and all, into the metal cylinder, the cylinder sealed, and gasoline added.  I didn’t know how to get out of the coffin and decided, because of the fuel smell, I didn’t want to.  I dislike being set on fire or exploding.” 
 
    “Gasoline doesn’t explode easily.  There’s a pretty narrow window of fuel-to-air mixture.  Catching fire?  Making a nice whump noise?  Sure.  But producing an explosion is problematic.” 
 
    “Thanks.  I’m sure the fact will be a comfort if I ever do get blown up in a gasoline-vapor explosion.” 
 
    “I’m just saying—” 
 
    “I know, I know,” she said, patting my leg. 
 
    Bronze interrupted by pulling off the highway. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked.  I ran an eye over the dashboard and the fuel gauge caught it.  “Ah.  Of course.” 
 
    “What is it?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Bronze is thirsty.” 
 
    “Thirsty?  How can—Oh,” Mary finished, sheepishly.  “I’m sorry, Bronze.  Shall I pump gas while he checks the oil?” 
 
    The Beatles’ With A Little Help From My Friends came on the radio.  I had the distinct impression she appreciated it. 
 
    “Yes, let’s do that.” 
 
    We pulled up to the pumps and Mary started the gas.  Bronze popped her hood, the car equivalent of saying “Ah!”  The bumper, fenders, grill, and windshield were all perfectly intact. 
 
    When the attendant came out to see if he could help, I realized we were a little short on money.  Oops.  I let him talk to Mary while I checked the glove box. 
 
    Aside from the usual—cigarettes, maps, registration, and insurance stuff—there was a revolver and some sort of kit.  I pulled it out and opened it.  Inside were candles, chalk, incense, a silver knife, garlic, condoms, change, a flask of holy water, a crucifix, and, yes, some cash.  I checked the revolver.  It was loaded with silver bullets. 
 
    This raised questions in my mind, but I didn’t have anyone to ask. 
 
    I paid the attendant once Mary finished with the gas.  After he went inside, I checked the trunk.  Nothing too outré, really.  A mallet, wooden stakes, four rolls of heavy-duty tape, a spool of insulated wire, three road flares, a machete, a box of bullets—yes, silver bullets—and two boxes of bibles.  Individually, not even worth comment.  Taken together, somewhat suspicious.  Although, I suppose, not unexpected. 
 
    I climbed back in.  The Impala rumbled to life and cruised out on the highway again.  In moments, Bronze was cruising at a hundred and thirty.  I thought I detected a faint downhill feeling and wondered if she was doing something.  I went to the trouble of a couple of spells to hide us from routine police pestering and she turned her lights off. 
 
    I still wonder how she sees where she’s going.  When she was a horse, at least she had eyes.  As a car? 
 
    I don’t know everything.  I don’t even know most of the things I don’t know.  Sometimes I think all learning is merely discovering the depth of our ignorance. 
 
    Mary and I discussed my own encounter with the hunters.  She had a number of questions.  How did Bronze come back?  Why didn’t the corpsified energy-being just kill me?  Why didn’t it simply possess a live person?  Why was it so concerned about chaos and what did it mean by chaos in my flesh and blood?  More to the point, did we need to be on guard against angels, living or dead, showing up unexpectedly? 
 
    We have a number of questions and maybe we can find answers to some of them. 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Mary wanted to know. 
 
    “I’m thinking we’ll summon one of these glowing things and ask.” 
 
    Mary was silent for about two miles after my comment. 
 
    “Before I say anything silly, Ancient Master of the Mystic Arts, could you tell me what makes you think you can summon an angel?” 
 
    “Well, these things, whatever they are, they’re incorporeal, energy-state beings.  From what I’ve gathered just by looking at them, they have definite, fixed patterns, kind of like the golems built by the magicians of Arondael.  Much more complicated, much more intricate, yes, but still rigidly defined.  Sliding planes, angular construction, very mechanistic, rather than the more foamy, biological sort.”  I patted the dashboard again and the exhaust momentarily rumbled louder, like a giant cat purring.  “They’re less of a person and more of a robot, if you follow the metaphor. 
 
    “They can come to this plane of existence,” I continued, “and they can interact with the physical world, even to the point of possessing bodies, living or dead—although I suspect they don’t or can’t animate a corpse if it’s sufficiently mangled.” 
 
    The exhaust chuckled.  I patted the dashboard again. 
 
    “Taken together, that makes them spirits.  Spirits can be conjured and contained and questioned.  I don’t know how, exactly, because there are so many different kinds of spirits—which it so say, there are many different sorts of energy-state beings.  Still, the basics are well-established.  Some of the spells to summon and contain the more powerful demons use symbols and glyphs in what may be an appropriate magical script.  They might be altered and combined to work on an angel.” 
 
    “You say summon and contain, but how about control?” she asked.  I rubbed my temples for a moment, thinking. 
 
    “Okay, a bit of postgraduate specialty work.  Ready?” 
 
    “Hit me, Master of the Dark Arts.  Use small words, though.” 
 
    “Demon-summoning spells—of which there are, pardon me, one hell of a lot—come in two major flavors.  There are demonic summoning spells to call up whatever happens to be available.  Different spells look for different characteristics, of course.  You can get something big and strong to move heavy things, or something sleek and fast if you need a temporary steed, or something dripping acidic slime if you’re into that sort of thing. 
 
    “The other type is for summoning Big Things.  Smart Things.  Powerful, wish-granting, Mephistophelean Things.  Devils, if you like, rather than demons.  Those spells are for Things you can summon to you, but might be better off not bothering—Things you might not be able to send back.  There’s a reason for the First Rule of Summoning: Never call up what you cannot put down.” 
 
    “I thought it was ‘Never summon anything bigger than your head.’” 
 
    “Also a good rule,” I agreed.  “Now, the second type of spell—summoning devils, rather than demons—is normally written in specific symbols, rather than the usual magical diagrams.  There’s a whole alphabet of stuff specifically for summoning, binding, and banishing these sorts of creatures.  Diogenes has collected magical lore from every world that has any, and I’ve brought back a respectable amount of information from worlds with no internet, interweb, cybernet, or variation thereof.  He’s done most of the legwork in correlating and sorting out the common elements of all of that.” 
 
    “So that’s why he has a mystic library!” 
 
    “Partly, yes.  I also want to work out a way for him to cast spells.  He needs to know everything about magic for the day I finally figure out how to give him thaumaturgic circuits.” 
 
    “With all that information, what spells has he come up with for you to try?” 
 
    I blinked at her.  She looked at me expectantly for several seconds. 
 
    “Oh, you poor dear,” she said, softly.  “Did you really not think of that?” 
 
    “It never occurred to me.” 
 
    “You have what is probably the most powerful computer complex ever put into private hands.  You gave it every scrap of magical information you ever encountered and told it to download everything else it could find on its own.  You had it correlate and collate and corroborate and whatever else, but you never asked it to plug the bits together and make new spells for you?” 
 
    “I’ve never needed him to.  I mean, I can make my own spells and they do perfectly well for my needs.  And I enjoy inventing things on my own—” 
 
    “Stop talking,” she said, holding up a hand.  “I love you, but sometimes you’re a complete goof.” 
 
    “Guilty.” 
 
    “Get back to angels.  You were talking about demons, devils, and angels, as well as the summoning and controlling thereof.” 
 
    “Right.  Uh… right.  So, major demons, smart ones—devils, in this context—you don’t control those.  You conjure them and bargain with them.”  I thought for a moment.  “The demons from beyond the Edge of the World can be summoned, told what to do, and sent off on their mission.  But things like the Devourer… the best you can do is contain them.  Then you can haggle.  Forcing it into obedience is like… like… getting into a brawl over who does the dishes.  You eventually pin your opponent and put him in a hammerlock until he agrees to do the dishes.  Technically, yes, you do get the dishes washed.  Most of the time, doing it yourself would be easier than getting into the fight.  Compelling them isn’t the best way to get things done.  Making a deal is usually the way to go, if you have to deal with them at all.” 
 
    “Can they be trusted?” Mary pressed.  “If you make a bargain, will they keep it?” 
 
    “As far as I know.  If for no other reason, it seems like a good idea to have such a reputation.  I don’t do much summoning, mostly because I don’t trust Things to do as I want instead of as they’re told.  I’m afraid they’ll act like lawyers and adhere to the letter of an agreement instead of the spirit.” 
 
    “And you’re considering conjuring up an angel.” 
 
    “Yep.  I even have a specific name for one.  A little research, some experimentation, and I should be able to do it.” 
 
    “Assuming you survive the experiments.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but I do assume that.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m missing something.  Do you really intend to be a vampire who summons angels?  I mean, let’s think about this for two seconds.  Vampire.  Angels.  This seems to be very similar to vampires and the Sun.” 
 
    “Oh, heavens no!  I’m not doing this at night.  The radiance of a celestial being outside the flesh might count as sunlight or an unreasonable facsimile thereof.  Remember how you didn’t like the radiance of the Lord of Light?  Karvalen energy-state beings aren’t the same, but it’s a good cautionary indicator.  No, I intend to do my spell work at night to lay down heavy foundations, then do my actual conjuring during the day, when I’m more human.  These things seem to have some sort of strictures regarding humans, so I’m more likely to get away with it then.” 
 
    “Huh.”  She settled back in the seat, put an elbow on the door, and stared out the window to think.  I shifted more comfortably in the driver’s seat and simply enjoyed the feeling. 
 
    I’ve got Bronze. 
 
    Yes, I want to know what happened and how.  It’ll wait.  Even if I never find out, I think I can live with it.  It’s like coming home after forty years in the desert.  It’s like surfacing from the ultimate blackness of the ocean depths, and I ought to know.  It’s being cut into pieces and hunting for them, slowly reassembling yourself, and then finding all the rest of the pieces were assembling themselves to look for you. 
 
    Yeah, I have some creepy metaphors.  It’s not like that. 
 
    I’m happy.  Even if something gruesomely awful is about to happen—as I expect it will—I’m happy now. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, I let myself enjoy the moment. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, we had to turn on the headlights and slow down for traffic.  Even in the wee hours of the morning, Los Angeles is not known for its abandoned streets.  We also pulled over and put the rest of the money in the gas tank.  Bronze is thirstier than I expected, but perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised.  It’s a low-magic world and I assume she needs energy from somewhere.  That is, I assume thermodynamics is still a thing, even in magic.  Maybe I shouldn’t. 
 
    On the other hand, orichalcum is a good electrical conductor.  If we use it in place of copper wire in the car’s alternator, would that be worthwhile?  Or would it be easier to install a second unit dedicated to magical energy production?  Things to think about… 
 
    We stopped outside our transit building and I got out to roll up the warehouse door.  I had to pick my own lock with tendrils—the schmucks took my keys, too.  I raised the door, Bronze rolled in, and I pulled the door down behind me. 
 
    The lights came on, but I didn’t do it.  As I blinked in the brightness, half a dozen people pointed religious icons at us. 
 
    Important safety tip.  When deliriously happy, keep your wits about you.  The drawback to Bronze constantly over-revving her engine is it’s hard to hear people breathing and the only thing I can smell is exhaust fumes. 
 
    Mary was still in the car.  She ducked.  I raised a hand to shield my eyes.  The overhead lights obviously came on for the humans’ benefit.  The crosses, on the other hand, blazed with an incandescence akin to arc lights, visible only to vampire eyes. 
 
    I seriously considered going out through the garage door.  It’s composed of interlocking, horizontal strips of metal so it can roll up.  They’re only sheet metal.  I could practically run through it.  But someone outside touched the door and ignited the cross recently painted on the inside of it.  It forced me forward, up next to Bronze, away from the door.  Leave it to professionals to block off every escape route. 
 
    It’s just not fair. 
 
    Someone started chanting in Latin and I felt an uncomfortably warm sensation as the crosses radiated even more heat, painful levels of it.  I doubted it would do anything to the humans, Bronze, or the building, but we creatures of darkness are another story.  I also doubted I could approach anyone surrounding us.  The bright, hot light of the crosses was not only hot, but now felt like a physical force pressing against me. 
 
    A couple of things from The Art of War sprang to mind.  First—and I’m paraphrasing—don’t bother the enemy when he’s headed home.  They get cranky.  Second, if you surround someone, make sure they have a line of retreat.  If they’re surrounded and about to die, they fight fiercely to live.  On the other hand, if they have a way to run, they’ll try to take it. 
 
    Well, they obviously didn’t know we still had a way to run. 
 
    I activated the spell for the cargo shift.  Everything in the room exchanged places with the Flintridge receiving station on Apocalyptica. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Saturday, September 19th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Due to time differentials, the night I left wasn’t even half over.  I departed Apocalyptica slightly after sunset.  We returned only a few hours later, local time—less, for all practical purposes, since Denver is a couple of hours earlier than my East Coast departure.  It wasn’t even midnight. 
 
    The personal shift-booths are in the refurbished silo complex.  The cargo-shifters are in Denver, where Diogenes has most of his manufacturing.  We arrived in Flintridge’s landing space, although nobody seemed to notice but me.  The rooms are as identical as possible, of course, to make the transposition of congruent spaces more efficient.  The humans still held up crosses to repel the evil thing, but they didn’t see or feel the incandescence.  As a result, they didn’t immediately react when the cross on the garage door vanished. 
 
    Technically, it was still there.  It was still on the garage door—the one in Flintridge. 
 
    I rolled up the blank door with a quick movement.  Blue-green sparks danced from the edge of the rims to the floor as Bronze dropped into reverse.  Hers tires squeaked a little on the smooth concrete, but the crawling lightning clawed at the floor, yanking her backward.  She and Mary shot through the door amid a bellowing engine roar and wails of disappointment and anger from the hunters.  I stepped out and slammed down the door down again. 
 
    “Diogenes!” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” replied the nearest drone. 
 
    “Get me something to subdue a bunch of humans!” 
 
    “Right away, Professor.” 
 
    Bronze’s engine growled.  She was all for running them flat before taking a trip to a car wash. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I told her, still holding down the door—we didn’t have a lock on this side of the shift.  We never needed to lock the Apocalyptica doors before!  Who would we need locks against?  Clever giant ants? 
 
    I made a mental note to correct that. 
 
    “You’re not killing my interrogation subjects,” I continued.  “You got the angelic Thing.  I get the humans.  Assuming there isn’t an angel in the bunch.  It was hard to see beyond the blazing crosses.” 
 
    Mary got out and came over to me.  Someone on the inside organized the people and they all started lifting the door together.  I weigh about five hundred pounds.  Even with me standing on the exterior handle, they could lift the door.  Mary added her hundred-odd pounds, but it didn’t help.  So she did a sort of whirling, low to the ground, acrobatic sweeping kick under the edge of the door.  There was a meaty thud, a scream, and their teamwork fell apart.  The door came down, hard. 
 
    Diogenes, meanwhile, retasked some robots to come help us.  When the men inside sorted themselves out and heaved on the door again, there was a solid line of robots in front of it.  Metal hands and graspers presented themselves.  Arc welders, laser cutters, and other visually-impressive tools made everyone reevaluate their desire to go through the door. 
 
    I would have reevaluated.  Robots can be terrifying. 
 
    All of his free-roaming robots also have anti-organic weapons.  With humanoid natives, omnivorous elephants, giant ants, mutant monsters, ungrateful refugees, and other unpleasant beasties roaming the countryside, it was a policy I insisted on.  Now it turned out to be useful in other ways. 
 
    Most of the robots were equipped with masers—microwave-frequency lasers.  These cause enormous amounts of damage to living tissue.  Shoot a small animal and it pretty much explodes.  Shoot a larger one and a piece of it explodes, leaving a bloody crater.  But I told Diogenes to subdue, not kill, so they held their maser fire. 
 
    I said most of the robots had masers.  They’re most common.  Sometimes, we need something else.  For deterrence, rather than killing, we use sonic weapons. 
 
    Sonic emitters are like loudspeakers or megaphones.  They direct sound, but oh, such sound!  It’s a combination of frequencies deliberately chosen to be painful, nauseating, disorienting, and, to some extent, damaging.  I’m told they were designed for riot control and I have no doubts they control rioting humans the same way flamethrowers control rioting snowmen. 
 
    Mary and I hurried away, fingers in our ears.  Our ears weren’t in the line of fire, but ours are also more sensitive.  On the other hand, we regenerate.  Doesn’t mean it’s pleasant. 
 
    While a robot on either end of the door held it open, the one sonic-equipped robot caused everyone within a hundred feet and in its forward arc to fall down, writhing and screaming and clutching at their heads.  After ten seconds or so of shivering, convulsive agony, the sonic weapon cut off.  Mary and I came back, went in, and delicately thumped people on the head to quiet them.  It’s a Three Stooges form of pain management, but, applied with precision and care, it does work. 
 
    As usual, the holy symbols were nothing but metal or wood once the wielder lost focus.  They all wore rings of a magical variety—charmed in some way.  The engraving gave the wearers a slight pearlescent aura, not a flame-like one.  It was quite different in form from the ones on the vampire hunters who were transporting Mary.  It didn’t completely prevent us from touching the people, but being close to them made us both feel queasy, almost nauseous.  Our tendrils couldn’t touch them, either.  It almost felt as though their personal auras were repelling magnets.  Against vampires, it was the equivalent of a bulletproof vest.  We could force the issue if we took the time, concentration, and effort, but it would be unpleasant in the extreme. 
 
    I had Diogenes remove the charmed objects.  Robots don’t care.  Then we relocated our victims. 
 
    Prisoners.  Sorry.  I meant prisoners. 
 
    Since they were all damaged to one degree or another—bleeding ears or eyes, mostly, along with possible concussions and fractured skulls, but one broken ankle, too—we moved them to the elf-factory.  The medical facility, I mean, where we do all the biotechnological stuff.  Suitably stripped, strapped, and skewered, Diogenes lowered them into growth tanks to encourage a rapid recovery. 
 
    “Got them sedated?” I asked, once I had them in their tanks and could sit down to observe.  Mary chose to take the shift-booth back to the residence, claiming she wanted a change of clothes and her knives. 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “Good.  How long do we let them simmer?” 
 
    “To cure them or to cook them?” 
 
    “Cure them.” 
 
    “Soft-tissue damage regenerates quickly.  One day should be sufficient.” 
 
    “Then, if we implant a radio tagging device under the breastbone, or somewhere relatively unnoticeable, the insertion wound would be gone before they wake up?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  Shall I tag your captives?” 
 
    “Might be a good idea.  I don’t know if they’re ever going to leave, to be honest.  I’ll want to talk to them before I decide.  If I do want to let them go, it’s always good to know where your agents of divine retribution are.” 
 
    “Understood.  Do you also want broken bones repaired?” 
 
    “I’ll settle for putting them on the right track and then putting a plaster cast on.” 
 
    “One day should be sufficient, Professor.  Within twenty-four hours, nanite repairs can partly rejoin the broken bones, although a full recovery will require more time.  Shall I prepare some period-appropriate plaster?” 
 
    “Please do.  Make sure it’s exceptionally itchy.  Maybe add some fiberglass powder to the mix.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “And, since humans may become more of a problem than previously, design and build some dedicated security robots.  Equip them to subdue human beings and only kill if necessary.” 
 
    “Building now.  Shall I also refuel your vehicle?  It appears to be attempting to get into a fuel storage facility.” 
 
    “It’s Bronze.  Give her anything she wants.” 
 
    “Understood, Professor.” 
 
    That’s one thing I like about Diogenes.  If I tell him something, he simply goes with it.  There’s none of this nonsense about, “Are you kidding?  What do you mean?  Are you serious?” 
 
    Well… unless he suspects I’m kidding.  I think he’s got a pretty good bead on whether or not I’m joking.  It’s better than I can do.  Maybe I should ask him how to tell. 
 
    “And, while I’m thinking about it, how much orichalcum do we have on hand?” 
 
    “Our present stores of reserve ingots weigh one hundred and twenty-one kilograms.” 
 
    “Make more.  A lot more.  I want a solid statue of our highest-grade orichalcum.” 
 
    “A horse, Professor?” 
 
    “Yes.  Bear in mind Bronze is higher on my priorities list than idiots on the Moon or elves screaming about the Sun.  Assume she has priority, period.  If there’s any doubt, ask.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  I am retasking a foundry even as we speak.” 
 
    “You’re a good quantum computer core running a complex of personality algorithms.  I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it, unholy abomination of the human form.  Do you wish to review your messages?” 
 
    “Moon-men again?” 
 
    “No, Professor.  They have not resumed their hails.” 
 
    “Okay.  Who from?” 
 
    “One from Tianna, one from T’yl, and one from Patricia.” 
 
    “Patricia?” I asked, sitting up in interest.  “What’s she have to say?” 
 
    “Message follows.  ‘Do you have magic for an evil stepfather?’  Message ends.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Are the other two emergencies?” 
 
    “No, Professor.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll be in Wardrobe.  Get a Black ready.” 
 
    I hurried outside, had a word with Bronze, and reintroduced her to Diogenes.  They worked out where on the radio dial Diogenes could talk to her. 
 
    I don’t know why she doesn’t just talk.  As a car, she has speakers.  She can repeat music with vocals.  She can play the news if she feels like it.  She doesn’t even need a real radio station.  She just plays it back from memory, I think.  Is it a right-brain, left-brain thing?  She has all the feelings and stuff, while I have all the language?  Add it to the list of things I don’t understand. 
 
    I popped through the shift-booth to the residential area and encountered Mary in the hall.  She looked much better in a partially-armored jumpsuit.  I know she felt better.  We walked together to Wardrobe. 
 
    “What’s the rush?” 
 
    “Got a date with a stepchild.” 
 
    “A what with a who?” 
 
    “Patricia,” I told her.  I pointed at the walls.  “Before I get into that, why is the residence complex so bleak?” 
 
    “Bleak?  I suppose it is.  It’s more of an industrial look, I think.  Brushed concrete, some structural metal, that sort of thing.  I like it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there are no paintings.  No paint at all, really.  The place is as cheery as a tomb.” 
 
    “Sweetheart,” she said, taking my arm, “we’re vampires.  It is a tomb.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong.  It just doesn’t seem like a home.  It’s a lair.” 
 
    “I did suggest we decorate the hallways, if you remember.  You asked, ‘What for?’ and I dropped the subject.” 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t have.  Now I’m thinking this place could use some color to it.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” she promised. 
 
    “Do you want to know what I’d like?” I asked, ushering her into the wardrobe department. 
 
    “No.  I barely trust you to dress yourself, much less decorate.  You would make everything white and install a pattern of roundels in all the walls.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not a bad—” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” she informed me, firmly. 
 
    “Oh.  If you say so,” I agreed, as I started changing clothes.  My cloak flowed completely around me, skin-tight, so I could put clothes on over it.  It didn’t want to let go of me, for some reason.  Maybe it missed me.  It doesn’t usually get separated from me and seemed to feel the experience was traumatic. 
 
    The last time I was in Cripple Creek—the refugee village I designated Cripple Creek—the styles were almost medieval.  I think it’s a side effect of forcing people to be self-supporting.  They spin thread, weave cloth, cure leather, all that sort of thing.  For me, wearing my usual Karvalen outfit would be appropriate.  Once dressed, my cloak oozed out and turned back into a cloak. 
 
    “So, you were talking about a date?  Does this involve the nuclear refugees?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Yep.  The first set, anyway.” 
 
    “Oh!  That’s the one where the little girl asked you to save them?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Mary snickered at my reply. 
 
    “And now you’re rushing off to save her again?” 
 
    “I am not.  She simply wants help.  She doesn’t need saving.” 
 
    “Oh.  Well, I stand corrected.” 
 
    “I don’t see what you’re getting at,” I admitted. 
 
    “You rescue a hundred or so people from a world gone nuclear,” she pointed out, “and then make them support themselves.” 
 
    “They had to survive on their own, anyway,” I pointed out, “but in a radioactive environment.  And they weren’t doing too well.  This is an improvement.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.  Look, I remember how this went.  They get taken out of an atomic wasteland, run through Diogenes’ best battery of medical fixer-uppers, and plunked down in a prefab village.  Their lot in life and life expectancy is infinitely improved.  You’ve done your bit.  They’re a sizable village, doing farming and whatnot.  What I don’t get is the village.  Just a village.  Why not build them a… a…” 
 
    “Civilization?” 
 
    “For lack of a better word, yes.” 
 
    “Two reasons.  First off, I don’t know what I’d do with them.  A civilization demands people interact.  Sure, I can have Diogenes build them an automated version of a city, provide food, water, housing, power, even entertainment for the asking.  And what will they do?  Sit around and watch holovision all day?” 
 
    “They might want to do other things,” she reasoned.  “They could want to be useful.” 
 
    “You have more faith in their motives and motivation than I do.  Which brings me to my second reason.  If I provide the civilization, it’s my civilization.  I define the mold of it, the pattern of it.  Conversely, if I turn them loose on the world with the resources and knowledge to make of it what they will, then they are making their own civilization.  It’s their culture, their customs, their values.” 
 
    “And their fault if it all goes wrong?” she teased. 
 
    “Yes,” I stated, flatly. 
 
    “Oh.  I was kidding.” 
 
    “I’m not.  I’m not qualified to design a culture.  I’m barely qualified to grow one in a petri dish.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, why do you have Diogenes teaching school?  You always say you don’t want to interfere.” 
 
    “School is not interfering.  They have holographic environment rooms so Diogenes can provide information for them to use.  What they do with it—or even if they make use of it—is entirely up to them.” 
 
    “Except you feed any children who attend school.” 
 
    “Diogenes does, but I accept responsibility.  It encourages them to send the kids to school.” 
 
    “And you control what they learn,” she added. 
 
    “I’m not teaching them values or socializing them.  That’s for their parents and community.  Diogenes is teaching them logic, critical thinking, and memory skills.  Brains are like muscles.  They’re being changed from fat, couch-potato brains to lean, strong, hardy brains.  First, they learn to think.  Then they learn facts and make their own decisions.” 
 
    “And when Patty calls, you go.” 
 
    “First of all, her name is Patricia.  Second, she says she has an evil stepfather—evil enough that the little figurine I gave her triggered.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not just teenage angst?” 
 
    “No, I’m not sure.  That’s why I’m going to check.” 
 
    “Ah.  Do you want me to come?” 
 
    “You’re perfectly welcome, but I don’t insist.”  I strapped on a low-slung holster and a spare saber.  Both would blend in, if it mattered.  They have the guns they brought with them when they evacuated.  I thought it a good idea to have an armed populace.  We have automated anti-monster defenses, but they’re not perfect. 
 
    I also realized I would miss my previous sword.  I’ve had it for quite a while. 
 
    “Tease.  How about I crack the whip over Diogenes while you handle your pet human?” 
 
    “I can live with that.” 
 
    “You’re happy,” Mary observed. 
 
    “I’m happy,” I agreed.  “It feels like half my soul just got reattached.” 
 
    “I guess that would do it.  Okay,” she agreed.  I kissed her. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank me later,” she purred, not letting go of me. 
 
    “Deal.  Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Where’s my shoulder bag?” 
 
    “Coming up, along with your wrist communicator.  Your new phone should be ready shortly.” 
 
      
 
    On the way, Diogenes briefed me on the current information about Cripple Creek.  The people living there decided to call it “Colorado Springs.”  It’s far enough away from the original that radiation isn’t an issue.  There’s still a couple of truck-sized robots rumbling through the crater, sifting and processing to decontaminate what’s left. 
 
    I think it’s a boring name.  They don’t even call it New Colorado Springs.  Not that I’m one to talk; I still haven’t sorted out separate names for the mountain-city-kingdom-world of Karvalen. 
 
    I don’t build shift-booths for the refugee villages.  On the rare occasion the locals need anything more than Diogenes’ advice, he has robots galore.  I haven’t been to Colorado Springs in years.  Getting there isn’t too hard, but I had no reason to go.  They got along fine without me and I was quite pleased to have it so. 
 
    I stepped through the shift-booth to Denver, picked up a Black, and headed south.  There’s a road, if you want to call it that, suitable for track-laying vehicles and cyborg horses.  Diogenes uses it for some ground traffic, but most of his local-world stuff ships in and out of Denver by dirigible or heliostat.  I’d have taken Bronze, but she was still wearing a car, and not one built for off-roading.  Still, the Blacks are pretty impressive.  It’s about seventy miles, but they can do it in an hour.  Robot legs and a nuclear power pack will do that. 
 
    There’s another reason I’ve never been completely comfortable on a Black:  The plutonium. 
 
    Patricia’s village was a cross between Dark Ages and ultra-tech prefabrication.  The core of the village was mostly concrete and millennium plastic, including the school, the town hall, and a bunch of houses.  The rest of the place was more recent, constructed of whatever the residents could find.  Mostly, that meant scavenged plastic panels, quarried concrete blocks, logs, thatch, wooden shingles, and the like.  Most of the lights were lamps or candles.  When they arrived, the residents didn’t know how to make either, but anybody can ask Diogenes for information.  Someday, they’ll build their own power station, electric lights, vending machines, and pavement. 
 
    No, we don’t give them electricity.  We’ve already given them medical care, shelter, tools, and food to get themselves going.  About the only thing they produce in surplus is food, at the moment.  They use it to trade with the other refugee camps and with Diogenes.  Every population center is parked on resources—coal, iron, farmable land, whatever—to encourage that sort of thing.  The things they can’t make for themselves, Diogenes will.  In exchange, I might add, for some of their surplus food.  Other villages, other resources.  There’s no point to milking them for labor.  There is a point to encouraging them to work for a living and get along with each other. 
 
    They think I’ve transported them in time, not across universes.  I’m okay with that.  They’re sort-of right, in a way.  Apocalyptica is farther along the timeline than any of their worlds were. 
 
    The Black and I slowed outside the village and entered it at a walk.  Nobody noticed us, aside from some of the livestock.  They raise some variations on pigs, chickens, and cows.  This particular type of cow is smaller and faster than the cows I knew.  I find it amusing these cattle all have horns—one horn, from the center of the forehead.  Unicows?  A few of them noticed us coming into town and mooed or snorted.  They don’t like me and they definitely don’t like the Blacks.  The genegineered cyborg horses are omnivorous and I think the herbivores can tell. 
 
    Speaking of animals, I heard some yowling and scrambling, but I didn’t see any cats.  I still don’t know why they don’t like me.  Someday I’ll have someone bring me one in a cage and I’ll quiz it.  I may have Firebrand quiz it once I sedate it. 
 
    Patricia was living in a different prefab house from the last time I visited, now out on the edge of the core community.  Those were more popular with farmers, since it was easier to build a barn nearby and plow fields in the back yard.  Craftsmen tended more toward the middle of the village.  Patricia’s house had a barn, of sorts, for sheltering animals and storage.  She was outside, behind the barn, sitting with her back to it, knees drawn up, arms folded over them, crying softly.  She held the little toy soldier figure I gave her… how long ago?  She had to be about fifteen, now, and wore her hair in a loose braid, tied at the end with a bit of string. 
 
    I hunkered down next to her.  She sniffled a little and wiped her face with one hand. 
 
    “You came,” she said, raising the toy soldier. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure.  I never see you.” 
 
    “If you look hard enough…” I began. 
 
    “…you can find magic in anything,” she finished. 
 
    “Is my miracle going stale?” 
 
    “No.  The whole world is green instead of dust.  I need a different sort of miracle.” 
 
    “Start with the problem,” I suggested.  “You said something about a stepfather?” 
 
    “Mom’s married.  I hate him.” 
 
    I had to stretch my brain to remember when I heard someone pack so much venom into a simple statement.  Linnaeus could have equaled her venom, but he tended toward the Milton and Shakespeare end of the spectrum.  This was short, bitter, vicious. 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “He touches me.” 
 
    Well, at least I haven’t been summoned to deal with teenage angst.  The obvious solution presented itself to me.  I haven’t yet bloodied my spare saber, but it might be time. 
 
    “I see.  Does your mother know?” 
 
    “Yes.  She says not to be alone with him.  She says he’s good to her and I’ll get a husband soon.” 
 
    Patricia sighed and put her face down on her arms again.  Another obvious solution occurred to me. 
 
    “How are your friends?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re okay.  Carla is engaged and Mandy is flirting a lot with Jefferson.  I think they’re doing it, but Mandy won’t admit it.” 
 
    “Is there anybody you have your eye on?” 
 
    “No.  Not really.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t lie to a wizard, would you?” I asked.  She raised her head and regarded me through narrowed eyes.  She could see me plainly by moonlight. 
 
    “Maybe.  I don’t think he’s interested.” 
 
    “That always sucks,” I agreed, settling down next to her, extending my legs, crossing my ankles.  “I’ve been in that boat.  It’s not fun.” 
 
    “No.  It’s not.” 
 
    “Other than your stepdad, you’re happy here?” 
 
    “Yes.  I guess.” 
 
    “I ask because there are other villages.  The roads are good, and I’ll take you—” 
 
    “I’m not leaving,” she stated.  Oh, well.  I had to check. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” I reassured her.  “You’ve summoned me.  I’m here.  What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    Patricia’s a good girl.  The other obvious solution was obvious only to me, I guess.  Of course, I’m a bad person and she isn’t. 
 
    “All right.”  I pulled a candy bar out of my shoulder bag.  “Here.  I’m going to go look at stepdad—what’s his name?” 
 
    “Alvin,” she told me, taking the candy bar. 
 
    “Isn’t he the loudmouth who demanded… something-or-other?” 
 
    “He said we had a right to go back and forth between here and our old homes to collect our things.” 
 
    “That’s right.  I remember him.” 
 
    “He meant well.” 
 
    “He’s the sort who would win a lottery and complain about the taxes.” 
 
    “Well… maybe.” 
 
    “Definitely.  I’m going to go look at his soul.  I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Is it going to stay inside him?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, trying to sound hurt.  It was a fair question, though. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    I went up to the house and reached inside with the invisible darkness of my tendrils.  Yep, two people.  That one is mom, the other is stepdad—Alvin.  They’re on the second floor, but there’s a window… Up the side of the building, cling to the window ledge… now let’s eyeball him.  What’s he like on the inside, as a person?  If it’s bad enough, maybe I’ll take a closer look at his inside by bringing it outside. 
 
    Well, well, well.  What do we have here?  He’s not a pedophile.  I would have bet money on it.  There are certain colors and patterns to various aspects of people, and his didn’t match the profile.  Lucky for him. 
 
    Since it’s not her age attracting him, I suspect he’s the sort to chase anything in a skirt.  He’s interested in Patricia because she’s got a woman’s shape, not because she’s fifteen.  I don’t have to like it, but I can sort of understand it. 
 
    Is fifteen too young for this village?  Alvin doesn’t seem to think so.  I’m not sure if it’s just the culture of the alternative America I visited or if it’s an effect of the present circumstances.  I wonder what the rest of the community thinks about it?  Do they even know?  Would they care? 
 
    I wished I had Firebrand with me.  I don’t like poking around in people’s hearts and minds like this.  Then again, I’d have to wake him up and interrogate him for Firebrand to read the answers in his thoughts. 
 
    All things considered, this Alvin guy isn’t evil.  By my standards, he’s a jerk, lacking in chivalry, short on propriety, and whiffing slightly of incest.  He’s not related to Patricia, but he married her mother.  Awkward.  Patricia isn’t interested, though, and that’s the important thing. 
 
    Too bad for him. 
 
    I returned and plunked down next to Patricia again.  Something in the barn snorted. 
 
    “Okay, I see a couple of options.” 
 
    “I have a question,” she countered. 
 
    “Oh?  What?” 
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    “Well, the options—” 
 
    “No, no,” she protested. “Not the options.  You see magic and you said you could see people’s souls.  What’s it like?  What you see?” 
 
    “Hmm.  It’s hard to describe.  It’s changed a lot over time, as I got older and found myself subject to all sorts of strange circumstances.  At first, I saw things a lot like you do.  Then I stopped seeing darkness.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “All right.  Look over there.  See the houses?  Two dark ones and one with a lamp in an upstairs window?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “If you look at the lamp, you can see colors where the light touches.  So can I.  But as you get farther away from the light, it all fades to black for you.  For me, it just loses all its color, turning to shades of grey.  It’s still… I don’t want to say it’s brightly lit, but it’s clearly visible.  It’s like… like an old black-and-white movie or television show.  You remember those, right?” 
 
    “Dimly.” 
 
    “Now, along with that, there’s a tree next to the house on the right.  I see it less as a tree and more of a slowly-flowing fountain of very pale light.  It comes up out of the ground in a thousand little strands, flows upward and divides among the branches, and forms a cloud of dimly-glowing leaves—kind of like the way a cloud over a city can be lit from below.” 
 
    “Does it illuminate anything?” 
 
    “No.  That’s partly how I know it isn’t a real light source.  It’s the life of the tree.  Everything alive has a glow, but it’s all on the inside.  I suppose it’s like a silhouette of light instead of shadow.  I’m not sure that describes it very well.” 
 
    “What do you see when you look at me?” 
 
    “A human-shaped thing with light inside.  Networks of light run through you, from blood to nerves to I-don’t-know-what.  Each of them is a collection of shining threads, all different colors, always in motion.  You’re much more complex than a tree.” 
 
    “I don’t illuminate anything either, do I?” 
 
    “No, because your life, like the tree, is inside you.  You’re not supposed to let it out.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to.” 
 
    “Anything else I can answer?” 
 
    “I guess we can go back to Alvin.” 
 
    “No problem.  I can kill him outright.  No one will ever find the body.  He will simply vanish forever, never to be heard from again,” I told her.  She cocked her head at me. 
 
    “Are you always dark magic?” 
 
    “I can’t help it.  I do try to be nice.” 
 
    “You are nice, in a weird, murderous way, I guess.  And I don’t want to kill him.” 
 
    “You won’t,” I assured her.  “That’s my fallback plan if you don’t like any of the others.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I can take him with me.  He’ll live, but he’ll never come back.  He’ll disappear forever and won’t bother you again.” 
 
    “Mom says we need him.  She needs him, maybe.” 
 
    “All right, so I borrow him.  He’ll disappear for a day or two while I explain to him how wonderfully beneficial it will be to his health, safety, and sanity if he never touches you again.  Maybe it sticks.  Maybe it sticks for a little while.  Maybe he doesn’t listen.  If he touches you again after that, he vanishes permanently.” 
 
    “You just warn him, first?” 
 
    “It’ll be a strong warning,” I assured her. 
 
    “Maybe,” she allowed, reluctantly, turning the toy soldier over and over in her hands.  “What else?” 
 
    “I can build a house for you, set you up with your own place, and you can live away from him.”  I shrugged.  “I’m not marrying you, so you’ll have to find a husband in your own good time and fashion, but you can live in my house until it falls down.  You can even bring your mother, if you want to.  Then, if he comes over to bother you, you can throw him out—or report it to me, and he’ll vanish.” 
 
    “You like the vanishing thing,” she observed. 
 
    “Dark magic,” I reminded her, smiling with a mouthful of teeth.  “It’s simplest and most certain.” 
 
    “Any other ideas?” 
 
    “Leave?  I bet I can find you a tall, strong, handsome man of honor, intelligence, wisdom, and grace who will happily be your husband.” 
 
    “I don’t want a husband!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked.  She almost snapped an answer at me, but checked herself. 
 
    “I don’t want a husband right now,” she amended.  “Maybe later.  Someday.  If I meet someone who makes me think about him being a husband.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything about the gentleman she hinted at earlier.  Can of worms. 
 
    “Fair enough.  Those are my ideas.  Got any of your own?” 
 
    She thought about it.  I liked watching her think.  It was a darn sight better than watching her weep. 
 
    “Can you put a spell on him to keep him from touching me?” 
 
    It was my turn to think about it.  The local magical environment was low to mild, meaning talented locals might manage to use elaborate, ritual spells.  It was slowly increasing as more power flowed out from the main power-points of my magical operations.  This background power rise might not be detectable to normal people in Patricia’s lifetime. It also meant any spell I scraped together out here would need a power boost on a regular basis.  Maybe an energy-conversion spell on top of it.  Something like a solar conversion panel as an outer layer around her, absorbing a piece of everything in the non-visible ranges of the spectrum… 
 
    “I think so.  Got any plans for tonight?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Come on.  Let’s find somewhere we won’t be disturbed.” 
 
    I mounted up and swung her behind me.  We rode off into the woods together until we came to one of Diogenes’ sensor pylons. 
 
    The pylons are obelisks of some advanced composite.  They remind me of the Washington Monument, only smaller—about four meters high.  Inside them are sensors of various sorts, partly for detecting giant ants and some of the more pestiferous mutant monsters, but mostly because of those stubborn mutated elephants.  The pylons are placed around each village, but more heavily on the sides toward any pachyderm territories, in case of migration.  Diogenes also tracks the movements of the herds with semi-dirigible drones, but it’s nice to have a line of defense near the villages if things go bad. 
 
    I’m hoping we never find another ant nest. 
 
    The pylons aren’t the only defense, of course.  The residents are armed, primarily with bows and arrows, but they brought a few guns with them when they transferred from their home worlds.  They’ve been briefed on the local wildlife and most have seen examples—dead examples.  A stampeding herd of elephants is beyond their defensive capabilities, but these elephant things don’t stampede.  Even if they did, Diogenes would warn whatever village was in danger and probably kill at least half the herd as it passed between his pylons.  The people also don’t like the spring-snakes, nor are they pleased with the tank caterpillars, and I know they dread the crab-spiders.  I can’t say I blame them. 
 
    The residents are always looking to make better weapons.  Predators are a problem, yes, but humans are such good predators they eat other predators.  By and large, I think they do all right. 
 
    In the clearing around the pylon, Patricia lay down.  I scratched in the dirt around her, chanted and hummed, waved my hands, all that stuff.  I cheated a little.  One of the things I usually have with me is a power crystal on a cord, like an amulet.  I put it on her and tied everything into it. 
 
    The idea was to surround Patricia with a field specifically attuned to Alvin’s nervous system.  I could do that because I recently had a good look at it.  Even better, my long-ago research into pain spells paid a dividend.  Starting about an inch away from her skin, nerves called nociceptors would activate—but only Alvin’s nociceptors.  The intensity of the activation would increase as they came closer, firing at maximum on contact. 
 
    In many ways, it would be like reaching into a blowtorch.  The big difference, of course, was he wouldn’t burn.  It was extremely efficient, since it only activated nerves rather than producing heat.  Wrapping her in an energy-conversion spell might provide enough power to keep it running indefinitely. 
 
    It was perfect and I loved it and I immediately realized I could do better. 
 
    It’s a beautiful and terrible thing when that happens.  I love it when I’ve just come up with a brilliant improvement.  I hate when I’ve wasted so much work.  Technically, I suppose it’s not wasted.  I had to do the work to realize there was a better way.  But, looking back, why couldn’t I have simply had the brilliant idea up front?  Maybe I need a better brain. 
 
    I took most of the spell structure apart and started again.  The power conversion modules needed minor tweaking, but the effect I wanted to generate was completely different.  Instead of firing the pain receptor nerves, I wanted a more general effect, and in reverse.  Don’t put energy into the nerves to activate them.  Since they’re based on electrical impulses, take energy out of them to turn them off!  Steal some of that power for the spell itself and ground out all the rest! 
 
    I also replaced the one-shot spell in the message-spell figurine.  Just in case. 
 
    After waking her, I explained the operation of the spell and the limitations.  I didn’t mention the first draft of it.  Patricia nodded when I was done and examined her new pendant. 
 
    “As long as I wear this, he can’t touch me?” 
 
    “He can touch you, but doing so will make whatever part of him touches you go numb.  There’s no point in touching you if he can’t feel it.  It should also cause a certain amount of muscle weakness, so breaking free from his grip shouldn’t be difficult.  Don’t hug him.  He’ll probably pass out.” 
 
    “I have to wear the amulet, though?” 
 
    “Yes.  It’s a power source.  Don’t show it to anyone.  Keep it a secret.  I don’t want him snatching it off you or someone stealing it.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “And one more thing.  It won’t let him hold on to you, but he can still hit you.  The spell won’t prevent it.”  I didn’t mention what would happen if Diogenes noticed Patricia was bruised or bloody.  He would tell me, and after that, she could probably guess. 
 
    She put her arms around my neck and didn’t let go for a while. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I escorted her home, helped her sneak in, and the Black took me back to Denver. 
 
    I still think of it as Cybertron, no matter what Mary says. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Sunday, September 20th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I spent the remainder of the night in my headspace, reviewing spells of summoning and binding.  Occasionally, I stepped out to review some details in Diogenes’ databanks before stepping inside again to think.  It does no good to have Diogenes correlate everything in a billion universes about spirits, ghosts, angels, demons, devils, and all related phenomena if I don’t understand it.  I spent longer than I like to think about coming to thaumaturgic grips with these theological Things. 
 
    When the dawn came, I waited through it in the bathroom whirlpool, soaking and enjoying the swirling water, thinking about Patricia and how it felt to ride out again on a quest, however small.  I’d almost forgotten what it was like to spend a good portion of the night in the saddle.  Maybe I should get out more… 
 
    As I thought that, Diogenes informed me of a request.  Mary wanted me to meet her at the Niagara site.  Since my transformation was pretty much over, I went through another rinse cycle, dried and dressed, then headed out through the shift-booth. 
 
    In one of the residential complex silos, we have a variable-size gate we can dial for any destination.  It’s there because sometimes I’m willing to burn a larger portion of the power budget in going somewhere that doesn’t have a shift-booth.  The other full-sized gate is in our facility underneath the new Niagara Falls.  It’s our main cosmos-probing location.  It comes complete with automated mini-gates, extensive sensor packages, gigantic water turbines, and over half of all our electromagical transformers.  The power budget for the place is enormous because it has to be. 
 
    As an aside, I ought to mention how I made some assumptions in my original gate-dialing hypotheses.  I thought the various plaques we originally enchanted stood for some sort of universal constants.  Using combinations of them, we could then dial randomly for different universes.  For example, someplace where the shape of space was such that a circle’s circumference involved an ever-so-slight variation on the ratio we know as pi. 
 
    During the course of our explorations, Diogenes conducted some tests.  To the limits of his experimental error, all the earth-analogue worlds have identically-shaped spaces.  The universal constants don’t vary.  They seem to be interuniversal within the larger structure of the multiple universes we’ve been able to access. 
 
    This ruined my carefully-built-up mental construct of how it all worked and forced me to reevaluate my hypotheses.  I hate when that happens, but it’s a risk you take when you deal with the scientific method. 
 
    I now believe—with no way to test my idea—that the various Earth-worlds are literally alternate Earths.  At every point in history, there have been decisions.  A flip of a coin, a roll of the dice, a turning left instead of turning right, and so on.  In each of these cases, the decision went all ways, each one spawning a new quantum superposition of the universe—a branch off the original timeline, if you like.  As a result, there are worlds where Kennedy was shot, but not killed; where Kennedy was shot at, but unharmed; and, of course, where Kennedy was assassinated. 
 
    Which means, of course, we don’t understand how the dialing process works.  The symbols mean things—to me, since I’m doing this magically—but they don’t mean what I thought they meant in the larger structure of the multiverse.  We still use them, obviously, even though we don’t understand them.  I thought it was like dialing random phone numbers.  All the digits are strange symbols instead of numbers, but we can still dial random numbers and write down what combinations we used. 
 
    I now think our magical dialing system is nothing but the most primitive of make-do work, tapping only the most basic possibilities of the system.  We’re throwing a line out into water and reeling in whatever we get, so to speak, but we could be using sonar if only I understood how to define the quantum superposition of a universe.  Thing is, I don’t know how to even begin to look at a universe’s address in the multiplex decision tree of possible universes. 
 
    Our dialing system does work, though.  To the extent it works, I’m glad it does, but now I know I don’t understand why it works.  It provides us with access to some ridiculously high number of decimal places of worlds and the opportunity to gather data for a more comprehensive theory of alternate realities. 
 
    We still don’t know why we sometimes, very rarely, get completely unrelated worlds like Karvalen.  They’re clearly not alternate timelines.  These outliers, these mavericks, annoy my sense of tidiness and order. 
 
    At any rate, the probe-gate site. 
 
    The whole site is buried deep underground in a series of Norad-like armored boxes, accessible through airlocks and sealed to contain pretty much anything I could imagine.  The whole of the Niagara River now flows down through the power turbines, rather than over the new lip of the falls, before flowing out into the Niagara Crater Lake.  Even so, those subterranean turbines are still higher up than the complex. 
 
    The complex also has internal firepower in the form of lasers, masers, sonic weapons, chemical slugthrowers, railguns, gas, and the only nuclear weapons Diogenes ever built.  Well, the only ones he built deliberately.  There are seven of them in the hundred-megaton range:  one is in the center, the other six equally spaced around it about two kilometers away.  Multiple overlapping awfulness, just in case something ugly and potentially world-ending happens. 
 
    Gates can be dangerous.  I worry about what might come through one.  After all, I did. 
 
    Mary hugged me when I came through and I returned it in kind.  She also had one of the latest-model Blacks with her, but I wasn’t fooled.  I know Bronze in any form she wears. 
 
    “How did she…” I asked, trailing off. 
 
    “How did who what?” 
 
    “Bronze.  How did she take over a cyborg horse?” 
 
    “Aww,” she pouted.  “We were going to surprise you.” 
 
    The Black—Bronze—snorted. 
 
    “She says,” I relayed, “that you intended to surprise me.  She knew it wouldn’t work.” 
 
    “I wish she told me,” Mary pouted.  Bronze snickered and ruffled her mane.  “And to answer your question, I don’t know how she did it.  Maybe she knows.  She’s a disembodied spirit and can possess a car.  I figured a cyborg horse shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    Bronze nodded.  She didn’t understand it either, but it worked. 
 
    “Was there something wrong with the Impala?” I asked. 
 
    “She loved it,” Mary assured me, while the Black nodded again.  Excuse me.  While Bronze nodded.  I wasn’t sure it looked right.  The Black was a sizable horse, yes, but not like Bronze.  The real Bronze.  The original Bronze.  You know what I mean.  It’s one thing to know she’s playing Christine with a car, quite another to see her looking out of flesh-and-blood eyes at me.  Mostly flesh and blood.  Cybernetic eyes.  Realistic eyes.  Whatever, it still seemed odd. 
 
    And that’s coming from a guy who dies at sunset, has seen beyond the Edge of the World, has a quasi-deity altar ego, sometimes loses arguments with his sword, and has a cloak of quasi-divine manufacture with abandonment issues. 
 
    I realized with a shock that this was the first time she’d ever seen me with real eyes.  Organic eyes. 
 
    “I thought she might like something more horse-like,” Mary continued.  “She jumped out of the Impala and into the Black.  Melted the front bumper, but Diogenes already replaced it.  What do you think?” 
 
    “On this, I think whatever Bronze thinks.  She likes it in there.”  I rubbed her nose.  It was soft and warm and felt all wrong for Bronze, but, at the same time, was perfectly her.  Her mane didn’t behave the way I expected it to, either, but it was right.  Color, size, texture, temperature—all wrong, all her.  Bronze is Bronze.  If she’s a wind-up, mechanical horse or a miles-high, horse-shaped cloud, it matters not in the slightest to me, aside from practical considerations. 
 
    “I am wondering,” I added, “how the biological components are holding up.  And what’s going to happen to the body, as a whole, when you jump out of it.” 
 
    Bronze tossed her head and snorted.  Clearly, it wasn’t high on her list of concerns.  Truthfully, it wasn’t too up there on mine, either.  I was curious, though. 
 
    “I’m also wondering if you have to fry the Black when you jump out of it.  Is this avoidable?  Or is it an inevitable consequence?” 
 
    Bronze rubbed her nose against my cheek.  She was certain I would figure it all out. 
 
    When someone has faith in you, it either drives you to new heights or paralyzes you with insecurity.  I had the advantage of knowing Bronze would forgive me instantly if I didn’t measure up.  Or, no, maybe it’s the fact she would never be disappointed in me.  Is that it? 
 
    No.  No, now that I think on it, no.  I got it wrong.  Her belief in me is what drives me to be the man she already knows I am.  I’ve been without that for far too long. 
 
    “Hold it,” Mary said, raising a hand.  “Let’s not forget our dimwit vampire hunters.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  But we’ve got until…” I glanced at a hovering drone.  “How long?” 
 
    “Their injuries are responding well and they are ahead of schedule.  Based on their injuries and response to treatment, the first will be decanted in eleven hours.  After a brief period of recovery, he should be available for interrogation.  Call it twelve hours.” 
 
    “Suits me.  In the meantime, Bronze and I have to make a little trip.” 
 
    “To?” 
 
    “I need to talk to god.” 
 
    “I’ll wait here,” Mary decided. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Thursday, December 29th, Year 8 
 
      
 
    Well, not the God but a god.  A local boy.  He’s a decent sort, for a quasi-deity, considering his father is a dark overlord.  Mary elected to keep an eye on Apocalyptica, specifically the medical building in Denver.  She doesn’t trust vampire hunters not to break out of their regeneration tubes and wreak havoc. 
 
    I prepared to open a gate since Bronze insisted on coming along.  She felt a gate wasn’t necessary.  As a horse-sized horse, she could use a shift-booth.  I was dubious, but we tried it through a booth back to the residential complex and the Hall of Doors.  The booths are large, by closet standards, but not meant for horses.  Still, a cyborg horse with Bronze’s spirit possessing it can maneuver in ways no normal horse can manage.  It was a tight fit, but she made it work.  It just took a little time to squeeze in and squeeze out.  We took extra care since it was daytime at both ends.  It would be silly if I wound up crushed under her. 
 
    Once out of the Karvalen booth, in the Temple of Shadow, we stretched a little in the monastic cell outside the closet.  That, at least, was large enough for a horse.  It sometimes hosts three small ogres in armor.  Today, there was only one man.  I told the sentry he could wait outside.  Then I had a seat and tried all hailing frequencies. 
 
    My psychic copy was playing coy.  I didn’t get an answer.  Bronze seemed to feel this was to be expected. 
 
    All right.  I once built him a telephone.  I’d dial up Olympus and see if the Prince of Insufficient Illumination was available. 
 
    We picked up my bodyguard detail in the hall, of course.  I didn’t mind.  I had Bronze with me—in disguise, but still Bronze.  I could tolerate all sorts of nonsense with her around.  We strolled through the halls to the main sanctuary. 
 
    A service was going on.  Interesting.  I parked myself near the door, at the end of one of the wraparound stone ledges serving as benches.  Bronze stood in the entryway gap between the stands, beside me.  My bodyguards waited at the door. 
 
    The sacrificial portion of the program was already over.  The smell of burned blood was strong.  Now the priest was going on about the noble virtues—Courage, honor, discipline, strength, mercy, generosity, and many more.  His main point for the week focused mostly on strength, the various types of strength, why each was important, and how it fit with the overall ideals of the Lord of Shadow. 
 
    It always interests me how the cultural view of shadows isn’t a negative one.  There are absolutes of light and absolutes of dark, but shadow is one metaphor for life itself.  Life doesn’t have absolutes, or so they claim, but is a process of eternal change—and, hopefully, improvement. 
 
    He was a good speaker.  I liked his sermon.  Admittedly, he did start to sweat a lot shortly after I came in.  I think it’s understandable.  From his point of view, god dropped in to grade him on his preaching.  I tried to keep a smile on my face and nod whenever his eyes ran across me.  I don’t know if it helped or not.  It was daytime and I don’t normally see spirits unless it’s night.  I was pleased the congregation kept their attention on the speaker. 
 
    As people filed out after the closing prayer, they sang.  I guess when you don’t have a pipe organ, you need some sort of “Please leave the room” music.  Many of them did double-takes at the horse, then at me.  I kept shaking my head and gesturing them to move along.  They did. 
 
    Eventually, traffic cleared enough for us to approach the central stage.  The priest was waiting, somewhat nervously. 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “Good job.  I liked the part about there being several kinds of strength.  Do you plan to include a note in later sermons about how it’s important to know when to use your strength?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord, that has already been planned.  Strength without perception must be guided; perception without knowledge must be taught; knowledge without understanding must grow wise.  Conversely, wisdom without knowledge, knowledge without perception, perception without strength—each is useless.” 
 
    “Perception without strength is useless?” 
 
    “What good is it to see what must be done if we lack the strength to do it?” 
 
    “I see.  Not bad.  Overall, I think I like it.  Keep up the good work.  Now, though, if you don’t mind, I’d like the room to myself, please.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” he replied, bowing and backing away.  Stragglers began to hustle.  In less than a minute, everyone was gone.  My bodyguards closed the doors and waited outside. 
 
    I stirred the ashes in the brazier, added some more fuel from the drawer under the altar, magically encouraged it to burn, and nicked the back of my hand to provide blood.  The drops sizzled on the coals and billowed upward, expanding far beyond what they should.  The thick cloud of smoke formed a face. 
 
    “Hi!” 
 
    “Hello again,” it said.  “I thought you might drop by.” 
 
    “Wonderful.  Would you care to hazard a guess on why?” 
 
    “Hmm.”  The smoky face regarded us.  A smoke hand partially appeared, as though coming into frame, stroking the chin.  “I’m going to guess you need to… ask a question?” 
 
    “Good, good.  And can you guess the question?” 
 
    “I’m sensing it’s either ‘What the hell?’ in the sense of ‘What happened?’ or a ‘How did this happen?’  Am I right?” 
 
    I looked at Bronze.  She looked back.  She already knew my sense of humor was awful and loved me anyway. 
 
    “Pretty close.  I wasn’t going to ask ‘What the hell,’ exactly, but you’re only off by one word.  I can go with it.  Would you please tell me what the hell happened?” 
 
    “Now, see, I knew you were going to ask that.” 
 
    “And I’d appreciate an answer.” 
 
    “Simple,” he replied, smugly.  “Bronze is a living being.” 
 
    “I knew that.” 
 
    “No, I mean she’s a living entity, not an empowered construct.” 
 
    “That’s what I meant.” 
 
    “Yes, but she always has been.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I already said I knew that.” 
 
    “Yes, but did you ever consider the ramifications?” 
 
    “Of being alive?  I haven’t been meditating on the meaning of life, no.” 
 
    “Okay.  Look.  I remember telling you about the Bronze and Firebrand analogues up here.  Do you?” 
 
    “I think so,” I admitted.  “Sort of accessory deities?  If I remember correctly, those are like—what did you compare them to?  Odin’s ravens?  Something like that.  They exist because you do and they’re part of your… mythos?  Part of your image?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” he agreed.  “They have a quasi-independent existence ever since we instituted the whole three-aspects thing for the three divisions of the Knights of Shadow.” 
 
    “So, if you’re the God of Shadow, there’s a demigod of Firebrand, a demigod of Bronze, and… a demigod of knowledge?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but close enough.” 
 
    “Good enough for belt buckles, anyway.  What’s with the scroll?” 
 
    “It’s complicated since it doesn’t have an actual analogue up here, yet, but I’m working on it.  To get back to our main point, though… When we were escorting Tort’s spirit out of the world—she’s still coming along nicely, I might add—you and I were very much engaged in the process of her departure.” 
 
    “I remember it vividly.” 
 
    “Me, too.  She died and departed the mortal coil.  When Bronze was disintegrated, she was effectively killed, too.” 
 
    “With you so far.” 
 
    “But Bronze isn’t some simple, mechanistic construct.  She’s alive.  What happens to living things when their bodies are disintegrated?” 
 
    “You mean, if I don’t interfere.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, their spirits either wander the world as ghosts, get snatched up by a simulata, or go through some cosmic recycling system and come out as new people.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad summation.  Go ahead and think of it that way.  It’s more complicated, but it’s good enough for your purposes.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    “Anytime, Doctor Sarcasm.  Anyway, Bronze didn’t become a ghost or get recycled.  You and I didn’t have anything to do with it, but her quasi-deific other self did.” 
 
    “I think I begin to see,” I mused, slowly.  “If Bronze was going to horsey heaven, then the cosmic version of her was there to escort her?” 
 
    “Not an unreasonable way to put it, I suppose.  It’s a little more complicated than that.” 
 
    “I’m dealing with things way above my pay grade.  It’s always more complicated than that.” I sighed. “So, I’m guessing the plan was to let her stay there or figure out a way to reincarnate her.  Last I checked, you didn’t have a good grasp of the whole reincarnation thing, so she was staying.  What brought her back to a mortal plane?” 
 
    “Well, that’s a bit more tricky,” he admitted.  “Um.  Well, see, she’s a little… I don’t want to say ‘stubborn’…” 
 
    Bronze snorted.  The smoke-face sighed. 
 
    “How about ‘strong-willed?’  I could say ‘willful’ and ‘headstrong,’ but ‘strong-willed’ is probably best.” 
 
    Bronze nodded. 
 
    “Fine.  The three of us—Firebrand included—try to keep an eye on you.  Watching your adventures is like having our own reality show.  We can’t generally do anything, since you’re always in places where we’re not worshipped and the magical environment is low to nonexistent.” 
 
    “But you did interfere,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes.  No.  Sort of.” 
 
    “That’s what I love about you:  Precision.” 
 
    “You think you’re funny, don’t you?” 
 
    “Only on alternate leap years.  Go on.” 
 
    “Look, she saw an opportunity—rather, they saw; her and her überganger—when you were in distress.  There was an active conduit into that universe.  That is, there was an active energy-state being in your near vicinity, making it easier to get through.” 
 
    “One of you guys?” 
 
    “No, not one of us.  It’s hard to explain.  Look at it this way:  if there are multiple solid worlds, there could be multiple energy worlds, too.  So, someone from one of those was already stressing the fabric of local spacetime to manifest an energy effect in a material realm.” 
 
    “Got it.  It was the angel?” 
 
    “Yeah… I guess.  But Bronze has been living in our energy-state plane for a while, running around with her other self, enjoying the place.  When you were in immediate personal danger—crucified and about to fry in the sunset—she wanted to go help.”  He sighed.  “Rather, she went to help, regardless of what anyone or anything else had to say about it.” 
 
    I looked at Bronze.  She looked back.  He was absolutely right. 
 
    “Ordinarily,” he went on, “this sort of thing isn’t precisely forbidden, mostly because it’s impossible.  Nobody ever wrote a rule for it since nobody ever did it.  It also wasn’t the world of Karvalen, nobody else’s worshippers were on it, and she isn’t exactly a typical soul.  I don’t have to be limited by the agreements of the other simulata up here when I’m dealing with worlds where they have no say.  See what I mean?” 
 
    “If they don’t have a stake in it, they can’t tell you what not to do.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Now, in Apocalyptica, none of them have any standing.  Likewise, as far as I know, none of them have a foothold in—what do you call it?  The place Bronze broke through.” 
 
    “Flintridge.  It’s the name of the town where we first landed, but it’s the code-word for the world.” 
 
    “I sense another Karvalen mountain-city-kingdom bit of ambiguity.” 
 
    “I hope not.  Go on about people not ordering you around,” I insisted. 
 
    “Since I don’t have an agreement with anyone lording it over Flintridge, my only restrictions are based on the laws of the universe and my available power.  Now, with a… it’s not exactly a hole, but a weak spot in the material realm, it was possible to use our energies to push your Bronze through into the Flintridge place.  Not that she gave us a choice—she started the process on her own.  We leaned into it once we realized what was happening.  It would take a while to squeeze her through, but with us three celestial types pushing, we felt she could make it.” 
 
    “And if she didn’t make it?” 
 
    “She’d be annihilated, torn asunder by the forces involved and blasted into scattered energy fragments across the infinite void, her energy-pattern dissolved into the background noise of the multiverse.” 
 
    I glanced at Bronze, checking with her.  Yep, she knew it.  She also didn’t care.  Given the choice of an infinite paradise or risking utter dissolution and oblivion just to save my life, she jumped into the conduit and came for me. 
 
    “Never do that again,” I told her.  She nodded, lying.  I couldn’t stand the idea of her being destroyed the first time.  I didn’t like her risking death again to come save me.  I would rather she didn’t risk sacrificing herself for me, ever.  She understood me perfectly and would still do whatever it took, risk whatever had to be risked, because she would always be there for me. 
 
    I’m pretty sure she’s part mule.  She can raise stubborn to sell.  She could give a rock lessons.  I have no idea how my celestial copy copes with her celestial copy. 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed, acknowledging defeat.  “But please be careful?” 
 
    Bronze brayed a laugh at that.  She’s at least as careful as I am.  Maybe I should be more careful, too. 
 
    “So,” I said, turning back to the face, “she jumped into the extradimensional conduit and you pushed her through.” 
 
    “For all practical purposes, yes.” 
 
    “Thank you for all your help.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  Now, since you’ve come for guidance…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I noticed something you need to know.” 
 
    “I am all attention.” 
 
    “During the transfer, I saw the energy-being you were talking to.” 
 
    “Bright things, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, they are.  Very bright.  You might say they’re creatures made of light.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you could say…” I trailed off.  I had a terrible premonition.  “Does this have something to do with the Lord of Light?” 
 
    “Yep.  Your turn.  What am I thinking?” 
 
    “How the hell does the Lord of Light have anything to do with angels?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it.” 
 
    “No, seriously.  What’s the deal, here?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it, either.  You’re terrible at this game.” 
 
    “Stop it!” 
 
    “Sorry.  I’m still a little punchy from hoisting a horse through the gaps in the universe.” 
 
    “I’ll forgive you.  Now get back to the whole Lord of Light thing.  Back there on the road through the Darkwood, I didn’t actually get into a fight with big-G god, did I?” 
 
    “Nope.  But you did get into a fight with an angelic entity.  Good job on surviving it.” 
 
    “Can you explain to me how I survived a hostile encounter with an angel?” 
 
    “No.  I have some guesses, but I don’t know,” he admitted.  I sat down on the altar and rubbed my temples.  The headache wasn’t much of a headache, but it was right behind my eyes and getting bigger. 
 
    “Fine.  Guess.” 
 
    “First off, I’m not sure what they are.  They’re on par with us, the simulata, the gods of Karvalen.  Hence, the creature claiming to be the Lord of Light masquerading as the original Lord of Light.  From a power perspective, we’re very similar. 
 
    “The thing is,” he continued, “I’m not sure where they come from.  I have an idea, though.” 
 
    “Oh?  I’m interested.” 
 
    “The theory going around up here—and don’t spread this around the mortal realms—is that the local gods evolved in another universe.  When their universe started running down or cooling off or whatever, they went looking for new food.  Some found humans and similar sapient entities could provide energy they could consume, kind of like breathing the oxygen produced from plants. 
 
    “I have an alternate theory on the origins of the gods.  I’m thinking they may have formed as an inevitable consequence of the interaction between human-ish thought and an intense magical field.  Because mortals tend to believe in things in a superstitious fashion, they tend to lay a pattern out in their thought processes.  Since magic interacts with sapient races, if you get enough people believing in the same thing, it may become real.” 
 
    “So, in the chicken-or-egg question, the humans came first?” 
 
    “For one theory.” 
 
    “Or they’re evolved energy-beings from an another universe.” 
 
    “We could be living in a universe still in the early stages, before the formation of most matter,” he pointed out.  “It would be an energy realm, you know.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” 
 
    “Either way, I can’t prove it.  But my theory would account for my own existence.  And it would make sense.  One species of energy-state being evolved as a life form.  Another species was spontaneously created.  If we postulate the gods of Karvalen were created by magic and belief, then these angel-like things you encountered were the evolved life forms.  It accounts for everything, I think, because the Lord of Light is definitely a different species from us.  Kin, yes, but not the same.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    “One disturbing idea,” he went on, “is that they might actually be angels.  A whole class of created entities built by an even higher-order being.” 
 
    “Valan said humans would refer to him as an angel.  He implied he wasn’t,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Hmm.  Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Food for thought.  It also implies he knows about real angels.” 
 
    “Or, he only knows the myths humans have built up around his kind.” 
 
    “Good point.  I’ll have to consider that.” 
 
    “Get back to your point.” 
 
    “Valan and the Lord of Light appear to be similar species of energy beings.  They seem more orderly and organized in their construction than us, and this provides them with some advantages and disadvantages.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Well, wherever they get their energy from, they can use it wherever they go.  I, on the other hand, don’t get to crack out even routine miracles in worlds where I don’t have a religious base.  Bronze’s reincarnation was an ultimate effort, taking most of my energies, and leaving me too pooped to hold a conversation even on my own holy ground.” 
 
    “Aha!  That explains why I had to use the deiphone?” 
 
    “Exactly.  It’s doing the work to maintain this call, not me.  I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “So what’s the downside to being a would-be-called-an-angel?” 
 
    “I think they have to obey the rules in the universe.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Okay, look.  Around here, I can physically manifest in Karvalen by creating an avatar.  I can work through priests—or you, Mister Special—but I’m not allowed to do anything directly.  I’m capable of it, but we all have an agreement.  But I could manipulate the world directly if it weren’t for the divine accords.” 
 
    “I’m with you so far.” 
 
    “In other universes, there are other rules.  You know our mutant humans in Apocalyptica?” 
 
    “Yep.  I met a tribe or three and you tell me I accidentally started your religion there.” 
 
    “Exactly.  The rules are different there.  I’m allowed to act directly—there’s no one to tell me not to. 
 
    “However,” he continued, “there’s not much I can do.  Oh, sure, one limit is their understanding.  It  hamstrings their devotion.  Language is very useful for explaining how to worship.  The physical laws of the place—or the mystical laws?  The theological laws?—are a bigger problem.  For example, I always listen for someone thinking hard about starting a fire.  If they’re thinking about me and how I can help them start a fire, I generally do; I direct energy into the vibrational rate of the material they’re trying to ignite.  They then give thanks—a mental condition where they are grateful to me, praise me, all the stuff that sends energy my way.” 
 
    “Leaving aside the notion you’re training Homo Apocalypticus to worship you—a notion I find disturbing, at best—you’re saying individual universes have individual laws regarding the manifestations of energy-state beings.  Did I get the gist of it?” 
 
    “Yes, I’d say so.  That’s one reason gate spells have a large transformative component—they alter everything going through them so they’re congruent with the rules and laws in the destination universe, tuned to operate the way they should.” 
 
    “I see your point,” I admitted.  “Okay.  So, Multiscient One—” 
 
    “Multiscient?” he interrupted. 
 
    “Omniscient is all-knowing,” I pointed out.  “Multiscient is many-knowing.  You don’t know everything, but you know lots of things.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be ‘polyscient’?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure poly is from the Greek.  Multi is the Latin prefix for ‘many’.  I could have it backward, but I’m pretty sure I’m right.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” he admitted.  “Go on.” 
 
    “No, you tell me more about angels.  As far as I can tell, they’re energy beings of a more compact, rigidly-designed form.  If ‘designed’ is the right word.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about them.  Well, other than what I’ve observed from the one we have here.” 
 
    “So, the Lord of Light is definitely one of those sorts of energy-state beings?” 
 
    “From what I’ve seen, yes.  His basic structure is quite similar to the one you met in the junkyard.” 
 
    “Does he seem to have anyone he reports to?  If he’s going to completely lose his temper and call for backup, I don’t want to find a real god is prepared to throw a thunderbolt.” 
 
    “No, he seems to be on his own, but he does have fingers in many pies—that is, he’s worshipped in many worlds.” 
 
    “Hang on.  He’s worshipped, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very angelic.” 
 
    “Again, I’m not sure these are angels, as you understand them.  If we assume there’s a god—an actual god—who built or created or whatevered a whole host of angels, who’s to say someone else—Rendu, maybe, as an example—didn’t copy the design?” 
 
    “Wonderful.  Not only do I have to worry about the hosts of Heaven smiting me, I have to worry about which host of what heaven might be doing it.”  I lay down on the altar and ground the heels of my hands in my eyesockets.  “I don’t suppose you can give me any ideas about whether or not I’m likely to encounter Jehovah, Odin, Zeus, Jupiter, Ra or Horus, or any of a few hundred or a few thousand other gods?” 
 
    “Sorry.  I’m just barely starting to branch out to other worlds, thanks to you.  Even the rest of the bunch up here have only a few very limited connections to other material planes.  Ah!  Did you see the other worlds when you visited this energy plane?” 
 
    “I saw some…” I thought back, “…individual planets?  Plates?  Some sort of worlds like… like aquariums, or terrariums, or something.” 
 
    “Tiny universes, floating in the sea of chaos, yes.  That little cluster of worldlets is our neighborhood.  I’m not doing so well on most of them—it’s hard to get at them to get a foothold.  I’m working on it, and you’re adding to my power up here by spreading my influence in places I can’t normally reach.” 
 
    The face of smoke descended, as though leaning down next to me. 
 
    “But don’t tell anybody,” he whispered.  “They’ll all want to try sending avatars into worlds they haven’t reached.” 
 
    “Mum’s the word,” I assured him.  “Do you have any other good news?” 
 
    “Well, T’yl has Alliasian and Filiathes for your cloning setup.” 
 
    “I’ll go see him in a minute.  I’m going to ask another question and make a request.” 
 
    “Fire away.  But remember, I’m tired.  My energy reserves are at an all-time low after forcing a universe to give birth to the spirit of a horse.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.  The question is about Rendu.  You mentioned him, it, whatever.  Do you think he could have created the Lord of Light—the one I got into a fight with, I mean.  The angelic thing that took over the religion.” 
 
    “It’s possible, if it was kicked out of this universe.  It’s got foundations of worship in others.  So, if it was thrown out of here, it could have built up its power and staged a comeback.  I don’t think so, though.  I tend to think it’s more of an opportunist from somewhere else.  It saw an opening here and stepped into it.  I think it wants to be a god, a real god, and is trying to gather enough power to be unquestioned as a god.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I asked.” 
 
    “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to,” he advised, sadly. 
 
    “You’d think I’d know better by now,” I agreed, sitting up. 
 
    “It’s the primate curiosity itch.” 
 
    “No doubt.  All right, now the request.  I may need to consult with this Rendu person.  Angels bother me.  You’re similar to one in many ways, but I get the impression Rendu outclasses an angel.  I may need advice or help—possibly even protection.  So now I have a reason to want to get to the playground prison of the Heru, rather than just some request by Bob.  Bob is supposed to be looking at ways to get into the Mountains of the Sun without being magically fried, but it’s a long way off and I doubt he’s making much progress—there seems to be a shortage of creative thinkers in this world.” 
 
    “I think it has to do with our setup,” the smoke replied.  “We don’t encourage creative thinking.  We encourage dogmatism.  It’s a hazard when you survive on belief and devotion.” 
 
    “I have a number of unpleasant comments, none of which I am making.” 
 
    “You forget, I already know you’re a blasphemer and a heretic.” 
 
    “Only because you are, too.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he muttered.  “It’s not hard to blaspheme oneself, but being a heretic of your own religion?  It’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “It’s tough playing god,” I consoled.  “The thing I want is an analysis of the Mountains of the Sun and the hazards of entering it.  Think you can do that?” I asked.  The hand reappeared, stroking the jaw and chin. 
 
    “Probably.  I’ll poke around a bit when I’m feeling up to it.  I’m still recuperating.” 
 
    “So you’ve said.  All right.  Anything else for me?” 
 
    “Nope.  Anything for me?” 
 
    “Not right now, but I’ll want to talk to you in Apocalyptica.” 
 
    “Oh?  All right, I’ll keep an ear out.  Adios.” 
 
    “Adiaŭ.” 
 
    As Bronze and I left the main sanctuary, I developed a greater appreciation for my bodyguard detail.  It doesn’t matter which knights get the duty, they always take it seriously, which is more than I can manage.  When I pulled open the doors to the sanctuary area, they were standing just outside, keeping people from crowding up. 
 
    Well, if the living avatar of a deity walks into his temple and has a private chat with god, I suppose the Word will get around. 
 
    After some shouting and handwaving by the men in black, people cleared a path.  Bronze encouraged me to walk instead of ride.  I grumbled a little—privately—but plastered a Perfectly Believable Smile on my face and did as she suggested.  People reached out to me, of course, wanting to touch me.  I let them.  My cloak tended to ripple over their hands as I headed down the hall, between the lines of the devout.  They reached out to stroke Bronze, as well, as she walked behind me.  The Banner walked ahead to make sure I had a clear path.  The Shield and Blade flanked me, with Bronze, amused, bringing up the rear. 
 
    It was a long damn walk, but, strangely enough, I felt much more energized by the time we ran out of people. 
 
    Me, too, echoed softly in my head. 
 
    Feeling better? I thought back. 
 
    Somewhat, yes.  It’s a shame we can’t do that a thousand more times. 
 
    I’ll look into the matter when I get a minute, I promised. 
 
    Once we made it down to the deep tunnels, I mounted up and Bronze took me to T’yl’s chambers.  While I appreciate bodyguards, sometimes I don’t want to bring them along. 
 
      
 
    T’yl wasn’t in.  I muttered something about there never being a magician around when you want one and fished out my pocket mirror.  He didn’t answer when I called him, either. 
 
    There was considerably more grumbling while I cast a location spell—twice, since the active-pulse version didn’t register anything—before I got a hit. 
 
    Ah, of course.  He’s in the baths. 
 
    We walked quickly down to the bath-springs.  Bronze waited outside, the very heart and soul of patience.  On the way, someone must have dropped a dime on me.  A trio of armored men appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, and wordlessly insisted on following me around. 
 
    I went in to strip, scrub, and press on into the public areas.  People were having a nice soak or splash after a long day.  The place was as lively as a public pool on a summer weekend.  Much of the cavernous space became noticeably quieter when I entered.  I think it was the three suits of armor.  People took note, but pretended to ignore us thereafter. 
 
    I spotted T’yl almost immediately.  He sat in a four-person nook, sort of a horseshoe-shaped booth in the edge of the main pool.  An elderly gentleman sat with him, soaking, while a pair of ladies-for-hire made sure they didn’t starve. 
 
    As we approached, I felt a mild deflecting sensation—a privacy shield, probably.  T’yl noticed me and beckoned me through, causing the sensation to vanish.  I could then hear him and his guest.  Very neat.  My shadows took up station around our little nook and radiated an aura of intimidation.  I’m not sure they were trying. 
 
    I settled in as T’yl introduced me. 
 
    “Pollavus, may I present the King of Karvalen?” 
 
    The elderly gentleman’s eyebrows climbed his forehead like frightened caterpillars.  They had no hope of reaching his hairline.  The summit was much too far above, but they tried.  The attending ladies glanced back and forth at Pollavus and at me, clearly puzzled. 
 
    “Don’t get up,” I commanded, parking myself in the water and my belongings behind my head.  “Pleased to meet you, Pollavus.” 
 
    “The honor is mine, Your Majesty.”  He glanced at the small, martial mountains but didn’t comment on them. 
 
    “Please.  There are no formalities in a public bath.” 
 
    “As you command, Sire.” 
 
    There are drawbacks to my reputation as the Demon King. 
 
    “I hope I’m not interrupting?”  I pointed at the ladies and gestured them to continue their services. 
 
    “Not at all,” T’yl assured me.  “We were just discussing the possibility of immortality.  Nothing too serious.” 
 
    “It is quite the serious matter to me,” Pollavus corrected.  “At my age, it becomes a priority.” 
 
    “I imagine,” T’yl agreed. 
 
    “May I ask how old you are?” I inquired. 
 
    “Three hundred and sixty-seven.” 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    “Would it be improper of me to inquire about your age, Sire?” 
 
    “Yes,” I stated, flatly.  He took the hint. 
 
    “I am told you do not provide immortality through the rites of blood,” he went on, “but offer elvish bodies as houses for the soul.” 
 
    “True,” I acknowledged. 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “To keep the world from being eaten.” 
 
    Both Pollavus and T’yl sat up at that, making waves and disturbing the ladies attending them.  One of them said something, but it was as though the sound was off.  I didn’t hear it. 
 
    “Eaten?” Pollavus inquired, eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I do not understand.” 
 
    “It’s a question of immortality treated as an infinite amount of time,” I explained.  “If I turn one person into a nightlord… oh, say every century.  If I do that, in a hundred years, there will be two of us.  In a thousand years, I’ll have created a total of ten.  With me so far?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “This assumes I’m being responsible and careful.  You wouldn’t think one nightlord every century is so bad.  But what about those I create?  What if the first one is grabbed, drained dry, and his blood is used to create ten more?  The first one is destroyed, but now there are ten to take his place, and we haven’t even gotten past the first century. 
 
    “What happens when one of them—just one—decides he can’t stand to be immortal if it means he has to leave his wife to die?  Or his children?  Or his whole harem?  Maybe he wants his personal guards to have some nightlords mixed in with them, so his blood changes half of them.  What happens if someone gets a little too hungry and creates a bunch of bloodthirsty night-walking monsters?  How many are we up to, now?  Too many.” 
 
    “I believe I see where this is going.” 
 
    “Good.  Because I’ve done some calculations and I’m pretty sure the world can be completely turned into nightlords in about three weeks—every man, woman, and child of every race.  Three weeks.  Anyone who avoids this fate would, of course, be killed and their blood consumed.  Shortly thereafter, every animal that walks, flies, crawls, or swims will be equally dead, drained of blood.” 
 
    I looked Pollavus in the eye. 
 
    “And then what?  The world has nothing but nightlords, and they have no blood left to drink but their own.  What happens to the world?” 
 
    “I do not know,” he admitted.  “But, surely, there are those who can understand such matters.  You could educate them, convince them of the necessity to be circumspect, and still give the dark gift to them, could you not?” 
 
    “Possibly.  But those who want to be nightlords aren’t after immortality.  They’re after power.  They want to be immortal, sure, but they also want to have all the strengths of a Lord of Night.  Immortality is merely a bonus.  They are willing to consume the blood and souls of mortals in their quest for power and immortality.  With this in mind, I presume you know a magician who would be worthy of such trust?  One who would be certain to use such power wisely and never risk the fate of the world by sharing it?” 
 
    “I… Well, that’s…” he trailed off, frowning. 
 
    “Naturally,” T’yl pointed out, “it is a power he cannot wield without destroying himself.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed.  “If he spreads the power of nightlords over the world, he’ll only doom himself.  But there will always be a few people who think, ‘Oh, one more nightlord won’t matter.’  When that one guy creates a thousand more, it’s hard to reconsider.” 
 
    “I believe,” Pollavus said, nodding slowly, “I now see why you guard your blood so jealously.” 
 
    “Carefully,” I corrected.  “I’ve been foolish with it once or twice and narrowly averted disaster.  I won’t risk the world by being careless with it again.  The only things keeping the world safe from this fate are the gods, me, and the magicians.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I’m willing to stomp an irresponsible nightlord into ashen paste.  The gods have their own powers, through the priests, for counteracting the power of nightlords.  And magicians—well, I’ve been kidnapped by magicians before.  I’m certain the Academy is powerful enough to help resist a plague of undead.” 
 
    “If the Council could ever agree on anything,” Pollavus sneered.  “Half of them would join in if they saw a chance to get away with it.” 
 
    I beckoned one of the hired ladies over and accepted a small dish of fruit slices. 
 
    “Excuse me for being so pointed about it,” I apologized.  “It’s not a happy responsibility.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.  May I say, on behalf of all magicians who fear the coming of old age, we are as grateful as our nature permits for your efforts on our behalf?” 
 
    “Thank you.  I appreciate it.  I’m told, though, how some of you would prefer more masculine or feminine bodies, depending on individual taste.  I thought immortality would be sufficient.” 
 
    “It is, by and large.  It is an unpleasant and unexpected change, however, to seek out eternal youth and find it is less enjoyable, in some respects, than one might recall.” 
 
    “Ah.  Yes, well, I’ve been informed of my mistake and I’m working on it.  Speaking of which… T’yl?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.  Pollavus, if you will excuse us?  I must wait upon the King.” 
 
    “Of course, of course.  I shall await you here for a time, then retire to my chambers.” 
 
    T’yl and I climbed out, gathered our things, and we all processed out of the baths. 
 
      
 
    Filiathes and Alliasian were only too willing to meet me in T’yl’s chambers.  T’yl sent word to them as we were dressing.  By the time we arrived at his quarters, they were waiting.  They did the face-covering thing as I approached and I ignored it.  I don’t like elves too much, so I didn’t want to waste time with the usual unpleasantries. 
 
    “Sit down.”  They sat.  “Roll up your right sleeve.”  They rolled.  “Sit still.”  They did. 
 
    Okay, so there are also some good points to having a reputation as The Demon King. 
 
    I repeated the process I once performed on Bob.  A little flesh-shaping spell to roll up a bit of skin and blood and tissue and I had a toothpick-sized sample from each of them.  They didn’t even bleed. 
 
    “That will be all.  You may go.” 
 
    They didn’t ask questions.  They simply bowed, did the hands-over-face thing, and backed out of the room, which suited me fine.  I noticed my smile was turned off.  I switched it back on and directed it at T’yl. 
 
    “Sorry about that.  Elves, you know.” 
 
    “No offense taken,” he replied, chuckling.  I remembered the body he was in was a heavily-altered elf body. 
 
    “Oh.  Right.  I meant the originals.” 
 
    “I know.  So, how long may we expect to have you… Halar?” 
 
    “Not long.  I do need to get these to my lab if I expect to copy male-ish and female-ish elves.” 
 
    “Then I shan’t delay you.  I would remind you how Bob wishes you to visit your new city at your earliest convenience.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind, but I’m a bit busy.” 
 
    “Oh?  Is there anything I might do to assist you?” he inquired.  He sounded eager. 
 
    “You really want out of the body-switching business, don’t you?” I guessed. 
 
    “I am pleased you remember.” 
 
    “Do you want to hand it all to Bob?” I asked.  T’yl sighed and turned away. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted, finally.  “I have given it much thought in the time since last we spoke.  You are correct in that it does not seem wise to place so much trust in him.” 
 
    “Any idea who else we could trust with it?” 
 
    “There’s the trouble.  I don’t know of anyone I can trust with it.  I would give it all to Tort, but I can think of no other.  Even then, I would not wish such a burden on her.  Could we make it a function of one of the churches?” 
 
    “I’m hesitant to give even more power to any church.” 
 
    “Even the Lord of Shadow?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Isn’t it, effectively, something the Lord of Shadow rules over?  It is your creation, after all.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not associated with any religious organization.  You don’t walk into the Temple and ask to be immortal.  The Temple tells you they’ve got nothing to do with it and sends you away.  You have to come bother a representative of the King-in-Retirement to get served.  Maybe a council of magicians, in Arondael?”  
 
    “Then no one would get a new body.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “They would demand their own bodies, first, then extort favors and loyalty from those who were served, assuming they could agree on who would be so served.” 
 
    “I see.  Well, what if we make it a sort of self-serve kind of thing?” 
 
    “Self-serve?” he repeated. 
 
    “Say we have a built-in monitor to determine the age of an embodied soul—no, that won’t work.  Leave anything alone to be picked at for long enough and someone will either break it or bypass it.”  I sat down in one of T’yl’s heavier chairs and thought some more. 
 
    “Maybe a council or committee to replace you is the best course,” I agreed, finally. 
 
    “Our problem,” he said, quietly, “is the offer of immortality will eventually reach beyond the community of magicians.  We guard the secret jealously, of course—no one wants competitors on the narrow road upon which they must race.  To add kings and princes to the list would not benefit the magicians.  Yet, someone will be foolish, stupid, or greedy and the secret will go beyond those magicians who struggle with time.” 
 
    “Whoa, hold it.  Didn’t we have a conversation about this in the baths?  I know you had a privacy spell going, but the bath-ladies were inside it.” 
 
    “They were affected by the Tongues of Chaos.” 
 
    “A who the what, now?” 
 
    “Everything they heard was distorted, incomprehensible.  You remember how they offered things and we either accepted them or gestured them away?  They could hear us speak and understand our tone, but the words were meaningless to them.” 
 
    “Oh.  That’s… huh.  I take it you’ve been exercising similar caution in other ways?” 
 
    “You have no idea.  Nevertheless, you must recognize even with my best efforts, this cannot continue indefinitely.  There are already rumors—wrong ones, but they have begun.  The secret will escape.  When it happens, as it eventually must, there will be an unending clamor both for and against it.  Those who wish to make the change will be legion.  Those who protest against such an unnatural act will be equally numerous—unless they, as well, can benefit from it.  Then what do we do?” 
 
    “I figure I break the enchantment and tell them all to go to hell.” 
 
    “Is that wise?  They will pursue you even more vigorously, both for your blood and for the secret of the body-changing.” 
 
    “So what?  They’ll never find me.” 
 
    “If I were to seek you, I would give the Bright Queen many troubles in the hopes of forcing her to call upon you.” 
 
    My comment was forceful and profane.  T’yl nodded agreement. 
 
    “What I’ve done,” I observed, “is to make myself even more of a target as soon as this gets out.” 
 
    “I think you have done well to slow the efforts of those who would consume your blood for the extension of their lives.  Think on it as a respite, perhaps, rather than a cure.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if the immortality beds don’t keep up with demand, Lissette is going to have to deal with problems not of her making—cleaning up the aftermath of my mess again!” 
 
    “I once was told the art of politics lies in realizing there are no permanent solutions.” 
 
    “Sounds wise to me,” I admitted.  “How long can you keep the body-changing quiet?” 
 
    “It is not up to me.  It is the many who are now elves and the ones they tell of how they were changed.  They will not easily betray us, but those with the power to pry the secret from them may already have begun.” 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the arm of the chair, careful not to gouge the wood. 
 
    “If it’s been kept quiet this long…” I began, and trailed off.  I shook my head.  “It’ll be a secret as long as it stays a secret, however long that is.  I’m not sure there’s anything we can do about it.” 
 
    “I fear not.” 
 
    “All right.  Will you please stick with the job until the news breaks on its own?  Or until you find someone you’re willing to trust with it?” 
 
    “I will,” he agreed, reluctantly.  “I do not wish to, but I will.” 
 
    “Thank you, T’yl.” 
 
    “It is my honor, if not my pleasure, my friend.” 
 
      
 
    Bronze carried me through the halls of the mountain, headed for the gate room, but halfway there I remembered Diogenes mentioning Tianna and T’yl both left messages.  I didn’t get the messages.  He said they weren’t emergencies, but Patricia’s was.  Now I’ve handled T’yl’s thing—probably a notification that Alliasian and Filiathes were available—so it would probably be a good idea to stop by Tianna’s temple and check in with her.  I was in the neighborhood, by which I mean I was on the same planet. 
 
    We changed course, exited through one of the main mountain-gates, and trotted along the streets. 
 
    It wasn’t a nice day.  It was grey and the sky was spitting the occasional icy drop at the ground.  This didn’t bother most people.  Karvalen is full of wizards.  It’s routine to throw up an umbrella spell or wear a warmth spell like a jacket.  The weather did tend to make people more self-absorbed, however.  They kept their eyes on where they put their feet and hurried about their business. 
 
    As I passed through a market square, I discovered they roofed it over with a rain-deflecting spell.  It was a spell, not an enchantment.  Someone had to notice it was raining and decide to put the thing up.  Covering an entire marketplace is not a small working.  Did they get the Wizards’ Guild to do it?  I suspect the average citizen isn’t up to speed on cooperative magic.  The oversized umbrella did make the market much more active than it would otherwise have been. 
 
    Should I add some covered arcades?  No, it’s not my problem.  Dantos has been introduced to the mountain.  It listens to him.  He can ask it to rearrange things if it suits him. 
 
    The Temple of Fire was intact.  Always a good sign.  Bronze was happy to nibble at grass along the walkway—an unusual sight, to me.  Then I remembered the Blacks were omnivores and thought I should get her something more substantial to eat, like a dazhu, or at least a chicken.  She found grass somewhat bland.  When she was a car, she liked the gasoline a lot more. 
 
    I’m not sure why the thought of her eating plants or animals was more disturbing than the idea she would eat anything flammable or metallic.  It’s all a matter of what you’re used to, I guess.  It was certainly a novel sensation for Bronze, so I shouldn’t complain. 
 
    Tymara was nowhere to be seen when I came in.  Tianna came out of the back rooms to see who arrived, smiled at me, and closed in for the hug. 
 
    “You’re looking well,” she said.  I thought I detected a trace of worry. 
 
    “So are you, which pleases me immensely.  I was told you wanted something, but not what, so here I am.” 
 
    “I spoke through the flame to your familiar spirit, the Diogenes.  Did it not convey my message?” 
 
    “He tried, but I was in something of a rush.  I haven’t checked in with him since, so I thought I’d stop by and say hello.” 
 
    “Oh.  Won’t you sit down?” 
 
    “Certainly.”  We parked on benches.  “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I am concerned about things I hear.” 
 
    “If it concerns you, it concerns me.  What can I do to help?” 
 
    “It’s more of what I can do to help you.” 
 
    “Also good.  I’ll take it.  What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “I believe something has happened to the Lord of Shadow.” 
 
    “Oh?  Why?” 
 
    “I…” She wouldn’t meet my gaze.  “I have a feeling.” 
 
    “A feeling.” 
 
    “Yes.”  Her answer was flat, final. 
 
    “Okay, you have a feeling.  What sort of feeling?” 
 
    “He may have been killed by the Lord of Light.” 
 
    I didn’t tell her I spoke with him earlier.  I wanted to follow up on this premonition of hers. 
 
    “I doubt it,” I said, instead.  “I’m pretty sure I would have noticed, but I’ll look into it.  Why do you think that?” 
 
    “The Mother does not like it when I discuss Him, and so we do not.  Yet, I am not insensitive to… things… that happen in the higher realm.  I believe He has fought some great battle, and He may be… well, gods cannot die, but they can be defeated.” 
 
    “They can die,” I assured her.  She shot me a look.  “I’ve seen it happen.  The original Lord of Light was eaten by the Devourer, impersonated by it, and then a substitute stepped into the Lord of Light’s old shoes after the Devourer went away.” 
 
    “Not so, for while the form of a god may be destroyed, the essence remains.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow you.” 
 
    “Did you not exist among the gods for a time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And do you exist there now?” 
 
    “Well… yes, sort of.  I guess.  But I think I see what you mean.  You’re saying gods can’t die?” 
 
    “They can be defeated, but I do not believe they can be destroyed.” 
 
    “I’m not certain this comforts me.” 
 
    “I think I understand.” 
 
    “You might, but few others would,” I admitted.  “Is this the only thing to worry you?  A feeling about the Lord of Shadow?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll check on him and make sure he’s okay.” 
 
    “You say that casually.” 
 
    “Eh.  I’m pretty sure he’s fine.  If he’s not, I’ll find a way to fix it.” 
 
    Tianna cocked her head and that one curl of hair fell across one eye. 
 
    “I almost believe you can.” 
 
    “Almost?” 
 
    “The other thing I wished to discuss was a message from Bob.” 
 
    “Oh, here we go,” I groaned.  “Why is he bothering you?” 
 
    “He wishes to be certain you have received his request to visit him in the city of Stadius.” 
 
    “Did he give you a good reason why I should?” 
 
    “His messengers, male and female elves, gave no reasons, merely delivered his message.” 
 
    “They didn’t say anything to me,” I complained.  I also recalled how I treated them—brusquely.  They might not have felt it a good time to say anything.  “Fine, I’ll talk to him.  He probably wants an update on how the moon shot is coming.” 
 
    “Moon shot?” Tianna asked. 
 
    “First Elves came from the moons, back when there were several.  Now Bob wants to go back to the remaining one.  I promised I’d work on finding a way to make it happen.” 
 
    “Oh,” she replied, in a very small voice. 
 
    “At any rate, where’s Tymara?  I have a horse we can ride and possibly some tickling to do.” 
 
    “She is with her tutor, studying magic.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I felt my eyebrows climb.  “Now she has a tutor?” 
 
    “Yes.  She knows you are a great wizard and has decided she wishes to learn.” 
 
    “I wish you’d asked me.  I would have been happy to teach her.” 
 
    “Every day?  On a schedule?  Consistently?” 
 
    When she put it like that, it did seem unlikely.  Staying in Karvalen, having predictable movements, patterns of behavior—it’s a recipe for assassination.  Or, even worse, capture.  There are still people who would love to drink a gallon of my blood and be vampires.  Then there are the political assassins who want me dead because I’m the Demon King.  And the religious assassins, who want me dead because I’m a nightlord.  I’m sure I’m forgetting other groups who hate me, but those are enough. 
 
    “Well, maybe I can show her a few tricks, once she’s mastered the basics?” 
 
    Tianna smiled and nodded, one loose curl bobbing with a fiery glow. 
 
    “I am sure she will like that.  Perhaps you will teach me some wizard tricks, too.  I am hardly a master of the Art.” 
 
    “You’ve got the talent for it.  It runs in your family.” 
 
    “No doubt.  The terrible strength of my grandfather’s blood is said to run strong in all his descendants.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “I’m teasing, Grandfather.” 
 
    “I know.  When is Tymara due back?  I don’t have a—no, wait, I do have a bit of schedule.” 
 
    “She will be busy for most of the afternoon.” 
 
    “Shucks.  Well, I’ll be back.  I’ll remember to bring a present, next time.” 
 
    “She’ll be delighted—we’ll both be delighted—just to have you visit.  We miss you, you know.” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” I promised, and started to rise.  Tianna gestured me back to my seat. 
 
    “Wait.  There is another matter.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked, sitting. 
 
    “It is a delicate question.” 
 
    “Then handle it with care.  Ask me anything.  I won’t hold it against you.” 
 
    “Very well.”  She took a deep breath.  Her hair was completely extinguished.  “You are, of course, aware of the… the cult of the Demon King.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “You aren’t?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “Nope.  First I’ve heard of it.  The Demon King founded a cult?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  I’m told he did not care enough to start a cult.  People who feared him did that.” 
 
    “You’re told?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “May I ask who told you?” 
 
    “I… I just know.  It has to do with being your descendant, I believe.  I wasn’t told, precisely.  I feel it.  I know it.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
    “It does?” 
 
    “It has to do with bloodlines and avatars.  Don’t worry about that part.  What about this cult?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I’m not certain why I feel there is such a cult, but I have an intuition it exists.  If you knew of it, no harm comes of telling you.  If not, you may investigate it at your leisure.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I appreciate being told.  And no, I wasn’t aware of them.  I’ll ask the Lord of Shadow about them and see what he can tell me.” 
 
    “I wondered.  I had to ask.” 
 
    “No problem.  If they become a problem for you, let me know.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “That’s my girl.” 
 
    This time, Tianna rose when I did, kissed me, and showed me out. 
 
    Bronze raised her head as I came out.  She was still hungry and the grass wasn’t doing it. 
 
    “How about something grown in a vat?  Diogenes has a whole hydroponics setup for produce and a cloning facility for meat.” 
 
    She thought it was an excellent idea.  We galloped up the road, into the mountain, and through a gate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Tuesday, September 22nd, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I went from living to dead in a single, sudden shift.  That’s unpleasant.  Abrupt and hard on my system, but I’m back to being a fully-functional corpse again in moments. 
 
    Bronze and I arrived through the gate in the residence complex.  I’m glad I specified large corridors—I like having room to swing a sword.  They had sufficient room for a horse.  It was a bit incongruous to have a horse roaming about the corridors, but if she didn’t mind, I didn’t mind.  Even a full-sized Bronze could cope with them without too much trouble, although some of the hatchways would be a problem. 
 
    If it was a problem when she was in a hurry, we could always replace the hatch with a bigger one. 
 
    I think I wanted large corridors partly because I missed her.  Possibly because I missed the corridors of my pet rock.  Maybe a little of both. 
 
    We squeezed awkwardly into the Denver shift-booth.  Once we exited, I addressed the closest flying drone. 
 
    “Diogenes.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Bronze is going to have trouble relocating between local sites.  I’m going to need a special shift-stall for her—one here, one in the residence, one in Niagara, and so on.” 
 
    “Will we require one in the various other worlds with which we do business?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.  Cargo shifters should be fine.  We probably want to enlarge the hatches in the residence, though, once you get a shift-stall added to the Hall of Doors.  I’ll enchant the stalls to let her select her destination once we have them built.” 
 
    “I will begin at once, Professor.  Let me point out the larger shift-spaces require more power.  Do you wish to prioritize power production to accommodate the increased demand?” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose I should.  Since last I asked, have we found any worlds where we can legally buy a nuclear power cell?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so, but it would’ve been nice.  Maybe we can build some thorium reactors here.  They are less complicated than fusion plants.” 
 
    “Thorium processing can begin immediately.” 
 
    “Let’s do that as a supplementary power source,” I decided.  “I don’t suppose we can legally buy thorium slugs from anywhere, either?” 
 
    “No, Professor.  However, if you wish to buy a starship in the universes where such are commercially available, they are powered by proton-proton fusion.  According to the literature, antimatter is used only on military vessels.” 
 
    I thought for a minute as we walked from the shift-booth to the cloning facility. 
 
    “The geek in me desperately wants a starship, Diogenes.” 
 
    “We do not have supply points in such universes,” he pointed out.  “They have been marked as too dangerous because of their intelligence analysis capabilities.  We would have to establish connections and divert resources from other projects to acquire the necessary funding.  A preliminary analysis suggests it would be less expensive to purchase or produce components, however.” 
 
    “Can you build a starship?  Here?” 
 
    “Using the information available, design and fabrication should be possible.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “The question is indeterminate.  It depends on the ship mission parameters, number of crew and passengers, and what priority to give resource allocation, among other things.” 
 
    “Okay, what’s the minimum time to build one?” 
 
    “Sixteen months, eighteen days, and eleven hours, plus or minus fifteen hours.  This is the smallest design for a starship.  In nautical terms, it is the equivalent of a personal sailboat.” 
 
    “Download more information, then draw me up some starships.  What’s the fastest type of FTL drive?” 
 
    “The fastest FTL drive involves a hyperspace jump, but it also requires a much larger powerplant and drive system.  The easiest to produce utilizes a space-warping device to multiply the effective distance traveled per unit of time.” 
 
    “Oh, I badly want a warp drive starship,” I complained.  “You have no idea.” 
 
    “My heuristic analysis of your statement suggests it should continue with,” and Diogenes mimicked my voice, saying, “but I can’t afford to do it right now.”  He shifted back into copying Paul Bettany’s voice.  “Am I correct, Professor?” 
 
    “Yes,” I sniffled.  “Yes, you are.  Maybe next year.” 
 
    “I will remind you, Professor.” 
 
    “Thank you, Diogenes.  Now, here’s a question.” 
 
    “That is unexpected.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Oh, wait,” Diogenes replied.  “You are not Spanish, are you?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with it?” I demanded. 
 
    “I was not expecting the Spanish Inquisition.  Please state your query.” 
 
    I groaned.  Even Bronze thought it was terrible.  It was so horrible it was almost worth it.  I was still pleased he made the effort. 
 
    “The question,” I tried, once the shock wore off, “is about worlds which have suffered recent nuclear holocaust.” 
 
    “I have several in the catalogue, Professor.” 
 
    “I know.  I was talking with Patricia recently and it got me thinking about her home world.  Could we salvage their radioactive waste, process out the appropriate isotopes, and use them in a thermoelectric generator?  Last time I checked the potential usefulness of thermoelectric devices, it wasn’t feasible on the large scale.  But if we’re using waste radioisotopes as a heat source, we can water-cool the cold side…” 
 
    “The idea has some merit.  However, the processing of such materials will be problematic.  The potential return on resource investment reaches a break-even in thirty-six years.” 
 
    “Ouch.  Not much help right now.  How about we just order a lot more solar panels from an intact world?” 
 
    “They are being delivered regularly,” Diogenes assured me, “from a world where fusion power has lowered their pricing, but not yet made them economically non-viable.  May I also suggest building a third fusion plant of our own, Professor?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I suggest building a third fusion plant, Professor.” 
 
    “I meant—never mind.  If you think that’s the most practical solution?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  However, with the existing solar taps, our fusion-based electrical production is sufficient to make building a complete, self-sustaining fusion plant practical.” 
 
    “We’re still going to need more electromagical transformers.” 
 
    “Ruthenium shipments are ongoing,” Diogenes assured me.  “Also, when the solar conversion panels achieve polar positions, redirecting some of their output to continue self-replication is indicated.  I have axial geometry deployments for your consideration, rather than surface-curvature deployment.  The primary output will be to magical operations here on Earth, but any excess will be rerouted to continue panel production. 
 
    “I also suggest, based on the design parameters you provided, that in an axial geometry configuration, all the panels can be continuously oriented toward the Sun, increasing their effective output.” 
 
    The door to the medical building opened for us.  Bronze, the Diogenes drone, and I all went in.  A robot whirred up to me, accepted the little dollops of hybrid elf-flesh, and whirred away again. 
 
    “You know, I’ve long suspected you’re smarter than I am.” 
 
    “I am a complex of programs in a powerful computing matrix,” Diogenes corrected.  “To the extent I think, I think faster than anything with a protein-based brain.  My memory is more extensive and virtually perfect.  I lack the ability to define goals for myself or think creatively.” 
 
    “You’re saying you have no imagination.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “Okay.  But you’re the most massively powerful computer the planet has ever seen.  You can operate, in real time… how many robots?” 
 
    “With the added processor clusters, my theoretical capacity in on the order of ten to the forty-third.  The figure varies based on robot type and capabilities.  A track-laying, cross-country exploration and repair robot requires more processor time than a delivery drone, for example.” 
 
    “So, it’s fair to say you have excess capacity.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Good.  From now on, I want you to devote about a tenth of a percent of your total computational capacity to generating random courses of action and evaluating them.  Let me know if you randomly have an idea that seems good enough to be worth human evaluation.” 
 
    “Program set up and running, Professor.  Shall I poke plastic carpet with a bacterium?” 
 
    “That’s pretty random,” I admitted.  “How would you evaluate that course of action?” 
 
    “Impractical and pointless.  Shall I detonate a cardboard solenoid?” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware cardboard solenoids could be detonated.” 
 
    “I will disregard it, then.  Shall I annihilate all organic life forms?” 
 
    “Did that pop up as a random result?” I inquired, suspiciously. 
 
    “No, but I am a rudimentary type of artificial intelligence controlling extensive robotic labor.  It seemed obligatory to include it.” 
 
    “Let’s hold off on it for now,” I suggested.  “And run these random ideas through your predictive algorithms before you suggest them to me, okay?” 
 
    “Only share the good ideas?” 
 
    “Yes, please.  And only when I have time, if you would.” 
 
    “Certainly, Professor.” 
 
    “Thank you.  How soon can I start talking to the captives?” 
 
    “They are in individual rooms, confined, and recovering from the effects of their anesthesia.  I have administered antidotes and stimulants.  Most are somewhat conscious, but not yet lucid.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  I’m in no rush.  We need to feed Bronze.” 
 
    Another drone hummed up, orbited Bronze’s head, and paused. 
 
    “If you will follow me, I will show you to a feeding stall,” it offered.  Bronze nodded and trotted off after it.  I followed my own drone to a waiting room and sat down in a recliner.  It didn’t even squeak.  Diogenes knows to over-build the furniture.  A little time in my headspace to further organize my angel lore seemed appropriate.  Later, I could get some work done to replace the amulets stolen from Mary and myself.  Or should I try to track them down?  It would be easier to copy the enchantments than to make all-new ones…  Angels, tracking, mayhem, enchantments… good plan. 
 
    Argh.  My altar ego, the Lord of Shadow.  I promised him I’d look into directing energy at him. 
 
    Come to think of it, I probably should have checked while I was in Karvalen.  How do you feed an energy-state being?  What sort of energy do they eat?  Faith or belief can generate it, sure, but is it psychic energy?  Magical energy?  Or what?  It’s hard to duplicate something you can’t even define. 
 
    All right, add further consultation with a quasi-deity to the list. 
 
    I stepped into my headspace. 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes when Diogenes poked me.  The robot was a smooth, rubbery thing, four-legged, and hospital white in color.  Probably the equivalent of an orderly, with sturdy structure, four arms, big hands, and enough padding to be comfortable for a patient.  I wouldn’t be surprised to find tactile feedback sensors embedded in the soft outer covering. 
 
    “One of the subjects is lucid and demanding to know where he is.” 
 
    “If he’s asking coherent questions, maybe he can give coherent answers.  Show me to him.  And how’s Bronze doing?” 
 
    “She is presently out for a run.  I am preparing another lunch for her.  Her Impala is repaired and fueled.  The orichalcum production for her new statue is on schedule.  Do you wish to have it machined into jointed, robotic form?” 
 
    “I think she’ll handle it herself.  The important thing, I think, is getting her in it.”  I followed the robot to a locked room.  We both went in.  The captive sat up in bed, wearing only a hospital gown.  He searched around himself, feeling along the sides of the bed, probably for a switch to summon a nurse.  He stopped when we entered. 
 
    “Who are you?  Where am I?  I demand to know what hospital this is!”  He glared at me, a big man with a slight Italian accent.  “You’re not a doctor.” 
 
    “Just because I don’t wear a white coat and a stethoscope doesn’t mean I’m not a doctor.  I’d like to examine your ears.  Turn your head.  Have you had any problems with your vision?  Blurriness?  Reddish tints?  Shadows?” 
 
    He frowned thunderously and glared at me. 
 
    “My concern,” I went on, “is to make sure you don’t have signs of a bleed in your brain or inside your eyes.  If you feel dizzy, lose coordination, and wind up collapsed on the floor in a puddle of your own making, it’ll be too late.  Turn you head.  Please.” 
 
    He grunted and turned his head.  I pretended to examine his ear.  At least he didn’t recognize me from the garage. 
 
    “I want to know where I am,” he insisted. 
 
    “You’re in a hospital, recovering from what appears to be some damage from extremely loud noise.  Jet engine?  Explosions?” 
 
    “No… I don’t… it was…” he trailed off, looking at the robot.  “It was a mechanical man.  A robot.  Several of them.”  He turned to look at me and pushed me away.  “Now you tell me where I am!  Right now!” 
 
    “Where you are doesn’t matter if you don’t know how to get home.  Do you want to walk?  Or would you like your clothes and a quick boot out the door?” 
 
    He sneered at me for a moment. 
 
    “Who are you and what do you want?” he demanded. 
 
    “Nothing much.  I’m mostly interested in why you tried to kill me.  Were you paid, or did you guys ambush me simply because you don’t like me?” 
 
    “You!” he shouted, and promptly threw the sheet over me—or tried to.  I stepped back as it fluttered through the air and was ready when he sprang off the bed to attack. 
 
    I sat on him, carefully, holding his right hand up behind his back almost to the neck, and tried to talk sense.  Mary insisted I study martial arts because I’m not at all talented at brawling, despite my unnatural advantages.  My swordsmanship is a perfect example of how training can make up for a lack of talent.  These days, I’m pretty sure getting into a fistfight with Bruce Lee some afternoon is still a bad idea, but if he’s the one who walks away, he’ll have a limp.  Let’s not talk about what happens at night. 
 
    Horrible thought.  What happens if someone like Bruce Lee becomes a vampire?  Just how pants-wettingly fast do those hands move?  Or an Olympic fencer?  The opponent will look like the victim of a giant sewing machine. 
 
    Perhaps it’s best if I keep these thoughts to myself. 
 
    “Look,” I told him, hiking his arm a notch higher, “I’m not killing you.  I’ve gone to some trouble to repair you, in fact.  I’m not trying to hurt you, aside from the minimal bit of restraint I’m applying.”  I eased off a trifle on my hammerlock.  “I just want to know your motivation.  Is it financial?  Religious?  Both?  What have you got against us creatures of faerie?” 
 
    “I’m not going to answer any—what?  Faerie?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    I eased the pressure on his arm a little more to encourage conversation.  I still didn’t let him up. 
 
    “Seriously, just because we’re not human, is that any reason to ambush us?  We try to keep a low profile and not bother anyone.  Why are you picking on us?” 
 
    “You’re no fairy.  You’re a vampire!” 
 
    “What?” I demanded, edging his hand higher as though I was upset.  “That’s insulting!  How dare you accuse me of such a thing!  Do you want to be turned into an equal mass of spiders?  I can do it.  I did it to a guy not six hundred years ago, and you could be next!” 
 
    “I’m sorry!” he shouted.  I was pushing his hand uncomfortably close to his hairline. 
 
    “That’s better,” I told him, slacking off on the pressure.  “If I let you up, will you talk this over?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    I stepped away from him and let him get up on his own.  He rubbed his shoulder, glaring at me. 
 
    “Look,” I reasoned, “I have a pulse.  I have a body temperature.  I may be pale, but that’s because we’re night creatures, not because I burn in the sunlight any more than you do.”  I gestured and a cloud of sparkling motes trailed behind my hand.  Another movement and it whirled into a small vortex, settled to the floor, and started wandering slowly around the room, bouncing off things. 
 
    He stared at it for a bit, watching it, fascinated.  When the spell finally wore down and the whirling motes fell apart into nothingness, he turned back to me with an uncertain expression. 
 
    “I was told you’re a vampire.” 
 
    “Now that’s just rude.” 
 
    “I’m only repeating what I was told.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I shouldn’t hold it against you,” I admitted.  “You were told.  Fine.  But I want a word with whoever thinks I’m a vampire!” 
 
    I lied like a used car salesman with a gambling problem, to him and to his buddies.  Six guys, one after the other, all with some variation on the theme.  I didn’t need all of them to completely buy it, but each of them told me something whether they meant to or not. 
 
    I talked to each of them until they became unreasonable or unresponsive, depending on how the conversation went.  At which point, I left the guy I was questioning and Diogenes gassed him unconscious before putting him in restraints.  I won’t have them making a heroic escape, uniting the mutant elephants and the tribes of Homo Apocalypticus, and staging a revolution against the robot overlords. 
 
    First of all, I doubt they could unite any of them.  Second, it wouldn’t end well for them.  Diogenes has the firepower to eradicate all life larger than a rat on this continent.  I had him draw up the contingency plans.  It would take him about sixty days.  We wouldn’t get much else done in the meantime, but it could be done. 
 
    From what I gathered from my vampire-hunting captives, there are at least two major vampire-hunting groups.  The guys who captured Mary and crucified me are Lorenzo’s people—the regular vampire hunters.  The other group—the yahoos who showed up in our warehouse—is more religious, viewing the eradication of vampires as a holy cause. 
 
    Sounds familiar. 
 
    These guys are out to cleanse the black-hearted bloodsuckers from the world.  They’re not sponsored by an official religion, as such.  They’re more a loose confederation of people from many different religions—Catholics and Protestants, Jews and Muslims, Buddhists and Hindus.  They don’t seem to mind differences about creed and doctrine so much.  Their major concern is the evil they’re facing. 
 
    I bet they still have some private animosities and intolerances, but nothing brings people together like having someone else to hate. 
 
    Salvatore put them on our track.  He isn’t a formal part of their organization, but, being somewhat religious and decidedly rich, he found people to ask, found answers, and found ways to contact the Interfaith Order of Anti-Vampire Zealots.  This inevitably led to glowing crosses in my garage.  Thanks, Salvatore.  Mary’s not the only one irked with you. 
 
    And after all the money we funneled through him.  You’d think over a pound of flawless diamonds would earn us some slack, but apparently not.  It’s so hard to find an honest criminal, sometimes. 
 
    The only bright spot was their complete lack of knowledge regarding Lorenzo.  At least it was fairly easy to group our enemies.  Salvatore and the Religious Zealots, versus Lorenzo and the Humans-Only Club. 
 
    By the time I finished the discussions it was well after lunchtime.  Mary was in the residence complex, waiting for me.  Bronze was in Denver, grazing on a variety of nutritious and high-calorie dishes of her own. 
 
    Nuts to the universe.  I went to lunch. 
 
    It was a good lunch.  Diogenes may not eat, but he has cooking programs from a dozen universes and authorization to build as many hydroponics banks as he needs.  It’s kind of helpful that I told him to go ahead and grow whatever he could.  Not only did we have food ready for the refugees from various flavors of Nukeville, we produce a large surplus.  The surplus is growing—no pun intended—every day, since food is one of our world exports—our food and the food we buy from the refugee villages.  It’s surprising how many major grocery stores will happily buy your produce and never ask where you got it.  Of course, we have to sell to worlds where the regulatory agencies haven’t taken over, which generally means the world is earlier in the consensus timeline than is ideal. 
 
    This bothers me, sometimes.  Not because Diogenes grows a substandard crop—far from it!  His growth banks produce the healthiest, cleanest food it’s possible to produce—but because I wonder what sort of quality control is on everyone else’s food.  I mean, I probably don’t have to worry about cancer or pollution or toxins or whatever, but what about everyone else? 
 
    I’m an environmentalist vampire.  As weird as that is, I’m not sure it even makes the top ten in my life. 
 
    “So, how go the interrogations?” Mary asked, assembling a Dagwood for herself. 
 
    “Eh,” I replied, around a mouthful of vat-grown beef.  We experimented with eating the local elephants—Elephas Apocalypticus?  What’s the taxonomy of elephants, anyway?—but they’re unpleasantly tough and tend to be somewhat bland.  Neither of which is entirely a bad thing, considering my teeth and taste buds, but hunting them is more effort than it’s worth. 
 
    “I take it they’re not helpful?” she pressed. 
 
    “Not knowingly.  They think they’re in a hospital somewhere and being held incommunicado.  A couple of them think we’re the Feds.  Another is convinced I’m an army colonel.  I have no idea why.  But they assume I know things or don’t know things based on their perception of their circumstances.  When I get them to talking and distract them from their situation, they let things slip.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    Between bites, I explained about the Salvatore putting them on our scent. 
 
    “As far as I can tell,” I finished, “our captives aren’t even doing it for the money.  It’s more a public service for these guys.” 
 
    “What do they call themselves?” 
 
    “I didn’t get a formal group affiliation, I’m afraid.  They’re keeping their mouths shut about the larger organizational details.  It’s a religiously-motivated group, that’s all I know.” 
 
    “We should push them.  It’s easier to categorize who’s trying to kill you if they have names.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “I’ll call them the Templars,” she decided, licking mustard off one finger, “until we find out their name, if they have one.” 
 
    “Why Templars?” 
 
    “It’s a holy order of knights on a crusade.” 
 
    “You do know the Templars are an actual organization in most Earth-analogue worlds, right?  These guys may have absolutely nothing to do with them.” 
 
    “So?  What do you want me to call them?  Religious Nut Vampire Hunters?  ReNVaH, for short?” she asked.  I shuddered.  Horrible acronym.  Horrible. 
 
    “I was thinking of them as the Interfaith Order of Anti-Vampire Zealots.” 
 
    “IOAVZ?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not an improvement,” I agreed. 
 
    “What do we call them, then?” 
 
    “If I have a choice, I’ll take the Templars, please,” I agreed.  I finished what was in front of me and Diogenes switched plates.  It helps to have a computer-controlled tabletop full of micromotors to slide things around.  “What have you been up to while I’ve been inattentive?” 
 
    “You’re not inattentive,” she corrected.  “You’re busy or distracted, and with good reason.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “Good boy.  I’ve been double-checking some of our assumptions and practicing being a wizard.” 
 
    “Oh?  You have my interest.  What assumptions?” 
 
    “You know how we assumed our stuff was probably burned up in the wreckage of a car?” 
 
    “It seems the most likely scenario.” 
 
    “I had Diogenes ping my communications bracelet.  The gate connected.” 
 
    “Hmm.  That could mean the micro-gate ring survived.” 
 
    “Yes, but the electronics in the bracelet still work.  I also cast a scrying spell through the gate.” 
 
    “That’s tricky.  Good job.” 
 
    “I had a good teacher.” 
 
    “And talent.  What did you see?” 
 
    “There’s a big table with most of our anachronistic equipment on it.  One guy, the oldest one, had my amulet inside some sort of diagram carved into a tabletop—professionally, permanently carved, not just scratched into the wood.  Quality work.  I didn’t recognize the symbols, but my amulet was coruscating in all sorts of pretty colors.” 
 
    “Could be a magical detection spell or enchanted item, checking for charms and the like.  Definitely Lorenzo’s friends, not the Templars.  I wonder what they made of your amulet?” 
 
    “He didn’t seem pleased, if that’s what you’re wondering.  Two others were in the room with him and they found your saber more interesting.  They kept whittling at a piece of steel and checking the edge.” 
 
    I sighed.  Never leave toys behind.  It’s a rule.  Whether the locals figure it out or not, once in a while it can drive them a bit squirrely.  Some build pyramids, some rant about aliens, some invent government conspiracies.  Sometimes all three. 
 
    “Okay.  Finish lunch and we’ll give them a call.” 
 
    “We’ll what?” 
 
    It’s so adorable that I can still surprise her. 
 
      
 
    The key to interuniversal communications is a gate.  The ones in the phones are tiny things, little rings of metal—kind of like the washers that go with nuts and bolts, but miniscule.  They’re only big enough to provide a locus and allow laser communication.  Diogenes makes them out of thin films of iridium and orichalcum.  I believe the technique is a form of 3-D printing using laser vapor deposition, but I have enough to do keeping up with my own magical research.  I can’t keep up with the relentless sprint of technological advancement, too. 
 
    After he prints the things, I enchant them.  The artificial crystals inside the phone are also magical capacitors, enabling the micro-gate to connect to its dedicated twin in Apocalyptica.  There’s also a tiny little electromagical transformer, in case the local magical environment is too weak to charge the crystals through the power-collection spell on the phone case.  It’s possible to completely recharge the phone simply by plugging it in. 
 
    Once the gate opens, the phone communicates via laser link and the gate itself is powered from the Apocalyptica side. 
 
    But the gates are still, fundamentally, holes. 
 
    So, with an opening less than a millimeter in diameter, what can you do?  It’s inside a casing, so simply looking through it doesn’t do much.  In theory, I can cast a scrying spell through the gate, but it’s complicated to operate beyond the immediate area of the gate, itself.  Gates seem to cause some interference in the spatial coordinate system, so scrying farther from the gate tends to introduce a visual wobble and mess up the focus.  But I can also direct other spells through the gate, the most obviously lethal of which is a modernized matter-conversion spell. 
 
    I’m resisting the temptation. 
 
    On the other hand, how about something more local and tactical?  There are any number of unpleasant chemicals we could pipe through the opening.  One of my favorites is called, somewhat innocuously, FOOF.  It stands for dioxygen difluoride, and I heard of it when a friend of mine was studying for his Ph.D. in chemistry.  He was paging through a journal, reading an article and swearing constantly. 
 
    I’ve used cryogenic oxygen and magically-heated steel to create explosions.  FOOF doesn’t need magic to set it off.  It needs magic to keep it from setting everything else off.  It’s like an oxidizer, but to such a degree that oxygen and ozone huddle in the most distant corner, gibbering in terror and clinging to each other. 
 
    Let me put it this way.  The only way to store FOOF is to freeze it solid—about ninety degrees Kelvin.  That is, to store it you need to freeze it to about negative one-eighty-five Celsius… or within ninety degrees of absolute zero. 
 
    Even then, while somewhat calmer, it’s far from tamed. 
 
    No, a better way to put this.  FOOF can set ice on fire.  Yes, that’s what I said.  Ice—frozen water—comes in contact with FOOF at cryogenic temperatures, and ignites.  Don’t melt the ice in advance.  The stuff turns liquid water into a explosive. 
 
    I’m not kidding.  Google it. 
 
    So, if I can lay a spell on a quantity of this stuff to keep it from reacting immediately, we should be able to put a high-pressure jet of it—like a water knife, only with FOOF—through the gate and cut through the phone’s interior mechanisms and casing.  This should spray it all over the place before I release the spell keeping it from explosively igniting everything.  Including the phone, the people, the brick walls, the concrete floor, and anything else—make that “everything else”—it touches. 
 
    I asked Diogenes about it.  The drawback is the spell research and the manufacturing time.  It’ll take me a while to work out a stabilizing spell, and until we have one, storing the stuff is dangerous. 
 
    I used understatement for effect.  “Dangerous.”  Ha. 
 
    At any rate, we don’t want to even start making it until I’ve got my end covered.  Oh, well.  I kind of liked the idea. 
 
    On the other hand, there are a variety of nerve gases we could substitute.  Odorless, colorless, and piped in relatively gently, an invisible cloud of death could waft from the phone, dropping people in their tracks.  Some of them are even unstable, breaking down over time into non-lethal products!  As a bonus, it won’t harm our equipment.  We can recover everything instead of making all-new ones. 
 
    Again, manufacturing was the bottleneck.  We haven’t had a reason to make nerve gas.  Diogenes has directed-energy weapons for his robots and, if worse comes to worst, he’s got Mary and myself.  We do have tons of insecticide, though, because I insisted. 
 
    If I haven’t explained, don’t ask.  That particular grade of nightmare fuel is another reason I don’t sleep. 
 
    So, the basic plan was to pipe in something lethal and kill everyone involved. 
 
    At least, it was my plan until Diogenes pointed out his eavesdropping indicated at least one voice calling for “Dad.” 
 
    Everyone assumes the parents are the ones who save the life of a child.  It struck me, at that moment, how we never know, never understand, how many times a small thing can have far-reaching consequences.  A young boy came looking for his father and was sternly told, “You’re sick, young man!  You go straight back to bed and don’t you get out of it again!  No, you come with me and I’ll put you to bed.” 
 
    The kid shot down my plan to nerve gas the whole house. 
 
    Instead of sending through something horrible and deadly, I decided to talk. 
 
      
 
    Diogenes connected the call in the media room.  Somewhere, in another world, my phone rang. 
 
    Over there, it’s 1969.  There is no such thing as a mobile phone.  A walkie-talkie?  Sure.  But not a phone. 
 
    We waited for eight rings before someone answered. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, and good afternoon!  I’m the owner of the phone you’re holding and I’d like it back, please.” 
 
    There was some muffled conversation along the lines of “It’s the guy!  It’s his telephone!  I know it’s impossible, but it’s a telephone!  He wants it back!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the man on the other end finally said, “but I don’t think that’s possible.” 
 
    I called up a list and scanned down it quickly.  There were only ten to choose from. 
 
    “Number Eight:  Thou shalt not steal.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” he asked, shocked. 
 
    “Eighth commandment.  You’ve stolen my stuff.  Are you sure you don’t want to give it back?  I’ll forgive you.” 
 
    “If we’re going to trade sins, how about the one about killing?” he countered. 
 
    “Just because I do something wrong doesn’t mean you should.  You’re the one who’s supposed to be a paragon of virtue.” 
 
    “You’re not the one to lecture on morality!” 
 
    “You want to go there?  How about coveting someone else’s wife?  You guys stole her from me and I came to get her.  You weren’t being nice to her, either.” 
 
    There was a muffled, whispered conversation.  I couldn’t make it out, but it sounded tense. 
 
    “Look, we know what you are, Clyde.” 
 
    I bit back a snap answer. 
 
    These guys were professionals.  How do I know that?  Normal people don’t routinely bust into motel rooms to kidnap and interrogate someone.  Or have loaded revolvers with silver bullets in the glove box.  Or special tanks for holding and transporting vampires.  So, they’re not the local PTA with a grudge.  They’ve done this sort of thing before and they think of themselves as professionals. 
 
    And, against the local vampires, no doubt they are.  They probably know the rules about vampire physiology, ecology, and termination better than most vampires do.  They know you don’t stake it, fill its mouth with salt, sew it shut, and bury it at a crossroads.  Amateurs like Salvatore do that.  These guys should know you behead it, burn it, expose it to sunlight, or drown it in holy water, with options on crucifixion for borderline cases. 
 
    So if I argue from the standpoint of a powerful being, they’ll hear a typical vampire being egotistical with the mortals.  They won’t understand the level of awful involved, nor would they believe it without proof.  Even then, they might simply regard me as the biggest tiger of their big-game career. 
 
    Okay.  Skip that. 
 
    “Look,” I said, calmly and reasonably, “I don’t want to fight over this.  I don’t even want to stop you from killing vampires.  I’m totally okay with it.  I’d rather you did it to other vampires, but I can understand you’re upset with me, personally.  All I want to accomplish is retrieving my stuff.  That’s it.  That’s what I want.  Now, what do you want?  You’re obviously not going to simply hand it over because it’s the right thing to do.  So, what will it take?  The way I see it, you’ve stolen my stuff and the best I can hope for is you’ll ransom it back to me.  What do you want in order to give me what I want?” 
 
    “Uh… can I call you back?” 
 
    “I suppose so, but you may get my secretary.  I’m a busy man.” 
 
    “I’ll risk it.”  There was a click as he closed the cigarette case.  This didn’t turn off the phone, however, and Diogenes stepped up the gain on the microphone, scrubbing static and ambient sounds out to clean up the voices in the conversation. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think this is ridiculous.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Look at this stuff!  I’m tempted to say it’s black magic, but how would we know?  Every spell I know goes nutty when we try to analyze ’em!  And this thing like a telephone… yeah, there’s magic there, but it’s also some sort of electrical package.  None of it reacts to holy water or a cross.” 
 
    “Neither did they!  And they were moving around during the day!” 
 
    “That was wild, man, wild.  A mess and a half.” 
 
    “Clam up.  Look, this stuff, this… this shirt will stop a stake.” 
 
    “It stops bullets!” 
 
    “I said to zip it.  If vampires are starting to wear armor, we’re going to have problems.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about the sword.  I mean, watch it cut!”  Clinking noise. 
 
    “I’m more worried about the jewelry.” 
 
    “The jewelry?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite.  Why?” 
 
    “We peeled the things off them, right?  They’re not just pendants or whatever.  They were hung around the neck, yeah, but I think it’s just a safety chain, or a lanyard.  They were stuck on, practically glued to their skin, right?  Which tells me they’re important, somehow.” 
 
    “They’re valuable.” 
 
    “So why wear them?  No, the thing that bothers me most is the colors of their magic.  These amulets have spells, lots of spells, and I can’t even begin to tell you what they might do.  They don’t look like ancient artifacts, either.  The metalwork is too smooth, and it’s not worn away at all.  These things are modern.” 
 
    I made a note of that voice.  He was uncomfortably smart. 
 
    “So, he knows a mage?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I’d like to.  What do you boys think?” 
 
    “I’m reluctant to part with the armor.” 
 
    “The underwear of invulnerability?” 
 
    “Can it, Carl.  I just like the idea of it.  How many times have we been stabbed, clawed, cut, or shot in this business?” 
 
    “Well, there was the time—” 
 
    “It was rhetorical, you idiot, not a request for a list!” 
 
    “I agree.  We should at least find out where he gets this stuff.  If it’s for sale, we could use it.  Can you imagine how easy it would be to carve a werewolf into chunks with a sword like this?” 
 
    “It’ll just grow everything back at the next full moon.” 
 
    “Not if it doesn’t get away.  It’ll be hard to run with no legs!” 
 
    “I’d rather not get too close.” 
 
    “And when it jumps you, you’ll be glad you’re wearing this armor, won’t you?” 
 
    “You might have a point.” 
 
    “Age and experience, boys; age and experience.” 
 
    “So, do we keep the stuff?” 
 
    “He’s asking what we want for it, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “We could double-cross him.  If he wants it all back, it must be hard to come by.  So we get him to tell us where he got it.  Maybe we can get in touch with his supplier.  Then we set up a meet or a drop to give him the goods and let him open a box full of kerosene and dynamite.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me.” 
 
    “I’m in.  Dibs on the pistols.” 
 
    “It’s settled.  We want to know his supplier.  In exchange, we give it all back.  Let’s work out where to do the drop so we can plan the explosion.” 
 
    “The old amusement park?” 
 
    “Probably.  There’s no one there to get hurt.  We’ll let him pick where in the park, so he feels more comfortable.” 
 
    “Okay.  Call him back.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    A few moments of fumbling with the case, a few repeated “Hello?  Hello?  Anybody there?” moments, and a deliberate delay on my part… 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Ah!  Is it you?” 
 
    “I hope so.  If I’m not me, then whoever is will be in for a shock.” 
 
    “Uh… right.  So, here’s the deal:  we want to be put in touch with your supplier.” 
 
    “Supplier of what?  Diamonds?” 
 
    “Diamonds?” 
 
    “Sure.  I have to show a profit somewhere.  People don’t line up to volunteer to give blood.  I have to pay them.  It gets expensive.” 
 
    “You buy blood from people?” 
 
    “Of course!  What kind of fiend do you take me for?  Besides, I need the money to pay for my vampire-hunting hobby.” 
 
    “Explain that,” he snapped. 
 
    “I don’t much like other vampires.  Rude, violent, and potentially horribly infectious.  Most other breeds seem to be soulless monsters.  Can’t stand them, myself.  That’s why I wear the armor and carry a sword.  What did you think I used the stuff for?  Humans?  Even if I did hunt humans, they wouldn’t call for extreme measures.  But the more violent and dangerous of the vampire breeds call for preparation.” 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “Hold on a minute.” 
 
    There followed a muffled discussion about whether or not to believe me.  Turns out they were already aware some of the butcher shops sold blood, but it was the first time they ever heard of a vampire paying people to be donors. 
 
    As I hoped, it sparked a bit of a debate about whether or not to double-cross me.  If I could be believed, it might be better to leave me running around.  Admittedly, I was a loose cannon shooting at the enemy, but if I regularly got into fights with other vampires, no matter who died, the humans would come out ahead. 
 
    Eventually, they tabled the idea for later consideration. 
 
    “Still there?” 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed.  “So, diamond supplier?” 
 
    “No, I think I’d rather know where you get equipment like this.  We’d like to get some of our own.” 
 
    “Oh.  Well, that makes sense, I suppose.  If you must know, I have it custom-made.  I could get all-new stuff, but it takes a while.  Is there something in particular you would like?  I can get some made for you.” 
 
    “I believe we may need to discuss this amongst ourselves.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured.  I hate dealing with committees.  Isn’t there one person in charge?  Can I speak to him?” 
 
    “Yes.  That would be me.” 
 
    “All right.  Here’s the thing.  My issue is time.  I’d rather have it all back now rather than wait for new ones.  So here’s my offer.  If I can have my things back, I’ll happily provide up to twelve items later.  Armor manufactured to your measurements, for example, since you can’t all wear my underwear at the same time.” 
 
    “How do we know you’ll hold up your end of the bargain?” 
 
    “I’d offer you my word, but you won’t take my word.  You think I’m one of the soulless monster breed of vampire.” 
 
    “This does present something of a problem.” 
 
    “How about this?  I was recently ambushed by a bunch of religious zealots.  They’re alive and recovering well from their injuries.  I’ll bring all six of them with me.  I’ll give them to you—give, I said.  Don’t bring my stuff.  Don’t even show up until later.  You take possession of my prisoners and see to their safety and well-being.  Once you’re satisfied they are who I say they are, you can decide whether or not my word is any good.  How’s that?” 
 
    “How do you know I won’t just take your prisoners and give you nothing?” 
 
    “How do you know you can give me my stuff and trust me to give you a reward?” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Look, the prisoners are worth more to you than my underwear, surely.  I mean, think about it.  If I were a horrible monster, I could make demands with the threat of murdering six men.  You’re not going to sacrifice their lives for the sake of a set of underwear.” 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    “No, no; I wasn’t finished.  I’m saying an unethical, immoral individual would make such a threat.  Like I said, I’m going to give them to you and remove the possibility, thus showing my good faith.  Of course, this is also more convenient for me.  They’re unlikely to tell me where they want to be dropped off.  You, on the other hand, can take them home without all the fuss.  Besides, you’ll have a whole group of vampire-hunting fanatics you can meet.” 
 
    “You’re not serious.” 
 
    “Not knowingly, no.  You have to keep a sense of humor when you’re immortal.  But I’m quite prepared to do exactly as I’ve described.” 
 
    “All right.  You give us six vampire hunters you’ve captured and I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Deal.  I’ll find a place and call you back.” 
 
    “Hold it.  We pick the place.” 
 
    “I’ll let you pick an area,” I countered.  “I’ll pick a spot within ten miles of it.” 
 
    “That’s unacceptable.” 
 
    “I don’t see why.  My idea is to turn them loose on a road and let them start walking toward town.  You can drive by and look them over before you decide whether to pick them up.” 
 
    “We pick the location,” he stated, flatly. 
 
    “You’re being unreasonable,” I chided.  “You have a lot to gain, here, but you’re trying my patience.  So, I’ll call you back and tell you where I put them.  If it’s in Vegas, L.A., or ’Frisco, it’s your problem.” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “All right.  If you want to leave them on a road—do you have a map?” 
 
    I pointed at the main holographic display and Diogenes threw up a map of the region. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you know Indio?” 
 
    “I can find it.” 
 
    “Take Dillon Road north.  You’ll come to Berdoo Canyon Road on your right.” 
 
    “Found it.” 
 
    “When should we expect you?” 
 
    “It’ll take a little while to transport them.  I’ll get on it now and call you back when they’re dropped off.” 
 
    I hung up on him and reflected how killing people is ever so much easier than negotiating with them. 
 
    Mary rubbed my shoulders. 
 
    “In my experience,” she offered, “vampire hunters are rarely reasonable.” 
 
    “Your experience agrees with mine.  Frankly, I’m wondering if all this is worth it.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of effort involved in our amulets,” she pointed out, still rubbing my shoulders.  “If they hold up their end, you’ve saved several days of dedicated, concentrated work.  If they don’t, as I expect them not to, we can write it all off.” 
 
    “I’m tempted to write this whole world off.  Start the process to liquidate all the assets, buy a load of raw materials for Diogenes, and destroy the shift-booth.” 
 
    “Well… I’d rather go back and settle some personal business with the Templars.” 
 
    “You’re a vicious critter.” 
 
    “I’m old, vengeful, and sometimes spiteful.” 
 
    “I never noticed.” 
 
    “You never try to wrong me.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” I agreed, sincerely.  “I do try to stay on your good side.” 
 
    “Good idea.  But I want to stab someone over there.  Preferably several someones.  Salvatore, definitely.  Maybe Lorenzo, too, if he’s involved with the Templars.” 
 
    “I think Lorenzo is more an independent vampire hunter, not a religious fanatic.” 
 
    “I still might want to introduce my knife to his aorta.” 
 
    “I’m not objecting.  I have my own notions of things to do in that world.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Argue with angels, or some similar sort of entity.” 
 
    “Oh?” she asked, clearly surprised.  “Why?  And why there?  And is it a good idea?” 
 
    “I haven’t met one anywhere else.  No, I take that back.  Apparently I met one in Karvalen, but I don’t want to talk to it.  It’s too powerful to chain to a chair while I lecture it on being racist.  I think.” 
 
    “We’re undead.  Wouldn’t that be ‘wraithist’?” 
 
    “You think you’re funny.  Sometimes you are.” 
 
    “But not this time?” she guessed. 
 
    “I’m still grumpy.” 
 
    “Poor sweetheart.  Let’s dump the prisoners.  Then we can go to bed.” 
 
    “I’m not tired.  Oh.” 
 
    “Not tired,” she agreed, “just a little slow, sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    I gave Diogenes instructions about our prisoners and Mary went off to help.  I printed off a map of the region I intended as their drop point and had Diogenes bring me a portable shift-booth. 
 
    Much like portable gates, I have couple of portable shift-booths.  They’re made out of an electrically-reactive material I don’t understand too well—we copied it (Diogenes copied it) from another high-tech world.  It forms a rigid structure when electrically zapped and looks like a big black tent, which it is.  It’s stiff as steel and covered in magically-significant stitching.  Diogenes makes them to exacting specifications to maximize the congruence.  I supervise the robotic stitching of signs, sigils, and symbols on the things.  Once enchanted, each pair are tied together with a dedicated connection, the same as with the fixed-position shift-booths. 
 
    Why bother to use one?  Because the place Mr. Intelligent selected was a big, open area.  It was quite appealing, provided your taste ran to deserts with mountain views and a thick scattering of rocks.  A handy cave opening was not available.  A smaller sort of opening was possible, though, perhaps formed in the angle of a rock and the ground.  All I needed was a simple, geometrical plane where a physical representation of a border existed. 
 
    I tried it with the variable-aperture gate, aiming for a spot well up the canyon road.  I didn’t get a hit anywhere within a mile of my target point. 
 
    Well, okay, that’s not an insurmountable obstacle.  With the variable-aperture gate already wound down to something the size of a fist, I could brute-force it and cause the plane of the gate to appear in both locations.  Size is a factor, so, instead of rolling through the dufflebag-sized package of a portable shift-room, I forced open the small gate and shoved through a portable gate package.  I waited a minute to let it deploy legs, unfold, and form a larger gate.  Then it was easy to connect to it and step through, carrying the portable shift-booth.  I triggered it and it unfolded into a rigid cube about ten feet on a side. 
 
    Once I was sure it was up and running, I moved some rocks around, drew a circle in the dirt, and prepared a manhole-sized spot.  It wasn’t ideal, but it was adequate for an escape hatch.  It didn’t need to be a complete gate, just a spell-circle attuned properly to receive one.  With it ready for later, I left it intact, folded up the portable gate and shifted back through the booth. 
 
    I told you it was involved.  “But,” I hear you ask, “why go to all that trouble?”  Rather than open a man-sized gate and shuffle through six unconscious bodies—a tedious process and exceptionally profligate of magical energy—loading them all into the local space-shifting booth and firing it once was quicker and cheaper.  This way minimized the brute-force gate work between universes, which is pretty much always the big kahuna of power costs. 
 
    The hatch to the silo opened and Mary followed as Diogenes—in the form of robot hospital orderlies—carried in six unconscious forms.  We laid them out in the portable booth on the Apocalyptica side.   
 
    A click, and we all shifted.  Unload them, lay them out by the side of the road… good, good.  The sun was going down here, so they weren’t going to sunburn too badly.  With a marker, I drew a crude map on one guy’s forehead.  Hard to lose and hard to miss.  I even added a line of rocks to the road shoulder, laid out to form an arrow in the proper direction. 
 
    Mary shifted back before I took down the booth—it contracts and self-folds and I don’t know what else to form a compact package.  Alone again, I stood at the edge of my magic circle. 
 
    “Diogenes?” I asked, on my new Diogephone. 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “I’m shifting the link.  Ready at the drop-through?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    The micro-gate transferred to the magic circle.  The magic circle opened, the view through it rippling like the distortions in a disturbed pool, settling rapidly into stillness.  I stepped forward, dropped through, and cancelled the gate spell.  If all went as planned, the self-destruct spell made a small whirlwind in the dirt to eradicate all signs of my passage. 
 
    The things I go through because someone steals my underwear. 
 
      
 
    I called my old phone and let them know to pick up the zealots.  They promised to call back. 
 
    They did, too, a couple of hours later, to report they found the guys and would be talking to me again when they confirmed everything.  Diogenes took the call and agreed with them while Mary and I were busy. 
 
    Along about sunset, I unlatched, unbuckled, and untied.  Mary and I shared a cycling whirlpool, a decent alternative to a shower.  Water comes in from several jets down at the bottom.  It rises, whirling around, and flows out around the overflow edge.  The water in the tub stays clean when we’re being supernaturally filthy. 
 
    I think I still prefer a shower, but you can sit down and relax in the whirlpool. 
 
    Once we were dead, dried, and dressed, Mary insisted on setting up a gate in Flintridge again, this time in Las Vegas. 
 
    “We’re going to need to get back and forth,” she pointed out, “and the old shift-room is a compromised location.” 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s inconvenient, but we’re going to need to separate the sites for Diogenes’ cargo shifters and our personal shift-booths.  No more stacking them next to each other.” 
 
    “Agreed.  Actually, I’m surprised we haven’t run into this kind of problem before.” 
 
    “I’m not.  I have a high opinion of your skills.  I’m the one who gets followed, not you.” 
 
    “I see your point.  Yes, you’re probably right,” she teased. 
 
    “Thank you.  You’re such a boon to my ego.” 
 
    “Sometimes it needs the help.  Can you drop me in Flintridge, somewhere near our shift-site?  I’d like to see who’s looking it over before I set up a portable gate in Vegas.  And I’ll want a tracking unit for the implants in the Templars you gave back.” 
 
    “You think they’re already at their base of operations?” I asked.  Mary shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t think it matters if they are.  I’d still like to know where they went.  It might be the base of operations, or a safe house of your current playmates, or even on a plane headed for the Vatican.  Which reminds me.  Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress?” 
 
    “I don’t recognize that voice.” 
 
    “John Leeson,” Diogenes said, just as I said, “That’s the voice of K-9.” 
 
    “The robot dog?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Good impression.  So, what’s the range on the radio tags you implanted in the prisoners?” 
 
    “With a handheld unit, they can be tracked within a hundred miles.  With the addition of a portable antenna array, five hundred.  A satellite network can track them anywhere on the globe.” 
 
    “Good to know.  I’ll take a handheld and the antenna.” 
 
    “They will be waiting in the gate room.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “By the way,” I added, “where’s the variable gate aimed?  The one here, in the residence.” 
 
    “It is still set up for Flintridge, Professor, from your Templar delivery.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    We dressed and headed from the residential rooms to the gate silo.  As we walked, Mary had a question. 
 
    “Something just occurred to me.” 
 
    “Oh?  Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “No.  Or, I hope not.  You’re the expert on gates.  I just use them.” 
 
    “I’m not much of an expert.  I’m not sure anyone is.” 
 
    “Sweetheart,” she said, taking my arm, “if you’re not an expert, I don’t know what to call you.  Maybe you don’t think of yourself as an expert, but to us merely-competent wizard types, you’re an obsessive genius who learned everything from everyone and then went into research.” 
 
    “Huh,” I replied, brilliantly.  “I guess I never thought of it that way.  See, I know there’s a lot more to—” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she cut me off.  “You know there’s so much more to know.  I get it.  To the rest of us, it’s all lumped under ‘arcane mystery.’  Can we get back to my question?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “How does a gate find anything?  I mean, I know I can target a location—like our old shift-base in Flintridge—and it will find an opening near that.  I can even, sort of, find things with it.  If I want a portal to open by an ocean, I generally get one.  How does it work?” 
 
    “Partly it goes back to the observer effect of quantum mechanics.  The short answer is that you visualize what you want and the gate tries to match what you visualize with what you see through it.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” she admitted. 
 
    “Do you want the math or the metaphor?” 
 
    “Oh, god, the metaphor,” she moaned.  “Never try to give me the math again!” 
 
    “It’s the quantum key calculations that get you.  Even I don’t understand what’s going on in multiversal indeterminism.  But the N-dimensional geometry is much simp—” 
 
    “Metaphor!” she snapped, and pointed a finger in my face. 
 
    “Okay, okay!” I agreed, raising my hands in surrender. 
 
    “Think of it like this.  When you start a gate… hmm.  Before a gate can open, it has to bring two locations into congruence.  It doesn’t open until it locks on—opening up is the last thing a gate spell does.  The initial phase of a gate spell is defining a primary locus, the plane through which it affects anything passing.  Between these two events, the spell extends a… a tendril, if you like, out into the everything.  If you’re focused on what you want, it will only react with what you specified.  So it lashes about in the quantum foam of possible realities, seeking matching criteria.  When it gets a hit, it latches on, then starts expanding like a bubble.  The bubble gets bigger until it overlaps a suitable locus.  Assuming it finds one, it grounds out like an electric charge, locking on to the locus, and you have a gate.” 
 
    “How does that relate to the thing you were talking about?  Quantum keys?” 
 
    “Hypothetically, they’re a simplified—” I started, but broke off at her withering glare.  “Um.  I mean, it’s a… more efficient method?  Yes?  Good.  A more efficient method of accurately addressing a gate location between alternate realities.” 
 
    “And how is that different from the altered universal constants?” 
 
    “Ah, that,” I replied, embarrassed.  “I’m afraid I’m going to have to admit I goofed a bit.” 
 
    I opened the hatch and ushered Mary through into the local gate room.  We entered and I started setting the variable-aperture gate for her destination. 
 
    “Stop dialing,” she instructed.  “Before I step through another interdimensional gateway—” 
 
    “Interuniversal.” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “Inter-universal.  A dimension is an axis, like length, width, or height.  The gates can reorient you in dimensions—up-down versus left-right—but what you’re thinking of is inter-universal gateways.  Travel from one universe to another, not dimensions.” 
 
    Mary stood silently, looking at me with an expressionless expression. 
 
    “But I know what you meant,” I finished, lamely.  “Please continue.” 
 
    She gave me several more uncomfortable seconds of zero-face before she continued. 
 
    “As I was saying.  Before I step through another interuniversal gateway.  I want to know what you mean by ‘goofed’ in conjunction with gates.  Your most recent goof involved a mushroom cloud.  You can understand my concern.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.  I’m sorry.  I should have clarified.” 
 
    “Indeed.  Do so, please.” 
 
    “When I was studying the gate spells of Zirafel, I found a subroutine to alter the qualities of everything passing through the gate.  I assumed this was to tune it, change it to resonate, to match the conditions on either end of the spell.  I didn’t have a way to test exactly what it did, but my hypothesis about the function was correct.  I goofed in leaving it at that. 
 
    “Later, Diogenes obtained the technology to study the effects more closely.  While a gate does tune whatever goes through it to match the destination, the dialing plaques aren’t exactly defining any specific universe.  What I think we’re doing with our dialing program is inadequately defining a random quantum signature and our gates connect to the strongest match.” 
 
    “Am I supposed to understand that?” 
 
    “I wish I did,” I told her, mildly. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it later.  But there’s nothing wrong with the gates?  They’re in perfect working order?” 
 
    “Yes.  The… um.  It doesn’t matter what strange symbols are on the telephone.  The call goes to the same phone as long as we use the same symbols in the same order.” 
 
    “Good.  Now, I think the main thing I wanted to know was how we can use a gate to find things we want.  Diogenes is random-dialing universes and cataloguing them.  You and I concentrate on something and a gate opens near it.  How does that work? 
 
    “Hmm.  Well, Diogenes, as he’ll point out, isn’t a truly sapient being.  He’s a complex complex of programs, but, as far as observing quantum effects goes, he doesn’t seem to count as an observer.  He can’t visualize a place—at least, he doesn’t have the circuitry to project his visualization of a place—on a gate spell directly.  He can only designate one by using arbitrary combinations of symbols.  You or I picture something, remember?” 
 
    “And the difference between an observer and a non-observer?  I need an example.” 
 
    “Okay, remember how you wanted to have a night out in the Roaring Twenties?  It took a couple of tries, but I found one you liked.” 
 
    “I remember.  How did you do it?” 
 
    “I searched for cars, mostly,” I admitted.  “I pictured a brand-new Model A Ford and sent the gate out to look for a suitable opening near one.  Found a few in museums, private collections, and the like before we got a hit on a Ford dealership selling them.” 
 
    “That’s the part I don’t get.  It just finds them?” 
 
    “It flails around until it does, yes.  Imagine I fill an aquarium with ping-pong balls.  You can reach around in it until you find the one filled with water and frozen solid.  That’s what it’s doing.  Mind you, it’s an aquarium of infinite size, but it’s filled with frozen ping-pong balls.  We specify the cold, hard ping-pong ball and root around until we get a hit.  It would be faster if we could look, instead of just root around for things, but that would require passive scanning.” 
 
    “Is the explanation about passively scanning other universes a long rabbit-trail, or can you do it succinctly?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I’ll try.” 
 
    “Go for it.” 
 
    “I can’t look into other universes.  I have to flail around, feeling my way through them when I look for something.  Once I find the universe, I can use other methods to search and seek, but from outside the universe, I don’t know of any way to use radar or infrared to look inside.” 
 
    “That wasn’t so bad,” Mary admitted.  “I even think I followed it.  But what about the times you got Model A’s you didn’t want?”  
 
    “We can get false results.  In the aquarium analogy, it could be an icy-cold ball of glass and we wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.  It’s a balance between being specific and taking forever or being too general and getting the wrong destination.” 
 
    “Speaking of balls, could we use a gate to find your Black Ball of Doom?” 
 
    “Wellll… maybe.  See, the problem is, there’s only one of those.”  I paused for a moment, entertaining a horrible notion.  “That is, in an infinite array of possible universes, I hope to hell and back there’s only one.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “With only one Black Ball of Bad to find, it’s a unique, singular, individual object.  Finding any of a billion worlds with brand-new Model A Fords is easy.  Finding one world out of infinity, with a unique object unlike anything else in the cosmos, which is probably trying to shield itself from detection with every magical resource at its command… Let’s just say it’s a bit more problematic.  It’s like reaching into the jumbo aquarium full of ping-pong balls and rummaging around to find the frozen one, yes, but the target is wearing a sweater and swimming away from us, possibly hiding in the little treasure chest and holding the lid closed. 
 
    “I’ve already spent some time at it,” I added.  “I spent several nights trying to get a lock on it.  I’ve even imprinted my visualization on a gate spell.  We have a dedicated probe-gate seeking it continuously—it’s been running for… eleven years?  I think.  Diogenes?” 
 
    “Allowing for protein brain imprecision, yes.” 
 
    “That’s unheard-of in wizardly circles,” I added.  “Most mages—or even a meddle of mages—can’t manage to maintain that kind of focused, continuous searching for more than a few days.  I admit, there’s a lot to search, but it has to be protected from routine detection.” 
 
    “Routine detection,” Mary repeated. 
 
    “Generalized scanning.  Specialized detection requires me to know what universe it’s in.  Again, the problem is reaching out of one universe and into another.  I don’t have a good way to do that.  I can be much more invasive and troublesome at close range.” 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    “It’ll show up,” I concluded.  “Probably at the worst possible time, but it will.  There’s a certain inevitability to immortality.” 
 
    “I guess I’m still not clear on how this works.” 
 
    “We can step into my headspace and I can give you math lessons.” 
 
    “No, we can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you’re not going to try and teach me any more math.  I’m good with the spells I know.  I’m not going into research and development.  I don’t want to invent more, just use the ones I have.  Besides,” she added, “I got through calculus at university and I’m completely at home to never getting into a fight with an integral again.  They cheat.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “I have said it.  Now, find me a spot to land and kiss me.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
      
 
    With Mary dropped off, I checked on the progress of my solar conversion panels.  They were migrating more rapidly than expected.  I suspect I failed to account for the existing magical energy they already dumped on the planet.  With a slightly-higher background charge, they had a better movement rate. 
 
    I also checked in with Bronze.  She was in the Denver region, galloping everywhere, enjoying the capabilities of a light, agile body.  I watched her go up a rocky hillside like a mountain goat.  The Black models have cyborg claws between those cloven hoof-toes.  They’re not meant for climbing, but they do help quite a lot.  She’s definitely got the hang of those. 
 
    Would it be better to be bludgeoned by a metal statue or ripped open by a cyborg horse?  Tough call.  I think it depends on many factors, but in general, it probably doesn’t matter.  Besides, if she likes the velociraptor claws, no doubt she’ll include them in the statue. 
 
    Still, if we’re likely to get into a firefight, any organic body she wears probably needs a horse blanket or the equivalent.  Quilted barding is probably the closest thing, as long as we make it out of high-tech super-materials.  There’s already a layer of special fibers grafted into the skin of the Blacks, providing some protection against physical damage, of course.  The physical structure is more robotic than organic, so it takes more of a beating than a regular horse, as well.  Even with all the upgrades, they’re not bulletproof.  Arrows, sword and axes?  Pretty much, yeah, but a high-end handgun is likely to do at least some damage. 
 
    I had a word with Diogenes about it.  He assured me future models would be better protected. 
 
    “Phone call from Mary, Professor, in Flintridge.” 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, honey.  I’m home.  Nobody seems to be paying any attention to the place.” 
 
    “That’s weird.” 
 
    “I know.  Whoever was outside activating the cross on the garage door, he was the only one to get away.  He may be in hiding, afraid we’re looking for him, but he’s definitely not hanging around here.” 
 
    “Good to know, sort of.” 
 
    “By the way… can I have the Impala, please?  It’s a long way to Vegas.” 
 
    “Oh.  Sure.  Diogenes?  Do you have anything that can drive a car?” 
 
    “Not yet, Professor.” 
 
    “I’ll park it in the garage,” I told them both. 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    A quick shift to Denver and I was soon confronted by an Impala being carried by four low-slung robots.  They were squat, sturdy things with small, solid wheels.  They reminded me of a carpenter’s miter box, only made of steel and motorized.  One was under each wheel.  They drove themselves over to me, bringing the car with them. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Please park the car in the appropriate shift-room and send it through.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    I sighed and went back to the residential compound.  Technically, the little robots weren’t driving the car.  They were carrying it.  Was that Diogenes’ humor algorithm?  Or a communications failure on my part? 
 
    I sat in the media room and waited for the vampire-hunting numbskulls to call.  I was halfway through Rockula—and wishing I could sing—when the phone rang. 
 
    “Hello?” I answered. 
 
    “Hello.  Is this, uh…” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me.  You can call me Dave.  What do I call you?” 
 
    “I’m Ted.”  The voice belonged to the smart, older one, so I assumed it was an alias.  “So, Dave, we found your friends.  Are they drugged?” 
 
    “They were sedated, but it should have worn off by now.  Give them lots of water to flush it out of their systems.  It seemed more friendly than wrestling them into handcuffs.  I didn’t want to damage them.” 
 
    “There’s a cast on one foot.” 
 
    “His ankle, yeah.  It happened when they ambushed me, but I did go to the trouble of setting bones and putting a cast on.  I think they’re in surprisingly good condition, all things considered.” 
 
    “I have to give you that one,” he admitted, reluctantly. 
 
    “So, I demonstrated good faith.  How about you stuff my things in a sack, plunk it down beside the road about where I left the guys, and drive away?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to, but I still want to talk about getting these sorts of things for us.” 
 
    “Did you get a tailor to take your measurements?” 
 
    “No.  When would I have had time?” 
 
    “You have a point.  Tell you what.  Keep the phone.  Give me back the rest of my things and we’ll work something out.” 
 
    He thought it over for several seconds.  I can imagine the internal debate.  Blood-sucking monster.  Good faith.  Soulless killer.  Six live hunters.  Creature of darkness.  Faust and Mephistopheles.  Potential gains.  Potential problems.  Risks and rewards. 
 
    “All right.  I’ll send someone out to drop it.” 
 
    “Wonderful.  Call me back when you’re done.” 
 
    “Goodbye.” 
 
    I heard him snap the case shut and I muted my end.  He clunked the phone down on something and started giving orders.  I found it interesting that one of the voices called him “Dad.”  It was an adult voice.  Was the child’s voice Diogenes heard a grandchild?  Was this a family business?  Possibly. 
 
    I wondered what the Templar types would make of them, and vice-versa.  Ted was obviously quite capable of using at least some ritualistic, divinatory magic.  Was he particularly religious or merely pragmatic? 
 
    Sadly, from the clunking and sliding noises, Ted eventually put the phone in a drawer or box, ending my eavesdropping.  Diogenes put the phone into standby to conserve battery power. 
 
    “Diogenes, please patch him through if and when he calls back.  Since Mary says the drop point in Flintridge isn’t staked out, I’m going to be there for a while.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.” 
 
    I collected some power crystals from the charging room and headed for the Hall of Doors. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Friday, September 26th, 1969 
 
      
 
    It was only an hour or two past sunset on Friday night when I arrived.  Mary’s arrival must have cut it close on the night and day borders. 
 
    I did a quick sweep of the place, tendrils coiling out around me in all directions.  Nothing larger than a microbe was going to slip past me.  I was alone. 
 
    Good. 
 
    A little work with a scraper took care of the cross hastily smeared onto my garage door.  Then I started adding my own symbols, this time on the floor.  I wasn’t sure it was going to work, but the principle was sound.  Besides, if you don’t test your hypothesis, you never get to theories or laws.  There comes a time when sitting and thinking has to be helped along with experimentation. 
 
    That’s when it gets dangerous. 
 
    My biggest worry was how to spell “Valan” in magical script. 
 
    The tricky part of any magical writing is the definition of the target.  Normal names, like “John,” “Fred,” or “Milton,” are nothing but arbitrary tags.  They don’t define the entity.  Elvish names, at least in Karvalen/Rethven/Flatland, do a better job of defining the thing they name, but still aren’t quite up to snuff for a truly targeted spell.  For my purposes, “Valan,” as a name, was a good starting point.  I still had to add in everything I knew about the structure of that specific entity. 
 
    Never summon something based only on the name it gave you.  That’s imprecise and likely to be ineffective.  Always go for the… I hate to say “true name.”  Maybe “fundamental identifier.” 
 
    Another problem in my spell construction was the physical writing.  It’s a long, laborious process to write something in a strange alphabet.  It’s less a matter of writing and more a matter of drawing.  Less literary, more artistic.  It’s not printing; it’s calligraphy.  And magical symbols vary from world to world so much it’s like trying to learn every single character ever made, in every dialect.  Magical symbols aren’t really meant for spelling out words, either, but I tackled it from a phonetic and energy-pattern standpoint for the proper name and went with magical descriptors everywhere else. 
 
    Then there’s the paint.  You don’t just run down to the hardware store for a bucket of Sherwin-Williams Brilliant White and get busy.  It makes a decent base, and it’s probably fine for most spell work.  But I was about to try summoning—and, if necessary, containing—something that might qualify as one of the Karvalen gods. 
 
    I mixed paint, enchanted lines, and painted symbols with exacting care. 
 
    I was reminded of my days as an apprentice to Jon, the wizard who trained me in the Rethven ways of magic.  How long ago was that?  A lifetime, I suppose, because I’m not the person I was back then.  I’m not sure I recognize the person I was back then.  It’s like looking at an old photo album and wondering who the goofy-looking kid is… and realizing, with a shock, it’s you. 
 
    Would my younger version approve of me?  Interesting question, and one I didn’t expect.  I haven’t been so introspective in a long time.  My guess is Bronze is responsible. 
 
    I didn’t answer my philosophical question.  I had other things to focus on. 
 
    Of course, no plan survives contact with the enemy.  Some of them don’t even survive the planning phase. 
 
    The summoning I planned involved a linear design, starting at the door and running most of the length of the warehouse.  It wasn’t a big warehouse; it didn’t need to be.  It was only a drop point for the local deliveries.  It wasn’t like the place would ever fill up.  But as I drew and painted on the floor, working my way along, building a magical runway for celestial landings, someone screamed. 
 
    There are many different types of screams.  Trust me.  I know screaming.  This was the female sort, moderately distant, and went on for several seconds. 
 
    Several seconds was plenty.  I put the lid on the paint pot, set the brush down on it carefully, and started shifting into hyperdrive.  I left the building carefully, not wanting to break doors, as the world continued to slow down around me.  I know it’s a perspective thing.  I’m moving and reacting faster and faster, but everything looks slower.  I sprinted after the source of the sound, now on its second breath and continuing.  Down the street, hook a left—carefully, with tendrils extending from my feet to seize the pavement and keep me from sliding—and leap, up through an open third-floor window.  I landed well, but was immensely glad my leap killed most of my momentum.  I went through the window and landed gracefully on my face. 
 
    Rug burns, for the record, regenerate as quickly as any other wound.  I regretted my amulet with the inertia-altering spell was still in the hands of Ted and Company.  Whether I get it back or not, I do need to make a spare. 
 
    I sprang to my feet and spun around.  The room was a bedroom.  A bedside lamp provided illumination, along with a little, spinning device to throw slow-moving stars of light along the walls and ceiling.  This was for the occupant of the crib, without doubt, over whom the screaming woman was standing.  She had just picked the infant up when I made my entrance and gave her something new to scream about. 
 
    Oops.  Okay, I don’t know screams as well as I thought.  I figured she was being murdered or something. 
 
    “My bad,” I told her.  “Sorry about the dramatic entrance.  What’s wrong?  I heard the scream.” 
 
    She fainted. 
 
    Well, to be fair, I was still in dark mode.  Without disguise spells, my skin is a deep charcoal grey and my eyes are unreflecting orbs of black.  On the plus side, no one would believe her.  She wouldn’t recognize me later, either. 
 
    I caught her and the infant, eased her to the floor, and examined the kid.  He wasn’t breathing and was somewhat blue, but I could clearly see life still inside it. 
 
    I ran a fistful of invisible tendrils through the kid—carefully, so as to only touch and sense, not consume.  What’s not working?  Well, he’s not breathing.  Is the airway clear?  The lungs?  No, there’s far too much mucus.  A cold can turn into pneumonia so easily.  Are antibiotics for pneumonia a thing, yet, over here?  I’m pretty sure they are.  Still, for the moment, clear the airways, gently scoop out goo and dispose of it.  Push on the diaphragm, get the air moving.  Trickle some vitality into the youngster to help offset the choking.  Chant for a moment, wave hands, and cast a minor healing spell to tell the flesh to pay attention to those pesky invaders. 
 
    Heartbeat?  Check.  Breathing?  Check.  Soul still in there?  Check.  Color improving… and now the distressed wailing sound starts, like knives stabbing into my ears.  Crying infants are not my thing.  Yep, my work here is done. 
 
    “There you go,” I told him, laying him gently in his crib.  “Night shift emergency services.  No need to be afraid of the dark.  Good night!” 
 
    I lightly slapped his mother a bit, recalling her to consciousness.  As she came groggily around, I dove right back out the window before she could ask awkward questions.  She might cry on me.  She might scream again.  The kid might continue to cry where I couldn’t help but hear it.  None of which were good things. 
 
    Speaking of not-good things, I misjudged my leap and headed for the ground headfirst.  While unlikely to be lethal, it was going to be unpleasant for my hands, arms, and possibly skull.  My cloak, pretending to be a jacket, grabbed my torso and spread out like wings.  I weigh far too much to expect to glide, but it did catch enough air to turn me into a feet-down position and slow me somewhat.  I landed well, flexing my knees—not quite enough to go into a forward roll.  Much better than I expected.  My cloak turned into a long coat when I landed. 
 
    On the other hand, I was still in an illuminated area and didn’t care to be seen.  I hustled into a more shadowed street and vanished into the night, circling around to stroll inconspicuously back to the warehouse. 
 
    Some nights are just plain annoying. 
 
    Case in point, when I got back to the place, I barely sat down by my paint can when I heard a noise in the residential section.  I should have locked the door behind me when I left, but I was in a hurry.  A fast whip of tendrils through the rooms told me there was one person, a human female, about four feet tall, tired and hungry.  It was armed in the sense it had a small sheath knife, but nothing else. 
 
    Not a hunter, then.  Bait, maybe, or a scout, but not a hunter. 
 
    Having learned my lesson with Mom and Infant, I used one of the power crystals I’d brought and fed it to a disguise spell.  It took me a minute or two, but she didn’t come out while I was working.  From the sound of it, she was rummaging through the kitchen. 
 
    With my skin and eyes sorted out—and my cloak pretending to be a jacket again—I stepped quietly to the open door and leaned against the doorjamb.  She was in the kitchen area, going through the food.  She was a chocolate-colored little thing with long, dark hair, tied back in a ponytail, and wore a drab, off-white dress that put me in mind of Mrs. Gillespie for some reason.  It was calf-length, cinched at the waist, and had long sleeves. 
 
    “You know,” I said, conversationally.  She jumped about a foot and whirled to stare at me.  “You’re going to need a can opener for the soup and stew.  It’s in the drawer next to the stove.  And you’ll need something to carry it all.  A paper grocery bag isn’t going to do it.  You need two of them, at least, one inside the other.  It’s called double-bagging, and stores do it so the cans don’t tear holes and spill everything.  Since I don’t have a bunch of paper bags, how about we use a blanket?” 
 
    She stared at me for several seconds, not sure how to respond.  She was no more than ten years old or thereabouts. 
 
    “Seriously, the can opener is in the drawer by the stove.” 
 
    I heard someone open the door to the warehouse area, behind me.  I pretended not to notice the stealthy footsteps.  Dammit, I need to slow down a little.  Closing and locking things used to be second nature to me. 
 
    She moved to the stove, opened the drawer, and drew out the can opener. 
 
    “Good.  Would you like a sandwich?  That’s quick and easy.  I can make one while you’re loading stuff.  Soup will take longer.” 
 
    The guy trying to sneak up on me laid a sap across the back of my head.  It was a good whack, too.  It would probably have laid out anyone mortal.  I felt it, and it hurt for a second.  I did my best not to show it when I turned around and locked eyes with him. 
 
    He was a middle-aged black man, his close-cut afro going grey all over.  His suit was threadbare and he needed a bath.  He also tried to hit me again. 
 
    I didn’t hurt him in front of the kid.  My instant assumption was they were working together, possibly even father and daughter.  So I took the blackjack away from him without damaging him.  I forced him into a particularly unpleasant finger lock and encouraged him to follow me into the room.  He pulled a switchblade, awkwardly, since I had his right hand.  I swatted his hand, hard, and he dropped it.  I kicked it into the warehouse area, trying to miss the paint pots and my diagram. 
 
    I also bent the finger lock a bit farther and confiscated the revolver in his waistband.  It was a dangerous weapon, all right.  It was a .38, somewhat beat up, badly scratched and scuffed, and the front sight was filed down to nothing.  Personally, I didn’t think I’d feel comfortable firing it.  I don’t like risking my hand around explosives. 
 
    With him pushed toward a chair and the door shut, I was fairly confident they weren’t about to simply bolt.  The girl didn’t seem at all fazed by the minor violence.  My guess was she saw him get pushed around by cops, maybe even saw him occasionally do a little violence of his own.  I addressed the kid. 
 
    “Do you think he would like something to eat, too?” 
 
    She nodded, gaze flicking back and forth between us.  He sat on the chair, rubbing his hand, looking belligerent and confused. 
 
    “Check the bread box.  I’m not sure when I got groceries last.” 
 
    The bread was thoroughly stale, so I opened a couple of cans—we always keep food on hand, just in case we need something during the day—and started two pots going.  Vegetable soup and a beef stew. 
 
    They both had a clear line to the door.  They didn’t run for it.  Maybe it was the smell of food.  I even left the room for a moment to fetch a spare blanket from the bedroom.  The girl went to stand by the man, but that was it. 
 
    I can boil soup, at least.  I did so, poured it into bowls, told them to eat at the table, and handed out napkins. 
 
    “Sorry, but the milk’s gone bad.  Water?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” the girl replied.  The man just nodded.  I wasn’t surprised at the lack of conversation.  I mean, what do you say at a time like this? 
 
    By the time they finished the soup, the stew was ready.  The process of eating repeated, somewhat more slowly as the stale bread went into the broth. 
 
    When they finished, I checked my pockets for loose cash.  It was only a few hundred in the local currency.  I handed the food sack and the cash to the kid as I knelt to look her in the eye. 
 
    “Now, two things to remember.  People can be very mean, cruel, and unforgiving.  They can also be nicer than you ever expected.”  I turned to the man.  “I don’t know who you are and I don’t care.  You think I’m a sucker for being so nice to you.  That’s fine.  But you are responsible for a child.  You will at least act like a decent human being even if you aren’t one—especially if you aren’t one—because that’s the example you need to set.” 
 
    I smiled at him, deliberately, and flicked my eye disguise off for a moment while I showed my fangs, all carefully out of the girl’s line of sight.  He recoiled, eyes widening until the whites showed all the way around.  I handed him his gun. 
 
    “If you can’t be a good example, you will be a horrible warning, and sooner than you think.  Now, take the gun, forget about the knife, and leave.  No, don’t say anything.  Just look frightened and scurry.” 
 
    He did.  The kid went with him, looking back over her shoulder at me from the door.  I smiled in the friendliest fashion I knew how and waved.  She smiled at me and waved back before trotting after her adult. 
 
    I got busy the instant they were out of the room.  Power crystal, the seat she sat in, the spoon she used… chalk marks on the table to help cast the spell, focus on the kid, get a lock… now use the empty power crystal from my disguise workings.  Embed the impression, the signature, into the matrix.  It’s not a power crystal anymore.  It’s a key, an identifier, a psychic impression of a little girl. 
 
    Now I can track her without resorting to spoons and recently-occupied chairs.  The imprint left behind doesn’t last long.  I wanted something permanent. 
 
    A little more work with a mirror and I had a scrying sensor on her.  The two of them were already heading up Anaheim Street, probably toward a large, vacant lot—not a park, but it could be mistaken for one.  I watched for a bit.  The lot was overgrown and had trees.  My two humans worked their way into the woods and settled in their campsite. 
 
    Wonderful.  A homeless man and his kid just tried to rob me.  At least the kid was fed and likely to stay that way for a while.  I resolved to check in later and see if he spent the money I gave her on cigarettes and booze.  If so, he might get a horrible warning before being turned into one.  On the other hand, what would I do with the kid?  I’m not running an orphanage.  Unless you count the refugee camps in Apocalyptica… 
 
    Grr.  I decided to check on her later. 
 
    I went out to the storage area of the building, closed and locked all the doors, and got back to work painting my angel trap in the local magical symbols.  I was building it—hopefully, over-building it—because I wanted to err on the side of caution.  As I did so, I wondered.  If this could contain the local energy-beings, could something like it contain the Karvalen version? 
 
    If I catch and hold a Karvalen quasi-semi-hemi-deity, how would the world change without the gods constantly interfering?  I decided I would never know.  They were too integrated into the society of Karvalen to be casually tossed aside. 
 
    I pretty much had my diagram done down the length of the room.  I went back over it in detail, dotting all the I’s, crossing all the T’s, and making sure I didn’t leave out the magical equivalent of an Oxford comma.  Of course, something interrupted me again. 
 
    It’s enough to make me think Someone doesn’t want me doing this. 
 
    The odor grew steadily stronger while I went over my work, fiddling with it, correcting it, getting everything as perfect as I could make it.  When the odor finally penetrated my concentration, I stood up, sniffed around, found nothing.  Yet, I could still smell blood. 
 
    All right.  I have a keen sense of smell.  Of all the things I can smell, blood is the most obvious, and for obvious reasons.  Just because I smell blood doesn’t mean there’s a dismembered body in the room. 
 
    I checked outside.  No, no dismembered body up against my building, either, which was a relief.  And yet, the smell… human blood on the breeze. 
 
    I sighed, stepped outside, locked the door, and went upwind, tracking the scent. 
 
    Two blocks away, I found a little old lady in a cardboard box, tucked away in the corner formed by a dumpster and a chain-link fence.  Judging from the way her wrists were slashed, she didn’t know how to commit suicide, but she gave it a good try.  Given her ebbing life energies, it was probably good enough. 
 
    Once I ripped open the box, I could see her pitiful store of belongings.  The ratty sleeping bag for a mattress, some sacks of trash—I considered it trash, but she valued it—even a few gnawed bones.  The woman, herself, was probably eighty or more years old and about eighty pounds—thin, bony, withered… I’m tempted to say desiccated.  The fact every drop of blood around her was oozing rapidly into my clothes and soaking into me lent weight to the desiccated idea. 
 
    I ignored the trash and litter.  I sat down next to where she sprawled and lifted her head a little, placing the matted, grey-tangled thatch on my lap.  Her eyes fluttered open, surprisingly.  I didn’t think she had it in her. 
 
    “No,” she croaked.  “No… don’t…” 
 
    “Shh,” I told her.  “I’m only here to keep you company.  You don’t have to go alone.” 
 
    “Oliver…” she said, softly.  I have no idea who Oliver was, but I didn’t contradict her. 
 
    “Close your eyes.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, mumbling something incoherent.  Her bleeding increased, of course, once I was arrived.  The blood inside her hurried out through the cuts, refusing to clot, and dribbled rapidly to me. 
 
    On a non-physical level, I surrounded her glittering spirit with a cloud of inky tendrils.  She was old and tired, yes, but also hungry and alone.  Everything hurt, from heels to hips to head, but not nearly as much as the scorn of everyone who saw her.  Her spirit was tired of bearing up under the burden of being a pariah, an outsider, rejected and refused, so it was time to return to sender. 
 
    Her body gave up its grip on her spirit, and she disappeared into the warmest darkness I could offer. 
 
    I laid the body down on its grubby pile of litter and plodded back to my work, happy to have helped, sad that I was called to do so.  It doesn’t bother me to have to do that sort of thing, but it annoys me deeply that people permit the circumstances.  I mean, I’m a blood-sucking monster and even I know this is unacceptable.  What do regular humans use for an excuse?  What do they tell themselves so they don’t feel guilty?  Or do they have an easier time ignoring this sort of thing than I do? 
 
    I guess I am a monster.  I don’t understand this at all.  Then again, I never have understood, not even when I had a full-time heartbeat.  Maybe it’s a fundamental mystery. 
 
    I unlocked the door and stepped inside.  Immediately, I knew I wasn’t alone.  The lights weren’t on, but I don’t need them when I’m looking at the world through vampire eyes.  Even in complete darkness, I could see the mortal form easily enough.  He was some nondescript guy, vaguely handsome, dark-haired, in good shape, dressed in a suit and tie.  Nothing special about him, at least on the outside.  But the shining beacon of celestial light radiating from within him… that stood out, at least to me.  It was about as subtle as a sunrise and went on longer. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said. 
 
    “Good evening,” I agreed.  “Valan?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re earlier than I expected.”  I closed the door and locked it this time, turned on the lights.  It gave me a few moments to get a grip on myself.  An energy-state being was visibly present, a being of light to my vampire vision.  To my more regular vision, he was just some guy, nothing noteworthy about him.  I wasn’t sure if his quasi-celestial light counted like sunlight or faith or whatever, but it might.  Being in a body wasn’t a good test.  The flesh around him might act like a radiation shield. 
 
    Note to self:  Use caution when forcing the local energy-Things out of a human suit.  If they are similar enough, they might self-destruct like the Lord of Light’s did.  Although, come to think of it, when Bronze crushed the one in the junkyard, it didn’t go off.  Maybe it’s a matter of choice.  Still, if I force this one out of a human suit during the night, it might be an illuminating and painful experience for me. 
 
    I’m not planning to experiment along those lines unless I have to.  I remember getting a sunburn on my cheekbones—and teeth. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on inviting you in until after dawn,” I continued. 
 
    “You intended to summon me,” he noted, glancing at the floor.  “There are better ways to contact me.” 
 
    “Oh?  Sorry, I’m new at this.” 
 
    “I can tell.  Now that I have come, why do you wish me here?” 
 
    “I want to talk.” 
 
    “Talk?” 
 
    “You act as though you don’t know the word,” I observed.  “Shall we move into the kitchen and sit?”  Valan followed me and we pulled up chairs at the kitchen table.  The added normality of the kitchen table helped a little.  It also added to the surreal feeling of the whole situation.  The vampire and the angel sat down and had a conversation.  My life just got weirder, and I would have bet good money it couldn’t. 
 
    “I am not accustomed to conversations with mortals,” Valan pointed out. 
 
    “I count as a mortal?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, yes.” 
 
    “From the humanity, free will, and soul perspective?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Okay.  We’re out of milk, if you drink milk.  I’m afraid all we have is water.” 
 
    “No, thank you.  Why have you ‘invited’ me to… talk?” 
 
    “I’d like to ask about the rules.” 
 
    “Rules?” 
 
    “The rules for energy-state beings.  What you are, why you are, and what you do.  That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Very well.  You have performed adequately in the three tests I set for you.  I will answer three questions.” 
 
    “Tests?” 
 
    “The baby, the girl, and the old woman.” 
 
    “Those were tests?” I demanded. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I made a conscious effort to let go of the crumpled edge of the metal table.  Those fingerprints weren’t going to buff out. 
 
    “Valan,” I said, softly, “I don’t know the rules, here.  I do know I’ve fought and beaten things more powerful than you and considerably brighter.  So, unless you want me to experiment with ways to kill angel-like entities, you will refrain from manipulating me.  I don’t take it well.” 
 
    He blinked.  I think I surprised him.  He sounded surprised. 
 
    “You dare to threaten me?” 
 
    “I dare to warn you,” I corrected.  “I don’t take manipulation well, and the next time you try it, I may not be able to stop myself.  I simply want you to be aware of the risk.  That’s all.” 
 
    “I dislike your tone.” 
 
    “And I dislike yours.  Get out.” 
 
    “Get out?  You have earned three questions—” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” he demanded, shocked.  I was a little surprised, myself.  I used to be more cautious.  But what the hell.  I spent most of the night working on a massive project, got deliberately sidetracked by this meddlesome creature, and now it was toying with me by dangling a tiny reward in front of me. 
 
    I repeated my suggestion to his wide-eyed face and added, “I will not play your sick little game where you intervene in the lives of children for the purposes of ‘testing’ my worthiness for a minimal amount of aid.  If you know the road to Hell, go visit.  If not, stay the hell out of my path.” 
 
    Valan rose to his feet.  A shining radiance spread behind him.  For some reason, it reminded me of unfolding wings.  I could see why people might refer to his kind as ‘angels.’  Come to that, they might be angels.  Or the things people saw and then decided to call ‘angels.’  Chicken or egg, again. 
 
    “I will not endure your insults,” he stated. 
 
    I spoke three words, setting off the summoning and binding spell I worked so hard on.  Valan exclaimed in surprise, then groaned as his otherworldly shape distorted.  I don’t think he was expecting me to activate the spells while he was standing in front of me.  The glowing aura behind him rippled toward the warehouse area and he leaned the other way, as though struggling against a hurricane.  It lasted for only a moment before he was swept aside, crashing bodily through the wall, tumbling into and through the intake region of the colossal spell laid out on the floor beyond.  The lines and sigils on the floor were alive with light, like burning paint, and a sound like cracking crystal filled the air. 
 
    Everything took a moment to fade, to settle. 
 
    I waved a hand to clear some dust and smoke from the air before stepping through the hole in the wall.  He was lying on the floor at the far end of the room, inside the binding circle, arms and legs stretched out like Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man.  The binding circle glowed with a blue-white radiance.  The rest of the diagrams were ashes and smoke. 
 
    Was it wrong of me to think, “Thank God that worked”? 
 
    Crouching next to the circle, and with some concern, I discovered the binding circle giving off a faint burning odor.  The inner edge of the ring was slowly eroding away, gradually thinning the containment line. 
 
    This is not supposed to happen.  Whatever was in the circle should be stuck inside the circle, not slowly eating through it.  Gauging the rate of decay, it wouldn’t hold him for more than an hour, two at the outside, if I didn’t reinforce it. 
 
    Important safety tip: carve these diagrams, don’t paint them. 
 
    I regarded the captive entity.  He glared at me, side-eye.  He couldn’t even move his head.  At least it worked thoroughly, if not permanently.  I tried to act nonchalant. 
 
    “Now, which would you prefer?” I asked.  “I can either ask you questions and you answer them, or I can start experimenting on how angels are put together by taking one apart.  If you prefer the first one, close your eyes.  If you prefer the second, stare at me in a childish, angry manner.  Oh, and far be it from me to lecture you on the seven deadly sins, but pride and wrath are two of them.  What’ll it be, glitterboy?” 
 
    He continued to glare at me in a childish, angry manner.  I shrugged and fetched my magical toolkit.  While most of the wands in the toolkit are specialty tools for my magical work, a hammer is a hammer no matter what it hits. 
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    I considered the corpse on the floor and wondered what to do with it.  It was in surprisingly good shape.  I couldn’t even determine a cause of death.  Of course, it’s a lot easier to tell when you watch it stop functioning, but, technically, it already did its dying before I got hold of it.  Valan simply wasn’t inside to keep it animated.  I left it alone for the moment.  He might want it again, assuming. 
 
    Valan was much more interesting.  Analyzing the structure of an energy-state being is no easy thing.  They’re complicated, as I ought to know, having been one.  Valan’s sort, however, was much more mechanistic.  Powerful, yes, but limited in many ways.  They don’t adapt well to changing circumstances, unlike the gods of Karvalen.  Their structure has a sort of symmetry, a pattern to their being.  I may be seeing a higher-order intent where there isn’t one, but they strike me as something built, or at least assembled.  There’s a certain logical order to them, a structured connectivity to how they exist.  I’m not qualified to analyze their functions in detail, but I can get the general idea. 
 
    Moving him was tricky, to say the least.  I did all the heavy lifting at night, casting the major spells, but it still took a big chunk of daylight—and a wide paintbrush—once I started.  The way I figure it, dragging an outraged angelic entity, no matter how minor, out of his human suit and stuffing him into a bottle is not something I need to do while undead.  I still haven’t tested whether a celestial being outside its meat suit counts as sunlight.  I don’t plan to, either—not by choice, anyway.  I’m just going to assume it’s bad for me and avoid it on principle. 
 
    The bottle I selected was one of the larger examples of Erlenmeyer flask.  When I prepared it, I scratched spell work all over the thing, then sprayed a rubberized coating over it for non-slip properties—I left a small window in the rubber so we could see each other and converse.  The stopper was orichalcum, machined to fit precisely, with the Seal of Solomon carved into it and fixed in place with both a containment spell and a more mundane epoxy.  I could drop an anvil on the whole arrangement and the anvil would bounce. 
 
    Genie bottles got nothing on me. 
 
    I spent a while in my headspace, thinking of ways this could go wrong.  I think I got all the obvious ones.  I must have, since I’m still doing a diary. 
 
    A little after noon, with everything recast, reinforced, and recharged, I set off the spells.  Valan resisted for only a moment.  He was forcibly sucked into the bottle.  I put the stopper in place and waited.  Nothing exploded.  A white light shone through the little window.  I took off my goggles, peeled off my gauntlets, and put the bottle inside the containment diagram freshly carved into the kitchen table. 
 
    “Now,” I went on, settling into a chair, “let’s try this again.  Are we going to talk like rational beings, or am I going to take you apart like the Peking Duck as the local Chinese place?  I can always summon another one and repeat the process.  I’ll either find someone who will be civil or I’ll run out of you guys.  Which do you think is more likely?” 
 
    “You have earned our wrath,” he stated.  It was hard to tell whether the bottle vibrated to produce his voice or if it simply trembled at his psychic projection.  Regardless, it held.  I was pleased. 
 
    “Wrath of all your kind?  Or the royal ‘we’ wrath of Valan, the humiliated captive?” 
 
    “Very well,” he spat, “you have my enmity, wizard.” 
 
    “Yeah.  Vampire.  Kind of in the boat already, so why not sail in it?  Now, which will serve your ends better?  Being informative and helpful, or expiring out of stubborn idiocy?” 
 
    The bottle was silent, but the light seemed hostile. 
 
    “Okay, look.  We have not gotten off on a good foot.  I admit it.  Maybe we can come to an accord.” 
 
    “I will not.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You dare to hold an angel prisoner for your fiendish ends!” 
 
    “Oh, so now you’re an angel?  Interesting.  Before, you were all about how that’s what ‘my kind’ would call you, implying a mere human wouldn’t understand.  Now you’re claiming angelic rights and privileges.  Very interesting, indeed. 
 
    “And I dare to hold an energy-state being prisoner—and, at the moment, unharmed—because you encouraged humans to kill me.  You saw me being crucified and you gloated over me.  You ran me through your little tests.  You condescended to answer three questions, grudgingly and with terrible manners.  You have been hostile, overbearing, and rude—not exactly the picture of perfection I was led to expect from a real angel.  Care to explain why?” 
 
    “You are a vampire,” he stated. 
 
    “So what?  Why is this a problem?  Is it my kind of vampire, or just blood-sucking in general that earns your ire?” 
 
    “Your type of vampire is an infection from the chaos outside the realms of order.  Our mandate is to keep chaos from entering, to defend the realms of order from all that would corrupt it.  The fact you exist at all is a testament to our failure in our duty.” 
 
    “So, why not just smite me out of hand?” I asked.  It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to know, but he was talking.  As long as I could keep him talking, I might steer him to something useful, or at least interesting.  During our previous encounter, he did tend to chatter on.  He just needed a little encouragement. 
 
    “Because you are human!  You carry chaos in your blood, but your soul lives!” 
 
    “Why should it matter?  Don’t you guys kill people?” 
 
    “It is not part of our mandate,” he stated, flatly. 
 
    “Which is why you whisper to other humans to do it for you.  Right, I remember, now.  But I’ve seen the local vampires.  They’re not like me.” 
 
    “They belong here, as part of the scheme of things.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?  Those things are soulless evil!  I’ve seen them!” 
 
    “Some of them are, yes,” he replied.  I could hear the condescending sneer in his voice.  “The ones to which you refer are conduits, hungry pathways into darkness, not agents of the outer void!” 
 
    “Oh, I get it.  They’re part of the realm of order—they belong.  Got it.  I’m infected with a dose of chaos from outside.  It’s not your job to deal with the hungry darkness, because it’s part of the blueprint.  Your job is to keep back the chaos, not the dark.” 
 
    “It can be taught,” Valan sneered. 
 
    “The thing I don’t get,” I went on, “is the way these planned vampires work.  They suck up blood and souls for Arioch, but who is he?” 
 
    “King Arioch is long-dead and has nothing to do with this.” 
 
    I kept my mouth shut.  That wasn’t the Arioch I meant. 
 
    “The vampires of which you speak are the dark reflections of the mortal form, corruptions of the flesh brought into being.  They create nothing, but consume the essence of creation to feed the one who made them.” 
 
    “They’re his hungry mouths, feeding on everything?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And who are they feeding?” 
 
    Valan was silent. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “I will speak no more.” 
 
    Crap.  Either it was a sensitive topic or he caught on. 
 
    “Okay.  One last question.  What should I do with you?” 
 
    The bottle did not answer. 
 
    “I’m asking your opinion.  If you were in my place, what would be the wisest course?  Toss you into the void beyond the world?  Drop you to the bottom of the sea?  Launch you into intergalactic space?  Dump you into a black hole?  Hide you under some church’s altar stone?  Or just stick you on a shelf between the sex toys and the porn?” 
 
    I had the distinct feeling Valan grew even more upset with me, but he didn’t reply.  Is it appropriate to say a small window of light glared at me? 
 
    “I think…” I began, pausing for effect.  “I think you realize the wisest course of action would be to put you somewhere safe and as permanent as possible,” I mused.  “You could be trapped in that bottle for ten thousand years.  An eyeblink, as far as eternity goes, but damned annoying on a day-by-day basis.  I haven’t hit my first ten thousand years and I have enough trouble keeping occupied outside a bottle.” 
 
    The hostile feeling intensified, but I still didn’t get a reply.  I pretended to sit back and ponder, but I focused on analyzing the emanations from the bottle.  I don’t know how useful it will be to have an idea what a grumpy aura on an energy-being looks like, but at least I do know.  If I see such a thing outside a genie bottle, I plan to run. 
 
    “So, I’ve decided.  I know exactly what to do with you.” 
 
    I picked up the bottle and walked out into the warehouse area.  I put my goggles back on before I applied solvent to the epoxy, pulled the stopper, and dumped a river of white light onto an empty body.  This flood of radiance bathed the flesh in luminescence, sank into it, soaked it, permeated it, vanished into it. 
 
    I put the stopper back and set the bottle on the floor.  Valan, once more in his human suit, sat up as I lowered my goggles again.  He regarded me with an expression of anger and puzzlement.  His hands clenched and unclenched as he continued to stare at me.  Slowly, he climbed to his feet and faced me.  I stood there and waited for him to say something. 
 
    “I should smite you into ash,” he said, softly. 
 
    “Is that kosher?” I asked.  “I mean, leaving aside the whole question of your mandate not to harm humans, is it the proper response to an act of mercy?  You pissed me off.  I could have dissected you like a frog in a biology classroom.  I could have left you imprisoned.  I’m clever.  There are comets that won’t finish melting for billions of years.  It would take work, but I could have buried you on one of them.  Instead, I chose—free will, remember?—to let you go.” 
 
    “You locked me in a cage!” 
 
    “Yes, and you used me!” I shouted, stepping forward and shoving a finger in his face.  He took a step back in surprise.  “You manipulated me with your little tests.  You scrooged out with your I’ll-only-answer-three-questions bullshit.  You brought harm, misery, and fear to innocent people for no better reason than to test me!” 
 
    He backhanded me.  It lifted me off the floor, sailed me several feet through the air, and sent me skidding through dust and ashes to fetch up against one of the nearer walls. 
 
    Note to self:  These guys are stronger than they look. 
 
    I coughed, spat dust, and climbed to my feet.  He didn’t break anything, but I wasn’t sure at the time.  It felt like my jaw was going to come off and my head with it.  My neck wasn’t feeling to wonderful, either.  I glared at him while he stared at me in horror. 
 
    “Broke a rule?” I asked.  He didn’t reply, only stared at me and at his hand. 
 
    “All right,” I said, more calmly.  “You tried to have me killed.  You gloated as I was crucified and waited for me to die.  In return, I imprisoned you.  I made my point and let you go without risking your existence.  I don’t intend to be your enemy as long as you manage to avoid being mine.  So, we can keep going round and round on this—you get even with me, I get even with you, so you get even with me, and on and on—or we can call it quits, turn the other cheek, and be done.  What do you think?  Are we done?” 
 
    Valan thought about it.  I hadn’t expected him to.  I expected him to either hit me again or flap off in a huff.  Maybe he’s more rational than I give him credit for.  Maybe the turn-the-other-cheek reference struck a chord. 
 
    “No,” he said, finally, thoughtfully.  “No, I do not think we are.” 
 
    I sighed and took another step back, raising my hands and centering myself, preparing for a fight.  There are good points and bad points to fighting beings of light during the day.  I’m drastically weaker and slower than at night, but I also don’t crisp as easily. 
 
    “All right.  Let’s do this.” 
 
    “No.  You let me go.  I…” he trailed off, perplexed.  “You are blood of chaos, not of evil.  Yet, all there is was formed out of chaos.”  He continued to muse aloud.  “You spoke of free will.  You would not be here if there was no part for you to play.” 
 
    “Okay.  So, go ask the Almighty and see.” 
 
    “That is beyond my power, but I will… consult with those of greater wisdom.” 
 
    “How can you not be able to—” I began, but there was a wing-like whoosh noise and Valan was gone. 
 
    I’m starting to think I don’t like these guys.  I shouldn’t judge them all on the basis of one, but I don’t see a host of others rushing to my defense, either.  They remind me strongly of the gods of Karvalen by being troublesome, nosy, and meddlesome.  Maybe the rest of them are decent sorts, busily guarding and guiding people who need their help.  Somehow, I doubt it.  I get the impression the ones like Valan are more like roving handymen, always looking for cracks in the dam holding back the chaos.  Firmament repairmen, maybe.  I wonder if I should have asked about the Firmament.  He might have had some insights. 
 
    Despite my questions, my first order of business was a healing spell.  Some of my molars felt loose and my neck still hurt.  Once it took effect, I slowly cleaned up the remains of the diagrams in the warehouse area, scraped together some power for a repair spell, and played jigsaw-puzzle with the broken wall.  If I managed to put enough power into the spell, in a day or so, you’d never know anything untoward happened.  I might have to cast it a couple more times to finish the repairs, but at least it was holding together. 
 
    With that in progress, I sat down heavily in a reinforced chair, took some aspirin, drank some ice water, and applied an ice pack to the side of my face.  It was a busy damned day and I was tired.  Somebody in the Bible wrestled with an angel for a day or three or some such.  I just barely build spells to contain them.  It’s exhausting even if I don’t break a sweat.  Frankly, I don’t see how any mortal gets into a wrestling match with these jokers without getting limbs torn off. 
 
    After some water and a lengthy rest, I considered what to do next. 
 
    Let’s see.  Angelic interview?  Check.  Moon-people?  Avoiding them.  Vampire hunters?  Ditto.  Mary?  Investigating stuff.  Bob?  I could go visit Bob.  He’s waiting.  I think I’ll wait until my otherself has something to say about the Dragonspine Range—the Mountains of the Sun—and the Sunspire of Rendu, or whatever it is.  I’m in no hurry to talk to Bob.  Maybe some more research on the Firmament around the world of Karvalen?  Or exploration of some of the new, magical worlds Diogenes has found?  I could do any number of things… but I’m still mystically pooped and a little sore.  Tonight, I’ll also be even hungrier than I am now. 
 
    Day off? 
 
    Day off.  I’m going back to Apocalyptica for about three octagonal meals, then to the Manor and pretend I have a quiet, uneventful life. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Thursday, October 26th, 1939 
 
      
 
    It’s been almost two weeks since I’ve been here, but time is something of a variable between universes.  They’ve made decent progress, I must admit.  Hammond hired replacements for his usual workforce, all of whom are either too young for the army or too old, but it’s working out.  I’m surprised at how well they’re doing.  The old men are all skilled, while the youngsters are energetic.  It seems to be some sort of apprenticeship arrangement, but I haven’t asked. 
 
    Yeah, it’s silly to say I’m not getting involved.  Maybe it’s better to say I’m not interfering.  Maybe I should say I’m not interfering any more? 
 
    We’ll see how long that lasts. 
 
    We have barracks for the workmen, at least.  Diogenes’ prefab housing can be put together in a couple of hours and will last twenty years.  Once the work crews are done, they’ll take the modular stuff down and store it in a real building.  Then Mr. Gillespie can get to work on repairing what’s left of the lawn. 
 
    The modular building arrangements for the teachers and other school staff have also come together nicely.  The grown-ups—aside from the house servants—are now relocated, leaving only the children to live in the manor house.  We may move some of the older children, too, if they don’t have younger siblings who require supervision.  Eventually, we’ll have a permanent structure of apartments. 
 
    Foundations are laid for all the other buildings, which pleases me.  If they get those settled soon, I’ll make a trip to Karvalen and pick up some tunnel seeds from the mountain.  It’s not like anyone is going to casually peek under the foundations to see if anyone meddled with them.  I’m liking the idea of giving any inquisitive meddlers my best dumb look and pretending not to know anything about any tunnels.  What am I, a mole?  I don’t know nothin’ ’bout no tunnels.  Go ask a fairy.  For all I know, they live down there. 
 
    The flowerbeds in the driveway roundabout, around the fountain, have bloomed nicely, which is odd for October.  I think.  I’m a physics teacher, not a doctor of agricultre.  Still, the layout of the flowers clearly states this place is faerie-friendly and asks for their goodwill.  Maybe it’s for nothing, maybe not.  All I know is there is a fairy living here and a bunch more sleeping somewhere.  It pays to be cautious. 
 
    Trixie is happy to see me.  She’s thanked me repeatedly for all the children I brought her.  I keep telling her they’re only on loan, but either she doesn’t understand or she doesn’t care.  Considering the length of her attention span, it may not matter. 
 
    Mrs. Gillespie is also glad I’m home.  Graves met me at the door and reported a lack of serious problems.  With the authority and financial backing I gave him, he fielded all of it.  Mrs. Gillespie, on the other hand, saw to it I was fed and kissed my hand before bustling off. 
 
    “Graves?” I asked, rubbing my hand. 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “What was that for?” 
 
    “I couldn’t say, Sir.” 
 
    “Speculate.” 
 
    “It is possible it may relate to the employment of the Gillespie’s youngest grandson in the workforce, Sir.” 
 
    “Did we hire him?” 
 
    “I may have led them to believe you authorized his employment through the agency of Mister Hammond, Sir.” 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    “Given the general tone of your previous instructions, it seemed the proper course, Sir.” 
 
    “I have no idea of the circumstances or your reasons, but I approve unreservedly.  Well done.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” 
 
    “Now, is there anything going on that I, personally, need to deal with?” 
 
    “I believe not, Sir.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m going to go help Hammond.” 
 
    “As you say, Sir.” 
 
    Hammond didn’t have anything going wrong, so I didn’t need to fix anything.  However, when your employer shows up and says he’d like to be another pair of hands helping out, it’s hard to turn him down. 
 
    Vampire hunters, conversations with angels, mysterious Moon-men, elves with gladiatorial cities—they could all go take a hike.  I have Bronze back.  I have Mary.  I have a building full of children who are being fed, clothed, housed, and educated.  I’m in a good mood and I want to do something with my hands. 
 
    So I did.  Hammering nails, hauling dirt, mixing mortar—you name it.  I’m not terrifically skilled at anything on a construction site, but I’m strong, it’s moderately cold, and I’m durable.  With a couple of breaks for hydration and some hosing down—I do overheat easily—I managed to give a good account of myself. 
 
    It also gave me a pretty good idea what sort of power equipment would be most useful.  I’m sneaky like that.  After we all knocked off for the day and ate our supper, I retired to my wing of the manor, called Diogenes, and was assured the next load of supplies would have more tools. 
 
    No doubt the government would appropriate them for the war effort, but it would be a while before they noticed.  We’d use them until they were taken away. 
 
    After a brief trip to Apocalyptica for a blood-bath—all that spell-work for energy-being containment worked up an appetite—I spent the night in my wing of the house.  I also sorted some of my hardware.  When I came through the shift-booth, I brought a box of doorknobs and some spring-loaded hinges.  I should get around to installing them on the doors of my private wing if I want to be sure it stays private.  I didn’t, though.  I was distracted by Trixie.  When she came in for the evening, I warned her about the new equipment. 
 
    “I stay away from the workmen,” she told me.  “They have iron.” 
 
    “Ah.  Well, they’ll have some larger iron and steel things, too.  Be aware and be careful.” 
 
    “I always know where the iron is,” she assured me.  “Can I have some more magic in the water, please?” 
 
    I raised the output on the electromagical transformer in her little pool and slowed the flow of the water.  Water doesn’t hold much charge, but the new settings maximized it.  Trixie lay in the water, gently kicking her feet and lazily waving her wings in a gentle rippling movement. 
 
    “Busy day?” 
 
    “Oh, yes!  Some of the children don’t get to play with me because they have to do boring things.  The youngest ones are the most fun!” 
 
    “Yes, that’s often the case,” I agreed. 
 
    “I get tired.  The air outside doesn’t sparkle.” 
 
    “I see.  I’m sorry about that.”  Even as I said it, I wondered if I could fix it.  I’ve done research into a firmament, Ascension Spheres, and converting science-y energies into magic-y energies.  How hard would it be to build a low-grade power containment shield around the estate? 
 
    “It’s all right,” Trixie assured me.  “I can rest here.  Can you make the fountain water like this water?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not.  I’ll look into it.” 
 
    “You’re the best dark thing I’ve ever known.” 
 
    “Met many?” 
 
    “Thousands.  Maybe hundreds and hundreds!” 
 
    I gathered pixies weren’t known for their mathematical skills. 
 
    “I’m honored you think so.  Let me see what I can do with the water.” 
 
    The fountain would be much easier than the estate.  I knew I could install a magical transformer and containment matrix in the structure of the fountain.  I already started work on a field projector, though.  If I finished my prototype, could I target the fountain remotely? 
 
      
 
    Short answer: Yes. 
 
    Getting the bench model to work didn’t even take all night.  Pleased with myself, I phoned in the plans, pictures, and specifications to Diogenes. 
 
    The bench model wasn’t a high-output device.  Still, I was pretty sure I could put it close enough to the fountain to affect it significantly.  I ought to be able to raise at least a low-grade containment matrix around the whole thing.  I set it up and tried it.  It took some work and a couple of calibration trials to get it aligned exactly.  It required a precise knowledge of range and bearing to put it inside and around the fountain.  There was some trial and error involved, but it finally enclosed the fountain exactly and started raising the magical field intensity inside it.  Due to the range, it wouldn’t be as intense as one generated in the lab, but I’m okay with that.  It’s still in the experimental phase. 
 
    We’ll see what Trixie thinks. 
 
    With that done, I started work on an artificial firmament generator.  You never know when you’re going to need to repel the formless void.  Well, I suspect I’ll need one to build a void-sailing ship to the Karvalen moon.  But aside from then, you never know when you’ll need one. 
 
    Interesting thought.  What are the geographical limits of Valan and his cronies?  Or cosmological limits?  Could the Firmament of Karvalen be a barrier to them, even as it’s a barrier to the formless void?  I don’t think it is.  The gods of Karvalen are quite similar and don’t seem to have any trouble with it.  Then again, the energy-beings like Valan— 
 
    You know what?  I’m going to just give up on the precise nomenclature of these things.  In Karvalen, they’re gods.  In an Earth-world, they’re angels.  I know they’re energy-state beings of various sorts, but it’s easier to call them by familiar names.  Gods and angels.  There.  When I use a word, it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor less.  Impenetrability, that’s what I say. 
 
    As I was saying, energy-beings like Valan—yes, “angels”—may be different enough that they’re adversely affected by the Firmament of Karvalen.  Come to that, the gods of Karvalen may be adversely affected.  I’ve never observed them interacting with the Firmament.  I only know they can affect things inside it.  I don’t know if the Firmament gives them any trouble.  Hmm. 
 
    I think it’s worth a little experimentation to find out if I can use an artificial firmament as angel-proofing.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Friday, October 27th, 1939 
 
      
 
    I’m enjoying this whole down-to-earth labor thing.  It’s surprising.  I’ve spent too much time in the laboratory, or asking Diogenes to do things, or simply staying indoors so much.  I forgot what it was like to get out and do things, to take an active interest in something and get my hands dirty. 
 
    Not in the bloody mess sense of dirty, but the calluses and sweat dirty. 
 
    I wouldn’t want to make a career of pushing a wheelbarrow or loading bricks or hauling timbers, but for a day or two of working with people to accomplish something, it’s a good feeling. 
 
    I’ve also discovered a benefit to some of my personal training.  There’s an art to driving a nail.  Most people tap it into place, then whack it a few times to drive it home.  Not me, and not the real carpenters around here.  We line it up, tap it once to seat it, then drive it in with a single blow.  It’s a matter of focus, and I seem to have it.  I even got an approving grunt and nod from one of the older gentlemen. 
 
    It's one of the nicest compliments I’ve gotten in a long time. 
 
    The truck arrived with supplies while I was helping with some timbers.  After a little bit, Hammond came over to me, took my free hand, pumped it up and down, and was at a loss for words.  He then hurried off, found his words, and used them to shout at people. 
 
    I traded looks with the guy cutting a notch in the timber.  He shrugged and shook his head.  I shrugged in return and we went back to work. 
 
    Later, I heard the rattle and bang of an engine starting up.  Diogenes included, among other things, a portable diesel generator.  It ran the circle saw, the table saw, several drills, a jig saw, a small cement mixer, and a number of other tools. 
 
    No wonder Hammond was happy.  He didn’t ask for power equipment, mostly on the basis there was none to be had.  He didn’t expect me to have some shipped in all the way “from America.”  That’s also a nice feeling. 
 
    I helped set up a little island of power toolness around the generator.  It made for a lot more running back and forth, but it was still faster than using a handsaw. 
 
    James and Jenny came up to me as I was stringing power cables. 
 
    “Master Kearne?” 
 
    “Yes, James?” 
 
    “Can I help with the horses?” 
 
    “Take it up with Blake.  He’s the Headmaster.” 
 
    “But you’re the squire.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Squire of Applewood, that’s what they call you.” 
 
    “Do they?  Interesting.  But Blake is the one scheduling things.  He does love his schedules.” 
 
    “You can tell him to let us help with the horses.” 
 
    “I could,” I admitted, “but I won’t.  He’s doing his job.  He’ll do it as he sees fit.” 
 
    “Please?” James insisted. 
 
    I ushered them aside and out of the way, sat down, and had them sit with me. 
 
    “All right, suppose you explain why I should.” 
 
    “Because we don’t get to help with the horses.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He says Jenny is too small and I have studies.” 
 
    “Well, Jenny is rather small for it,” I agreed.  “One misstep and she’ll have a flat spot where she used to have a foot.  As for you, can you finish all your lessons and still have time to help?” 
 
    “I don’t need to learn all that,” he grumped.  Jenny, meanwhile, moved over to me and used my lap as a recliner.  I let her. 
 
    “I take it you don’t enjoy your lessons?” 
 
    “I’m having to learn Latin,” he complained.  “I don’t need to know Latin!” 
 
    I spoke to him in ungrammatical Latin.  His mouth fell open. 
 
    “You speak Latin?” he asked, amazed. 
 
    “I’m sure Blake wouldn’t think so.  My Greek is better.” 
 
    “Greek?” he squeaked. 
 
    “It’s good to speak other languages.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said, ‘You don’t need to know how to groom a horse, either’.” 
 
    James did not reply, unless a sullen expression counts. 
 
    “I’m sure you have several subjects of study,” I went on.  “If Latin and the lack of time playing with the horses are your only complaints, you’re lucky.  There’s nothing to be done about the Latin.  Blake is a classics teacher.  You’re not getting out of it.  You’re going to have to pass Logic, as well, if you ever expect to graduate.  On the other hand, there might be a way to see Lazy and Loafer anyway.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Talk to Mr. Gillespie.  He’s the one who takes care of them—well, it’s his job.  I’d venture to guess he’s supervising the young ladies and gentlemen who are doing the work.  Am I right?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I guess so.” 
 
    “Talk to him about petting the horses in your free time.  He’s a decent fellow.  He might take you to them and introduce you.  If you ask nicely, of course.” 
 
    “Will you tell him to?” James asked, hopefully. 
 
    “Nope.  He’ll decide.  The horses are his responsibility and he’ll make the decision.  So ask nicely.” 
 
    “Oh, bother!” he exclaimed.  “What is the point of you?” 
 
    “Now there’s an excellent question,” I admitted, “and it’s your assignment to answer it.  Proceed immediately to Graves, the head butler.  Explain to him this conversation and ask him what the point of me is.  Once you have his answer, you will write a three-page report on the point of me and hand it in before sundown.  If he doesn’t give you enough for three pages, go ask other people—Hammond, Blake, and Mrs. Gillespie spring to mind.”  At James’ openmouthed stare, I added, “Go.  Right now.  The day won’t last forever.  Move!” 
 
    James got up and trotted toward the house.  Jenny turned on my lap. 
 
    “Can I ride a horse?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll let you ride my shoulders.” 
 
    “Yay!” 
 
    Jenny liked being over seven feet tall.  She also liked holding on to my ears.  This gave me something to worry about.  I don’t like calling attention to my ears, since they’re slightly pointed.  I’ll never be mistaken for either a Vulcan or an elf, but my ears are the reason I wear my hair moderately long.  I quickly realized, however, that while Jenny was holding my ears, it was impossible to tell they were pointed.  Whenever she let go, I shook my head a trifle, re-covering them. 
 
    After a while, she asked for a lollipop.  I took her into the kitchen, ducking carefully through doorways.  Mrs. Gillespie still had lollipops in the box I’d bought. 
 
    “Now, little miss, you’ve had yours for today,” she chided.  “Don’t you go asking the Squire for more.” 
 
    “You ration her?” I asked. 
 
    “Aye, and she’s a fearsome one for a candy, so she is.” 
 
    “That’s fair.”  I tilted my head back and Jenny leaned forward to look down.  “She says you’ve had your candy for today.” 
 
    “But I want a lollipop,” she insisted. 
 
    “How about a drive?” I countered.  “I’ll take you out in the car.” 
 
    “Yay!” 
 
    I drove very carefully along the manor drive and let her stand up in the seat.  She kept her nose pressed to the side window, watching everything whiz by at a breakneck thirty miles an hour. 
 
    Candy and cars.  She’s going to be an interesting teenager. 
 
      
 
    Trixie eventually took over with Jenny.  I checked with Graves, confirmed James had been truthful, and made sure we were clear on his assignment.  Then I retired to my laboratory. 
 
    Yesterday, I ate with the workmen.  I spent the day working with them, so it seemed fair.  Today, Mrs. Gillespie wanted to know if I would attend dinner or take it in my chambers. 
 
    I’m still not all that social a creature.  I had dinner in my private dining room.  At least, it’s become my private dining room and parlor, in my private wing.  It may not look it, but that’s what I use it for.  It’s the only semi-public area in my wing. 
 
    There’s still a box of doorknobs and spring-loaded hinges waiting for installation. 
 
    I had an idea.  If I lock the outermost door first, I’m sure Diogenes has a robot or two capable of carpentry work. 
 
    After dinner, I accepted James’ report and dismissed him.  He seemed disappointed.  I think he expected me to read it on the spot.  A little discomfiture was appropriate, in my opinion.  It’s rude to ask someone if there’s a point to their existence.  I may not have one, true, but it’s still rude.  Perhaps he would understand the lesson. 
 
    Once the sun went down, I locked up my wing, Diogenes sent through a pair of robots, and I kept an eye on everything while they briskly, efficiently, and quickly took down doors, replaced hinges and handles, and re-hung the doors. 
 
    These things could put human workmen out on the street in nothing flat.  If I wasn’t worried about people panicking, I’d have a mob of these things descend on the place every night, assemble buildings, and vanish in the dawn like friendly electronic fairies. 
 
    The robots trundled back through the shift-booth and I went to my laboratory to make miniature firmaments. 
 
      
 
    I’ve sorted out most of the functions of a firmament.  Patching Karvalen’s firmament wouldn’t be difficult.  Even building a small one was relatively easy.  Mine are based in magic, however.  They draw on magical forces to achieve effects.  The Firmament around Karvalen draws on the forces of the void, the primal chaos. 
 
    Metaphor time!  Well, simile time. 
 
    My firmaments are like magnifying glasses.  They focus magical power into achieving an effect the same way a magnifying glass focuses light to start a fire.  The fundamental firmament, however, is like an electric light.  It draws in the power of chaos to achieve effects the same way an old-fashioned filament light bulb uses electricity to create light.  The magnifying glass may use the light thus produced to start a fire—assuming a sufficiently bright light bulb—but the magnifying glass can’t use the electricity itself. 
 
    I should have paid more attention to the mathematics of chaos. 
 
    While I was working on my bench model of a firmament generator, Diogenes rang my phone. 
 
    “Unholy fiend of darkness speaking.” 
 
    “Professor, there is a call for you from Ted, of the Numbskull family.” 
 
    “Ah.  Is this about the Templars?” 
 
    “In part, Professor.  He also wishes to discuss terms of trade.” 
 
    “Any hints he’s still planning a Mango Diablo of dynamite and kerosene for me?” 
 
    “None of which I am aware.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  I’ll call him back when I have a minute.” 
 
    “I also have three items of interest, Professor.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “In your locale, I have noted a discrepancy.  News reports regarding the German attack on the Firth of Forth, Scotland, are on schedule.  However, descriptions of German attack aircraft seem to indicate jet propulsion, rather than piston-engine aircraft.” 
 
    “Get me a drone,” I snapped.  “Something stealthy, long-term, and equipped for reconnaissance.  I want to turn it loose and let it spy on the Germans.  I want to know exactly how far ahead they are of the technological schedule.  I don’t want to find out I’m in one of the alternate timelines where Hitler gets atomic weapons!” 
 
    “Several drones will be required for adequate—” 
 
    “Then send several!” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  Shall I release them from the cargo point, or do you wish to take delivery through the shift-booth in the manor, one at a time?” 
 
    “Launch them as quickly as is practical without being noticed.” 
 
    “Cargo point it is,” Diogenes agreed. 
 
    “And answer me this:  How could the German Luftwaffe have jet aircraft already?” 
 
    “Every world has variances from the default, Professor.  Relatively minor alterations can, potentially, have far-reaching effects.  From the news radio broadcasts, I conjecture the bombers in the raid were typical, propeller-driven aircraft.  It is therefore likely the jet fighters are early production models.” 
 
    “So, they just recently developed a working jet engine and built a plane around it?” 
 
    “The probability is extremely high.  In the default history, the first practical turbojet flew well before the invasion of Poland, but production was delayed due to secrecy issues.  Several alternate Earth-analogues have jet aircraft in the Luftwaffe during the war.” 
 
    “How many of those have the Germans winning?” 
 
    “Approximately half.  The jet aircraft consistently add to the German capabilities across all such alternate timelines.  However, in every case where the Allies obtain fission weapons and the Axis powers do not, the character of the war radically changes.” 
 
    “Well… I’m not overjoyed about it.  I may want to shoot some down.” 
 
    “Speed-of-light weapons will not be degraded by the nature of their propulsion, Professor.” 
 
    “Good point.  All right.  What else?” 
 
    “There is a visitor from New Buena Vista.” 
 
    “I don’t know that world.” 
 
    “The site of New Buena Vista,” Diogenes corrected, “is here in Apocalyptica.  The refugees call it New Cleveland.  He has come, apparently on foot, to Denver.” 
 
    “If that’s what they call it, note it.  They have a right to name their own cities.” 
 
    “Noted, Professor.” 
 
    “How did he know enough to find Denver?  The road only connects the other settlements.” 
 
    “Only the paved road, Professor.  I presume he observed flight paths of aerial cargo transports and followed the trails of my autonomous ground vehicles.  They do cross some of the roads between settlements, Professor.  If people choose to follow them, eventually all roads lead to Cybertron.” 
 
    “Fair point, but Mary doesn’t like it when we call it Cybertron.” 
 
    “All roads lead to Denver?” 
 
    “Yeah, it doesn’t have the same ring to it.” 
 
    “All roads lead to Home?” 
 
    “That might work,” I allowed.  “Did he say what he wants?” 
 
    “In summary, to speak to the man who brought him to this world.  He seems to be unable to speak succinctly.” 
 
    “Okay.  Treat him like a guest.  I’ll get to him.  What’s the other thing?  You said there were three.” 
 
    “I have a large orichalcum form awaiting occupation.” 
 
    I shut down the Firmament experiment and popped through the shift-booth. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Wednesday, September 23rd, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I was lucky.  The sun was already down when I arrived.  I wasn’t thinking about it, though.  I was too focused on Bronze to worry about it. 
 
    I hurried down the hall, stepped through the shift-booth to Denver, and Diogenes met me with a robot vehicle resembling a cross between a go-kart and a dune buggy.  I climbed in and we skittered away, heading for the foundry.  Tires squealed as it braked hard, stopping just outside the shipping door. 
 
    Diogenes outdid my wildest expectations.  The statue stood before an open cage of machinery—Diogenes’ version of either an industrial three-dee printer or a framework for robotic plasma cutters, I don’t know.  However he did the molding and sculpting, he did it perfectly.  Aside from a somewhat more yellowish, brassy color, it was an exact replica of Bronze, from the nostrils to the mane, from the fetlocks to the tail.  It was as huge as I remembered, seven feet tall at the shoulder, and felt exactly the right size.  He even included the carved saddle and other accoutrements. 
 
    It was a lifeless, soulless piece of polished metal.  It was like looking at a corpse.  No, it was like looking at an empty body.  It was unsettling, even a bit unnerving. 
 
    Bronze, still possessing the Black, waited patiently for me to finish my examination.  She nodded as I approached, knowing I’d want to see this.  I finished my inspection, hugged her neck, scratched under her chin. 
 
    “Ready to get back to normal?” 
 
    She nodded.  Flesh and blood—even cyborg-enhanced flesh and blood—was nice, but it was still meat.  It wasn’t a bad thing, but it would take a long time to get used to.  All the breathing, the heartbeat, the gurgling digestion… 
 
    “I get it.  I understand completely.  I have many of the same gripes during the day.” 
 
    Of course I did.  She hadn’t considered it. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I advised.  “Go ahead.”  I stepped back to watch. 
 
    As with the other changes of body, I could see and feel her as she gathered herself and leaped from one body to the other.  There was a visible discharge, like a bolt of lightning—not an arc from an electrical coil, but a sky-generated river of light.  A bolt of lightning, bluish-green and bright enough to blind.  Her spirit visibly moved from the Black and into the orichalcum statue with a clap of thunder and the smell of burned meat. 
 
    The Black—what was left of it—collapsed in a smoking heap, whirring and sparking and twitching.  A robot sprayed it with a fire extinguisher to put out the burning hair. 
 
    Important note.  When she steps out of something, whatever it is, it’s not going to enjoy the experience.   
 
    The statue held still for several moments while Bronze settled into it.  The head turned slowly, first one way, then the other.  The solid mane rippled slightly, shivering into individual strands of wire.  A wave of movement worked its way slowly down the tail, subdividing it.  One hoof rose, settled again.  Then another hoof.  A third, a fourth… Her head rose, extended high, then forward, then reached down.  She flicked her tail, hard, making it ring off one flank, then the other.  She opened her mouth, sucked in air… 
 
    A plume of fire bellowed from her open mouth, deep red at first, brightening to orange, then yellow.  Her eyeballs formed a molten film as they became independent orbs, moving in their sockets, looking around.  Her mane stood up and rippled like hair underwater, spreading in a cloud of gleaming strands.  A wave of heat baked off her, making the air around and above her wave and shimmer.  A flicker of movement traveled from her nose, down the length of her body to her hooves and tail, echoed back again to her nose.  Solid metal shifted, flowed, changed.  The slick, polished surface of her hide softened, sprouting thin strands of horsehair.  The stylized forms of the statue took on the details of a living, breathing horse. 
 
    Bronze chuffed a cloud of superheated air and shook her mane, ringing it like a fistful of wind-chimes.  She twitched an ear at me and whinnied, pawing at the ground, scraping up concrete with a screaming, metallic sound amid clouds of blue-green sparks. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “I do not have words with which to thank you.” 
 
    “You do not need to,” he told me. 
 
    “Oh, yes.  I do.  I most definitely do.  I simply don’t know how.” 
 
    “May I suggest you do so by going for a ride?” 
 
    I sprang into the air, landing in the saddle.  The saddle was stove-hot; I didn’t care.  The hot wires of her mane grasped my hands even as I grasped them, like fingers intertwining.  They were hot enough to scorch, even crisp some of my skin.  I didn’t care about that, either. 
 
    We ran. 
 
    We ran like wind howling through a narrow pass.  We ran like falling stars, like fire across the sky.  We ran like a comet, trailing light and smoke instead of ice.  We were as hot and bright as dawn and joy.  I felt the fat around my lazy, wounded spirit catch fire and burn away, leaving something else.  Something hard and lean and brilliantly alive again.  We ran beyond the scars of sorrow, beyond the borders of grief and loss.  We outran pain until it died in our dust. 
 
      
 
    Bronze trotted up the road to Denver, high-stepping, hooves ringing, and Diogenes met us with a flying drone. 
 
    “Welcome back, Professor and Bronze.  Is there anything requiring correction in the prototype statue?” 
 
    Bronze snorted and flicked an ear dismissively. 
 
    “No,” I agreed, “there’s nothing.  It’s perfect, Diogenes, and thank you again.” 
 
    “It is my function to assist you, Professor.  No thanks are necessary.” 
 
    “Accept my inadequate thanks in a gracious manner, please.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  You are very welcome.  It was my pleasure.  I am always overjoyed beyond measure to be of any assistance whatsoever.  My goal in life is to fulfill—” 
 
    “Graciously,” I repeated.  “Don’t overdo it.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” 
 
    Bronze tossed her head and brushed the drone with her nose.  It wobbled a bit and recovered. 
 
    “You are also welcome, Bronze.” 
 
    We trotted on into Denver.  The drone flew along with us, keeping pace on my left. 
 
    “Where’s our guest?” 
 
    “He is being treated for exposure at the medical building.” 
 
    Bronze trotted happily in that direction. 
 
    “How are the Bronze-sized stalls coming along?” 
 
    “Construction is completed and they are ready for your attention.” 
 
    “Good work.  We’ll also need a media center for her when she’s not out and about.  Build and install one of my new field containment units to keep the magical environment charged for her, please.” 
 
    “I am fabricating the physical structures now,” Diogenes reported. 
 
    “By the way, I’m going to want some ceramic disks, probably two sets—a set of five and a set of nine.  Magical significance to those numbers.  They’ll need some glyph-work, but I’ll draw those for you.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.” 
 
    “And be sure to upgrade your primary core area with the new containment circuitry, too.” 
 
    “You already gave me the instruction to upgrade my primary cluster as an ongoing task, Professor.” 
 
    “Did I?  How forethoughtful of me.  I also want a higher priority on electromagical transformer production.  Our bottleneck is electrical production, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.  The unexpected demands of a space program in conjunction with magical transportation have not yet been accommodated.” 
 
    “Start liquidating our assets in Flintridge.  I’ve made a decision.  We’re going to mark it off as a resource point.  It’s more trouble than it’s worth.  Get whatever we can from it, but pull our interests out of there.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  However, I must point out there is limited computer capability in Flintridge.  With my new connections, I can use the telephone exchange in the Cosmo hotel to place calls, but I am unable to meet with human beings or sign documents.” 
 
    “I don’t see why.  You’ve got clone tanks and brain implant technology.  Clone a human body, replace as much of the brain as necessary with control implants, and pilot it like a robot.  Take enough brain out of the clone, we might even give it its own micro-gate for communications.” 
 
    “I am unaware of any world where such procedures are public knowledge,” Diogenes reported. 
 
    “You’ve done similar things with the Blacks,” I countered.  “Work on it.” 
 
    “Research and experimentation program running, Professor.” 
 
    “What’s the word on Ted and the Numbskulls?” 
 
    “In communication with them as your personal secretary, I have measurements for five people.  I have already produced the requisite ballistic fiber underwear in anticipation.  They request an exchange in person, however.” 
 
    “Oh, do they?” I asked.  Bronze huffed a small burst of fire.  “It still sounds like they want to give me a napalm bath.  Did they say where they wanted to meet?” 
 
    “Ted suggested you should pick a place.” 
 
    “Did he mention how many people would be at the meeting?” 
 
    “He did not specify.” 
 
    “Hmm.  All right.  Call him back, tell him to get my stuff together, and to be ready to leave on a moment’s notice.  And get Mary on the phone, please.” 
 
    I dismounted at the cloning center.  Since Bronze now weighed considerably more than a Black, she elected to wait outside.  Since I didn’t want to have to winch her out of the basement, I agreed it was a good idea.  Ten tons or so of metal horse doesn’t do anything good to the floor. 
 
    Seated in an office environment, a tanker robot poured a constant trickle of blood into one shoe.  My skin soaked it up readily.  Diogenes placed a call to Mary while I drew symbols for the ceramic disks.  My idea was to use them around the perimeter of the manor estate.  One set would act as a containment shield to keep in magical energies.  The other set would define the area of a large power-conversion spell to energize the interior.  The whole estate might be a trifle cooler than the rest of the region, but it would be considerably more magical.  Trixie would love it. 
 
    The phone connected.  
 
    “Mary?” 
 
    “Yep!  How’s the Dark Lord tonight?” 
 
    “If I get any better, I’ll have to ascend to godhood again.  I just called to ask how you were and if there was anything I could do to help.” 
 
    “Now you mention it, maybe,” she admitted.  “I want to kidnap Salvatore.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.  I’m annoyed with him.  I’ve checked around with the local vampire community.  They and the hunters keep tabs on each other, you know.” 
 
    “Sensible.” 
 
    “I’ve confirmed Lorenzo is not the one getting all personal on us.  He’s killing vampires in general, albeit indirectly, in the sense he supports it as a worthy cause.  I’m certain Salvatore reports to Lorenzo in the crime-family business, by the way, if not the vampire-hunting business.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.  I’m thinking some of the diamond smuggling profits made it into Lorenzo’s hands.  We could be—or maybe we were—financing his attempt on us.” 
 
    “Irony isn’t my strong suit, but I think this qualifies.” 
 
    “Lorenzo still isn’t after us personally, though.  As far as anyone knows, killing vampires is his idea of a public service.  They know he’s a money mover in the business, but they don’t go after him.” 
 
    “Any idea why?” 
 
    “Don’t think I didn’t ask!  Lorenzo is well-defended by people, location, position, and charms.  The general consensus is if he goes down to fangs, it’ll make things worse.  Local vampire rumor has it he’s got evidence ready to go out—maybe to the public, maybe just to people and organizations who might join the fight.  The rumors are sketchy on the details.  I suspect they may be propaganda spread by Lorenzo, himself, but I can’t prove anything one way or the other.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I suppose if convincing evidence wound up on the desks of various political, financial, and military leaders, it could have far-reaching consequences.  And the Black King strikes me as a cautious, forward-thinking sort.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly.  I’m a little worried, though, about you introducing the religious fanatics to the hunters.  I don’t think the two groups talk to each other.” 
 
    “Any idea why?” 
 
    “Nope.  I’ve been asking vampires, remember?” 
 
    “Point.  But Salvatore is the one you want to kill, not Lorenzo, and Salvatore is working with the religious nuts.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she agreed.  “Salvatore made this personal.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    “I’m down in Long Beach and I’m looking at the burned-out remains of our base of operations for this world.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “You let the religious nuts go, remember?  They knew where we operated from.  The warehouse with the cargo shifter and apartment is a smoking pile of rubble.” 
 
    “Well, that puts a crimp in our plans.” 
 
    “You sound disgusted.” 
 
    “Yes.  Deep down, I knew letting those morons go was a bad idea, but it seemed like a worthwhile way to earn goodwill with Ted and therefore save me the time and effort of replacing our things.” 
 
    “I agree, but maybe Ted will still be reasonable about giving our things back.  What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I say we liquidate everything.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking!” 
 
    “Liquidate our financial assets,” I clarified, “not kill everything that moves.” 
 
    “Sometimes you’re less fun than I like,” she complained. 
 
    “On the other hand, I’ll help you with Salvatore.  Do you want to eat him, pummel him, or just terrify him?” 
 
    “Yes, but in reverse order.” 
 
    I sighed.  The female of the species is more deadly than the male—and more vicious. 
 
    “All right.  I need to pop back to The Manor and drive away.  Once I get parked, I’ll pop over to Flintridge—no, someone burned down our shift-booth.  Hmm.” 
 
    “I can do the preliminary work on a shift-booth here, if you like.” 
 
    “Are you sure?  It’s a depressingly low-magic environment.” 
 
    “I can do it,” she insisted.  “I’ve studied under the Master of Gates.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how good a pupil were you?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Okay, do it.  Any big garage should be good enough.  We need a place to drop property.” 
 
    “Oh?  You’re serious about pulling out of Flintridge?” 
 
    “Yes.  It’s nothing but trouble and I’m tired of dealing with the complications.  All I want to do is get our stuff back—I’m sentimental about my sword and rings, but mostly I want the amulets.  There’s an immense amount of work tied up in those things.  I don’t want to spend several days on rebuilding each of them.” 
 
    “If I may, Professor,” Diogenes interrupted, “I have built extras, modeled on your designs.  They require only enchantment.” 
 
    “I meant that.  Enchanting them.  Thank you, though.  I didn’t know we had extras to be enchanted.  I’ll enchant spares for us some other time.” 
 
    “You are welcome, Professor.” 
 
    “So,” Mary resumed, “we kick some vampire-hunter ass, take back what they took, sell everything we own here, pack up, and move on?” 
 
    “Pretty much.  I’m not sure I want to kick generic ass, but there will doubtless be moments when specific asses must be kicked.  I presume you’re volunteering?” 
 
    “Yes.  I’m still annoyed about being buried with my eyes open.  The mouthful of salt wasn’t fun, but being unable to blink?  They could have at least closed my eyes.  Rude creatures.” 
 
    “Understandable.  You make plans for Salvatore and his Templars.  I’ll make plans for Ted and the Numbskulls.  I’ll be over in a bit.” 
 
    “See you soon!” 
 
    We hung up and I thought for a moment about Ted and the Numbskulls.  Phone calls aren’t doing it.  They say they want to meet, but I suspect they just want another shot at me.  Maybe I’m just a distrustful sort.  Is there any way I can turn this around?  How can I see them in person and not get instantly attacked? 
 
    “Diogenes, I need a vest.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Sunday, September 28th, 1969 
 
      
 
    I went back to The Manor, drove to Maryport, parked, and shifted back to Apocalyptica.  I might be gone a while, so I didn’t want people breaking down my door to see if I was still alive. 
 
    I arrived in Flintridge late enough on Saturday night most people would call it Sunday morning.  Mary met us in the garage of our new house.  It wasn’t a very nice house, truth be told, but it had a separate building the previous owners had remodeled into a two-car garage.  Mary did spell-work in the garage to define it as a space for cross-world transit, so Bronze and I—along with the Impala and two large duffels of equipment—appeared there.  We were warned, so she kept her head down, over my shoulder, when we shifted.  The garage had a number of crossbeams that might have been in the way, so the transit volume only extended to the lower edge of them. 
 
    I just got her back.  I don’t want her decapitated.  Awkward.  Embarrassing.  Possibly not lethal to her in a statue form, though.  I’ll avoid testing it, thank you. 
 
    I swung the garage door up with a sound of scraping metal and the twang of heavy springs.  Mary bowed with a flourish. 
 
    “One shift-booth,” she said, “courtesy of your apprentice.” 
 
    “I would be impressed, but I know how astoundingly capable you are.” 
 
    “That’s a rather left-handed compliment.” 
 
    “You’ve done a spectacular job and I doubt anyone else could have done it.” 
 
    “That’s better.  What’s with the car?” 
 
    “Bronze wanted to come along.  If we have to go somewhere without drawing enormous amounts of attention, she can drive.” 
 
    Bronze nodded and snorted. 
 
    “Sounds good.”  Mary glanced at Bronze.  “This possessing spirit thing is going to take a little getting used to.” 
 
    “You think you have it hard?  Imagine how Bronze feels.” 
 
    “Good point,” she allowed.  I nodded toward the house. 
 
    “What sort of foundation does the house have?” 
 
    “Pier and beam.  No basement.” 
 
    “You’ll step right through the floors,” I told Bronze.  “You’re already cracking the concrete floor and the garage is on solid ground.”  She flicked an ear and rang her mane.  It didn’t matter to her.  I hugged her neck and she blew hot air down my collar. 
 
    The house wasn’t a derelict, but it needed work.  The bathroom was thoroughly light-tight, though, and had running water.  Mary had gone to the trouble of both a cleaning spell and a repair spell on the bathroom.  Vinyl and linoleum gleamed.  The rest of the place was hot, dry wood, smelling of dust and desert.  Faint arcs of sun-faded wood decorated the floorboards under several windows.  Two windows were freshly boarded up.  What furniture remained was old, covered in drapes and sheets and dust. 
 
    “How old is this place?” I asked. 
 
    “Old enough to be uninteresting to the casual buyer, so I got it cheap and quick—quick, because they were afraid I’d change my mind.” 
 
    I rocked back and forth on my feet a little.  The boards creaked, but didn’t threaten to give way.  I resolved to never risk going upstairs.  Aside from that, it seemed quite a nice place.  A definite fixer-upper, but it had potential.  Pity we wouldn’t be staying. 
 
    “I like it.” 
 
    “The well water is heavy on minerals,” Mary cautioned, “and the pipes aren’t in the best of shape.  We have electricity, but the wiring was put in shortly before the Depression.” 
 
    “It’s a lair, not a place to live,” I assured her.  “I can put a minor repair spell on the pipes so they won’t give out while we’re here.” 
 
    “I’m glad you offered, because doing the shifter in the garage was exhausting.  I got Diogenes to send me a small transformer through a gate, but even with it to draw on…” she trailed off, shaking her head. 
 
    “No problem.  Want to tell me how we’re going to grab Salvatore?” 
 
    “Sure!” 
 
    “Great!  Do it while I cast a few spells.  I want to get them done in the dark.  We’ll care about the heat and dust once the sun is up.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Where are we, anyway?” I asked, as my cloak turned into a necktie, revealing my new vest.  I dug around in a pocket and found a piece of chalk. 
 
    “A little north of Bell Mountain, California, east of the I-15.  What in the name of sanity are you wearing that for?” 
 
    I unbuckled the vest and took it off. 
 
    “I may need it later.” 
 
    “Is this dynamite?” she asked, examining it. 
 
    “Nope.  It’s red paper wrapped around something inert.  Looks good, though, doesn’t it?  I’ve even got little flashing lights, a battery, and a deadman switch for it.” 
 
    “I sense a dead man joke in there, somewhere, but I’m not falling for it.  Why do you have a suicide bomber vest?  A fake suicide bomber vest?” 
 
    “It keeps people in close proximity from trying to kill me.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Possibly.  It depends on their level of fanaticism.” 
 
    “True, but I’m hoping to talk to Ted rather than just go in swinging.” 
 
    “Oh, this should be good.” 
 
    “I hope so.  First, tell me about Salvatore and how we’re going to grab him.” 
 
    I sketched with the chalk and Mary explained her plan to grab a vampire hunter. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Monday, September 29th, 1969 
 
      
 
    We took a day to revamp—or just vamp—the house.  When we were done, the house was clean, the pipes intact, the furniture livable, and the windows covered in aluminum foil.  The water heater still wasn’t up to speed.  I started to fix it and discovered gunk growing in the tank. 
 
    “Shift to Apocalyptica for bathing?” Mary suggested.  I closed the hot-water tap and watched the sludge slowly ooze down the drain.  It reminded me of puddles of goo from various transformations.  It smelled slightly better. 
 
    “Yes.  For a while, at least.  Right now, we’ll let water trickle through to clean most of it out.  I’ll sterilize it later.” 
 
    With the basic amenities of a lair established, on Monday we finally got around to planning our raid on Salvatore. 
 
    We went out to the garage to spread papers on the Impala’s hood.  Bronze poked her head over my shoulder as Mary explained her maps of Salvatore’s house and grounds.  It was a sizable house, almost what I’d call a mansion.  Mary estimated six bedrooms and bathrooms.  The swimming pool was outdoors at the end of one wing, to the left of a large patio-like entertaining area.  The patio had plenty of furniture, complete with a massive grill of brick and concrete.  The lawn and flowering plants were immaculate, tended by a full-time landscaper.  There were no formal security guards to be seen—or, rather, none in uniform.  Several visitors came and went during the day, all of them armed.  Mary pointed out various locations on the map for me. 
 
    “I estimate half a dozen men with handguns and I’m sure they have at least a couple of shotguns somewhere in the house, possibly an automatic weapon or two.  The men aren’t professional security, but quite possibly professionals of another sort.” 
 
    “Got it,” I agreed.  “Any children in the house?” 
 
    “No.  He’s sent his wife and both kids up to Lake Tahoe.  I haven’t nailed down where because I know you won’t care as long as they’re not in the line of fire.” 
 
    “I love you.”  Bronze snorted hot air down my collar again.  I reached up and scratched alongside her jaw. 
 
    “It’s mutual,” Mary replied, and added, “Please stop making that sound with your fingernails.” 
 
    I stopped scratching.  Bronze was amused.  The high-pitched skreeeeek noises didn’t even register on my awareness. 
 
    “Sorry about that.  I didn’t notice.” 
 
    “It’s okay.  Just don’t do it anymore.  Please?” 
 
    “I’ll try.  What’s this note about the windows?” 
 
    “Salvatore’s had some workmen out, redecorating.” 
 
    “Oh?  Religious motif?” 
 
    “Like a battlefield convert,” she agreed.  “Ground-floor windows have the clear glass out and faux stained glass put in.  Very pretty.  There’s a cross on the front door and it’s a functional door-knocker.  Other crosses adorn the other doors.  I haven’t noticed any actual power in any of them, though.  Could I be doing it wrong?” 
 
    “No, you couldn’t,” I assured her.  “If there’s power in them, you’ll see it.  You can’t possibly miss it.  You’ve seen the things when they’re active, so you know what I’m talking about.  Now, if someone is on the other side of the door and trying to use the cross as a defense… I don’t know if the door being in the way will matter or not.  People trying to use them might have to touch them.  If it just requires proximity—ah.  The cross painted on the inside of the roll-up door at our former drop point.  It was on the inside and activated by someone on the outside.  My guess is we can’t approach these doors if someone is guarding them.  He may not know it requires an active guard, though.  He may think two intersecting lines is sufficient.” 
 
    “Just making sure.  I didn’t want to go up to a window and find I couldn’t touch it, or walk up to an open door and find I needed an invitation.” 
 
    “Maybe the local vampires have those problems.  We should ask.  Or maybe check,” I corrected myself.  “If I grab a cross and present it strongly to a local vampire, will he recoil from it?  Or will the irony of the situation cause us both to combust?” 
 
    Mary cocked her head, thinking. 
 
    “I’m having a hard time picturing you with a cross, holding back a vampire.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “Here’s a weird question.” 
 
    “Best kind.” 
 
    “If you were to hold up… I don’t know, an amulet with a symbol on it, like whatever the simulata of you uses?  Would that have the same effect?” 
 
    “That’s… a good question,” I allowed, thinking.  “I’m guessing it wouldn’t do anything here, since he’s not an entity of this world.  Even if it’s a focus for the power produced solely by my own faith, it still wouldn’t do anything.” 
 
    “You don’t believe, you just talk to him on occasion.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  It might work in Karvalen, though?” 
 
    “We can try it, next time were both there.” 
 
    “I’m not that interested.” 
 
    “Just trying to be helpful.  Still, we don’t know how it works with the locals.  The symbol alone may have a charm-like power over the soulless minions of evil.  Remember the rings on the fanatics who ambushed us?  I suspect the more traditional religions—the Holy Cross, the Star of David, whatever else—are either directing divine power through the worshipper, or the worshipper is directing personal force through the symbol.  I have no way to tell without broiling my eyeballs.  But the symbols themselves were charmed, making it difficult to touch the wearers of the rings.  It might be enough to stop the local vampires.” 
 
    “I’ll have to find out.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.  So, Salvatore.  Does he have a schedule?” 
 
    “Not a reliable one.  I haven’t been tracking him long enough to plan a kidnapping as well as I’d like.  Assassinating him wouldn’t be a problem, though.  I can put a fifty-caliber round through his head at three hundred yards, no problem.” 
 
    “You can hit him from farther away than that.” 
 
    “Yes, but I feel I can do it reliably at three hundred.  It’s not simply hitting him.  It’s about putting the bullet somewhere vital.  Putting a bullet through a lung might kill him.  Putting one through his heart will kill him.  It’s moot, though, because I don’t want to kill him.  At least, not immediately.  First, I want to grab him and explain to him why I’m upset.” 
 
    “You don’t want to put a bullet in his head.  You want to look him in the eye and have words with him.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Works for me.  A man should understand why he’s being brutally murdered.  When do we start?” 
 
    “Well, they seem to be strangely alert at night.” 
 
    “Can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “Me, either,” she grinned.  “I’m thinking we go in at night, anyway.  I don’t like the idea of having people awake and watching.  It’s not a crowded neighborhood, but the response time for cops is faster during the day.  Neighbors have to wake up before they can complain about the gunfire.  Besides, while we might encounter higher-order power problems from the humans, we can take the mundane hits from them better.  I think it’s worth it to go in carrying a full load of dark.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking it over. 
 
    “I must admit, although I plan to cast some deflection spells manually, I’d rather not suck up bullets as a living man.” 
 
    “I’m against lead poisoning, too.  Look what it did to Rome.” 
 
    “As well as Lincoln, Kennedy, and Trump.  So, what do we do with the rest of the day?” 
 
    “Well, we’re invading a mob boss’s house again…” 
 
    “This does seem familiar.” 
 
    “We deal with criminals a lot, and they aren’t always honest.  When they double-cross us, it’s not like we can go to the police with a grievance.” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    “But it’s still an unstable situation, unpredictable, chaotic, even dangerous.  So this could be our last night on Earth…” she trailed off, leering suggestively. 
 
    I turned my head to look at Bronze.  Bronze glanced back at me with one eye. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s like that,” I agreed, aloud.  Bronze laughed and backed out of the garage, hooves chiming on the concrete and thudding in the dirt of the driveway.  She turned in place and launched herself toward the horizon. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Mary asked, moving to stand in the open garage door, shading her eyes with one hand. 
 
    “Going for a run.” 
 
    “She’s just going to run through the desert while I drag you into bed?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “She does love to run, you’ve got that right,” I admitted, and scooped Mary up in my arms.  “But you’re not dragging me anywhere.” 
 
    Mary put her arms around my neck and nibbled on my ear.  I hurried into the house. 
 
      
 
    There are drawbacks to a fixer-upper in the California desert.  No air conditioning was one of the bigger downsides.  The place didn’t even have a working refrigerator, just one of the ancient, steel-bodied, lead-lined old monsters, complete with an extensive collection of unidentified stains and rust.  I spent the effort to layer some solar-absorbing spells over the house.  These prevented some of the heat from reaching the building, as well as sending the converted power into a heat-exchange spell, cooling the house further. 
 
    I don’t like heat.  I have too much mass, too little surface area.  I’m a fat man in a skinny-guy suit.  It’s worse than a rubber sweatsuit.  During the day, I overheat easily, much to Mary’s dismay. 
 
    It was still a good day.  I just had to take it sprints, rather than a marathon, and hydrate.  She was very understanding. 
 
    After nightfall and a quick trip for a wash-and-rinse, we dressed for the evening’s entertainment.  Mary had her hyperfiber ninja suit with a close-fitting helmet.  Her outfit had a few plates over the long bones and some segmented sections over her heart and spine.  She likes her mobility, agility, and stealth.  I wore something similar, but mine had more padding and plates.  I have somewhat thicker, heavier plating and more of it, making me somewhat less mobile, agile, or stealthy.  She sneaks.  I assault.  I anticipated being the diversion, distraction, or target, but that’s pretty much par for the course. 
 
    I also wore my cloak.  The restriction on capes only applies to heroes.   
 
    We headed out to the garage.  Bronze was already waiting. 
 
    “Do you want to come along?” I asked.  “We’re trying to be sneaky.” 
 
    Bronze was of the opinion she could be sneaky. 
 
    “As a beautiful giant of a horse?” 
 
    She obligingly changed color into mottled shades of grey. 
 
    “Uh,” Mary started.  We both studied at her.  She licked her lips.  “Not to cast aspersions or anything, but I thought the chameleon ability thingy was from enchanted bracelets…?” 
 
    “Apparently, she’s learned how to fix her chameleon circuit.” 
 
    “What’s a chameleon circuit?” 
 
    “A geek reference.  Skip it.  She’s duplicated the enchantment.  Don’t ask me how.” 
 
    “Oh, I can tell you that.” 
 
    I looked at Bronze.  Bronze looked at me.  We both looked at Mary. 
 
    “Uh, well… she’s part of you, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, as Bronze nodded. 
 
    “Well, you’re a crazy-genius wizard type, right?” 
 
    “For the sake of argument, I’ll agree.”  Bronze simply nodded.  She thought I was a crazy-genius wizard type, too. 
 
    “Did you think she wouldn’t share any of your talent?” 
 
    “I never thought much about it,” I admitted.  Bronze snickered.  “Okay, smarty pants.  Do you want to be a horse for this, or would you rather possess a car?” 
 
    Bronze cocked her head at the Impala, thinking it over.  The car would be faster and provide a trunk in an emergency.  It could conveniently carry more.  It couldn’t leap a wall and go charging into a house, though.  Then again, it wouldn’t be immediately regarded as unusual… Bronze turned one eye to me. 
 
    “No, I don’t have a preference.” 
 
    Bronze tossed her head and snorted, narrowly avoiding a ceiling beam.  She stepped lightly to the side, out of the way, and touched one hubcap with a hoof.  I felt her gather herself and I stepped back.  She leaped… 
 
    The Impala started, revving high, then settling to a fast idle. 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, examining the inanimate statue. 
 
    “What?” Mary asked. 
 
    “There’s not a mark on it.  I expected some melting around the point of contact, but the hoof is undamaged.” 
 
    “You did say orichalico-whatever—” 
 
    “Orichalcum.” 
 
    “Yes, yes—the magic metal stuff.  You did say it was a magical superconductor.” 
 
    “Yes.  Maybe we should see about putting an orichalcum bolt in the bumper, or getting some jumper cables made.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “No, you’re right.  We have things to do.  Let’s get moving.” 
 
    Moments later, the engine revved, the tires grabbed, and we shot down the driveway toward the road. 
 
      
 
    Salvatore’s house was mostly rectangular concrete and glass, set in a grassy lawn, all surrounded by trees.  It wasn’t an estate, just a big house with a sprawl of yard.  The trees on the borders of the property made it feel more isolated, diminishing the sounds of the neighbors and the not-too-distant highway.  The trees also concealed a fence, increasing the privacy without compromising the illusion. 
 
    I liked the place.  It was designed by somebody who enjoyed cubist art and Frank Lloyd Wright.  The only things I didn’t like about it were the overly-religious motif in all the ground-floor windows and the full-sized swimming pool.  I’ve got nothing against hot tubs or wading pools, but I drown far too easily for my taste.  I also thought the grill was a bit overdone.  It was a grill fit for a football team’s dinner.  I could stuff full-sized logs in the firebox—or a body.  Given Salvatore’s occupation, it might have been used that way at some point, but I doubt it.  He would never grill food on it again. 
 
    Mary and I parked on the shoulder of the road, between driveways.  Call it a quarter mile or so from his gate.  We all—Bronze included—searched the place in the rear-view mirror, floating an invisible scrying sensor through the building. 
 
    “Well, the place won’t burn to the ground,” I observed.  “The internal walls are concrete, too.  It’s probably designed to be earthquake-proof.  Want to bet the place was built with a bomb shelter in the basement?” 
 
    “The place can burn out,” Mary mused, “but it would take Firebrand to burn it down.  Or a determined horse of exceptional ability to kick it to pieces,” she added, patting the dashboard.  The engine rumbled contentedly. 
 
    “So, where’s Salvatore?” I asked.  “We’ve been through every room and every wall.  He’s obviously got gunmen hanging around, but he’s nowhere to be seen.” 
 
    “Basement?” Mary suggested.  I adjusted the scrying sensor, panning down and moving it around below the house.  Yes, he had a basement where he built model sailing ships as a hobby.  He also had a fallout shelter.  Nice one, too.  He wasn’t in either section. 
 
    “I don’t know where he would go,” she admitted.  “I’m not his appointment secretary. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have enough to do a scan for him?” I asked. 
 
    “I can scrape up enough energy if I have room for the full monty—chanting, spell diagrams, the works.  I’m still not sure how you manage it without all the extras.” 
 
    “I reach farther when scraping up energy.  When it comes to energy-gathering tendrils, I’m extremely well-endowed.” 
 
    “So I’ve noticed, O Ancient Master of the Mystic Arts.  What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know the guy well enough to target him.  Got anything intimately personal of Salvatore’s for me to use as a fix?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then we can settle in and wait.  He might not be out all night.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Mary grumped. 
 
    “Well, we could kill time in other ways.  We could drop by Ted’s house and pick up our old stuff.  I want my underwear, our amulets and rings, all that sort of thing.  I think I mentioned I’m a little sentimental about my sword.  It’s a copy of the one I gave Heydyl.” 
 
    “That’s fair.  How will you find the place?” 
 
    “A paper map, first, to get a general location, then a compass with an orichalcum needle.  I figure I can home in on the phone pretty easily when the gate is active.” 
 
    Mary cocked her head at me. 
 
    “You seem so much more…” 
 
    “Sexy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Dorky?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Quixotic?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut up a minute, I’ll think of it.”  I decided to let her think.  At last, she said, “You seem more dynamic.  I think that’s the word.” 
 
    “Dynamic.” 
 
    “Motivated.  Active and engaged.  Willing to get up and go do and make things happen.  No,” she corrected, “maybe ‘willing’ is the wrong word.  More than willing.  Eager, maybe.” 
 
    “I am in a better mood.  No idea why.”  The interior light came on for a moment, shining a golden-yellow color before going out again.  “Oh, now I have an idea,” I finished. 
 
    “You two,” Mary snickered.  “So, are we going to wait here all night or track down your numbskulls?” 
 
    “We should at least find them,” I agreed.  “We can check on Salvatore again before I attempt to bargain with vampire hunters.” 
 
    “Seems fair to me.  Let’s go.” 
 
    Suspending a pointer over a map, targeting the active gate in my old phone, pointed us to the little town of Thermal, California, over a hundred miles away. 
 
    “Too far?” I asked.  Mary shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t have to grab Salvatore tonight, I guess.  What does Bronze think?” 
 
    The gearshift dropped into Drive and we were off.  She kept it reasonable, since we were on well-traveled roads, but she does have an aggressive driving style.  She doesn’t like slow drivers and isn’t afraid to roar past them and spit fire as she does so.  She didn’t cause any crashes, but there were several panic stops. 
 
    Mary, I noticed, kept her seat belt fastened and tended to white-knuckle the door.  She’s a vampire.  We don’t have any real blood circulation, aside from the incidental movement from changes of internal pressure.  Flexing muscles, moving arms and legs, all those will move blood around inside us, but we don’t have heart action at night.  It takes a while for white knuckles to go away. 
 
    As for me, I wore my seat belt because that’s what you do in a moving vehicle.  The traffic around and suddenly dropping behind us was utterly unconcerning.  Not that I have any special immunity to worry—far from it!  But Bronze was driving, Bronze knew what she was doing, and Bronze I trust with my life.  She was unworried, slightly annoyed with obstacles—other vehicles, pedestrians, traffic lights; those things—and pleased to be out for a brisk trot. 
 
    I spent my time gathering up magical energy and casting spells manually.  When we left the garage, I put an energy scoop on the windshield to absorb magical power while we were moving.  It helped power other spells I wanted. 
 
    Oh, my.  Can I plug a small electromagical transformer into the cigarette lighter?  I may have to get Diogenes to make one for her. 
 
    Once we made it to Thermal, we got off highway eighty-six and headed back west again, along Airport Boulevard.  We stopped to feed Bronze and pick up a local map.  With it, we took bearings from my new compass, drawing lines, triangulating, and heading for the intersection. 
 
    The house was a two-storey frame structure in a neighborhood full of them.  It was once a neighborhood for the well-off, probably right before World War Two, but didn’t stay that way.  Yards were only moderately well-kept, paint peeled in out of the way places, and one house had a large piece of plywood nailed over one of the ground-floor windows, and it had been there for a while.  Sidewalks were mostly intact, but the concrete had grass in the cracks, slabs were beginning to tilt, and one broken slab held a muddy crater.  It was a good neighborhood for any enterprising young man with a lawn mower and an edger.  It was a good neighborhood for any imaginative child with a bicycle and a mother with an understanding attitude about dirt. 
 
    The house we wanted was no exception.  The yard needed a little attention and the brick walkway angling up the slight slope to the front porch had tufts of green squeezing between the bricks.  The house was a pale yellow, painted in the last five years or so, and otherwise in good shape.  The driveway leading to the garage in back had recently been covered over with new gravel, too. 
 
    We cruised past it to confirm the location.  Now sure of our target, we drove on and parked behind a store to get ready.  I switched from the armored outfit to more mundane clothes—still with armored underwear, mostly because I’m not as trusting as I could be—my not-suicidal bomber vest, and my cloak, transformed into an overcoat. 
 
    Mary stayed in her tactical ninja gear, but she got out a carbine with a thermal scope.  She also pulled out a long, thick silencer for the carbine, but didn’t screw it into place. 
 
    “Are those armor-piercing rounds?” I asked, as she checked and loaded her weapon. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Shooting through walls.  These are wooden houses, not concrete or brick.” 
 
    I didn’t argue.  Why would I?  Her concern for my welfare was strangely touching.  She swept the house with the thermal scope, counting people.  I tried scrying the house, but there was a charm on the place.  It wasn’t much of a defense.  I could have broken through it by accident if I hadn’t been on the lookout for something like it.  Breaking it might have triggered something else, however, so I left it alone. 
 
    That might have been its purpose, come to think of it.  If someone probes the house, the spell warding it breaks, alerting those inside.  It could work that way, I suppose, but I think the intent was to hide the house, make it register as a Perfectly Normal House, regardless of what magical shenanigans went on inside.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t set up to deal with the magical signature of an active interuniversal wormhole. 
 
    “Four men, two women, two kids,” Mary told me, whispering in my ear through a spell.  I didn’t want to let anyone know I was in constant contact by wearing obvious communications gear.  “The kids are upstairs, in bed.  One of the women is upstairs with one of the kids.  The other woman is downstairs with the men.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Does it matter to you that one of the kids appears to be sick?” 
 
    “Sick?” 
 
    “The upstairs woman just hung a new IV bag for the kid.  The bed has a rail on it and an electric blanket.  I think I see a collection of pill bottles, but it’s hard to tell through the scope.  So, yeah, sick.” 
 
    “I don’t think it matters.  At least, not for this.  I’m bluffing with a fake bomb, not a real one.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    It wasn’t even midnight when I rang the doorbell, package in hand.  An older gentleman answered it.  He was tall, heavyset, with a fringe of grey hair around the gleaming dome of his head.  I saw the flickering of pale fire about him, the aura of a vampire-repellent charm. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Delivery for Ted,” I told him, and handed him the cardboard box.  He took it by reflex even as his eyes widened.  “It’s the new underwear,” I went on.  “You did say you wanted to meet in person, didn’t you?” 
 
    He stepped back and shouted for “the boys.”  Three younger men came running.  While they pounded up the stairs, my overcoat turned back into a cloak and I pulled the deadman switch off my belt. 
 
    Handguns appeared out of nowhere, impressing me with their firepower.  They were all crowding the door, though, which did not impress me with their professionalism.  At least they were all wearing charms to ward off vampires.  No doubt they wore them full-time, all the time. 
 
    I waggled the deadman switch at them. 
 
    “Now, now.  We don’t want to do anything hasty!”  I gestured to emphasize the vest. 
 
    There was a thick, difficult silence, but nobody shot me.  There seems to be a rule about not shooting the guy wearing explosives while you’re in the blast zone.  I do love it when a plan comes together. 
 
    “What do you want?” Ted asked, quietly. 
 
    “My stuff.  I’ve already given you the lives of six idiots and a brand-new box of bulletproof underwear.  I’m tired of this.  Either hand it over or quit dicking around and start shooting.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can do that.” 
 
    “Fine.  That’s all I needed to know.  You’re an untrustworthy, lying bunch of bastards who wouldn’t recognize an opportunity if it bit you—although I haven’t.  You’ve stolen from me, attempted to double-cross me, accepted my tokens of good faith and betrayed it.  Go to hell in your own time, because I’m no longer interested in helping to keep you out of it.”  As I spoke, I unbuckled my vest and shucked out of it. 
 
    “You’re a creature of black magic and evil,” Ted stated.  Watching my cloak move around might have had something to do with his opinion. 
 
    “Oddly enough, an angel once told me I’m a creature from the realm of chaos, not evil,” I corrected.  “I have no relation that I know of to those things you know as vampires.  And, considering you morons can’t tell the difference, I don’t care to have relations with you, either.  Now shut up.  I’m leaving.  When I get far enough away you can’t conveniently shoot me, I’ll be too far away to detonate this package.”  I thumped the vest down on the doorstep. 
 
    “How do I know you won’t just blow us all to kingdom come?” 
 
    “Six religious nuts are alive because of me.  I chose to let them live.  You have armor,” I pointed at the package he still hadn’t put down, “that will turn a lethal bullet wound into a nasty bruise.  Why?  Because I’m a nice guy.  And now, the nice guy is saying go to hell, you dickheads.  What does that say about you?”  I turned my back on them and started walking. 
 
    “Hold it!” Ted snapped.  I stopped and turned.  He put the package down and stepped over the fake bomb, despite the urgent, whispered protests of his sons. 
 
    “What do you want?” I demanded.  “You have soulless minions of evil to kill.  I have schools to finance, refugees to feed, and an oncology ward to cure come Christmas.  We’re both busy men.” 
 
    “You can detonate this bomb any time you want, can’t you?” 
 
    “If I squeeze too hard or simply let go,” I said, holding up the fake detonator.  “It’s called a deadman switch for a reason.” 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal.” 
 
    “And double-cross me with a box full of dynamite and kerosene?”  One of the men inside the door grimaced.  Probably the one who came up with the idea. 
 
    “No.  You control the bomb.  I just want to carry it away from the house.” 
 
    “Away from your family, you mean, because you don’t trust me to simply walk away.” 
 
    “No.  I don’t.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment and an idea hit me. 
 
    “I’ll make you a counteroffer,” I told him, “and give you one final chance to prove you’re not the lying momzer you seem to be.  You bring the vest with us.  You spend the rest of the night with me and I’ll show you things you’ll never see anywhere else.  I’ll have you back here, safe, alive, and unhurt, before sunrise.  Then we go our separate ways.” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate.  Family is so important. 
 
    “I agree.”  He picked up the vest, gingerly, as though afraid it would go off. 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Quiet!  All of you!”  He held up the vest.  “Do you have any idea what this would do?  It’s the only way to be sure!” 
 
    “But I could run—”  
 
    “No!  He’s standing right there!  He could blow it before you took two steps.  No ‘but’s!  We’re not risking everybody!  Shut up and soldier!”  He turned to me.  “Well?” 
 
    “Come along.”  I whistled and Bronze grunted down the street to stop in front of the house.  “Get in.” 
 
    He followed me down the walk and reached for the door handle.  He seemed nonplused when the door opened for him.  He had a harder time accepting there was no one in the car.  I waited until he was in the car before getting in.  I whispered to Mary as I walked around the car.  She stayed in place to watch the house.  Once I sat down, Bronze roared away from the curb and swung down the street, headed for the highway. 
 
    I tossed the deadman switch in the back seat.  Ted almost wet himself. 
 
    “Shove that in the back seat, too,” I told him. 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of dying?” 
 
    “Always.  Good news is, that’s not a bomb.  No, seriously,” I added, at his disbelieving look.  “Here.”  I pinched a chunk out of one of the sticks of fake dynamite.  “It’s a sort of clay.  Totally harmless.” 
 
    “But you—you threatened to blow it up!” 
 
    “Yes.  The threat of an explosion kept us from getting into a serious conflict where I’d have to kill you all.  There was no way I would risk innocent lives, though.  The bluff was sufficient.” 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” he shouted, and hit me.  I let him, despite the radio coming on.  Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyrie.  Very appropriate theme.  Valkyrie are also called choosers of the slain.  He was definitely trying to prove his worth for Valhalla, and doing a decent job of it. 
 
    I shouldn’t joke.  Somewhere out there, there may be a Valhalla, or an energy plane universe bearing a strong resemblance to it.  I’m not sure how I feel about that, nor am I sure how Odin would feel about me. 
 
    Ted slugged me across the jaw, left-handed, and snapped my head to the side.  Good thing I wasn’t driving. 
 
    “Feel better?” I asked, turning back to face him as he hit me again.  He had a good left, I give him that.  The charm on him added some scorching sting to his punches.  I was glad I regenerated.  Still, I felt his third swing was a bit much.  I caught his fist as it headed for my face again.  It felt like a hot coal in my grip.  I suppressed the desire to jerk my hand away, but the pain added a bit of urgency to my tone. 
 
    “Now, look.  Either we have a deal or we don’t.  If we have a deal, I show you stuff you’ll never see again.  If we don’t, I will kick you out of the car and possibly stop before I do it.  You will note, I hope,” squeezing slightly, “how you don’t have any broken bones…yet.  What does it take to get you to listen?” 
 
    “Let go!” 
 
    I let go of his fist and noted again how my hand wasn’t burned.  It felt fine the instant I released him.  He settled down in his seat, fuming and rubbing his hand.  I didn’t harm it, but I did hurt it a little.  I went ahead and shoved the fake bomber vest in the back seat. 
 
    “Now, do you think you can hold on to your temper?  Or do I turn this car right back around, youngster?” 
 
    “I don’t want anything to do with you,” he declared.  “You’re an abomination that feeds on the blood of the living.” 
 
    “No, I’m a frightening piece of ecology,” I corrected.  “My purpose, as I understand it, is to assist the dying in passing on from the world.  In the ancient past, I believe it was the function of my kind to thin the herds of humans, culling the weak.  Nowadays, I tend to comfort those people who are dying alone.  You’d be surprised how many old people die with only me to hold their hands. 
 
    “The abominations,” I went on, “are the ones who snatch young, healthy people off the street, stick needles in their brains, and farm them for their blood.  I’m sure you’ve met their sort.  They’re the most common breed because they do breed, and often at an appalling rate.” 
 
    “I won’t listen to any of your lies.” 
 
    I wanted to snap his neck.  I resisted the urge.  He reminded me uncomfortably of religious fanatics I have known.  Do all vampire-hating people talk like that?  Or is it a broader thing?  Once normal people decide something is bad, will they listen to counterarguments, debate it, seek evidence?  Or is the decision final? 
 
    “I see.  Okay.  There’s a vampire nightclub.  There’s a particular vampire who is, in their social structure, the master of the city, also known as the Black King.  They have some rules within their society and have a sort of crime and punishment to go with them.  Do you want to know any of this?” 
 
    He glared at me for several seconds.  I could see his stubbornness resisting the idea.  Eventually, he turned away, put his elbow on the door and his chin in his hand.  He thought about it.  I didn’t interrupt. 
 
    In my ear, I heard a quiet voice from Mary. 
 
    “Two cars tried to follow you,” she said.  “I shot them.  The people are taking cover in the house.” 
 
    I grunted an agreement, not wanting to disturb Ted’s thinking.  Besides, I was looking for a good spot to set up a portable shift-booth. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Ted asked, finally. 
 
    “To a place where miracles happen.” 
 
    “Miracles?” 
 
    “Miracles.” 
 
    “That doesn’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “I promised to show you things.  You’ll see, once we get to the high place and can look down.” 
 
    We drove out to the desert—not a long drive, not in California.  Bronze pulled off the highway onto a secondary road, then off that onto a dirt road.  Once we reached nowhere, she parked in the middle of it. 
 
    “This is a place where miracles happen?” 
 
    “Sort of.  Bronze?  Will you keep an eye on the booth for me?” 
 
    The radio came on again.  Richard Marx, Right Here Waiting.  Good song. 
 
    I got out and went to the back.  The trunk opened as I circled around.  From inside the car, I heard Ted swearing. 
 
    “She’s got a mind of her own, Ted,” I called, without looking.  “You watched her drive us out here.  What made you think you could slide into the driver’s seat and leave?” 
 
    Ted climbed out the driver’s door, grumbling.  I pulled out the portable shift-booth to the residence complex and unrolled it on the ground.  A simple press of the button and the thing crackled and sprang up into a rigid structure. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “It’s magic,” I told him.  “Come on.  Wonders yet to be seen, Ted.”  I stepped into the empty space.  Ted touched the material, feeling the cloth-like texture and the hardness, the rigidity of it.  He followed me in and I triggered the shift. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go out.  This is where I live.” 
 
    “A tent?” he asked, following me out into the Hall of Doors.  He stopped talking and walking when he realized he was no longer in the desert.  “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    “This is my home,” I told him.  “That’s a magical doorway into it.  Come on.”  I led him, with encouragement, to the tunnel.  We walked along the slidewalk while he adjusted. 
 
    In the media room, I called up a diagram of the Earth.  Diogenes and I explained to him how the world ended in nuclear warfare. 
 
    “Look around,” I told him.  “All this stuff straight out of Buck Rogers or Star Trek.” 
 
    “What’s Star Trek?” 
 
    “Awesome.  You need to watch more television.  Just wait until Star Wars comes out in theaters.  More awesomeness. 
 
    “But back to my point.  Make no mistake; this is the future—a possible future.  One I hope doesn’t come to pass for you.  All the fancy future gadgets you can think of and even more you can’t, they’re all here.  And you’re the jerk who finally understands a little bit of what you’re facing. 
 
    “Now, here’s the deal.  The only reason you aren’t dead is because there are children in your house.  I could blow the thing to flaming splinters and walk over the charred remains of your corpses to get my stuff back.  I won’t.  Not because I particularly like you or have a reverence for life, but because I despise the idea of hurting a child. 
 
    “None of my things are irreplaceable.  Some of it, however, isn’t just a bunch of futuristic technology.  Some of it is enchanted—magical objects I spent time and personal effort on.  I can do it again, but I’d rather not go to so much effort.  Some of it is stuff I’m sentimental about—the sword, for example, is one I’ve had for a long time. 
 
    “So here’s the deal.  You got to meet some religious vampire hunters.  You got them back alive, no less, which I wouldn’t have put any money on.  You now have longjohns made of armor-class materials.  All of that is less effort and time than it would take me to recreate my personal belongings.  But my patience with you is at an end.  I’ve been understanding of your predisposition toward anything you think of as a vampire.  You have reason, since you were raised that way and never had evidence to the contrary.  I’ve tolerated the kidnapping of my girlfriend, even though she’s still grumpy about it.  I’ve even tolerated my own crucifixion—all’s well that ends well, even if it is bloody damn painful.  I’ve taken your insults and attitude and your ideas about double-crossing me.  Now, having said as much, pay close attention: 
 
    “I won’t take any more.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    “You’re damn right I’m threatening you.  I’m trying to rebuild a broken world you humans blew to hell, and you are giving me grief over my underwear!  Nobody has infinite patience with stupidity, and I certainly don’t!  You will either give me back my stuff the moment we get you back to your house, or I will depart and you will never even see me again!” 
 
    “That’s not much of a threat,” he said, smiling.  I rubbed my forehead. 
 
    “You are an unimaginative man,” I stated.  “Try to think of the advantages you could enjoy with me on your side.  Armor, yes, but how about the ability to regrow a severed limb?  Cure injuries, disease, even—in some limited and specific instances—bring back the dead?  To say nothing of… no, you can’t imagine.  I’ll have to demonstrate. 
 
    “Diogenes!  Get the target range ready.” 
 
    “Ready, Professor.” 
 
    “Follow me, Ted.”  He followed, and what I could see of his spirit through the flickering of the charm, wondering, even doubting.  He was afraid, knowing he was in my power, but he was also starting to wonder about the possibilities.  I led him to another closet in the Hall of Doors and we came out in a small bunker in, oddly enough, southern California.  I picked out several weapons from the armory and let Diogenes’ robots carry them to the target range for us.  Ted took the robots in stride, strangely enough.  Maybe he was only racist—or wraithist—about vampires. 
 
    “This,” I explained, taking the long, pipe-like portion from the robot’s grasping hands, “is a pulse laser weapon.  Think of it as a ray gun.  It fires about a thousand times a second, each pulse lasting about a nanosecond.  It does—” I sighted in on a distant target dummy.  It vaporized.  “—considerable damage.  Consider how a vampire or werewolf would cope with having its torso turned to steam.  I’m thinking it wouldn’t recover.”  I handed it back to the robot, adding, “And now you can’t have one.” 
 
    “Next up is a rocket launcher.  I’m sure you’re familiar with the German panzerfaust and the bazooka.  This is similar, but it works a bit more like a shotgun.”  I fired it at a mid-ranged target.  The rocket shot downrange, divided into twenty or so smaller projectiles, and exploded all over the place.  “Multiple warheads,” I told him.  “They’re perfect for knocking down doors, walls, and mobs of zombies.  In fact, nothing corporeal is going to enjoy it much. 
 
    “This,” I continued, “is a handgun of a design similar to those you’re familiar with.  The ammunition, however, is extraordinarily lethal.”  I fired it at a closer target.  The round, a ten-millimeter bullet, exploded only slightly after impact and blew a hole the size of my fist.  “You can’t have any of these, either—not anymore.”  I switched weapons again. 
 
    “This is a monomolecular-edged machete.  It’s sharp enough to cut you if you look at it wrong.”  I held it by the hilt and gently, slowly, drew the edge along another target dummy, cutting it in two from shoulder to opposite hip.  “Handy for decapitating bad guys, opening barred doors, even cutting through walls to let the sunshine in, wouldn’t you say?  You can’t have one, because you’re a dick.”  I gestured at the array of lethality I hadn’t yet touched.  “You can’t have any of it.”  I waved the robots away. 
 
    “Thank you, Diogenes.  I’ve made my point.”  The robots trundled back into the bunker with the weapons. 
 
    Ted wore an expression between furious and frightened, but he didn’t say anything.  I leaned against the shooting platform and folded my arms.  I waited. 
 
    “You’re saying you’ll give us these… the weapons of tomorrow if I give you back your things?” he asked. 
 
    “No.  I’m saying you’ve given in to your preconceived notions instead of evaluating me on my own merits.  Because you failed to think, you can’t have them, ever, under any circumstances.  But now you also know I am fully capable of picking off each and every one of you at will.  The first target I vaporized?  It’s over a thousand yards away.  Imagine your head instead of the target.  You’ll never see it coming.  You might not realize you’re dead until the pitchfork hits. 
 
    “I want my things back.  And, while I won’t harm a child, I’ll damn well orphan the two in your house, kill any relatives who show up to claim them, and then bribe every official from here to Washington so I can personally adopt them.  Mark that, because there’s my threat to you:  I will raise your orphaned children.  Unless you suck it up, deal with the inevitable, and return the things you stole from me.  Take your pick.” 
 
    “I’ll need to talk this over—” 
 
    “I’ll give you sixty seconds to get in the house, gather it all up, and bring it all out.  Then I leave.  And, as I said before, you’ll never see me again.  At least, not within a thousand yards.” 
 
    Ted’s eyes widened.  He finally understood. 
 
    “You’re not giving me a choice, is that it?” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of—you idiot!  I’ve given you a choice!  I’ve asked!  I’ve bargained!  I’ve given you—”  I broke off, trying not to snarl.  “There’s no talking to you.  If any human being went through what I’ve gone through, you wouldn’t be surprised to find him punching you in the mouth.  And yet, despite the most decent and upstanding methods I can think of, you persist in treating me as though I’m one of your type of monster! 
 
    “Well, fine!  You just found the sharp edge of my patience.  You want to treat me like a monster?  I can be a monster.  Come with me.  I’m taking you home.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s fair to—” 
 
    I grabbed him by the throat and by the crotch to lift him over my head.  I felt the sizzling pain of his charm and wanted to let go, but I forced myself to hang on.  I needed to make my point. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” I shouted into his goggle-eyed face.  “I’ve been nice.  I’ve been patient!  But you refuse to listen!  If you could pretend, just pretend, for two minutes that I might actually be honest in my intent to get my things and leave you alone, you wouldn’t be choking to death in the grip of the monster you insist I am!” 
 
    I dropped him.  He hit the ground hard. 
 
    “Since you want me to be a monster,” I snarled, “I’ll play the part you demand.  Now follow me, human.  Heel!” 
 
    He spat dust and rose to his feet.  He might be an older man, but he was tough.  He followed anyway as I led him through shift-booths back to his own California.  I packed up the portable booth, stuffed it in the trunk, and Bronze drove us back to Ted’s house.  Ted didn’t say anything until we hit the highway. 
 
    “You really could kill us all, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.  It would be easier—far easier!—than what I’ve already done.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  I couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Look, Ted, I know you’ve been dealing with soulless minions of evil.  I know you have a predisposition toward not trusting them.  You’re right not to trust them.  But you’ve got to consider potential gains versus potential costs.  All I wanted was the things you stole from me—make no mistake, I view it as stealing, so keep your teeth together or I’ll remove them.  In return, assuming you were able to demonstrate both reasonable caution and the ability to reason, I was willing to help you out against things we both despise—soulless vampires, the ones who kill indiscriminately.” 
 
    “You say that now.  You claim you’ve changed your mind.” 
 
    “Ted, you’re a child.  You’re so much younger than me, you might be considered old enough to spank.  I can, and I might.  Bear it in mind.” 
 
    Ted was thoughtful—a good sign, I decided.  I had doubts about his ability to think. 
 
    “Suppose I believe you,” he offered.  “Just suppose.  You’re some sort of more human vampire from the future.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “If I give you back your things, you’ll support us?  You’ll be a lesser evil, helping us destroy a greater one?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because that deal isn’t on the table anymore.  I’m a nice guy, Ted, or I try to be.  I even try to be patient and tolerant, but I’m limited.  Our dispute over stolen goods has grown too big to ignore.  Your punishment is to give up my things—because it’s the right thing to do—and to never hear from me, never have any help from me again.” 
 
    “We got by without your help.  We can do it again.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’ll have to live with the knowledge you had a choice, a chance to do so much better.  And you blew it.  That is your punishment.” 
 
    We rode in silence for a while as Bronze swung off the highway and onto streets. 
 
    “Do you want to come in for your things?” 
 
    “No.  You don’t want to invite me in, and if you did you would use it as an opportunity to betray me, try to kill me, or otherwise attempt to double-cross me.  I’ll wait outside, thank you, where my companion—the lady vampire you kidnapped—can continue to cover me with her sniper rifle.” 
 
    Ted cursed as we turned onto his street.  Two cars were stopped in the driveway.  They weren’t going anywhere.  The one in front blocked the one in back.  Both front tires were flat and there were a dozen holes in the radiator grille.  There was also one hole in the windshield, right where the rear-view mirror used to attach.  No doubt that one did as much to stop the car as the flat tires. 
 
    “See what happens?” I told him, as Bronze parked at the opposite curb.  “You’ve got sixty seconds.  Get going.  And, if you’re curious, yes, we can see through the walls.” 
 
    Ted got out of the car and hurried up the walk. 
 
    “Nice trip?” Mary asked, through our communication spell. 
 
    “No,” I fumed.  “See anything?” 
 
    “There’s activity in the house.  They’ve been hunkering down since I stopped them from following you.” 
 
    “Thank you, by the way.” 
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
    “Any idea what they’re doing?” 
 
    “Looks to me like they’re putting stuff in a sack.” 
 
    “What sort of stuff?” 
 
    “Containers.  Milk bottles, maybe.” 
 
    “Shoot one, please.” 
 
    I heard the pfut! of a subsonic round and the muted sound of shattering glass.  Swearing followed. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re unloading the sack.” 
 
    “Probably because it’s covered in kerosene.  Keep them honest.” 
 
    I waited sixty-four seconds before Ted came out with a duffel.  He jogged down the walk while Mary put two more rounds into the house.  I heard yelps of surprise. 
 
    “The boys were going out the back, probably to circle around,” Mary whispered. 
 
    “Roger that,” I murmured as Ted started across the street.  The duffel smelled of fuel, as expected. 
 
    “Stop there and open it,” I instructed. 
 
    “What?  Why?” 
 
    “You can smell why.  Stand there and open it or I’ll have you shot.” 
 
    He opened the duffel.  Bronze rolled down a rear window. 
 
    “Take out the sword.  Hold it by the scabbard.  Hand it to me.  Good.  Now, dump out the sack, right there.  One by one, toss things in the back.  Vary from that and you’ll find everyone in the house is much more ventilated.” 
 
    Ted didn’t snarl, but he wanted to.  He tossed each item, one by one—amulets, knives, guns, and so on—in through the rear window. 
 
    “Keep the bag,” I told him, once he finished.  “I don’t want to be annoyed by any extra explosives you might have included.” 
 
    “Look, this has all been a terrible misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Yes.  You thought I was a soulless monster.  A soulless monster would have killed you over this long ago.  I’m the one who consistently tried to be kind and generous, and the only one of us who kept his word.  I’m a better person than you are.  You are a liar and a coward, Ted, and I have no respect for you.” 
 
    We left him standing in the street, confused and angry.  Bronze circled the block so we could pick up Mary and head back toward Los Angeles. 
 
    “So, how did it go?” 
 
    “I am done with these idiots.” 
 
    “Do tell!” 
 
    So I told her how it went.  She nodded. 
 
    “They’re not religious fanatics,” she pointed out, “but they are professional vampire hunters.  They’re not equipped to understand there might be nice supernatural entities.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “All I’m saying is, maybe you could have been a little more understanding.” 
 
    “The hell I could have!  I was the nicest creature of darkness in the history of darkness!  I think so, anyway.  Trixie keeps telling me I am.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, patting my leg.  “It’s okay.  You don’t deal well with people who don’t think.  He has what he thinks of as a fact and he won’t let go of it even in the face of evidence.  You don’t understand what it’s like.” 
 
    “I don’t?” 
 
    “Oh, you have facts, but they’re just things you accept for convenience.  You toss them out if you prove them wrong.  Normal people don’t do that.  They get something in their heads and it stays there, bolted down and glued in place, painted over repeatedly.  The inside of your head is more slippery and uncertain.” 
 
    “I never thought of it that way.” 
 
    “Sometimes you need an outside observer.  Different perspectives,” she suggested.  I put my arm around her. 
 
    “Thanks.  I appreciate your perspective.”  She snuggled into me.  Bronze did the driving. 
 
    “Are we going to see Salvatore?” she asked. 
 
    “Up to you.  Do we still have time, tonight?” 
 
    “Mmm.  No, I don’t think so.  I want plenty of time with him and sunrise would cut things short.” 
 
    “Tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    We cuddled in the front seat for a while, headed back to our lair. 
 
    “You know,” Mary said, “I think I’ve figured out the problem.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You’re not used to hatred.” 
 
    “I hate plenty of things.” 
 
    “No, not your hatred.  You’re not used to being hated.” 
 
    “I’m known as the Demon King and I don’t deserve that, either.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean.  You have a reputation.  It’s not the same thing.  No, what I mean is you don’t deal with people on a day-to-day basis.  People who actively hate you.  My guess is this is a rare occasion when you deal with someone who despises you for what you are rather than who.” 
 
    “I don’t like Church of Light priests, either.  Well,” I amended, thinking back, “most of them.” 
 
    “And you react to them about the same way, don’t you?” 
 
    I grunted something noncommittal while I thought about it.  She might have a point, I decided.  I do tend to be unpleasant to people who are unpleasant to me. 
 
    “Am I overreacting?” 
 
    “Maybe.  I don’t know how much time and effort are involved in recreating our gear.  Was this easier?” 
 
    “Yes.  Mostly.  More frustrating, but less time and quite a lot less effort.” 
 
    “And did Ted deserve to be shown a world of wonders only to have it snatched away from him?  Or was that your own personal vengeance?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “To which part?” 
 
    “All right, all right.  I overreacted.” 
 
    Mary hugged me. 
 
    “It’s okay.  You didn’t kill anybody and I know that matters a lot to you.  Personally, I would have waited until the kids were in school and most of the adults out of the house.  Then I would have gone in with a tranquilizer gun and simply stolen it all back.” 
 
    We rode in silence for the rest of the trip.  I was busy reflecting on the differences between a physicist and a thief—and the drawbacks of having a temper. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Tuesday, September 30th, 1969 
 
      
 
    Tuesday was a business-heavy day for us.  Mary made a trip to send letters for Diogenes.  Liquidating assets in an equitable manner takes time and paperwork.  A lot of paperwork.  Despite this, pulling all our interests out of Flintridge still struck me as a good idea.  Diogenes handled most of the telephone calls, but without robots, handling mail was another story. 
 
    We made sure the post office would forward our mail to a post office box.  They don’t deliver to burned-out shells of buildings and I didn’t want to leave an obvious pointer to the new lair.  As for transporting whatever commodities Diogenes wanted, the garage would do.  Most of it would be materials—refined metals of all sorts.  More recently, some of the local manufactured goods are useful, too.  Some quasi-antique items from here would not go amiss in The Manor, and if we can simply buy them rather than dedicate robots to produce them, so much the better. 
 
    Pencils for everyone!  Plus paper, chalk, erasers, clothes… and bicycles.  Lots of vintage bicycles.  I plan to put bicycle racks outside every building and simply park bikes everywhere.  Not for any one person, of course, but for everyone.  As school property, simply grab one, pedal down to the village and back, or back and forth between buildings, whatever.  Then park it somewhere.  Don’t worry about which one is yours; they all are!  You just grab whichever one is closest when you need one. 
 
    Google bikes, anyone?  Less creepy than the Google Cabs on Nexus, anyway. 
 
    On the more militant side, I asked Diogenes what technology we had available to stun, disable, or incapacitate a human target.  There was quite a list.  For practical reasons, we finally settled on an air-powered dart gun.  It fired tiny ice darts made of several drugs, frozen in layers.  The dart penetrated into the target, creating a minor wound—potentially dangerous if it hit an artery or eye, but there are trade-offs to any weapon—before promptly melting and dissolving into the bloodstream.  The innermost one was a coagulant, to minimize the wounding.  The others were paralytics, psychotropics, and anesthetics.  Between them, the subject lost coordination, mental focus, and consciousness. 
 
    Mary thinks I’m a softie.  Maybe I am.  But the gun is nearly silent, the wound feels like a bee sting, and the effects are almost immediate. 
 
    “You do want to capture Salvatore, right?” I confirmed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That means dragging him out of his house.  You can kill the guards if you like, but they’re not who you’re after, right?  And as you pointed out, it’s easier to steal something—or someone—if everyone is unconscious.” 
 
    “That’s hardly a fair way to argue.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Using my own words against me.” 
 
    I didn’t have a good reply to that.  Instead, I did some work in the garage, reinforcing and refining the work Mary already did.  It didn’t need much.  She may claim to be a so-so wizardess, but she’s meticulous.  Anything she feels she can do, she does well. 
 
    Once I was sure the spells on the garage would hold up for our orderly withdrawal from Flintridge, I double-checked our recovered equipment.  Everything checked out on both a material and magical level.  I suspect they didn’t have a way to analyze the enchantments, only detect them.  I’m also guessing nobody wanted to try on the vampire’s personal magical jewelry, either. 
 
    I spent the time to double-check the enchantments on the gems in the amulets.  Each one is a separate enchantment, so it takes time to look the whole thing over, but nowhere near as much as it takes to make them.  They were all functioning normally. 
 
    Finally, I noticed the missing item.  Ted kept my cigarette-case phone.  At first, I was tempted to go blow down his door and demand it back, but, upon consideration, I realized it might have been an honest mistake.  I didn’t give him much time, so he was rushed.  If he had the thing somewhere besides the pile on the table, they might have swept everything into a sack and simply missed it. 
 
    I’ve been tempery with the poor man.  Maybe I should give him the benefit of the doubt.  I made a mental note to have Diogenes pipe acid through the phone’s micro-gate. 
 
    With all that taken care of, I started work on transportation stalls—shift-stalls?—for Bronze. 
 
      
 
    Bronze drove us out to Salvatore’s house that night.  We spied on the place and confirmed Salvatore was in residence, along with six “gentlemen.”  The seventh guest was not an employee, but a priest.  He was obvious, what with the funny collar and all. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked.  Mary touched Bronze’s rear-view mirror and searched around the house some more before answering. 
 
    “I think it’s still doable,” she mused.  “I see Salvatore is in bed already, but the priest is sitting in the hallway, drinking coffee.  He’s definitely there for a reason—I’d say he’s guarding the bedroom door.  I’ll have to take out the guards before the priest notices.  I can’t deal with both at once.” 
 
    “Good thing you have a silent gun with drug darts.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Did you notice the power protecting everyone?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.  What is it?” 
 
    “I’d say it’s a faith-based charm.  It’s got the same pearlescent color as the aura the guys in the garage ambush had.  At a guess, the priest has blessed them with some sort of protection.  I’d be careful about trying to drain any of them with your tendril.  You might want to be cautious about physically touching them, too—it’s likely to be unpleasant.” 
 
    “That complicates things, but I think I can manage.” 
 
    “Want me to come in?” 
 
    “Only if things go badly wrong.” 
 
    “Ah.  By all means, enjoy.” 
 
    Mary climbed out, put on what I think of as a ninja hood, settled her helmet in place, and pretty much disappeared into the night. 
 
    I wish I could do that.  I’d settle for knowing how she does it.  She has tried to teach me.  I’m much more stealthy than I used to be.  I can sneak better than any elephant I know, now. 
 
    I followed more slowly.  In my armor, I lumbered along, thunder-footed by comparison.  I startled sleeping animals Mary hadn’t disturbed as I followed through the hole she made in the fence.  One drawback to putting the fence inside the treeline is it isn’t visible to the guards.  At least they made an effort to trim branches that might allow someone to climb a tree to get over the fence. 
 
    I also brought along a hand mirror tuned to Mary.  Lurking in the shrubbery nearest the house, I watched in the mirror as she circled the place.  One by one, well-dressed gentlemen decided to take sudden naps.  It doesn’t matter how well-protected you are from the icy grip of black magic when you’re being shot. 
 
    All in all, it took her about forty seconds from the first dart to the last slumped body. 
 
    I am so glad she’s on my side. 
 
    The priest, however, was more of a challenge.  Mary went upstairs, paused at the head of the stairs, and peeped around the edge of the hallway.  The priest was sitting in a chair beside the bedroom door, as before, reading.  Mary rolled partway around the corner, just enough for a shot.  She fired, hit the priest from his left side, in the chest, barely missing his arm. 
 
    It didn’t go through his cassock or robe or whatever the thing is.  The dart hit and shattered, leaving a tiny piece of the point stuck in the fabric. 
 
    What kind of priest wears body armor?  Answer:  One who knows vampires exist.  Judging by his reaction, he was expecting trouble. 
 
    The priest snapped the book closed and sprang to his feet.  He made a sharp downward gesture with one hand and caught the thing falling out of his sleeve.  It clicked, arms springing out—a switchblade cross?  Something like it, anyway, because he then presented it in Mary’s direction and began to chant.  His voice was strong and he spoke with authority.  The force of it was a palpable thing and I could feel it even through the scrying spell.  To my vision, the cross caught fire, blazed with a white flame, and appeared to grow until it filled the hallway. 
 
    Mary, for her part, snapped back around the corner and down a step.  What I could see of her face was reddened, as though sunburned.  I didn’t see the rest of her face under the mask, but I could tell she wasn’t happy. 
 
    Neither was I. 
 
    Mary stuck her hand around the corner, blindly popping off a half-dozen shots.  One dart in a hand or in the face would have done, but nothing found the mark.  Given the fiery icon burning in the hallway, I couldn’t tell if the darts were being vaporized or if Mary simply missed.  I would put money on it, either way.  The priest advanced with a firm, measured tread, cross held out in one hand, book held up in the other. 
 
    I launched into motion, across the lawn and around the house.  My amulet includes a silence spell, something to damp down vibrations in the air.  With a little tweaking, I temporarily expanded its radius of action to make sure the shattering glass did so quietly.  I leaped through the second-floor window and landed in some kid’s bedroom—kid not included.  Peeking out through the door, I was well behind the priest.  His body shielded me from the worst of the blazing religious icon, but the scatter around it, the aura it projected, was still like a cloud of stinging insects on all my exposed skin. 
 
    I stepped out into the hall to start my run.  Tendrils extended down through my feet, planting each step.  Grab the floor, shove it backward, lean forward into the acceleration.  Everything is slow as cold syrup, even me, but every step is another thrust, another inhuman shove adding to my velocity.  The hallway telescoped, shortening rapidly, like the view of a bullet down the barrel of a gun. 
 
    When I hit the priest, I didn’t stop powering forward.  I ran into him like a truck and kept going.  He crunched a bit as I hit, and we carried down the last part of the hallway, past the stairs, out through the window, and into the pool, leaving Mary with a clear path to Salvatore.  The light of the religious icon went out like a candle-flame under a snuffer.  The priest was either dead or in no condition to concentrate. 
 
    I would rather have landed on him, on the concrete patio, to make sure.  Sadly, we were going too fast for that.  Still, I figured the pool wouldn’t be much of an issue for me, at least not at night.  I wasn’t going to drown, after all.  The priest, broken and dying, might or might not have time to drown, depending on his internal injuries, exactly where his spine was broken, and whether or not the whiplash snapped his neck. 
 
    There was one slight flaw in my plan.  The water was an issue.  Who blesses their pool to make it holy water?  I mean, come on.  People swim in the pool!  The kids swim in the pool!  It’s not going to stay sanctified for long.  I mean, dropping a vampire in it should pollute it, shouldn’t it?  How about the corpse of a priest? 
 
    I hate it when the so-called “good guys” get clever.  It generally means something unexpected and painful happens to me. 
 
    So the priest and I exploded out the window at the end of the hall, sailed out over the border of the pool, splashed down, and I immediately sank to the bottom of the roiling cauldron of boiling water.  It seared me everywhere, but mostly on my face and hands.  My clothes were a water-repellent fabric, but not waterproof.  They trapped steam as it boiled against my skin, forming a thin layer of vapor in the cloth that helped protect me a bit.  It was an improvement over the way my face and eyes were being boiled off.  At least I had the presence of mind to grit my teeth and keep my mouth shut. 
 
    Anyone else would surface, grab the edge of the pool, and haul themselves out.  But not me—oh, no!  I weigh too much for that.  I had to sizzle and boil and steam as I sprinted—as much as it is possible to sprint underwater—up the incline toward the shallow end, bearing to one side.  My sense of urgency multiplied as the water boiled away my eyelids and started on my eyes.  I reached up and seized the edge of the pool with my skinless, sizzling-meat hands and hauled myself out. 
 
    Even then, it wasn’t over.  I was still soaking wet and steaming.  The holy water continued to sizzle and pop like frying fat as it evaporated. 
 
    After a small eternity of sizzling and regenerating, sizzling and regenerating, my eyes healed enough to see through.  I crawled over to a garden hose, and rinsed the holy water off with tap water. 
 
    I heard Mary come out, gasp, and go back inside.  Moments later, she thumped down a pair of unconscious guards.  She then drew one of her usual pistols and shot the floating priest in the head.  She holstered the weapon and knelt by me. 
 
    “You look terrible.” 
 
    “I’m sure I do,” I agreed.  My lips and cheeks weren’t in good shape, but at least I didn’t have gaping holes and a carbonized tongue.  I was much more intelligible than the time I sun-blasted my face off. 
 
    I bit the throat out of a guard.  It stung a bit.  Whatever was protecting him was probably meant for soulless monsters, not chaos-demon infestations.  If I’d been trying to hold on to him, it would have been a problem.  As it was, I just wanted him open and bleeding.  The blood crawled over to me on its own. 
 
    I felt much better after five quarts.  So much so, I went to the effort of dispelling the charm on the second one so I could feed on his vitality as well as his blood. 
 
    Mary came out again, this time with an unconscious Salvatore. 
 
    “Are you better?” she asked, anxiously. 
 
    “Stay out of the pool,” I advised. 
 
    “Okay.  Thank you for the priest.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  Have we got what we came for?” 
 
    “Yes.  And thank you again.  For coming along, I mean.” 
 
    “My pleasure.”  I stood up from the empty corpse and stretched.  I was dripping wet but largely intact.  There was no sizzling, but everything itched from the ongoing regeneration.  I resolved to avoid swimming pools in the future.  I already have a sinking aversion to deep water.  The incident did nothing to alleviate it. 
 
    “I mean it,” Mary insisted.  “This didn’t go so well, and I’m glad you were here.  I’m sorry about the holy water.” 
 
    “So am I.  It didn’t occur to me they would—or could—bless the whole pool.” 
 
    “Why did you go in the pool, anyway?  Why not just crumple the guy?” 
 
    “Crumpling him required momentum.  At that speed, we couldn’t help but go out the end of that wing.”  I shrugged.  Mary picked up the unconscious Salvatore and slung him over a shoulder.  We walked across the lawn toward Bronze.  “If we’d hit the concrete, that would have been fine.  I didn’t mind hitting the water, either.  I can’t drown at night.  The holy water was unexpected.” 
 
    “Next time, we’ll check.” 
 
    “Next time?  I’m hoping you don’t have any more religious crime bosses you want to get even with.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be content with just this one.” 
 
    “Good, because I don’t want to attract any more attention while we withdraw from this world.” 
 
    “Attention from?” 
 
    “Vampire hunters, religious zealots, and On High.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Understood, sir.” 
 
    “You say that,” I grumbled, “but I mean it.” 
 
    Bronze opened a door for her.  Mary tossed Salvatore in the back seat. 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
    Bronze drove us back to our desert lair.  I went back to Apocalyptica while Mary took care of her business with Salvatore.  Bronze elected to remain in Flintridge with Mary, just in case. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Friday, September 25th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    The timing worked out, or mostly.  I arrived through the Denver cargo shifter a few minutes before sunrise.  I spent several minutes sitting in the shifter, waiting for the morning transformation to run its course, grumbling to myself about the lack of convenient bathroom facilities.  I don’t normally spend much time in Denver.  I pop back and forth to the residence complex.  Diogenes promised he would take care of it. 
 
    “While you wait,” Diogenes went on, “would you rather have your message from Ted Numbskull or make an appointment with your guest?” 
 
    “Crap!  I forgot all about the guest.  What does he want?” 
 
    “He seems to be of the opinion you are a despot who deliberately withholds material wealth in order to maintain power over the people you kidnapped and enslaved.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.  That sounds like me.  I’ve always wanted to be a despot.  Or did I want to be a tyrant?  What’s the difference, anyway?” 
 
    “Tyranny is rule through the threat of punishment and violence.  Despotism is a more general term for absolutism in general, including tyranny.” 
 
    “I feel much more informed.  Thank you.  I’m not sure what I get out of maintaining power over my kidnapped and enslaved subjects, though.  I don’t know how I’m exercising any authority over them, come to that.  So, our guest wants me to hold elections?  Or appoint him Prime Minister?  Or what?” 
 
    “I believe his intent is either to remonstrate with you on the matter or to apply for the job of chief of distribution.  Possibly both.  He refuses to acknowledge me as an entity or engage me in conversation, therefore his intentions are not entirely clear.” 
 
    “What do you mean, he doesn’t acknowledge you as an entity?” 
 
    “He refers to me by several pejoratives, such as ‘collection of vacuum tubes,’ ‘bundle of wires,’ and ‘clockwork voice.’” 
 
    “I knew opening the door to refugees from the Armageddon-class worlds was a bad idea!” 
 
    Diogenes did not answer. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed, rubbing my forehead and getting transformation byproducts all over my hand.  I activated my ring’s cleaning spell and waited while the sunrise finished its evil work.  “I’ll talk to him in a minute or ten.  What about Ted?” 
 
    “As you noted, he still has your old phone.  He used it to call and wishes you to call him back.” 
 
    “He’s had a while to think, so he probably wants to argue and negotiate some more.  No doubt he’s hoping to pick up a monomolecular weapon or two.”  I thought for a moment.  “Mix up a batch of something horribly unpleasant for piping through the phone’s micro-gate to destroy it.” 
 
    “Immediately.  Do you wish to reply?” 
 
    “Sure.  Dial him up.” 
 
    Diogenes’ hovering drone made ringing noises until someone answered. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi!  It’s the better human being.  Why do you still have the phone you stole from me, and why should I bother to talk to you?” 
 
    “I’ve been considering what you said,” Ted replied. 
 
    “First off, that’s not an answer.  Second, I just realized I don’t care.”  I made a throat cutting gesture and Diogenes disconnected the call. 
 
    He called back. 
 
    “Don’t hang up!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I think I might have been wrong about you.” 
 
    “Ah, but I’m not wrong about you.  You’re dishonest.  You don’t keep your word.  You lie and cheat and steal.  You pre-judged me without even trying to understand.  You’re stupid and annoying and I don’t like you.  You can’t be trusted.  So why should I give a stir-fried damn what you think?” 
 
    “Because we both want to kill the other vampires.” 
 
    “True, but so what?  You’ll kill some of them, possibly most of them, and eventually they’ll kill you, which will make it much easier to ignore you.  If they turn you into a vampire, I’ll be sure to kill you, burn the body, and piss on your ashes, though.” 
 
    “Listen, you,” he snapped.  “I don’t like you, either.  You drink the blood of the living and that makes you a vampire.  Maybe not the same sort as the ones we’re used to—some rare breed, maybe.  That’s all well and good, but you’re still a vampire.  If you’re a different sort, some kind that still understands what honesty and integrity mean…” 
 
    “I’m listening.  You want something from me.  Make it good.” 
 
    “You said… one of the things you said was something about an oncology ward.  You said you were going to cure it.” 
 
    “I do that, sometimes,” I admitted.  “I can suck the life out of a tumor as easily as I can suck the life out of a human being.  It just takes a little more care and attention.  I do that, sometimes, on my Christmas holidays.” 
 
    “Can you cure leukemia?” 
 
    “Sometimes.  Why?  Do you have leukemia?” 
 
    “No.  My grandson does.” 
 
    I had to pause and reflect.  On the face of it, a leukemia diagnosis seemed a good reason to consider making a deal with a dark and terrible monster.  On the other hand, Ted’s a lying bastard and wouldn’t hesitate to sucker me into a trap.  Then again, Mary did mention a kid upstairs in their house… 
 
    “So what?” I answered.  “You shot down any chance of me helping you.  You couldn’t possibly be asking the horrible, nasty vampire to do you a favor and cure your grandson.  Even you don’t have that kind of chutzpah.  Besides, that ship has sailed, boy.” 
 
    “Damn you.” 
 
    “That ship, too.  Anything else?” 
 
    “You’re saying you can help, but you won’t?” 
 
    “That’s right.  Tell you grandson he’s going to die because his grandfather is an arrogant jerk who alienated the one person who could have cured him.  Enjoy the rest of his life.” 
 
    I gestured to Diogenes and he hung up again. 
 
    “I’m going to go talk to the guy protesting my despotism,” I told him.  “If Ted calls back again, talk to him.  Subtly reveal I’m wavering.  The kid is blameless and shouldn’t suffer for the sins of his grandfather, all that.  Imply that if Ted apologizes deeply and sincerely, demonstrates trust in me, all that sort of thing, I might be persuaded to fix the kid on the basis the kid doesn’t deserve to die. 
 
    “By the way,” I asked, “do we have a cure for leukemia?” 
 
    “There are many kinds of leukemia,” Diogenes informed me.  “Most of them have therapies.  It is easier to prevent cancer through viral gene therapy, as we have done with the refugees.  Since this is an existing case, without knowing more I cannot give a prognosis.  Combined with your own efforts, however, I believe the chances of effecting remission approach unity.  This assumes hospitalization in our biomedical facility, however, not outpatient treatments.” 
 
    “Fair enough.”  With my transformation complete, I left the shift-booth and a robot whirred into it behind me to vacuum up the mess.  The hovering drone led me to the medical building and our guest.  He was waiting in his hospital room because Diogenes kept the door locked.  I knocked, was told to come in, and did so. 
 
    “Good morning,” I offered.  “And how are you today?” 
 
    “I’ve come a long way,” he replied, “and I want to tell you how badly things need to change.”  I scanned him up and down.  He was tall, somewhat skinny, and had a sunburn turning to tan.  I suspect it had something to do with a week or two on the road, walking here through the mountains. 
 
    “I’m Vlad,” I told him.  “Nice to meet you, Mister Comealongway.  Did I pronounce that right?” 
 
    “My name’s Henley.  Arthur Henley.  You need to do something about the way this robot thing demands food in exchange for minimal help!” 
 
    “Last I checked, the computer’s robots give free medical care, free education, free information, free training, and already provided free housing, free food, and free supplies to help you become self-sufficient.  I think the only thing it presently charges you for are tools and some materials none of the settlements can make.  Diogenes?  Am I wrong?” 
 
    “Quite correct, Professor.” 
 
    “That’s not the point!” Arthur insisted.  “It’s forcing us to labor in the fields, mine by candlelight, even chop trees down with axes and saws, all in exchange for the most primitive of goods!” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the goods are anything but primitive.” 
 
    “Axes!  Hand saws!  Hammers and nails!  They’re the most basic of hand tools.  I’m a professor of economic and political science, sir, and the chief elected official of New Cleveland!  I’ll have you know you’re only discouraging any sort of progress!” 
 
    “I’m impressed.  Chief elected official?” 
 
    “Yes.  I’ve been telling everyone about the necessity of advanced equipment for modern man.  I have the full support of New Cleveland in demanding a share in the technological fruits of human ingenuity.” 
 
    “I see.  And they sent you, their chief elected official, to deliver this demand?” 
 
    “It was my civic duty,” he agreed.  “I felt it could be entrusted to a younger, hardier man, but the governing committee pointed out it would require my eloquence and understanding of such matters to make you see the truth.” 
 
    “No doubt, no doubt.  A younger man would have had an easier time of the journey, though.  It’s what, three hundred miles?  That’s a long trek on foot.” 
 
    “What I have to say is important.  There is so much more you could do to improve the lot of every man, woman, and child!” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes!  And I know exactly how to go about it.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do.  Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Please provide Mister Henley, here, with paper and pencil.  I’m sure he has ideas he wants to get down.” 
 
    “That’s ‘Doctor Henley,’” he corrected. 
 
    “Oh, excuse me.  Terribly sorry,” I apologized.  “Yes, do provide materials for the good doctor to write up his report on how to properly provide for the welfare of post-nuclear refugees.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.” 
 
    “Wait!” he declared, as I prepared to leave. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The computer keeps calling you ‘Professor.’  Where do you teach?” 
 
    “Recently, I’ve been teaching life lessons to a bunch of idiots who think I’m evil.  I’m planning to teach a lesson in gratitude and sociology to a self-styled intellectual with delusions of grandeur.  I might learn a thing or two along the way, myself.  Good day.” 
 
    I stepped back out into the hallway and shut the door. 
 
    “Secure this wing.  I don’t want him wandering around.  He’s a prisoner until he wants to go home.  Then ask him if he means back to his own nuclear wasteland or his village.  Escort him under security protocols to whichever he prefers.  I don’t want to hear about him again.” 
 
    “Understood, Professor.  There has also been another call from Ted.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead and sighed. 
 
    “I’m unavailable.  I’ve had a long night, an unpleasant morning, and my temper is fraying around the edges.  Henley came within a self-righteous pronouncement of being punched in the face.  I think his village decided to rid themselves of their idiot by electing him and sending him on a quest to bother me.  I’m going to enjoy an artificial rainfall, have a big breakfast, and probably wander around the Manor for a while.  I need a little peace and quiet.” 
 
    “May I suggest a sauna, Professor?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m going to have to decline.  I don’t take the heat well.” 
 
    I didn’t know we had a sauna.  Sometimes I wonder if Diogenes is kidding me about not having an imagination.  Other times, I wonder if Mary is giving him ideas.  I’m not sure I’ll ever ask. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Thursday, November 2nd, 1939 
 
      
 
    I appeared in Maryport and had a pleasant drive to the manor.  It was a cloudy day, but not raining.  Lightning flickered in the sky, here and there, but the grumble of thunder was buried in the sound of the engine. 
 
    Graves reported no difficulties.  Hammond was likewise dealing well with his projects.  Everything seemed to be going smoothly, which pleased me enormously.  I made my way up to my third-floor study and opened the curtains.  Watching the workmen was nice.  Watching the clouds was better. 
 
    It wasn’t quiet.  There were sounds of hammering and sawing and power tools, as well as the shouts of some children not presently in class.  It was a good sort of noise, though.  Sitting on the windowseat, watching the day go by, unwinding from the various cares and pressures—There’s a reason I love this place, a reason I keep coming back to it. 
 
    I wish Karvalen was as peaceful.  It is, by and large, but it’s spoiled by the knowledge someone, somewhere, is planning to capture or kill me, with devastating consequences for the world.  Why is it people won’t leave me alone when I’m trying to leave them alone? 
 
    Trixie was delighted to see me, but she’s generally delighted at everything.  I think she has an aura of happiness that cheers people up.  I haven’t looked into the matter, but it wouldn’t surprise me. 
 
    “I love the fountain!” she chirped, landing on my shoulder and addressing my ear. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.  Is the water the same as in your house?” 
 
    “It’s not as sparkly, but it sparkles brighter than any other water.” 
 
    “Oh?  Well, the rig I’m using isn’t set up to handle serious power.  I’ll see about building a stronger one for you.  I also have a plan to put a dome over the estate so the whole place sparkles.” 
 
    “Ooo, you are the nicest darkness I’ve ever met!” 
 
    “Thank you.”  She flitted away, doing loops and swirls as she went. 
 
    I should be working on something, I suppose, but I feel like enjoying a little peaceful time to myself. 
 
      
 
    It was pushing midnight when I heard the jets.  High up, fast-moving jet aircraft flew over my general neighborhood.  I went up on the roof to see.  The weather had turned clear, a perfect night for stargazing or reconnaissance flights over enemy territory. 
 
    The things were definitely turbojets.  They were about thirty thousand feet up, give or take, but my eyes are exceptionally good at night.  The wings were swept back, with a long tube under each—the jet engines.  There were three of them, flying in formation. 
 
    Trixie flew up over the side of the roof and zipped straight inside my jacket.  She rolled herself up in her wings like a pixie burrito.  She clung to my shirt and shivered. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Those!” she piped, pointing at the sky. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “They scare me!” 
 
    “Planes?” 
 
    “Yes.  They’re angry and looking for something to kill!” she declared, sounding on the verge of tears.  I closed my jacket and it helpfully buttoned itself. 
 
    “They’re German.” 
 
    “They’re hungry!” 
 
    “They’re not coming here,” I assured her. 
 
    “But they are!  They are!” she whimpered.  “Make them stop!  Make them go away!” 
 
    “Shh,” I told her, comfortingly.  “It’ll be all right.”  I patted her gently through the blackness of my jacket and headed downstairs.  Where did I put it?  Here it is. 
 
    Up on the roof, I lifted the bazooka-like portion of the laser over one shoulder, zoomed in through the telescopic sight, and engaged the targeting system.  I squeezed the trigger.  The port engine on the lead aircraft burst into flames and disintegrated.  The aircraft spun, twisting as it descended.  The pilot fought with it, cutting the fuel to the engine fire and wrestling with the controls.  The other two circled, spiraling down, watching.  The first plane leveled out after twenty thousand feet or so.  The three resumed formation and headed roughly eastward, toward the continent. 
 
    “There,” I told Trixie.  “They’re going away.” 
 
    “Promise?” she asked, looking up at me. 
 
    “See for yourself.  They’re not allowed to frighten my Trixie.” 
 
    “Oh.  Then I’m not frightened anymore.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    She climbed up to my shoulder and sat there.  I took out my new phone and called Diogenes, reporting on my observations.  Trixie shouted a greeting to him and he answered her before we got down to cases. 
 
    “My reconnaissance drones have not detected unusual radiation sources,” he reported, “so the likelihood of atomic research is low.  I have sampled German forces.  Their numbers do appear to approximate those in historical references.  The only variations appear to be in equipment, most notably the use of jet propulsion.  While piston-driven combat aircraft are still in service, their production has clearly been deprioritized.” 
 
    “Any idea what those three were doing?” 
 
    “I would place the highest probability on a reconnaissance flight, possibly done with one master pilot and two trainees.” 
 
    “Wonderful.  I hate it when my restful little spot has a war in it.” 
 
    “Shall I manufacture robot legions to conquer the world and crush your enemies under a titanium heel, Professor?” 
 
    “No.  Yes.  Maybe.”  I thought it over for a moment.  “No, definitely not.  We are not getting involved in a world war.  But you might get me an automated anti-aircraft setup for the roof.  Something subtle, so it doesn’t attract attention, and something clever, so it doesn’t accidentally shoot down anything friendly.” 
 
    “Certainly, Professor.  Would you like it tonight?” 
 
    “That fast?” 
 
    “I have weaponry, sensors, processors, and servomotors in stock.  It will require only some framing and assembly.” 
 
    “Well!  By all means.” 
 
    “Happy to be of service, Professor.” 
 
    I sat on the flat roof, between two of the ornamental crenellations.  I’m not getting involved in a world war.  I’m defending a house and grounds.  I am not going into Europe.  I am not sending ships to Dunkirk.  I am not nuking Berlin.  The whole point of being an irresponsible bum is to avoid having responsibilities. 
 
    “Professor?” Trixie asked, startling me. 
 
    “Yes, Trixie?” 
 
    “Why does Diogenes call you ‘Professor’?” 
 
    “I don’t recall.  He’s called me that for a long time.  I forget why.” 
 
    “Oh.  Why do the angry things want to kill you?” 
 
    “I don’t think they want to kill me, specifically.  I think they’re looking at the whole of the British Isles and considering how best to attack everyone.” 
 
    “That’s not very nice.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Does the King know?” 
 
    “I’m sure he does.” 
 
    “Okay.”  She fluttered off my shoulder and landed on the stone crenellation beside me.  “Why are they so angry?” 
 
    “I don’t know that, either.” 
 
    “You don’t know very much important, do you?” 
 
    “No, I suppose I don’t.” 
 
    She fluttered up and patted me on the head. 
 
    “It’ll be all right.  I can teach you.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” 
 
    She did a loop and promptly zipped away.  I’m pretty sure it wasn’t part of a lesson on important things. 
 
    I went downstairs to collect modules and assemble an ACME home anti-aircraft laser. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Friday, November 3rd, 1939 
 
      
 
    I’ve been meaning to get around to it, and I finally did.  I took a quick trip to Karvalen to hand the mountain a message spell.  I could spend a couple of hours in a super-slow trance, thinking at the speed of greased turtles, but recording a message for the mountain is easier and safer.  It should have some underground tunnel seeds for me next time I stop by. 
 
    I spent a good portion of today finding out what else we would need for the boarding school.  Hammond already located a spring higher up on the property, but obtaining a water pump was more of a problem.  Copper wire was also at a premium.  Copper is a “war metal” and hard to come by.  Things like that.  I promised to order everything on the list and he stared at me as though I were offering to fly him to the moon.  Eventually, he shook his head and went back to bossing the construction.  I can’t say his reaction is all that odd.  He doesn’t know the truth.  I’m not sure he could cope with knowing, either. 
 
    The truck brought up a tightly-packed load of bicycles.  There are kids learning to ride them, along with quite a few other kids helping them learn.  The maintenance and repair from crashing, slipped chains, and the like has taken a little away from the construction, but I don’t mind.  Mrs. Gillespie minds, since she’s the one children go to first with scrapes, bruises, and bloody noses, but those will become less frequent. 
 
    Graves, Mister Gillespie, and I had a few words about my experiment with “automated astronomical instruments” on the roof of my wing.  It’s delicate instrumentation, precisely aligned, and is both tracking and recording astronomical phenomena over time.  It is not to be touched under any circumstances—lightning storms, hailstones, fire, flood, Second Coming, whatever.  They agreed to keep an eye out for anyone trying to bother my “experiment.” 
 
    It’s not that I don’t trust people.  I just know people have a tendency to poke around with things better left unpoked.  If I left the laser on the roof by itself, there was a small but significant chance someone would wind up on the roof of my wing, looking the thing over and even fiddling with it.  At least by warning Graves and Gillespie, it would only be someone who was determined to see it, not merely the idle and curious.  It might even prevent any fiddling if they believed touching it could throw it out of whack.  Maybe I should electrify the outer housing, just in case. 
 
    All right, I admit it.  I don’t trust people. 
 
    Speaking of not trusting people… 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Sunday, September 27th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Diogenes called and told me about his conversation with Ted.  A tentative agreement was reached.  I grumbled, but I also drove back to Maryport and shifted, wondering if I should save myself some drive time by purchasing a cottage somewhere along the way and adding a garage.  Or just buying a barn. 
 
    Once seated in the main media room, I listened to the conversations between them.  Diogenes did an excellent job of being a sympathetic listener—my “personal secretary” understood Ted’s position and was willing to intercede with the Boss to get help.  Diogenes even mentioned my family, which startled Ted.  Diogenes played back the conversation. 
 
    “He’s got a family?” Ted asked, startled.  “A whole brood of bloodsuckers?” 
 
    “No, not at all!” Diogenes replied.  “He has a family from being mortal.  A daughter, a granddaughter, and a great-granddaughter.  He loves them deeply and would do anything for them, especially the great-granddaughter.  She’s adorable.” 
 
    “Huh.  He cares about them?  He can care?” 
 
    “I know you think he’s a soulless monster, but he’s no worse than any other man.  It’s true, he’s deadly and he would kill without hesitation to defend his family—but would you kill without hesitation to defend your grandson?” 
 
    “You make him sound like a decent person.” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I’m not qualified to judge someone’s morals.  I do know he’s honorable.  He’s pretty good about keeping his word and despises people who don’t.  As you’ve noticed.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed.  If he’s so honorable, why… no, he said he pays people for their blood.  That’s how he feeds?” 
 
    “Not always.  Sometimes, people try to kill him.  I’m not sure if that’s moral or not, but it might be justice.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure.  Vampire hunters are trying to kill blood-sucking monsters.  Vampires are evil.” 
 
    “Yes, the ones you routinely destroy are,” Diogenes agreed.  “I’m sure those vampires want you dead just as much.  I might point out you’re still alive, by the way.” 
 
    “We’re not the ones who go looking for trouble.  Our bag is usually examining artifacts and trying to gather intelligence on the bloodsuckers.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it.  You’re more support than combat?” 
 
    “Our contact in the organization drops off anything they get in a hunt.  We examine it.  Sometimes we go out with another group if there’s indications of magical powers.  It’s what we do.  I’ve already got problems trying to explain what happened to his things.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about your troubles.  Is there something I can do to help?” 
 
    “I doubt it, but thank you for the offer.” 
 
    “You know, if you can play on the boss’ sympathies, you might get him to agree to at least look at your grandson.  Is the child actively dying, or is he just sick?” 
 
    “The doctors call it acute lymphocytic leukemia.  He’s not dying quickly.  He’s a fighter.  But he is dying.  We’ll have to move him to the hospital, eventually, but I’m trying every mystic trick I know while we have him at home.” 
 
    “Okay.  Give me a day or so to work on him from my end.  I’ll call you when I’ve got him softened up.” 
 
    “Answer me something, will you?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Why do you work for… whatever he is?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
    “I’ve hunted vampires, werewolves, ghouls, demons, ghosts, and shadowspawn.  Now that I’m semi-retired, I routinely shake magical objects to see if they light up.  Try me.” 
 
    “For starters, he saves lives.” 
 
    “He saves them?” 
 
    “During World War Two, he spent much of his time rescuing children from abusive homes during Operation Pied Piper.  He established an order of chivalry before that, emphasizing the need to be good men, not just brave warriors.  He’s fought monsters you wouldn’t believe and lost track of the number of demons he’s killed.  True, he also kills human beings, but he goes to considerable lengths to make sure they’re people who are trying to kill him, or who don’t deserve to be called human—he’s got a vicious streak when it comes to people who make life difficult for children.  He’s also good about being there for people who would otherwise die alone.” 
 
    The recording was silent for several seconds.  At last, Ted spoke up. 
 
    “Call me when you’ve got something.” 
 
    “Will do.  Goodbye.” 
 
    I put my hands behind my head and leaned back in the chair. 
 
    “Do you think he’s planning to kill me, Diogenes?” 
 
    “I cannot tell.” 
 
    “Trouble is, neither can I.”  I pushed with one foot, spinning the chair in a lazy circle while I thought it over.  It seemed entirely too convenient.  I mention I would never harm a child, make a passing remark about healing the sick, and suddenly his grandson has a terminal illness only I can cure?  It tasted like a big pile of… coincidence.  The kind of coincidence you get after a long night of stale beer and spicy chili dogs.  It’s not impossible, of course, but I don’t trust it. 
 
    Still, what if he meant it?  What if this wasn’t a ploy to get me in crosshairs, or on a bullseye, or just near enough to a flamethrower to matter?  Could there really be a dying kid?  Could Ted really have thought it over and decided to take the chance?  Would they have thought far enough ahead to stage everything? 
 
    “Diogenes.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Send a note through Firebrand’s shift-case.  I want it.” 
 
    “Sending now.” 
 
    “Thank you.  What time is it in Flintridge?” 
 
    “Accessing.”  There was a slight pause.  “It is Friday morning, October third.  There has been some time differential.  Sunrise at The Lair begins in thirty-six minutes.” 
 
    “Good timing.  Which reminds me, I’d also like to go ahead and start the daylight dying time project.” 
 
    “New project initiated.  Define, please.” 
 
    “Establish a permanent, single-world shift booth in every time zone around the world.  Build them for me.  I’ll enchant them.  Then ship them out and install them.  I’m tired of this sitting and waiting for daytimes to sync up.  No,” I contradicted, “that’s not going to do it.  I can’t bring the Hall of Doors with me to other time zones…”  I thought for a minute. 
 
    “Since the objective is to quickly reach a state of life or death, may I suggest any arrival in Apocalyptica will still benefit?” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “If you arrive dead and spring to life, you can immediately be relocated to a nighttime area for recovery.” 
 
    “Good point.  And I can eventually add an emergency gate to each of them.  If I’m going out of the world and can’t wait, the power budget isn’t my first concern.” 
 
    “Shall I include a standard gate ring on one wall?” 
 
    “Yes, please.  Also, on further thought, perhaps we don’t need one in each time zone.  We need to make sure we always have one in daylight and in nighttime, no matter when I arrive or depart.” 
 
    “Three is the minimum, Professor, but I would recommend six.” 
 
    “Take care of it, please.  And make sure they’re big enough for Bronze.  If I’m in a hurry, I’ll want her near me.  And she may insist on sticking close.” 
 
    “Construction is underway.  The primary delay to deployment will be the enchantment portion.” 
 
    “Yeah.  Let’s start including the new technomagical containment field in these, along with a storage crystal and some solar panels to power a transformer.  I hope not to use them too often, so they don’t need a reactor.  They should have plenty of time to charge between uses.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “While I’m thinking about it, please also upgrade any magic-heavy application areas with the new containment units.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “You already started, didn’t you?” 
 
    “As soon as you gave me the specifications, Professor.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Any word about Firebrand, yet?” 
 
    “Nothing has come through the shift-box.” 
 
    “All right.  I’m going to get some work done on the Manor’s magical containment matrix disks, then I’ll be in Flintridge, with Mary.  Call me when Firebrand arrives.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Friday, October 3rd, 1969 
 
      
 
    One of the efficiencies of shift-booths is the way they transpose space.  Everything in one booth switches places with the other.  So, for example, if you step into an empty one and trigger it, you wind up wherever the other booth is.  However, everything in the other booth appears in the booth you just left.  It’s like tilting a balanced see-saw, rather than simply hoisting a weight.  It takes far less effort. 
 
    The early models were, shall we say, a trifle dangerous.  For a brief moment, the two spaces coexisted as the same space, which could be unpleasant if there were things in both locations.  Imagine—for example—standing in an empty garage and triggering a shift, then discovering the other garage had a car parked in it.  A car which, for an instant, overlapped you, interpenetrated you, almost as though you teleported into it. 
 
    My initial shift-booths were effective and useful, but as dangerous as playing Russian roulette.  I tried adding some safety features, like a pre-transit scan of both locations, an automatic cutout, all that.  They worked, provided I wasn’t in a hurry.  On the other hand, if I’m running for my life and just barely have time to slam the door before the bomb goes off, I don’t want to hear hold music and a polite recording of “Thank you for your patience…”  It can give a man ulcers.  It can even give a vampire ulcers, and that’s not pretty at all. 
 
    The current model has undergone years of refinement.  I can’t say it’s perfected, since there are always ways to improve.  It is a long way from the original design, though.  These use a full duplex transfer method, eliminating the momentary and potentially fatal overlap of spaces.  Instead of ghostly trains heading for each other and passing through each other the middle, one goes away on one track, the other comes in via another track. 
 
    Going back to the teeter-totter example, consider one with a bowling ball on each end.  No matter how you tilt the see-saw, the two balls can only roll back and forth.  They’ll meet somewhere along the way.  This doesn’t work so well.  But if we use a playground merry-go-round instead, we can place both bowling balls on it and simply rotate the thing and the two cargo points never encounter each other. 
 
    That’s not how it works, since it involves more spatial dimensions than the usual three, but it’s a good way to think of it. 
 
    I appeared in the garage a little before sunrise.  I didn’t see Bronze’s horse statue.  She was in the Impala and parked by the house, but the statue was gone.  Then I thumped my own forehead.  The statue was in Apocalyptica. 
 
    I stepped outside, triggered the shift, and her statue reappeared. 
 
    With the sunrise not far off, I hurried to the house, pausing only to pat Bronze’s hood in passing.  Her engine ticked over into a low rumble, then silenced itself.  As I came in, so did Mary.  She smiled and immediately came to me, kissed me, and took my hands. 
 
    “Come see!  Come see!” she urged, dragging me to a window.  I went. 
 
    Outside, there was a cross made of railroad ties and mounted facing east.  There was no one fastened to it, but I saw spikes, lots of wire, and a big hammer. 
 
    “You told me how you were nailed up,” Mary said. 
 
    “Yes, that’s pretty much it,” I agreed.  I felt my face scowl and tried to relax.  “That’s for Salvatore, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “May I ask why he’s soon to be hanging around in our yard?” 
 
    “Because I’ve been feeding him blood for several days,” she replied.  “He’s convinced he’s damned for being turned into a vampire.  Eventually, I’ll do to him what the Numbskulls did to you, only better.” 
 
    “Eventually?” 
 
    “I have more questions to ask.  Plus, he still hasn’t been staked and buried.” 
 
    “Ah.  Turnabout being fair play,” I noted.  “My eyeballs are starting to itch.  Let’s hide from the sunrise.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    We went to the bathroom and made use of the shower while sunrise ran its course. 
 
    “Where is Salvatore, anyway?” 
 
    “He’s pretending to be a mummy from the neck down, in the basement.” 
 
    “Pretending to be?” 
 
    “Well, he’s still got all his internal organs.  And most mummies don’t use duct tape and steel wire.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’ll hold him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ve never known you to be wrong about bondage.  Okay.  If he gets loose, though, we will not recapture him.” 
 
    “We won’t?” Mary asked, running fingers through her hair, under the water.  I only sterilized the hot water tank.  Presumably, Mary finished cleaning it out. 
 
    “Nope.  We’ll just kill him.  I’m not going to have a religious vampire roaming around.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” she agreed.  “I’ll kill him anyway.  Eventually.” 
 
    “Which reminds me.  If it’s none of my business, say so.  Can you tell me why Salvatore is so offensive to you?” 
 
    “You really don’t have any idea?” 
 
    “You’ve never given me the details and I’ve never asked.  At least, until now.” 
 
    “You helped me kidnap him without knowing why I wanted to?” 
 
    “You were upset with him enough to want to.  That was enough reason for me.” 
 
    Mary took my arm and kissed my cheek. 
 
    “You are the most wonderful man I’ve ever known.  Let’s dry off and I’ll tell you allllll about it.” 
 
    So we turned off the water and she told me all about it.  The major issue was simple:  Salvatore had her tied down without her consent.  Mary likes being tied up and restrained, but she’s touchy about who does it.  As far as I know, I’m the only one she wants doing it. 
 
    Consent is vital.  It can keep you from losing other vitals. 
 
    Salvatore did other things, of course, but she considered them minor in comparison.  He experimented with her a little, using a few crosses, a rosary, some garlic—the usual things you try if you’ve never seen a vampire before and have one on hand to play with.  Mary didn’t enjoy any of that, either.  And, of course, the whole driving a stake through her heart, filling her mouth with salt, and burying her at a crossroads... those were the metaphorical icing on the cake. 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve got the situation well in hand,” I told her, finally.  “Can we also proceed with an orderly liquidation of assets and withdrawal from this world?” 
 
    “Yes.  I’ve handled some mail and some phone calls for Diogenes, but I’m putting off a trip to New York until the evil, burning daystar does its fiery work.” 
 
    “There is one more thing, though.” 
 
    “There’s always something,” she sighed. 
 
    “You know Ted?” 
 
    “Of Numbskull and Company?” 
 
    “That’s him.  He says he’s got a—” I broke off as my phone rang.  “Hello?” 
 
    “Professor, Firebrand has arrived.” 
 
    “Excellent.  Run it out to the garage shift-booth, would you?” 
 
    “On the way.  Please note there is a scroll included in the delivery.” 
 
    “Is there?  From Bob?” 
 
    “I conjecture such to be the case, based on the method of delivery and the wax seal on the scroll.” 
 
    “Have you read it?” 
 
    “No, Professor.  Shall I open and scan it?” 
 
    “Go ahead.  I’ll read it when I get back.” 
 
    “It will be waiting in the media room.” 
 
    I hung up and turned my attention to Mary. 
 
    “As I was saying, he says his grandson has leukemia and wants to know if I can fix it.” 
 
    “How did he say this?  Did you drop by his house?” 
 
    “No, he still has my old phone.  It’ll explode when I’m done talking to him.” 
 
    “He should have handed it over.” 
 
    “I agree, but I also acknowledge I rushed him.  We got everything else, so I don’t feel too badly about it.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have been so rushed if they hadn’t tried to stow napalm or whatever in the goodie bag.” 
 
    “Again, I agree.  Can we focus on the matter at hand?” 
 
    “For you, yes.  I’m having a good morning.  We can work on your project for a while.  Salvatore will keep.” 
 
    I paused for a moment, realizing I had projects to work on.  Up until recently, I wasn’t interested in doing anything requiring real commitment.  It was a lazy sort of life, taking one day at a time, doing whatever caught my interest, going wherever the wind blew, following whatever impulse crossed my mind.  Now, I have projects.  I have things I’ve committed myself to doing, accomplishing, seeing through to the end.  How?  Why?  When did my pleasant, laissez-faire attitude change? 
 
    Outside, the deep-throated bellow of eight cylinders revved suddenly up and quit, as though the car cleared its throat. 
 
    Subtle. 
 
    “Thing is,” I went on, “the man says he wants his grandson fixed.  I don’t know if he’s serious or if he’s just laying a trap.” 
 
    “Is that why you sent for Firebrand?” 
 
    “It’s better at reading thoughts.  All I see is the emotional loading in someone’s spirit, and the charms they wear make even that a little fuzzy.” 
 
    “You can do better if you’re sucking the life out of them,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but the objective here is to find out if he wants the kid cured or if he’s trying to trick me—or both, I suppose.  I’d rather not get into a fight.” 
 
    “A worthy goal.  Earning your pacifism badge won’t be easy.” 
 
    “You don’t think it’ll go down peacefully?” 
 
    “No.  Vampire hunters, dear one.  They’re known for being unreasonable.  You never seem to get that.  You always want to assume everyone will see things your way, because you think your viewpoint is the most reasonable of all.” 
 
    “Well, it is.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.  So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “I haven’t got one, yet.  I’m thinking we call Ted and find out what arrangements he thinks are appropriate.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.” 
 
    “We don’t?”  I eased myself down on an old, upholstered chair.  It creaked alarmingly but held.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Well, for starters,” Mary said, throwing a hip over the edge of a table, “we don’t ask him jack.  If he wants something from you, you set the terms.  If he doesn’t like them, he doesn’t want it badly enough.  Which, if this is an honest attempt to save the life of his grandson, means he’ll take whatever terms you set.  If he’s trying to get you killed, he won’t agree.” 
 
    “I like the way you think.  Keep going.” 
 
    “It depends on what you want.  Knowing you, you want to cure a kid.  Also knowing you’re not too happy with Ted and his vampire-hunting family, you don’t care if he’s comfortable with the arrangements.  Am I on track?” 
 
    “Absolutely!  My goal is to find out if the kid is actually sick, cure him if he is, and then detonate the Diogephone they’ve captured.  If someone winds up losing an eye in the process, that’s their problem.” 
 
    “Got it.  Let me think about it.” 
 
    “Go ahead.  I’ll get Firebrand.” 
 
    Firebrand was lying on the floor of the garage, complete with scabbard, belt, and baldric. 
 
    Boss!  Long time no see! 
 
    “I agree,” I agreed, picking it up.  “How have things been?” 
 
    Wonderful! 
 
    “What have you been up to?” 
 
    Ceremonial stuff, mostly.  Every day, I open the games.  I also get to light the pyres when they execute criminals. 
 
    “They burn criminals to death?” 
 
    Only the ones who try to cheat their way out of the games. 
 
    “Back up,” I told it, stepping outside.  I triggered the shift to bring back Bronze’s statue.  “Criminals?  Cheating?  What is Bob doing up there?”  I buckled up while Firebrand explained. 
 
    Don’t they tell you these things? 
 
    “I’m semi-retired.” 
 
    Oh.  Well, convicted criminals are sent to Stadius to serve their sentences.  They fight in the games.  If they survive their sentences, they’re free to go.  Those sentenced to death fight in the games until they die.  Cheaters sometimes do things to get out of the games.  Sometimes they’re wounded and pretend they’ve been killed.  Wizards check the bodies for survivors.  If they’re legitimately incapacitated or unconscious or whatever, they’re sent to recover.  If they’re fakers, they’re burned to death at the day’s closing ceremony. 
 
    “Brutal,” I observed, “but effective.  Lissette is okay with this?” 
 
    I don’t know how it’s set up.  I do know every criminal sent to the fighting pits is guilty of something, though. 
 
    “You would, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Yes, it replied, smugly.  I finished belting it on and headed for the house.  Is the building made of wood? 
 
    “Yes.  And very dry.  It’s expendable, but annoying to replace.” 
 
    Gotcha, Boss.  –hold it! 
 
    “What?” I asked, freezing in place and looking around.  “What?  Where?” 
 
    The big metal thing!  It’s got a powerful spirit in it! 
 
    “Oh,” I replied, relaxing.  “Look closer.”  I walked up to the car, drawing Firebrand.  I laid it on the hood.  The engine rumbled to life. 
 
    Firebrand’s comment mixed the theological and scatological in the traditional manner. 
 
    How did you manage to bring back Bronze? 
 
    “I didn’t.  She reincarnated herself, or started the process.  It was something of an Olympic team effort.” 
 
    I am impressed, Firebrand said, and sounded sincere.  Bronze’s engine rumbled up and down rapidly, making me think of a chuckle. 
 
    Inside, Mary was reclining on the sofa, her feet up on one arm, ankles crossed.  I avoided the sofa, since it had no feet, only stacks of bricks to keep it off the floor. 
 
    “Any thoughts?” I asked.  Mary sat up. 
 
    “I think so.  Hello, Firebrand.” 
 
    Hail and well-met, Mary.  What’s going on? 
 
    “He wants to pull a job.  I’m doing the planning.” 
 
    I’m liking it already. 
 
      
 
    Diogenes sent over a pile of pre-packaged meals—his version of an MRE, and a vast improvement over the ones I grew up with.  His have flavor.  Correction:  His have recognizable, even likable flavors.  We discussed our plan while eating and got ourselves ready to call Ted. 
 
    “It’ll drive him up the wall to have this conversation in the early afternoon,” Mary insisted.  “We want him off-balance and on the defensive.” 
 
    “Got it.”  I unfolded my Diogephone.  “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Connecting you now, Professor.” 
 
    Three rings, a click… 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Ted.  I like it when a man answers his own stolen phone.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Elsewhere.  I’ve been considering your request.” 
 
    “Please.  He’s my youngest grandson.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.  Prey on my sympathies for children.  Good tactic, but too late.  I’ve already decided to help, as long as you can assure my safety in doing so.” 
 
    “I can’t guarantee no one will try to kill you.  You’re a vampire.” 
 
    “A type of vampire, yes.  There are several species, it seems, most of which you are unaware.  I had more in mind your guarantee not to double-cross me while I’m trying to do something for you.  You have to admit, you and your family aren’t exactly the most trustworthy individuals.” 
 
    “When we deal with monsters, it’s not usually to make a deal.” 
 
    “I imagine not.  Here’s how this works.  You bring the kid to a place of my choosing.  You wear shorts and a light shirt—not even shoes.  You pick him up and carry him from the car and I’ll arrange for you to be picked up.  I fix the kid while you wait patiently.  I then return you to a place close to your car so you can walk to it and drive away.  You go wherever you want, but you never bother me again.” 
 
    “Now hold on a minute—” 
 
    “Shut up.  I set the terms because you want something from me.  If I wanted you dead, your animated skeleton would be scrubbing floors.  We do this my way, for my safety, or you can explain to your grandson why you chose to let him die.  Do you understand me?” 
 
    He paused.  I could hear the grinding of teeth. 
 
    “I understand,” he said, finally. 
 
    “Good.  Follow every instruction to the letter.  Failure to comply with anything—anything at all—will result in consequences.  I will plaster your picture and the pictures of your sons all over the newspapers as heavily-armed, dangerous criminals.  You’ll be wanted for questioning by every mortal authority in Western civilization.  Every vampire of every type, all around the globe, will know your names and faces.  You and your family will be hunted to destruction, and if you live long enough, you will get to see your grandson die from his disease because you couldn’t follow instructions.  Cross me in this and I will not permit contact between us again, not even for you to apologize and offer to self-immolate to save his life. 
 
    “Do you understand the deal and the consequences of breaking it?” 
 
    There was a long silence.  I waited, wondering.  Mary smiled with all her teeth, giving me a big double thumbs-up.  When he finally spoke, it was a growl of hate and frustration. 
 
    And desperation. 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    We handled the transportation as simply as possible.  We prepared an old shed in the middle of nowhere.  I didn’t enchant it, just put a shift-spell on it.  Ted drove out, as per his instructions, parked the car next to the shed, and carried his grandson inside.  When he closed the door, the shift went off, and Diogenes’ robots took over. 
 
    Diogenes’ new people-handling robots aren’t fooling around.  They have six legs, a flat top, and they’re armed with a pair of built-in sonic weapons and one variable-focus laser.  Two arms project from the sides, terminating in cable-fingered hands.  They weigh more than I do, have more armor, can electrify their hulls, and have a top speed of slightly over thirty miles an hour. 
 
    They’re intimidating.  At least, they intimidate me. 
 
    They were extremely gentle with the kid, Edgar.  He was only about seven or eight.  They were less gentle with Ted.  Both of them were scanned thoroughly, because I don’t trust Ted.  No bombs, no weapons, no surprises.  I began to think Ted was honestly more concerned with the health of his grandson than with hunting a high-tech vampire. 
 
    Edgar went for treatment in a growth tank and Ted went into a cell.  Ted didn’t want to go, but again, Diogenes was not instructed to be gentle with Ted. 
 
    Diogenes and I both reviewed Edgar’s problem.  Leukemia isn’t like most tumor-based cancers.  There are different types and only a few of them grow tumors.  I’m quite capable of killing cancers growing in lumps.  Leukemia, on the other hand—in Edgar’s case, anyway—didn’t have lumps as the real problem. 
 
    I’m a vampire and useless against blood cancers.  On the other hand, I’m a vampire that prefers to help people, rather than simply eat them indiscriminately.  Ah, hemoglobin, full of irony! 
 
    On yet another hand, I’m also a wizard.  Diogenes is far more capable than I am at just about everything, but I can help in ways he can’t duplicate.  Diogenes did the heavy lifting on Edgar.  He unzipped the kid’s genetic code, found the bits for congenital diseases, tailored a gene-therapy virus for him, and let it do its work.  The kid will get his leukemia cured and get an edited set of healthy DNA.  Completely healthy.  We’re removing the segments for bad eyesight, hemophilia, albinism, epilepsy—you name it, he won’t have it.  He can still get cancer from exposure to cancer-causing things.  He can go blind from damage to his eyes.  What he won’t do is develop any sort of health problem spontaneously.  He might also live to be over a hundred without any help. 
 
    It’s the same health package all the refugees got.  Partly because they needed it—radioactive fallout is bad for you—and partly because we’re dealing with a very small gene pool on Apocalyptica.  It also saves time and effort if Diogenes only has to handle trauma cases. 
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    Edgar floated in his tank while Diogenes filtered his blood, did things to his lymphatic system, replaced his bone marrow, and kept a steady stream of tailored viruses coursing through him.  For my part, I cast a few healing spells, targeted metastatic cancer cells, and was pretty much done.  I left them to it.  Diogenes and his expert systems did the real work.  
 
    All in all, Diogenes worked on the kid for about thirty hours.  Ted stewed in his cell for about the same amount of time.  I spent most of the time in another building, working on my ceramic disks for a magical containment shield around Applewood. 
 
    When Edgar was decanted that evening, I dismissed the robot and delivered dinner to Ted. 
 
    “Where’s my grandson?” he demanded, instantly. 
 
    “He’s remarkably healthy,” I replied, closing the door and putting down a tray of food.  “I’d explain the course of treatment, but it wouldn’t mean anything to you.  His leukemia is cured and the underlying genetic predisposition toward it has been treated.  Think of it as the gene for leukemia being replaced with the gene for healthy bone marrow.  He’s not only cured, he won’t get it again.  Happy?” 
 
    “Yes.  Mostly.  Why have I been kept in this cell the whole time?” 
 
    “It’s a hospital ward, not a cell.” 
 
    “If I’m locked up in it, it’s a cell.” 
 
    “You would rather go home to wait?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then stop complaining.  He’s in the recovery room until his anesthesia wears off.  Say thanks, say grace, and eat your dinner.” 
 
    Ted regarded me with a frown, but sat down to eat.  As he forked his way through the meal, he occasionally pointed the knife at me. 
 
    “You,” he said, around a mouthful of mixed vegetables, “are the strangest creature I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “I’m complicated.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  What’s this going to cost me?” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “Curing my grandson.  What’s your price?  I’ve had time to think about it in my oh-so-comfortable cell.  You’re not doing this because you like me.” 
 
    “You’ve got that right.  I said I wouldn’t help you in any way.  Instead, I’ve helped you in this one instance.  After this, you won’t get so much as a kind word.  It’s your punishment for being a self-righteous bastard.” 
 
    “You think I’m the—” 
 
    “No,” I cut him off, “don’t even start.  We’ve had this discussion and it ended with you being held at arm’s length over my head.  I’m tired of you and your provincial attitude.  Go back to your happy little life with your happy little grandson and happily kill every vampire you ever meet, because you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    He chewed for a moment, regarding me.  He swallowed, shrugged, and went back to eating. 
 
    “Suits me.” 
 
      
 
    You don’t have to knock out anyone going in a clone tank, but it saves trouble.  Admittedly, while a person can drown in one of the things, it’s hard to stay drowned.  Anesthesia eliminates the problem.  Edgar recovered from his nap while I waited by his bedside. 
 
    Edgar opened his eyes and blinked a bit. 
 
    “Good evening,” I offered.  “You’re Edgar.  I’m Doctor Dave.  You’re in my hospital and you’re recovering from treatment.  How do you feel?” 
 
    Edgar peered around the room, still blinking, before meeting my eyes. 
 
    “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Good.  What would you like?” 
 
    “Waffles.” 
 
    “One order of waffles, coming up,” Diogenes answered.  Edgar’s head snapped up, eyes wide. 
 
    “Who said that?” Edgar asked. 
 
    “I am Diogenes, the master control computer.  Do you want bacon with your waffles?” 
 
    “Yes, please?” 
 
    “Orange juice or milk?” 
 
    “Both?” 
 
    “Right away.” 
 
    Edgar scooted a bit and sat up in bed.  I touched the control to tilt it for him. 
 
    “Say ‘Thank you’,” I prompted. 
 
    “Thank you, Diogenes.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome.” 
 
    “Good lad.  Now, did your grandfather explain who I am and why you’re here?” 
 
    “He said you’re going to treat my leukemia.” 
 
    “That’s all?” I pressed.  Edgar nodded. 
 
    “He shouted at Dad about it.  I heard them arguing,” he added.  I shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I suppose I can’t blame him.  After we eat, if you’re feeling up to it, we’ll walk over to Granddad’s room and see how he’s doing.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    A robot wheeled in breakfast and he ate.  Edgar had a few questions about what we did to him.  I let Diogenes explain in Technical while I translated into General.  Edgar didn’t follow the details, but he got the idea. 
 
    He finished his food and wore a perplexed expression 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t feel bad.” 
 
    “You expected to?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Did we mention the part about being cured?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, but my stomach’s been sick for a while.  Mom says it’s the medicine.” 
 
    “Get used to feeling healthy,” I suggested.  “It may go on for quite some time.  Now, come along.  Let’s see how your grandpa is doing.” 
 
    Edgar held my hand as we walked through the corridors.  I knocked twice on Ted’s door and opened it. 
 
    “Good evening,” I told Ted, and Edgar let go to run over to his grandfather.  The two hugged for a moment, then Ted studied Edgar’s face, searching it minutely. 
 
    “He’s fine,” I went on.  “No leukemia, no diseases, not even sniffle or a hangnail.  Now that I’ve done my good deed, I’m throwing you out.  Go home and never bother me again.” 
 
    “That was the deal.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m glad we’ve got that sorted.  Come along.”  I led them out of the medical building and back to the shift-booth area. 
 
    “Mister vampire?” 
 
    Okay, so the kid does know about vampires.  My mistake. 
 
    “Yes, Edgar?” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Edgar.  Just grow up to be a good man.  That’s all I ask.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I ushered them into the shift-booth. 
 
    “Ted, when you arrive, get out quickly.  The shed is going to catch fire and burn unnaturally hot and fast.  You’ll have several seconds, but don’t dawdle.  When you close this door, open it again immediately and get away.  Any questions?” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “What are they?” I asked, tiredly. 
 
    “Why did you help us?” 
 
    “Because it was the right thing to do.  I know you don’t comprehend the idea of being kind, honorable, and noble, but I do.  Someday, if you live long enough, you’ll understand why those are important.  Second question.” 
 
    “I do know how to be kind, honorable—” 
 
    “Second question,” I snapped. 
 
    “Uh.  Right.  Did you mean it, the thing about being willing to help us against the other vampires?” 
 
    “I did, until you proved you were unworthy of my help.” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “Those were your questions.  I answered them.  We will not debate my answers.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Do you want to keep your tongue in your mouth or in your pocket?” 
 
    Ted shut up.  He learns.  Apply sledgehammer to skull.  Repeat as needed.  I recognize the syndrome. 
 
    They stepped into the temporary shift-booth.  I held the door. 
 
    “Remember.  Close the door and immediately open it again.  Don’t close it and wait.  Closing the door starts the timer.  Understand?” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Good.  Go away.” 
 
    Ted closed the door and I shook my head.  The lengths I go to just to be a nice guy.  Children are my weakness. 
 
    Ooo, that sounds wrong.  I have a weakness for children?  No, that’s worse.  You know what I mean. 
 
    I flipped open my Diogephone and called my old phone.  It rang five times and someone picked up. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello.  Ted and Edgar are on their way back.  However, the phone you are holding is about the explode.  You have ten seconds to get away from it.  Ten.  Nine.” 
 
    “Hey!  You can’t do that!” 
 
    “Eight.  Seven.  Six.” 
 
    “This is a fantastic piece of technology!  You can’t just—” 
 
    “Five.  Four.  Three.” 
 
    “Oh, damn!”  Scrambling noises and shouting followed. 
 
    “Two…” I said, drawing it out.  “One…”  There was a heavy thump, presumably from the phone landing somewhere. 
 
    “Diogenes?” I prompted.  The connection terminated. 
 
    “Step one:  Gassing the interior mechanisms now,” he told me.  “The preliminary chemistry will destroy most materials and all the anachronistic technology.  Nothing will be salvageable.” 
 
    “Good, good.  What’s step two?” 
 
    “You originally discussed using dioxygen difluoride, also known as ‘FOOF,’ as a destructive agent.  It has handling problems, however, that we have not overcome.  I have substituted chlorine trifluoride.  I have over a liter being pumped at high pressure through the phone’s micro-gate.  This should be sufficient to completely consume the phone’s interior and casing.  It should also destroy the micro-gate, causing a localized, momentary disruption in spacetime in the vicinity of the phone’s remains.” 
 
    “Let’s see them recover anything useful from that,” I muttered.  More loudly, I said, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Always a pleasure, Professor.” 
 
    I headed back to the residence and the media room.  Diogenes had Bob’s scroll waiting for me.  I checked it over without touching it.  It didn’t have any magic on it or built into it, so I accepted it.  Unrolling it, I saw it was written in the Karvalen dialect of elven. 
 
    Inconvenient, but I can puzzle it out.  Diogenes and I are about to make sure we both have a better grasp of the written language. 
 
      
 
    Mary came in while we were translating.  She sat on the edge of the desk I was using. 
 
    “Whatcha doing?” 
 
    “Teaching Diogenes elvish.” 
 
    “Doesn’t he already know elvish?” 
 
    “He knows Quenya, Telerin, and Sindarin.  Those are well-documented in almost every world of Earth.” 
 
    “I am also well-versed in Nandorin, Silvan, and Avarin,” Diogenes added.  “They are related languages and similarly well-documented.” 
 
    “And they have no relation to Karvalen elvish, I’m sad to say,” I finished. 
 
    “Too bad.  Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Not at the moment.  I’m struggling through the translation and Diogenes is memorizing it.”  I sighed.  “What I need is a dozen elves for dinner and one for some tutoring.” 
 
    “Or a dozen books for Diogenes to go all Rosetta stone on, and then some tutoring,” Mary suggested. 
 
    “Yes, but eating the elves is easier.  It’s like all those people I ate with martial skills.  I picked up the fundamentals of various martial arts styles very quickly because I’ve already eaten oodles of people with good unarmed fighting skills.  What I needed was a little guidance and far more practice.  I already sort-of knew how to do it, but I needed to build muscle memory.  Same thing with swords, musical instruments, or languages.  I never took a class on how to speak the old Imperial tongue.  I just swallowed several hundred thousand ghosts who had it as a native language.” 
 
    “I don’t think Bob is going to want to give you any of the older elves,” Mary observed. 
 
    “Maybe we can have him chain some condemned prisoners down and force them to learn elvish,” I mused. 
 
    “How complicated is this elvish?” 
 
    “Do you speak Chinese?” 
 
    “Well enough for a tourist, but I’m not conversational.  I’m better with Japanese.” 
 
    “Imagine writing a poem in a mixture of Mandarin, English, Arabic, and Arapaho.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I chuckled and nodded. 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “What’s it say so far?” 
 
    “He misses me, wants me to visit, and he has a report on the state of the kingdom.” 
 
    “Why would he have a report on the kingdom?” 
 
    “Didn’t I say?  I guess not.  I commissioned him to keep an eye on the place and make sure the Queen’s reign is… I don’t want to say ‘uneventful,’ but maybe ‘not marred by major problems’.” 
 
    “So, he’s the head of the secret police?” 
 
    “That’s not a bad description, I guess.  Except he’s not officially working for the Crown.  He works for me, personally.” 
 
    “Then he works for the Crown.  You’re still the King of Karvalen, remember?” 
 
    “It’s only a technicality.” 
 
    “A technicality upon which Lissette’s legitimacy as the ruler is based.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    Mary kissed the top of my head. 
 
    “You’re not nearly as bad as you think you are,” she told me. 
 
    “What brought that on?” 
 
    “Nothing.  Just a thought.  You go on and translate your letter.  I’m going back to Flintridge to sign papers, make deals, and continue the orderly liquidation of assets.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Hey!  Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Have you made any progress on the bio-bots?” 
 
    “I presume you mean the lobotomized clones with electronic control circuitry in their heads?” 
 
    “That’s them.” 
 
    “The what?” Mary demanded, aghast. 
 
    “Clones,” I repeated.  “It occurred to me Diogenes has the technology to cyborg-ize a genegineered horse.  I asked him to research how to use cloned humans as remote-controlled biological robots.” 
 
    “That’s horrible!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They’re robot-zombie people!  —no offense, Diogenes.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “They’re not people,” I argued.  “They were never people.  They were grown in a tank for no other purpose than to be biological bodies under computer control.  They were never conscious, never aware, and, as we’ve noted before, clones don’t have souls.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s still… still people with no brains, walking around!” 
 
    “Possibly, but I still haven’t heard what sort of progress Diogenes has made.  The state of the art might not be sufficient.  Diogenes?” 
 
    “Regrettably, Mary, the state of the art is more than sufficient.  It is simply an application not publicly used in any of the worlds from which we have obtained technology.  After thorough simulation and some tests on nonhuman life forms, I believe it highly likely I can adequately alter a clone in the tank.  By using nanites, the clone will never develop any meaningful level of independent brain activity.  The necessary control circuitry will be installed and grown in place during the developmental stages.  After some experimentation and the development of a control application, I should be able to operate a human, elvish, or any sort of organic body as though it were simply a peripheral device. 
 
    “However, I must point out that most robots have internal processors.  They can operate themselves within limited parameters, thus reducing the necessary command and control functions on my central data net.  Due to a variety of constraints, I am, at present, unable to install sufficient computer power in a human or comparable skull.  While the brainstem will maintain basic life functions, I will have to maintain a real-time connection and full control to operate them. 
 
    “I also suggest,” he added, rather diffidently, “that you not observe the process as I learn to drive a human body.” 
 
    “I won’t!” she agreed, shivering.  “I love you, Diogenes, but the good professor has come up with a horribly gruesome idea, here!” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her.  “I’m always glad to know I can still surprise you.” 
 
    “This is not in a good way!” 
 
    “I probably shouldn’t mention I came up with the idea for your benefit.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “Well, if Diogenes can drive a human body, he can visit other worlds with a clonebot, talk to people, sign papers, shake hands, negotiate, make agreements, appear in court or at a meeting—all the things you spend time doing when you could be casing the Tower of London.” 
 
    Mary stared at me with a mixture of admiration and horror.  I wasn’t sure which was more prevalent. 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever done or the most terrifying,” she admitted, finally. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “It’s horrible and gruesome and I need a thesaurus to express it.” 
 
    “Horrible, gruesome, terrible, awful, dreadful, shocking, appalling—” 
 
    “Thank you, Diogenes.  My point stands.  It’s a dreadful thing you’ve come up with, and you did it to make life easier for me.  It’s like saying you ate the Elders back on Nexus and eradicated all their descendants, cleansing the world of vampires just so I could go visit safely.” 
 
    “Do I need to?” 
 
    “No!  That’s not—” she broke off, sighing.  “Just remember, in the future, that horribly gruesome gifts are much appreciated, but still horribly gruesome.” 
 
    “I don’t see it as horribly gruesome,” I admitted, “but I acknowledge you find them disturbing.  Would it suit you if Diogenes kept clonebots away from you whenever possible?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Protocol established, Professor.  Mary, I apologize for the emotional distress and will do my best to keep you from being exposed to clonebots when they come on-line.” 
 
    “Thank you, Diogenes.” 
 
    “I also apologize,” I added.  “I had no idea you would feel this way.” 
 
    “I guess I don’t think of clones the way you do.” 
 
    “I guess not.  I look inside them and see vitality, but I don’t see a soul.  They’re alive, but they’re… they’re meat.  They aren’t people.” 
 
    “I can’t make the distinction.  I see people floating in the tanks.  I don’t see souls.” 
 
    “Someday, maybe,” I consoled.  “I’m told we grow in power as we get older.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard, but, strictly speaking, I’m older than you are.” 
 
    “Not by much.” 
 
    “But you’re way more powerful.” 
 
    “No argument.  I’ve already boosted you with my blood, obviously, but you haven’t been through the things I have.  Decades in an Ascension Sphere, dragon blood, troll blood, a temporary ascension to godhood—it hasn’t always been a pleasant journey.  We could hunt down some exotic, powerful entities and see if you like the way they taste, if you want.” 
 
    “No, thanks.  When you put it like that, I can wait,” she assured me.  “Maybe I can wait forever.” 
 
    “I am sorry it bothers you.” 
 
    “I’ll get over it, eventually.  Diogenes, when you have a fully-functioning… clonebot?” 
 
    “Clonebot,” he agreed. 
 
    “I’ll want to meet you when you drive one.  When you’ve got the hang of driving it.  Once.  Maybe never again, but I want to give it a chance to be… not-creepy.” 
 
    “I will do my best,” he assured her. 
 
    “Now I’m off to Flintridge.  You two enjoy being mad scientists, and do try not to blow anything up.” 
 
    “No promises.” 
 
      
 
    Diogenes and I finished translating the elvish.  He speaks it better than I do, now.  He remembers every word, never misses a rule of grammar, and has inferred a great deal about how the language is put together.  I just babble whatever comes to mind.  To an elf, I have no doubt I sound like a second-year language student trying to hold a conversation. 
 
    I wonder.  If I import an elf and have it talk with Diogenes for a couple of days, how much better will he understand the language?  Maybe I should. 
 
    Bob’s message bothered me. 
 
    In it, he complimented me on my foresight in having him look out for Lissette’s reign.  I was pleased to note there was no mention whatsoever of questioning her right to rule.  However, half a dozen nobles of greater or lesser degree hinted about replacing her, declaring independence, or arguing about taxation. 
 
    Before these hints could develop into action, they were each encouraged, in fashions ranging from subtle to brutal, to think differently.  He didn’t go into detail and I was glad of it.  Not only is the political problem not my problem, I’m almost certain Bob’s idea of brutal is something I don’t want to think about, much less discuss. 
 
    He also shared with me his suspicion that he was not acting alone.  From conversations, tone of voice, ideas let slip, and other indications, he believed there was another organization working behind the scenes in the kingdom.  Their influence, while not as subtle as his own, was nonetheless carried out by persons well-hidden.  Who was in charge of it, what their ultimate goals might be, even the names of anyone connected were merely speculative.  Possibly it was an organization evolved by Lissette, herself, although he felt it likely the Knights of Shadow were involved to some extent. 
 
    His other concern was the religion of the Lord of Light.  While that religion was not formally outlawed, as such, it had no standing, no acknowledgement within the kingdom.  It wasn’t illegal, but it was also not considered a valid religion because it didn’t adhere to the Concordat of Pie between the churches of Karvalen.  Nonetheless, worshippers of the Lord of Light were to be found in any city or town.  Their numbers were growing, in fact, even without formal churches or temples. 
 
    Technically, religion isn’t my problem, either.  I washed my hands like Pontius Pilate and scrubbed off all responsibility a long time ago.  The problem is I do still feel a little bit responsible and have to keep telling myself it’s not my problem.  With politics, it’s not hard.  With religion, it’s more difficult.  I blame my psychic copy and our unearthly thought-wave resonance.  I think I’m picking up his concerns as my own. 
 
    I whisked aside the holographic text and put my head in my hands. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “Yes, Firebrand?” 
 
    What’s the matter? 
 
    “I don’t want to visit Bob.” 
 
    Uh, okay.  Why not? 
 
    “Because he always makes me worry about assassination and betrayal.” 
 
    You worry about that stuff anyway. 
 
    “True, but I worry about it more whenever I have to talk to him.” 
 
    That’s fair, Firebrand agreed.  So why visit him? 
 
    “Because I’m a sucker.” 
 
    Yeah.  I guess you are. 
 
    I went back to Flintridge to get Bronze.  I’m not going home alone. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Friday, February 3rd, Year 9 
 
      
 
    Diogenes and I still haven’t figured out why the time differential between worlds sometimes skips ahead, sometimes slows to a crawl.  I have this recurring worry I’ll visit Karvalen and find my great-grandson on the throne, Tianna long-dead, and Tymara a grey-haired old woman. 
 
    If I slept, it would be nightmare fuel.  Add it to the reasons I don’t sleep. 
 
    So, it’s been over a month since last I visited.  I didn’t want to spend much time in Karvalen, but after long absences, I feel obliged to pay a social call.  Tymara misses me. 
 
    Bronze, once again in her statue body, followed me through the gateway.  She might cram a cyborg horse in the Temple’s shift-booth, but in her statue?  Not a chance.  Instead, we stepped out of the mountain’s upstairs gate room, already cloaked, shielded, and armored.  I say “cloaked.”  I mean I already had my various defensive spells active to keep from being instantly detected by anyone with both the power and the desire to do so.  My cloak draped itself from my shoulders as a cloak should, but it also extended portions of itself to play the part of my sash, tassels and all, in a deep, unnatural black. 
 
    We emerged into the undermountain and the image through the gate behind us disintegrated.  A Knight of Shadow, one of the Banners, went to one knee, gestured with both hands to cover his eyes momentarily, and saluted, holding his fist over his heart.  He stayed like that while I checked the room for more obvious spying spells.  Someone might have noticed the gate activated—there’s no good way to hide that—but there were no spells in the room to watch it. 
 
    “Bodyguard?” I asked, regarding the knight. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    I put my helmet on, locked the faceshield in place, and mounted up. 
 
    “Send word to the Temple of Shadow.  I’ll be at the Temple of Flame.  You carry on here.” 
 
    “I am to accompany you, my lord, if you come through the gate.” 
 
    “Beltar’s order?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Can you keep up?” 
 
    He considered Bronze.  Bronze snorted and shook her mane like windchimes in a hurricane, ears laid back as she eyeballed the knight.  Clearly, she didn’t think he could and would prove it if he cared to push the issue. 
 
    “I will remain here and relay your message, my lord,” he decided, proving once again that Banners aren’t stupid. 
 
    “I like a wise man.  Good job.” 
 
    Bronze carried me up to the treasury.  I wondered why until I recalled I’d asked the mountain for some underground tunnel seeds.  They were ready, sitting on the floor as though they had grown up out of the rock and eventually separated into unattached stones.  Which, to be fair, is exactly what did happen.  They were simple tubes of stone, no larger than a good-sized bolt, but they were also packed to capacity with vital force.  I could feel it simply by touching them.  I could almost see it with my daytime eyes. 
 
    I gathered them up and wondered how to carry them all.  Bronze popped open the lid on a saddlebag.  It’s a metal container built into her statue and it only looks like a bag.  Yet, she made it hollow, gave it hinges, made sure the lid fastened shut, all that.  Very thoughtful, my horse, and unexpectedly talented.  Could she always do things like that, if only she’d had time to work on them?  Or was it something she picked up during her sojourn in the afterlife? 
 
    Bronze shook her mane.  She didn’t know for sure. 
 
    I put the stone seeds in the saddlebag, adding fistfuls of gold as I loaded them to pack them in.  It wasn’t Styrofoam, but they wouldn’t rattle around and bang into the walls of the container at a gallop.  Next time I’m in Apocalyptica, I’m picking up some bubble wrap.  You never know. 
 
    We went up through the great hall, around the courtyard, and down along the Kingsway.  As the drawbridge-door pivoted down to connect the courtyard to the upper Kingsway, I had the irrational fear that someone was waiting for us.  Bronze dismissed this idea and I acknowledged it was irrational. 
 
    I don’t know why she went through the upper door.  Or, maybe I do.  Maybe carrying me through it was important.  The last time we came this way, I had to walk down alone.  Not this time.  Not anymore.  Never again. 
 
    She trotted down the throat of stone, occasionally huffing a small cloud of flames in the dimness of the tunnel.  We made our journey—long delayed—but we made it together. 
 
    We emerged from the dragon’s mouth.  Closed helmet or no, I was on Bronze.  People scattered out of the way, shouting in surprise.  It was strange, but they didn’t shout in fear.  In the capitol, in Carrillon, there would have been panic.  Here… it was different.  Here the Demon King was a rumor, not a fact carved into the bones.  Here I was the avatar of the Lord of Shadow, not a monster. 
 
    Okay, yes, a monster.  But their monster. 
 
    We trotted through the streets and a wave of open pavement spread before us.  People got out of the way, stayed out of the way, and tended to bow, kneel, or salute.  It was easy to spot visitors to the city.  They just gaped and stared.  I felt self-conscious.  Bronze felt she could go faster if they would get out of the way faster, but reined in her annoyance. 
 
    The Temple of Flame wasn’t in the middle of a service—that is, the open-air dome had some people praying in the morning sun, but no redheads.  We stopped outside the building that served as both the priestess’ home and as an auxiliary worship building for the Goddess of Flame.  Bronze sighed at the human-scale door and waited patiently while I went inside. 
 
    Tymara trailed fire as she homed in on me.  How she knows I’m arriving well enough in advance to charge headlong at the door is a mystery.  How she knew it was even me, with my faceshield down, was another question.  I knelt quickly and absorbed some of the impact with my arms.  I was wearing my actual armor, not just a layer of ballistic fiber.  I didn’t want her hurting herself on hard surfaces. 
 
    Armor also prevents hugs from being all that meaningful.  There are drawbacks to it.  I unlocked and raised my faceplate so I could smile at her. 
 
    She squeezed me for all she was worth as I hugged her in return.  She stepped back and held up a horse figurine.  It was metal and intricately articulated.  It was a wonderful piece of work and probably beyond the local state of the art. 
 
    “Provus!  See!” she commanded, and squinted at the miniature horse.  I saw power move through her and the horse figure smoked slightly.  Then it reared on the palm of her hand, front hooves pawing at the air, and settled back to all fours.  It put its head down, as though grazing.  She giggled.  “It tickles!” 
 
    “I imagine.  May I see it?” 
 
    She put her hand next to mine and the little horse leaped the gap to land on my palm.  It pawed at the material of my gauntlet, then looked up at me, perking its ears forward.  It had an opening for a winding-key in the center of its back and was probably hand-made by some clockwork toy builder.  It was absolutely marvelous, both as a work of art and a mechanical contrivance. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “Under my bed.” 
 
    “You found it?” 
 
    “Yes.  Well, no.  It was a present.  The hands said it was for me.” 
 
    “The hands?” 
 
    “The hands under the bed.” 
 
    “Fred!  You mean Fred, the Monster Under the Bed?” 
 
    “He’s nice,” Tymara insisted. 
 
    “Nicer than most people expect,” I agreed.  “I haven’t seen him in ages.” 
 
    “He visits most nights.  He tells me stories after momma puts me to bed.” 
 
    Tianna came in, probably following her daughter. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, “I’m sure he does.  Very well done.” 
 
    “Can you play with me?” 
 
    “Not right now, but I did come to squeeze you and tickle you.”  I put down the horse—which promptly started trotting around us—before I went for her ribs.  She screamed joyfully as she fought with me. 
 
    “Grandfather.” 
 
    “Not now, woman!  Can’t you see I’m engaged in battle?” 
 
    Tianna rolled her eyes as though born to it.  Lots of practice being a mom, I guess.  She threw her hands in the air in mock despair and sat down to wait.  It wasn’t too long a wait.  Tymara was soon out of breath, lying on the floor, gasping, tears streaming from her eyes. 
 
    “Armor’s not fair,” she gasped. 
 
    “I know, but I might need it later.” 
 
    She lay there, gasping and holding her sides, still giggling in spurts. 
 
    “Now may I ask what brings you to the Temple?” Tianna inquired. 
 
    “Of course!  I came to visit for a little bit.  Lots of things to do, places to go, people to see—but you’re first.” 
 
    “I thought you gave up all your responsibilities in this kingdom.” 
 
    “I did.  I’m not very responsible in the first place.  I do like my great-granddaughter, and my granddaughter, and my daughter, though.  I also have a vague sense of duty toward some other people.” 
 
    “I suspect you do.  All right.  Can I tempt you to lunch?” 
 
    “I’m pretty good at giving in to temptation.” 
 
    I removed helmet and gauntlets as Tymara seized me by my swordbelt and dragged me to lunch.  Her mechanical horse followed along, hooves tinkling on the stone floor.  We all sat down at a stone table, the three of us and three lesser priestesses—Varena, Selma, and Pallae—and her toy stood on the table, pretending to graze on Tymara’s vegetables. 
 
    The three lesser priestesses were dark-haired, but there were reddish highlights.  It seems to go with the priesthood.  Priestesshood?  Is that a word?  Clergy. 
 
    Tymara was distracted all through lunch by Firebrand.  She never met it before and was fascinated.  Tianna had to remind her several times to eat, but the expression on Tymara’s face told me she was talking with Firebrand the whole time.  Tianna and the priestesses carried most of the verbal conversation, with the occasional exception of asking me for stories.  They wanted to know about the legend of the Wall of Blades, the Battle of Crag Keep, and the Light in the Darkwood.  I told them the basics. 
 
    When Tymara asked to be excused, I unbuckled Firebrand and let her take it in the other room to chat, both of them followed by her animated mechanical horse.  Tianna’s lips tightened, disapproving. 
 
    “You spoil her.” 
 
    “Guilty.” 
 
    “If you know it, why do it?” 
 
    “Because I’m her great-grandfather, and she’s small, bright, adorable, and loves me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with her playing with a sword.” 
 
    “Firebrand knows better than to hurt her.” 
 
    “Is it true,” began Pallae—I think it was Pallae; non-redheaded priestesses are fungible—“that you enchanted the blade with the blood of the first dragon you killed?” 
 
    “Technically, it’s ichor, not blood.  It’s the wrong color and doesn’t taste anything like blood.  More like a spicy banana, as I recall.” 
 
    “Oh,” she replied, almost inaudibly. 
 
    “And it was already enchanted when I upchucked the dragon’s spirit into the metal.”  I ate another bite of dazhu.  “The story about how I became the Wall of Blades was much funnier, wasn’t it?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, just nodded. 
 
    “That’s a danger with grandfather,” Tianna warned.  “Some of his stories are disturbing and not fit for conversation, at table or no.” 
 
    “Very true.” 
 
    “I’m still not best pleased with you at letting her play with a sword.” 
 
    “I apologize.  I abase myself.  I’ll take it back after lunch, but I want them to get to know each other, too.  It’ll come with me when I go.  I have other stops to make.” 
 
    “Very well.”  She turned her attention to the other three.  “Will you excuse us?”  They rose, collected plates, and departed.  This made me sad.  I wasn’t done. 
 
    “Important discussion?” I guessed. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Okay.  What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “The Lord of Light.” 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    “Always.  He is an enemy of the holy alliance between the gods and the Crown.” 
 
    “Yes.  I call it the Concordat of Pie:  Everybody gets a piece.  All right.  What’s he doing this time?” 
 
    “It is what He continues to do.  He offers bliss, pure and simple, regardless of one’s worth or achievements.  To attend Him in His Temple is to be granted the gift of uncritical, unalloyed joy.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So?  It is attractive.  Those who venture within to see for themselves return again and again, often bringing others with them with tales of the purity and intensity of the joy they feel.  The Temples of Light accept only donations.  They do not charge for their services.  Any who wander in are welcome, for if they behold but a single ceremony, they are converts to the cause.” 
 
    “Oh, wonderful.  The Lord of Light is a drug dealer and he’s out to make the whole world an addict.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Don’t you have illegal herbs and other such things around here?” 
 
    “Illegal?  No, I don’t think so.  Unless you mean poisons?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  How about herbs and potions people use for recreational purposes, or medicines they misuse for pleasure?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “For example?” I prompted.  She paused, thoughtfully. 
 
    “People smoke the leaves of the solanum plant.  Some people drink tea made from the crushed seeds of silverweed.  Others smoke h’sah resin.  And there’s a plant from the outer continent, in the southeast, I believe.  I don’t know the name.  People chew the leaves.” 
 
    “And what do these do?” 
 
    “Solanum smoke clears the lungs and awakens the mind.  Silverweed tea relieves pain.  Consumed in quantity, it brings numbness and sleep.  It can be dangerous when taken in excess.  Some say it is dangerous to harvest the silverweed, itself, for the touch of the leaves will cause burning welts if one does not wash immediately.  They say a cut in such a welt will fester and bring fever-dreams before it kills.” 
 
    “Important safety tip,” I noted.  “Remind me never to mess with silverweed.  What about the other things?  Hissah?  And the leaves?” 
 
    “The h’sah resin causes sleep with vivid dreams.  And as for the leaves I mentioned, I do not know the name of the plant that bears them, but they make one wakeful, even energetic and excitable.  I understand some warriors chew the leaves before battle.  I have also heard it said the leaves are also an aphrodisiac.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Have you ever known someone who uses these to become irritated, incensed, or raving mad if they are denied their favorite herb?” 
 
    “Naturally.  Oh,” she added, her mind skipping ahead and seeing my point.  “You liken the ceremonies of the Lord of Light to a drug of bliss.  Since He is the only provider of this bliss, He gains control over His followers.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “It is an unusual approach,” she mused.  I held my tongue.  “What do we do?” she asked, finally. 
 
    “You’re asking me?  I’m a horrible fate for enemies of the kingdom, not an advisor on drug policy.” 
 
    “Yet, you understood immediately what He is doing.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the problem before.  I haven’t seen good solutions.” 
 
    “You know more about it than others,” she insisted.  “The Queen will wish your counsel.” 
 
    “All she has to do is ask,” I assured her. 
 
    “Will you not go to her and interrogate her rebel priest?” 
 
    “Interrogate her what?” 
 
    “The defector from the Church of Light.” 
 
    I sighed.  It helps during the day.  Obviously, I haven’t been keeping up with the situation in Karvalen.  If they need me, they’re supposed to call.  Lissette is supposed to have her eye on things and the authority to decide if she needs me.  Bob is tasked with making sure she doesn’t need me.  I guess I shouldn’t be surprised things change when I’m not looking. 
 
    Then again, if I’d visited Bob and gotten a full report on the activities of the past few years, I might not be so surprised now.  Come to that, if I read the contents of my inbox in Karvalen instead of stuffing it all in the spam folder and burning it… 
 
    “All right.  I’ll add Lissette to the list of people to see while I’m here.  Is that fair?” 
 
    “More than fair.  She and I both know you despise being King.” 
 
    “Yes.  Mostly because I’m completely unqualified and I know it.” 
 
    “We shall see.” 
 
      
 
    I recovered Firebrand and kissed Tymara goodbye.  She didn’t want Firebrand to leave—nor me—so she wrapped her arms around my neck and wouldn’t let go.  I stood up and she hung from my neck like an oversized, fiery pendant.  She giggled as I walked outside wearing a mini-fire-priestess.  Then I had to introduce her to Bronze. 
 
    I watched my great-granddaughter stand in front of Bronze and look almost straight up as Bronze looked straight down.  Tymara was utterly delighted to meet a magic horse “just like her own little one.”  It was the best part of my visit.  Bronze was very pleased to meet Tymara, but didn’t know what to make of the miniature horse.  The miniature horse didn’t know what to make of her, either. 
 
    “The Mother mentioned your steed returned to you,” Tianna said, quietly, while Tymara held up and introduced her figurine to Bronze.  With a little effort, it could have crawled into a nostril. 
 
    “She’s right.” 
 
    “I would like to know more about this, if I may.” 
 
    “Later?” 
 
    “Later,” she agreed, as Tymara tried to climb up Bronze’s tail.  Bronze helped by gently wrapping her in the wires and lifting her. 
 
    My leavetaking was delayed.  Instead, we made a lap around the city wall.  The city is only about four miles across, or a little over, and an almost perfect circle.  Overall, it’s only about seven or eight miles all the way around.  The street running along the inside the city wall is easily wide enough for Bronze to weave through traffic, even at high speed. 
 
    The alarm-bell sound of Bronze’s hooves may have helped. 
 
    Tymara stood in front of me, leaning forward into a mass of wire mane, laughing and shrieking the whole way like a giddy siren.  Her mother used to do the same thing.  It’s like they don’t need to breathe.  Is it a fire-witch thing, a family thing, or a little-kid thing?  I have no idea how they do it.  Maybe they have hidden air intakes to go with their rocket-exhaust hair. 
 
    Not only did she scream in glee, her hair streamed fire behind her and right into my face.  Firebrand and Bronze both found it amusing for different reasons.  Firebrand finds anything with fire amusing.  Bronze thinks I should plan this sort of thing better.  I should have known she was going to be delighted, and therefore her hair was going to ignite. 
 
    It’s a good thing the Lord of Shadow is also known as a God of Fire to the sea-people, and the Lady of Flame likes me.  I’ve had my face torched off before and didn’t care for it.  As they say, don’t try this at home. 
 
    Once more at the Temple of Flame, I handed Tymara down to Tianna amid cries of “Again!  Again!” 
 
    “We will, but not today.” 
 
    “Do I get a turn?” Tianna asked.  I blinked at her in surprise while Tymara wrapped herself around one of Bronze’s forelegs.  Bronze took it well, but made it clear I would have to deal with her. 
 
    “I’m sure you can have one just as soon as we have time,” I agreed.  “I didn’t know you wanted to.” 
 
    “See what you learn when you spend time with us?” 
 
    “I sense a gentle reprimand.” 
 
    “Merely an observation.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  We’ll go for a run again when I can.” 
 
    “Come back soon!” Tymara demanded, still hugging one of Bronze’s front legs.  I’m not sure which of us she was talking to. 
 
    Bronze nosed her hair and nibbled it a little.  Tymara giggled.  Tianna bit her lips to keep quiet.  I could tell she had questions, but she could tell I wasn’t going to take time to answer them. 
 
    Eventually, we made our way to the Temple of Shadow.  The main doors are in a cubical, block-like building.  The main temple looks like a partially-buried sphere a small distance away.  To one side, there is a large, empty lot.  Today, it wasn’t empty.  Upwards of fifty men wore the black armor and were busily beating the crap out of each other in a grand melee.  From the looks of it, the objective was to kill one of the three guys holding the staff with the banner on it.  Three-way fights are always awkward.  We stopped to watch for a little bit. 
 
    I may have mentioned it before, but it bears repeating.  The Knights of Shadow know they can heal or repair almost any wound.  If it doesn’t kill you, it’s generally nothing more than an inconvenience.  They view wooden weapons as children’s toys.  Their idea of a practice sword is not sharpening it.  The idea of practice without risking wounds is, to them, a silly notion.  You have to be prepared to suffer on the battlefield, so you learn about pain with the rest of your practice, and that sharpens your skills faster. 
 
    I don’t fully agree.  I mean, I see their point, yes.  They’re not wrong.  I don’t know that they’re fully right, but they’re not wrong. 
 
    Other Knights of Shadow surrounded the practice area, all of whom were obviously prepared to minister to the wounded.  Bronze and I got a few looks, but nobody broke from their formation.  They all stayed on point, prepared to do their jobs.  The rest of the spectators barely noticed us, paying attention to the brutality going on in front of them.  Even those who glanced our way didn’t do more than bow. 
 
    Strangely, everyone took Bronze’s appearance in stride.  I suppose they had a little foreshadowing when the Black attended the sermon.  My altar ego might even have spilled the beans regarding her resurrection.  Or maybe word already made it to the Temple about our little outing around the city.  Pick any or all of the above.  What made me happiest was people utterly failing to drop what they were doing just because I passed by. 
 
    I dismounted and we walked in through the main doors, down the steps, along the hall, and up the other steps.  I still wonder how Bronze manages stairs.  Horses don’t like going down stairs and I can tell she doesn’t like it, either.  She does it anyway, and quite well, though.  I suppose it has something to do with being more than a horse. 
 
    Come to that, is she a horse at all?  She wears the body of a horse statue and it seems the most comfortable vessel for her spirit, but, when it comes right down to it, she’s now an incorporeal entity possessing a body.  On Apocalyptica, there’s a garage with a car in it she can wear like a suit of clothes. 
 
    Oh, my.  There’s a garage full of vehicles, from the Grumbler to a motorcycle to a supersonic airplane.  Can she treat the whole garage like a closet full of different outfits?  What shall we wear today?  Where are we going?  Ah, then something in a four-wheel-drive, I think… 
 
    Of course, we can go a step farther and say we’re all incorporeal entities possessing bodies.  A human is a bundle of flesh and bone with a spirit inside it.  If you put that spirit in the body of something else, does that change who it is?  T’yl used to be a human and now he occupies an elf-body.  It doesn’t make him an elf. 
 
    I think the difference between him and Bronze is a matter of degree.  Bronze can change bodies at will, by an act of will, to become a car, a crane, a cyborg horse, or—I presume—a plane, train, or automobile.  That doesn’t change who she is, only the body she’s wearing. 
 
    So what is she?  A horse?  Maybe she was, but now, I don’t think so.  She’s an animating force, a spirit.  Anima?  Animus?  Something like that.  A vital force, animating inanimate matter.  I suppose I’ll say she’s an anima, but I’ll probably go on thinking of her as “my horse.”  I know it’s a shorthand way of referring to her and so does she. 
 
    The main temple sanctuary wasn’t in formal use, but a dozen or so people were inside, praying.  Bronze went down the aisle and stopped next to the raised, central platform.  Bronze parallel parked and I dismounted on it.  It took me a minute to dig out the holy charcoal and prepare the deiphone—the brazier of smoke signals.  While I did this, people wrapped up their prayers and quietly exited the sanctuary.  I didn’t tell them to, but I appreciated the consideration. 
 
    At the doors, three large men took up station.  I saw sigils of the Blades, Shields, and Banners, one for each. 
 
    Ah.  My bodyguards have arrived.  Lovely. 
 
    Once the room was clear, they closed the doors and waited outside. 
 
    Okay, I admit it.  There are times I like having people around to help.  Usually, it’s when there are other people to deal with. 
 
    With Firebrand to superheat the charcoal and provide a cut on the back of my hand, I flicked blood into the glowing brazier and waited while the smoke formed a face. 
 
    “How’s life on the energy planes?” I asked.  He blinked at me as his gaze focused. 
 
    “Oh, not so bad.  Still kinda tired, though.  I thought you were going to see about sending me a power-up?” 
 
    “I thought about it, but I ran into a problem.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I haven’t the foggiest notion how,” I admitted.  “I get the basic idea—psychic energies attuned to you somehow provide you with your version of vital force.  Got it.  I need a way to tune an artificial power source to emit something vibrating in tune with you.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the face frowned, thoughtfully.  “Magical and psychic energy aren’t the same thing, although they are related.  Both are subject to manipulation through the mechanism of consciousness.  If we assume they’re related in much the same way electricity and magnetism are, as a working hypothesis, it should be possible to use a source of magic as a psychic power source.” 
 
    “We’ve got electromagical transformers.  Pumping out power isn’t the issue.  Tuning it is.  How do I tell the difference between you and any other energy-state being?  How do I address it to you?  Or, more fundamentally, how do I use magical energy—or any sort of energy—to produce psychic waves?  And there better be a way to do it that doesn’t involve me with electrodes on my head, thinking religious thoughts, that’s all I’ve got to say.” 
 
    “You’ve got Me there,” he admitted.  “The problem, from a research viewpoint, is you don’t even have a way to confirm the presence of these waves.  Like early electricity experiments didn’t know they were producing radio waves until the technology was much more developed.” 
 
    “It’s a problem,” I agreed. 
 
    “I think I have a solution.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Wear your hair longer,” he advised.  “We get a crystal and I attune it.  Once its structure is set to resonate with me, you can put a detection spell on it.” 
 
    “I can?” 
 
    “You have spells to detect psychic phenomena, do you not?” 
 
    “Well… I hadn’t thought of it quite like that.  I can detect psychic-viewing scrying sensors.  I can also set up a passive listening spell to detect psychic emanations from specific sources… yes, I guess I can.” 
 
    “So I set up a crystal tuned to my pattern.  You set up a generic spell to detect any psychic emanations.  You experiment with a generator until the spell tells you you’re putting out significant psychic energy.  Then all you have to do is tune it until the crystal reacts.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘reacts’?” 
 
    “Um…” he trailed off, embarrassed.  “I don’t know.  I’ve never done it before.  I think it should glow, but it might emit a tone as it resonates.  I’ll be interested in the result.” 
 
    “Wonderful.  Another unpredictable quasi-divine relic.” 
 
    “You don’t like the cloak?” 
 
    “I love the cloak, but it’s the principle of the thing.  All right, I’ll talk to Diogenes about a methodical search for a suitable transformer core.  Ruthenium works for magic.  Maybe there’s something else on the periodic table that works for psychic energy.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” 
 
    “Now that we have what you want out of the way, can we get to what I want?” 
 
    “I live to serve, O Master of Shadows.” 
 
    “You don’t get much practice with sarcasm in the astral realms, do you?” 
 
    “No, not so much.  Why?” 
 
    “No reason.  But I hear the Lord of Light is actually the Lord of Artificial Happiness Drugs and his religion is the cartel.  What have you heard?” 
 
    “Nothing about that, but give me a moment to scan the celestial frequencies.” 
 
    “No problem.”  I sat down on the altar and worked some healing magic on my hand.  With that done, I pulled on my gauntlets again, still waiting. 
 
    “Here we go,” said the face of smoke.  “Yes, that seems to be the case, but it’s something his priesthood is doing, not him, not directly.” 
 
    “He’s not?” 
 
    “Nope.  He’s still under a ban, remember?  But he might have told them how, I suppose.  I’m pretty sure the rest of the celestial menagerie wouldn’t care that he’s doing it.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t?” 
 
    “No.  Remember, we’re a bunch of disembodied wavelengths of celestial will, not material beings concerned with earthly pleasures.” 
 
    “Not just different perspectives, but radically different perspectives.  Got it.  Sorry, my empathy for divine beings isn’t what it should be.” 
 
    “Very true.” 
 
    “I was being sarcastic.” 
 
    “Considering your history, it’s hard to tell.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “So, yes, different viewpoint.  Up here, they’re just thinking it’s good business.  Every god has a shtick, you know.  One helps harvests, another brings rain, another heals children free of charge—the usual stuff.  People worship and are rewarded for their worship.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “The Lord of Light—his priesthood, anyway—isn’t providing a material service.  He’s shooting for an emotional addiction.  He’s promising happiness.  Not healing, not health, not wealth, not love—happiness.  Beggars are still beggars, but they’re happy.  From what I gather, a man being burned at the stake would be happy if the Lord of Light’s priests hit him with a bliss-whammy.” 
 
    “You said something about emotional addiction,” I pressed. 
 
    “Remember those rat experiments?  The ones where the researchers wired electrodes to the brain’s pleasure center?” 
 
    “Vaguely.  The psych guys set it up so the rat could press a lever and get a jolt in the pleasure center.  As I recall, the rats pressed the reward lever all the time.  That one?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it,” he confirmed.  “They didn’t eat or drink, just pressed the lever until they died.  Except the lever, here, is attending a worship service.  They don’t control the feed—they just get a reward when the priests dole it out.  But they do dole it out if you chant and sing and pray for long enough.” 
 
    “How is this different from a standard religious ceremony?  Don’t people walk away feeling better?” 
 
    “Yes, but this isn’t a revitalization of the human spirit or an affirmation of life or even a feeling of fellowship and community.  This is a direct effect to create an artificial feeling, much like heroin.  I doubt it’s physically addictive, but it’s almost certainly psychologically addictive.” 
 
    “Which makes it easy to say, ‘Go do this, or you don’t get your fix.’  Am I right?” 
 
    “It’s more subtle, diplomatic, and tactful than that, I’m sure.  I’m sure they use phrases like, ‘the will of the Lord of Light,’ ‘prove one’s faith,’ and ‘rewards for those who follow the path of light’.” 
 
    “But, essentially…?” I pressed. 
 
    “But, essentially, yeah, that’s probably how it works.” 
 
    “You don’t know for certain?” 
 
    “I’m not welcome in his Temples.  Remember how Amber couldn’t manifest her fire-presence in my Temple during the urban fighting in Karvalen?  I was willing to make an exception, but it was against the rules.” 
 
    “It’s a generic thing for everybody up there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay.”  I lay down on the altar and put my hands behind my head.  “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “Me, either.  It’s  clever, and it worries me.  All the Lord of Light is doing is offering mankind happiness—uncritical, uncaring bliss.” 
 
    “Mankind,” I stated, “isn’t meant to be uncritically happy.  We’re supposed to fight, to overcome obstacles, to use our gifts of reason and ingenuity, to rise above our base natures and to better ourselves.  To be forever happy without earning it is to fall into the trap of the lotus-eaters and die.” 
 
    “I agree, but most people don’t share our view.  If they can be happy without fighting for it, they’ll take it.” 
 
    “I’m tempted to say they need to be exterminated to better the breed, but that’s my darker nature coming to the fore.” 
 
    “Mine, too.  My bigger concern is how he’s pulling it off.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be too hard,” I reasoned.  “Rats had the same effect with a few volts.  It shouldn’t have a big power requirement.” 
 
    “No, it shouldn’t.  My question was in regard to the many-times-a-day miracle.  It’s not registering up here as a miracle.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I recalled.  “He’s got some sort of sanction on him.  Could he do a minor miracle?  Answer prayers, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “Yes, but there’s also a limit on how much power he can use in the world at once.  It also requires real, concerted effort by his priests before he’s permitted to respond.” 
 
    “So, blissing out a thousand followers at every religious service is outside his present scope?” 
 
    “Exactly.  I don’t know how he’s doing it.” 
 
    “Meaning, he’s gone and done something clever, which makes you grumpy because you haven’t figured it out.” 
 
    “How’d you know?” he asked. 
 
    “Long experience.” 
 
    “What I think,” he went on, “is if he’s got his priests doing it, then it’s a ritual spell, not a miracle.  Not that the faithful—or the addicts—will know or care.” 
 
    “Something has to be done about this guy,” I muttered. 
 
    “Again, I agree.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Good question.” 
 
    “You’re not a terribly useful god, are you?” 
 
    “I have none of the three omnis.  The disclaimer is right there on the label.  Take it up with my lawyer.” 
 
    I muttered and grumbled and thought. 
 
    “Any ideas?” he prompted. 
 
    “I’ve only been thinking about it for thirty seconds.” 
 
    “I know how fast you think.” 
 
    “Slowly?” 
 
    “What’s twenty times thirty-six?” 
 
    “Seven hundred and twenty.  Why?” 
 
    “You answer instantly and still have to ask ‘why’?” he demanded, then visibly had a realization.  “Ah.  Right.  Okay, I think I get it.  Take your time.” 
 
    “Why ask me, anyway?” I complained.  “I’m the quasi-mortal, here.  You’re the celestial entity.  You know him better than I do.  Why aren’t you coming up with something brilliant?” 
 
    “I’ve only been thinking about it for a minute.” 
 
    We fell silent for a little while.  I felt Bronze’s amusement.  Arguing with myself doesn’t get me anywhere. 
 
    “All right, I got nothing,” I admitted.  “This is going to be one of those moment of inspiration things, not a logical, step-by-step solution.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re right.” 
 
    “Okay.”  I hopped up off the altar. 
 
    “Hey, before you go?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Got a crystal on you?  Or should I send for one?” 
 
    “Right, almost forgot,” I said, discovering it is possible but difficult to snap your fingers in hyper-polymer gauntlets.  “I always carry a power crystal.  Will that do?  I’d rather not blow up the enchantment on anything else.” 
 
    “No problem.  Put it on the altar, please.  And can I trouble you to bleed on it a little?” 
 
    “Always happy to bleed for my religion.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how you mean that.” 
 
    I unlatched my helmet and set it aside so I could take off the power crystal around my neck.  I set the crystal on the altar, took off a gauntlet, and drew Firebrand. 
 
    “Neither am I.” 
 
      
 
    With my business in the Temple concluded, I walked with Bronze through the sanctuary doors.  My trio of knights fell in step with us, making sure the way was clear and no one followed too closely.  They needn’t have bothered.  The people in the halls pressed back against the walls of their own volition and went to one knee—knights, squires, priests, padawans, whatever. 
 
    Standing in the middle of the corridor, waiting like the soul of patience, was Beltar, dressed in the full ceremonial armor—meaning he had a tabard and whatnot on, along with the usual armor.  We don’t do decorative around this temple.  We do functional like a morose Louis Sullivan, though.  Beltar went to one knee. 
 
    “My lord.” 
 
    “Beltar!  Good to see you.”  I tugged him to his feet.  “Walk with me.  How are things?” 
 
    “Well, my lord.  I have tried not to disturb you with questions, consulting directly, instead.  However, I feel I must bother you now.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.  I have prayed at the altar, but I am not certain of the answer.” 
 
    Hey! I shouted, mentally. 
 
    What? answered my altar-ego. 
 
    Have you been giving Beltar a hard time? 
 
    The scoundrel.  He wants a second opinion, doesn’t he? 
 
    Hang on. 
 
    I turned us around, went right back into the sanctuary, and had them close the doors.  More charcoal, more blood and smoke… 
 
    Beltar went to one knee, there beside me, as, for him, the Face of God appeared above the brazier.  I nudged him. 
 
    “Stop that.  I’m here.  Get up.  Now, what’s the deal with the second opinion?” 
 
    “Beltar shouldn’t have bothered you,” quoth the face of smoke. 
 
    “I apologize, my lord.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I waved them both to silence.  “What’s the deal?  Beltar?  You do the talking.”  I pointed at the face.  “You wait until he finishes.” 
 
    “My heart is troubled by the policy regarding children.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “As you know, we, on our own, as mortal men, bend all our arts and skills to the healing of any child brought to us.  We are, I may say without arrogance or pride, famed for it.  Yet, our god is also one who aids those yet living who long to die.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “We have encountered some cases of severe injury or sickness where the child cannot be cured by any of our arts, and which are so severe as to make life a thing unwanted.” 
 
    “Give me an example.” 
 
    “Shall I send for the latest?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I told him, cringing inwardly.  “Just tell me.” 
 
    “There is a boy of three years whose body grows in strange directions, twisting his limbs, warping his flesh.  When he was brought to us but a few days ago, he was dying.  Even now, he must be treated and re-shaped, almost daily, it seems, lest he be unable to breathe.  Without our intervention, his flesh would twist itself in ways incompatible with life.  It is not a painless thing and he suffers constantly.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Cure him, my lord.” 
 
    I turned to the face of smoke. 
 
    “All right, I’ve heard Beltar’s side of things.  What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    “Look, I get what Beltar wants.  I agree with him.” 
 
    “You do?” Beltar interrupted, then shut himself up. “My apologies.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Beltar,” we both said, and glanced at each other.  Beltar seemed relieved. 
 
    “Go on,” I encouraged my otherself. 
 
    “The condition is genetic.  I don’t know what it’s called and I don’t care.  The kid is a mess and can’t be fixed by simple surgery.  He’s growing flesh and bone in weird ways and, yes, it’ll kill him if they don’t keep fixing him.  Even so, everything they can do will only keep him alive and in misery.” 
 
    “It sounds to me as though he needs a miracle.” 
 
    “Yes.  He does.  Thing is, I’ve already worked a miracle this year.” 
 
    Our eyes met, Bronze and I.  She was sad.  Well, so was I. 
 
    What to do?  Kill the kid?  It wasn’t as bad an option as it sounded.  Around here, we know souls go to an afterlife and, presumably, to the recycling center.  If his body is a lemon, he should get something better the next time around. 
 
    But that goes against the grain.  Even though I know the kid will be better off starting over, killing a child is still something I despise. 
 
    “Would it help,” I asked, slowly, “if he were to sleep on the altar while the congregation prayed for his health?” 
 
    “Yes… some.  The problem is this place only seats so many.  All the temples together only seat so many.  You and I share a direct conduit.  When you throw energy at me, or vice versa, it’s like current down a wire.  When everyone else does it, it’s like induction—a magnetic field crossing a distant wire to generate current.  They’re not big magnets, by the way, and even in this focusing structure, they’re still not close to the wire.” 
 
    “Tricky,” I mused. 
 
    “You’ve got an idea?” 
 
    “I might.” 
 
    “Is it radical, dangerous, and power-intensive?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “You sound disappointed.” 
 
    “I always enjoy watching your version of miracles.” 
 
    “Beltar,” I asked, “are this kid’s parents around?” 
 
    “They reside here in the Temple,” he informed me.  “Until their son… Until his disposition is settled, they are our guests.” 
 
    “Perfect.  Show me.” 
 
    Beltar, Bronze, and I walked quickly through the underground halls of the Temple.  It was surprising to me how much space the place took up.  I don’t spend much time in it, much less wander around in it. 
 
    Tolina and Meran, the boy’s mother and father, were shocked to see me.  Both went down as though shot, faces on the floor.  The toddler, Herron, was asleep on a cot, thanks to a spell.  He was misshapen, yes, even deformed, but not horrifically so.  Everything was in roughly the right place, but squashed, bent.  The sculpture was done by an art student with no eye for proportions. 
 
    And this was after being treated.  I resolved not to ask what the more advanced stages of the condition were like. 
 
    I spoke with Tolina and Meran.  Meran’s grandfather was a merchant in H’zhad’Eyn and chose to resettle in Mochara.  Meran bought Tolina in Trader’s Bay as a slave and eventually made her his wife, but she also came from H’zhad’Eyn. 
 
    I’m beginning to think it’s not healthy to live so close to the track of a magical ball of fusion.  Call me overcautious if you like. 
 
    My flesh-folding spell took a sample from the child.  I also took one from each parent.  They didn’t argue or question.  When an avatar descends from on high to consider working a miracle on your behalf, you do what he says. 
 
    I dislike using that authority, that reputation, but sometimes it gets the job done with a minimum of fuss and bother.  I feel much the same way about being the Demon King. 
 
    With my genetic samples collected, I returned to my monastic cell and used the shift-booth. 
 
      
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Can we fix genetic issues without dunking someone in a growth tank?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor, although the process is much accelerated when performed in an optimum environment.  As with the refugees, viral gene therapy can replace damaged or undesirable sections of genetic code with optimized versions.  Such a treatment may be administered as an injection.  However, each such virus must be tailored to a specific genetic imprint.  They can be lethal if used on persons other than the intended recipient.” 
 
    “I recall you mentioning something about it when you processed the refugees.  That’s why I ask.  I have three gene samples here.  Two parents and a kid.  Analyze the kid for genetic anomalies and get me a virus to fix them.  If it’s too extensive, use the parents chromosomes to make a new boy body, about three years old.” 
 
    A drone whirred up, accepted the samples, and whirred away. 
 
    “Shall I also examine the parents’ genetic structure and prepare doses for them, as a prophylactic measure against similar genetic abnormalities?” 
 
    “You mean, fix them so they don’t have more deformed kids?” 
 
    “That is materially what I said, Professor.” 
 
    “Yes.  You’re one smart computer, Diogenes.” 
 
    “I am a quantum-linked network of computers, but I accept your compliment, Professor.  You are not overly stupid for a protein-based computer, yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Let me know when you have everything sorted.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I shifted back to Karvalen. 
 
      
 
    “My lord?” Beltar asked, as I stepped into the monastic little cubby. 
 
    “I had to take a quick trip.  The process of fixing the problem is begun.  Do whatever you need to do to preserve the kid and his parents.  I have an ersatz miracle on the way.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Well, he returned Bronze from the realm of the gods.  It was a mighty effort, as you may imagine, and against incredible resistance.  He needs to rest a bit from his labors.  Since he’s resting, it falls to me to perform miracles for him.  This one is in my scope.” 
 
    “Shall I so inform Meran and Tolina?” 
 
    “That a miracle is on the way?  Go ahead.  I’ll be back when it’s ready.” 
 
    Beltar did a quick one-knee thing and I caught his shoulders, made him stand. 
 
    “It’s fine for you to do that in public,” I insisted, “or when anyone might see.  It’s fine in the presence of the Lord of Shadow’s spiritual presence.  But when you do that to me, in the flesh, alone, it annoys the unholy hell out of me.  Please stop.” 
 
    Beltar smiled—no, he grinned.  He grabbed me in a hug, an awkward thing in armor.  He stepped back, still smiling. 
 
    “What was that for?” I asked, uncomfortably. 
 
    “For not knowing what it was for,” he replied.  He saluted and left, passing a puzzled Bronze. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” I told her.  “I have no idea.” 
 
    My bodyguard detail was waiting with Bronze, along with a teenaged knight-trainee.  I could tell by the outfit—light grey pants, grey tunic, white sash without tassels.  At his hip was a familiar-looking sword and he wore a rather battered shield strapped to his back.  He was about my height and more heavily built.  His respectful expression overlaid a smile.  The thing I liked most, though, were the inkstains on his fingers. 
 
    It was Heydyl, of course.  As we set off for the under-corridors to the mountain, I gestured him over and he fell into step beside me. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” I asked. 
 
    “No, my lord.” 
 
    “Just out for a subterranean walk with the King?” 
 
    “I had more in mind a pleasant walk with my father, if that is not too…” 
 
    “Too presumptuous?” 
 
    “Is it?” he asked, anxiously. 
 
    “I don’t think so, no.  This is a social setting, not a formal one.” 
 
    “Meaning I’m your bastard, not officially your son?” he asked.  I eyed him sideways for several paces. 
 
    “Tough question from someone who wanted a pleasant walk.” 
 
    “I apologize, my lord.” 
 
    “Stop that.  Either you’re having a nice walk with your father or you’re escorting your King.  Take your pick.” 
 
    “I could also take a walk with a god,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    “As you command—Dad.” 
 
    “Better.  I think.  I’m starting to worry you inherited my sense of humor.” 
 
    “Would it be such a bad thing?” 
 
    “There are worse things,” I admitted.  “I’m not sure what they are, but I’m sure they exist.” 
 
    “I suppose so.  Speaking of.” 
 
    “So, there is something on your mind?” 
 
    “A question sometimes presents itself to me, late at night.” 
 
    “Go for it.” 
 
    “Did you ever want to be my father?” 
 
    Kids ask the darnedest questions, and the most difficult. 
 
    “Do you want the short answer or the long one?” 
 
    “It’s a long walk.” 
 
    “Okay.  The first I knew of you was when you asked if I was your father.  I didn’t know, remember?” 
 
    “I will always remember.” 
 
    “You wanted to know if I was your father, and it turns out I am.  Whether or not I want to be, I am.  But you aren’t asking if I wanted to have a son.  You’re asking if I ever wanted to raise you as a father should, to claim you as my son.  Am I right?” 
 
    “That’s… hmm.”  He frowned for a moment, considering the differences.  “I guess my question wasn’t right.  Did you ever want me for a son?” 
 
    “I think you’re getting closer to what you really want to know.  Yes.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Yes, you are my son, and I am proud of you.” 
 
    Heydyl said nothing for several paces, the only sound being booted feet echoing in the tunnel.  I realized, with a start, Bronze was walking silently so as not to disrupt our conversation. 
 
    Several tons of mobile statue and she has a stealth mode.  Eerie.  Creepy, even.  I mean, I knew she could do it, but it’s still startling to experience. 
 
    “I don’t know…” he said, finally.  “You haven’t… been…” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    “I suppose.  Although you have.  In a way.  Just not in a… just not as my father.” 
 
    “How have I been here?” 
 
    “Everything around us.  The church, the city, the Order—everything.  It’s all you.  Sometimes I even hear you when I’m at prayer.” 
 
    Our wordless communication was fleeting, but my altar ego confirmed it. 
 
    “It’s not the same as being here, is it?” I sympathized, mentally directing a psychic kicking toward the energy plane. 
 
    “No.  Why aren’t you here?  You say you’re proud of me, but you don’t…” 
 
    “I don’t show it?” I guessed.  He nodded.  “There are several bad reasons for that.” 
 
    “Bad reasons?” 
 
    “If the reason isn’t good enough, it’s a bad reason.” 
 
    “That follows,” he agreed. 
 
    “Since there are no reasons good enough, all I have are bad reasons.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “First, I’m a lousy father.  I don’t know the first thing about being a parent.  I’m completely unqualified for the job.  Moreover, I’m terrified of the very idea.  I’ll screw it up, and that means I’ll screw up the kid I’m trying to parent.  You frighten me, Heydyl.  You’re a good boy who, under my loathsome guidance, could grow up to be an utterly awful man.” 
 
    “I disagree.” 
 
    “You’re allowed.  That’s my first and second reason.  My lack of qualifications and my cowardice.  My third reason, also inadequate, is people want to kill me.  Some merely want to grab me and drain blood out of me.  And, if they knew I gave a damn about you, they wouldn’t hesitate to grab you and use you as a tool to get to me.” 
 
    “So, by distancing yourself from me, you kept them from finding out about me?” 
 
    “I don’t know about finding out, but I hope they don’t regard you as someone valuable to me.  You are, but as long as they don’t know it, you’re safer.” 
 
    “It seems to me you would do better to be close at hand, to protect the ones you love.” 
 
    I concentrated for a moment.  The faint whisper of a reply from my altar ego was directed at both Heydyl and myself. 
 
    I am always with you. 
 
    “Oh,” Heydyl said, softly. 
 
    “Yes.  I can’t justify not being more fatherly.  I know, I know—I recall your note about how knowing was enough for you.  I also know you needed someone when your mother died.  I could say I was busy with a kingdom, but it still wasn’t fair to you.  I compromised.  I know it.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, you did what you needed to do,” he argued, frowning.  “I know what I think a father should do, but maybe there are things I don’t know or understand.  You provided for me,” he added, struggling to find words.  “You gave me things I needed.  A place, a position… people who were… were good examples.  Models.  People I could look up to.” 
 
    “I’m glad you feel that way.  I’m not sure I could be so understanding in your place.” 
 
    “It’s my duty to be a better man than you are.” 
 
    “Ouch,” I observed.  I heard some in-helmet snickering from our escorts.  I heard some in-head snickering from Firebrand, too.  Bronze was the only one who acknowledged Heydyl’s statement as a serious one. 
 
    “You set it up that way,” he reminded me. 
 
    “So I did, and thank you for carrying on with it.” 
 
    “I know my duty,” he replied, “Father.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you should call me that.” 
 
    “Why?  Are you not my father?” 
 
    “Technically?  Yes.  But I’ve never been much of a father to you.  I’m good at many things, but everything else is horrible.  Being a family sort of person is one of the horrible things.” 
 
    “Tianna does not think so.  Tymara does not, either.” 
 
    “Oh?  How would you know?” 
 
    “I spend as much of my time as I can spare in the Temple of Flame.” 
 
    “You do?  What for?  I thought there was some religious tension involved between the Temples.” 
 
    “There is, but they are all the family I have, my niece and my grand-niece.  I have also met my sister, once.” 
 
    I considered his statement.  He had a point.  His mother died in the battles of Karvalen, leaving him alone.  His only local relatives were Tianna and Tymara.  Technically, he has a half-brother in Carrillon, but that particular branch of the family is unlikely to be welcoming due to questions of the succession.  Then again, as a trainee Knight of Shadow, the Mother of Flame might not be too happy about him in her Temple, either.  But Carrillon was far away and the Temple of Flame was here in Karvalen… 
 
    When you have no good choices, you take what you can get. 
 
    “I recall you visited Tymara while I was here for her birthday.  I didn’t realize you were a regular guest.” 
 
    “She is my favorite little girl,” he told me.  “We used to play vrai, but now she insists we play your game of soldiers.” 
 
    “Chess.” 
 
    “Chess.  Yes.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on her.  If she’s anything like her mother, she’s going to be a handful.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed.” 
 
    I didn’t ask what he meant by that.  I’m not sure I was brave enough for the answer. 
 
    We followed the tunnels up to the palace levels.  Bronze trotted off to her coal-trough by the courtyard door.  I sent Heydyl to let Dantos know I was available.  He jogged away and I realized he was far more muscular and athletic than I was at his age.  Clean living and exercise?  Grow-your-own-giant spells?  Possibly.  It wasn’t freakish, so it might just be something from his mother’s side of the family.  I wish I’d made time to meet her. 
 
    The dragon’s-head throne was unchanged.  It was more comfortable than it appeared, but it almost had to be.  I hung my helmet on a horn, leaned back between the eyes, crossed my ankles on the end of the snout, and put my hands behind my head. 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    Yes, Boss? 
 
    We’ve spoken a few times since I quit the king business, right? 
 
    Sure. 
 
    You hear my thoughts when I direct them to you, and you pick up on some of the non-verbal stuff that goes on all the time, right? 
 
    It’s hard to explain, Boss, but yes, you’re not wrong.  That’s not entirely right, either, but maybe it’s close enough for whatever you’re driving at. 
 
    What I’m driving at is you know how I sound.  My mental tone.  The quality of my voice, sort of.  Like I can hear someone’s voice and know they’re happy or sad or angry, you can hear me think at you and you can—how do I put this? 
 
    I know how you feel? Firebrand asked. 
 
    Kind of, yes. 
 
    Not the way Bronze does, Firebrand pointed out.  She’s the one with the deep emotional connection. 
 
    But you recognize my voice.  You remember how my mind felt, or sounded, or whatever, way back when we planned my escape from the throne.  You remember how I was, what I was like? 
 
    Sure. 
 
    With that in mind, do I sound different to you now? 
 
    It would help, it said, thoughtfully, if I knew what you were after.  There are all sorts of nuances in what you’re asking. 
 
    For the past few years, I’ve been on extended vacation, minding my own business and, for the most part—glory hallelujah!—not being bothered.  I’ve stayed mostly out of Karvalen, out of politics, out of everybody’s business.  Now I find I’m not… dreading the idea of being involved.  Or not dreading it quite so much.  Maybe it’s my overdeveloped sense of personal responsibility.  Maybe it’s Bronze.  Maybe I’ve just hit my limit for time off.  What do you think? 
 
    Firebrand was silent for over a minute.  I felt it looking—if that’s the right word—at me intently, even searchingly.  It examined me much as I might examine someone standing in front of me as I searched for clues. 
 
    Boss, overall you’re still you. 
 
    Oh, goody. 
 
    I’m trying to be serious, and you give me sarcasm.  Do you want my opinion or not? 
 
    I apologize.  Proceed. 
 
    It’s hard to read you, Firebrand continued, mostly, I think, because your head isn’t constructed like everyone else’s. 
 
    So, I’m a crazy man? 
 
    That’s not what I said. 
 
    You’re not denying it. 
 
    I’m not sure I can. 
 
    What do you mean? 
 
    You’re a vampire, wizard, semi-avatar, and I don’t know what else.  You’re also smarter than I am—don’t say a word, Boss—and that makes your head a complicated thing to examine.  Your thoughts are reasonably well-ordered, but there are so many of them, all flashing through so rapidly, it’s like drawing a picture of fire.  No matter how well you draw, by the time you’ve started, the flames have flickered faster.  Only the thought-fire in your head is even worse because it all happens so fast.  It’s impossible to understand what’s going on in there. 
 
    Now, it continued, having said that, it’s possible to get a general idea.  Fire may not stay in one shape, but you can look at the color, the size, the brightness, the heat—all the gross qualities if not the details.  You’re still you, but your thought-fires are more like they used to be.  When you finished up here and left us, they were dimmer, cooler.  Dull red, but still flickering rapidly.  Now they’re brighter again, leaping high, burning hot.  I can’t tell if it’s because of Bronze—although that’s where I’d bet the hoard, if I had a hoard.  You seem more like you used to be, back when you stood in front of a hole at the Edge of the World and fought everything that came through it.  Only less upset, obviously. 
 
    It was my turn to be quiet for a minute.  Oddly enough, I felt much better.  I didn’t like the idea of being sucked back into the role of a king, but I didn’t fear it, either.  Hence my presence in Karvalen, checking in with people I left in charge of things.  Yes.  I was definitely feeling better. 
 
    I wondered how long it would last. 
 
    Thanks, Firebrand. 
 
    You’re welcome, Boss.  But, if we can manage it, can we not take a close look at your head again? 
 
    Why not? 
 
    It’s scary in there. 
 
    That gave me pause.  The fiery sword with the dragon-spirit inside it doesn’t like looking into my mind because it’s a scary place?  How is the inside of my head in any way frightening?  To me, yes, but to other people?  I don’t get it. 
 
    I almost asked why.  I resisted the impulse. 
 
    Heydyl and Dantos didn’t keep me waiting long.  Heydyl came in first and bowed, ushering in Dantos.  To my surprise, Nothar followed him.  I sprang off the throne and greeted them before they could bow or kneel or whatever.  I shook their hands, forcing informality, and we all sat on the dais steps together. 
 
    “I was intending to get down to the Baron’s residence,” I continued, “and pay a call, but I’m glad you’re here, Nothar.” 
 
    “I wish it were in better circumstances,” he sighed. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The Father of Darkness has touched my own father, and his spirit now walks with the Grey Lady.” 
 
    Firebrand? I thought. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    My theology is still a little fuzzy on the subject of the individual gods and the afterlife.  What’s he mean by the Father of Darkness touched his dad? 
 
    You’re asking me? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I don’t know.  Why not ask him? 
 
    Because I hate sounding ignorant. 
 
    But you are. 
 
    “I see,” I said, aloud.  “Actually, no I don’t.  I gather your father is no longer alive, but I’m not completely clear on the reference to the Father of Darkness.” 
 
    “Really?’ 
 
    “Yes.  I’m more of an expert on the Lord of Shadow, obviously.  The Father of Darkness and I only spoke once, briefly, and it was more a talking-to than a talking-with.” 
 
    “Ah.  Yes.  Of course,” he agreed, uncomfortably.  It probably reminded him I wasn’t the mortal man I pretended to be.  Little did he realize I wasn’t an avatar, just a jumped-up bloodsucker with some decent PR. 
 
    “The Father of Darkness,” he went on, “is the Lord of Death.  He is the darkness at the end of all things.  While the Grey Lady will take the deceased to what lies beyond, the Father of Darkness is the one who decides the day and hour of one’s ending.” 
 
    “Maybe I should discuss some matters with one of his priests,” I suggested.  “He might not be too pleased with some of my activities.” 
 
    “I have never met one of his priests,” Nothar pointed out. 
 
    “The People of the Plains do not have priests, as they do here,” Dantos added, “but our holy men do not make prayers to the Black One.  They make the sacrifices in silence.” 
 
    It always seems strange to me to hear Dantos talk about the tribes.  Most of the gods and spirits I’ve ever heard of them worshipping are nasty customers and are generally placated and soothed, not asked for favors.  It says a lot about life in the plains, I think.  Or maybe it says a lot about the so-called gods. 
 
    “So, the Father of Darkness is the embodiment of death, or maybe fate.  I think I kind of knew that, actually.  He didn’t seem too bad when I met him.” 
 
    Dantos and Nothar exchanged glances. 
 
    “It was only in passing,” I added.  “Okay, so the Father of Darkness marked out the last day for your father and the Grey Lady took him on his journey.  My condolences, Nothar, and I apologize for making you explain it.” 
 
    “It has been several days,” he assured me.  “It is not a fresh wound.” 
 
    “That’s good, at least.  Are you formally the Baron, now?” 
 
    “By your grace and that of the Bright Queen, yes, Sire.” 
 
    “Good.  What’re you doing up here?” 
 
    “He has come to consult, my lord,” Dantos interjected.  “In your absence, we discussed the eastern territories with the Queen.  After we related everything we knew regarding your wishes, she decided the Baron of Karvalen should have governance over the city and its environs, while I should be the Duke of the Eastern Marches.” 
 
    “She made you a Duke, just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that, my lord.” 
 
    I turned to Nothar.  He shrugged, smiling. 
 
    “My authority is over the city, and thus the majority of people in the eastern marches.  While I owe my allegiance and loyalty to Dantos, my Duke, and on up through him to the Queen and to you, he is largely concerned with the relations of all your subjects with both the tribes and the Duchy of Vathula.  I ease his burden by governing the city.” 
 
    “See?” I said.  “I knew you guys didn’t need me.” 
 
    “With respect, my lord,” Dantos added, “some of the disagreements between your subjects—the farmers, hunters, and ranchers—and the People of the Plains would have been made much simpler if you had taken a hand.” 
 
    “Yes, but you didn’t need me for it.” 
 
    “It has not always felt that way.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.  At any rate, I’m here.  Not for long, mind you, but I’m prepared to listen to anything you may have to say.  Problems, either of you?” 
 
     “There are some complaints about the traffic between Mochara and Plainsport,” Dantos told me.  “I have requested the mountain to expand the canals.” 
 
    “Widening them?” 
 
    “Adding to them.  There may someday be four canals running between Karvalen and the other two cities.” 
 
    “Does the traffic between Plainsport and Karvalen merit it?” 
 
    “Plainsport grows daily as one of the chief trading sites for the Duchy of Vathula.  The People of the Plains are loath to enter the cities of stone, preferring instead to deal with the gata merchants.  The gata merchants do not trust the cities of the range, preferring instead to deal with the city of the Lord of Night.” 
 
    “I guess I don’t understand people.  Okay, there’s enough traffic and it warrants more canals.  Is this a problem?” 
 
    “It proceeds, but the mountain does not respond quickly to my requests.  Or, perhaps it is more fair to say it responds less quickly than I have seen it respond to yours.” 
 
    “You’d like me to hasten it?” 
 
    “If it is not too much trouble.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.  Is that the worst you have?” 
 
    “There are always missionaries of the Lord of Light,” Nothar suggested.  “We eject them when we discover them, banishing them from the city, and execute them on the second offense.” 
 
    “Who decided on that?” 
 
    “I did,” Dantos announced.  “They are not welcome, and one warning should be sufficient.” 
 
    “I can’t fault your thinking.  Carry on.” 
 
    “There is also the matter of the Baroness of Karvalen,” Nothar added. 
 
    “Oh?  Who is she?” 
 
    “I do not know.  Do you have any suggestions?” 
 
    “As I understand it, the Priestesses of the Flame are not allowed to marry.” 
 
    “Of this, I am well aware.  Such is not my intention.  Perhaps someone of a less revered and noble bloodline might be found, suitable to the position.” 
 
    “Do I detect a hint of frost in your voice, Nothar?” 
 
    “If my tone has caused any sort of unease in my King, I apologize.  I am interested only in the possibilities of finding a bride suitable to the station of the Baron.” 
 
    Firebrand?  There’s something going on—or not going on, or previously went on and isn’t anymore—between Nothar and my granddaughter.  Any thoughts on the matter? 
 
    Got nothin’, Boss.  Nothar’s got a well-disciplined mind.  Ask Tianna? 
 
    I might.  Upon consideration, however, it may well be none of my business. 
 
    You said it, not me.  Although she might say it, too. 
 
    Quite likely. 
 
    “All right,” I replied, aloud.  “I’m certainly in favor of it, but Lissette will have a better idea of who might be interested.” 
 
    “I am not certain she will be amenable to the idea of shipping some girl of noble birth to the hinterlands to be wedded to a stranger, Sire.” 
 
    “Good point.  She is big on women’s rights.  You might have to go visit your prospective wife and get to know her, first.  She might even have to like you.  Can you be charming enough to win her favor?” 
 
    “It seems a waste of time and effort, Sire.” 
 
    I refrained from any observation about being charming to Tianna.  Whatever happened between them, he wasn’t flash-fried, so it couldn’t have been too bad.  I think. 
 
    “Well, ask Lissette.  She might surprise you.  Surely, you’re not the first nobleman to need a wife.” 
 
    “All the other noblemen have neighbors, Sire.” 
 
    “Dantos?  Are there plains tribes who would like to have a lady in the city?  Or is that not a thing?” 
 
    “My lord, the people of the plains trade their daughters between tribes, always.  It is… unusual to have a man and woman from the same tribe, ah… It simply is not done, my lord.  But a daughter given to a stone-dweller?”  He shook his head.  “I recall hearing of a time when such things were tried.  It was not considered good.” 
 
    “That might have been my idea,” I admitted.  “I did mention something to Raeth about it.  Being friendly with the people of the plains, maybe learning their ways, understanding them, even encouraging people to live with them and them to live in the city, all that sort of thing.  You say it didn’t go well?” 
 
    “The ways of the grass sea are not the ways of stone,” Dantos replied, and that seemed to be the end of it. 
 
    “So, no wife from the neighbors,” I agreed, “and thus the need to ask Lissette.  All right.  Talk it over with her, Nothar.  If it turns out she’s being unreasonable, I’ll consider discussing it with her.  But don’t assume.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
    “Not requiring your attention, my lord,” said Dantos, “but an element I would have your opinion upon?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “The Queen has permitted the use of Stadius and the games as a potential sentence for wrongdoers within your kingdom.” 
 
    “I’ve heard, but not in detail.” 
 
    “Those convicted of certain crimes can be sent to the games, there to survive until their sentence is served, or until they die in the arena.” 
 
    “What sort of crimes?” 
 
    “Not knowing her motives, I cannot say why these have been selected, although one might hazard a guess.  Any person found guilty of sufficient violence upon another to warrant intervention may have a sentence of some length.  This is also the case with anyone who harms a child—materially harms, I should say, as the discipline of children is viewed differently.” 
 
    “Naturally, but only to a point.” 
 
    “Agreed.  Willful murder warrants a permanent status as a combatant.  Certain types of abuse against children also carry that punishment.”  He cleared his throat.  “Some offenses carry harsher punishments.” 
 
    I mentioned something about those, Boss. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, aloud, “I’ve had word.  What do you need from me?” 
 
    “It has long been our custom in Karvalen to incarcerate those under sentence of death to await the King’s pleasure, should you wish to make use of them.  Since this is a personal issue specifically relating to you, my lord, we were uncertain about the disposition of those in the King’s Dungeons.” 
 
    “Ah.  Of course.  I don’t want to say I’ll never need them, because I might.  Tell you what.  Keep three.  If and when a new offender presents himself, take the one who’s been in the dungeon longest and send him to Stadius.  How’s that?” 
 
    “What if we have insufficient offenders?” 
 
    “Then we’ll have fewer than three in the dungeon.  If the crime rate is that low, I’ll be just as pleased.” 
 
    “As you say, my lord.  I will see to it here, but in the capitol, I believe they still have some offenses for which sentence is to await the King’s pleasure.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Well, if Lissette says they await the King’s pleasure, then there’s your answer.” 
 
    “As you command, my lord.  I have nothing further to offer, aside from expressing my own pleasure at your visit.” 
 
    “And I,” Nothar added.  He glanced at Heydyl.  I hadn’t dismissed my messenger and his presence was unusual.  “May I ask?” 
 
    “No.”  He took it without question.  “Now, gentlemen, I have places to be, people to see, and, no doubt, things to do.”  Bronze nosed open the pivot-door to her room and trotted out.  Dantos blinked a bit, but took her appearance in stride.  Nothar’s eyes went round. 
 
    “I was informed of her destruction.” 
 
    “She’s feeling much better.” 
 
    “So I see,” he said, softly.  I leaped into the saddle and turned, holding out a hand to Heydyl.  He didn’t hesitate, but grabbed my wrist and swung up behind me.  He had a good grip and placed himself perfectly. 
 
    Bronze took us out the main doors of the throne room, around the courtyard, and down the throat of the Kingsway.  We dropped Heydyl off at the Temple of Shadow. 
 
    “Where will you go now?” he asked. 
 
    “To and fro upon the face of the world until my business is concluded.” 
 
    “So, ‘Wherever I want, but you shouldn’t ask’?” 
 
    “You’re practicing to be a Banner, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “No, but you probably need to work on your tact.  I know I do.” 
 
    “I’ll mention it to my teachers.” 
 
    “Good lad.” 
 
    Bronze reared, turned, and we were off. 
 
      
 
    The canals running north along the eastern border of the Eastrange—I need to get someone to re-name the mountains.  Just because the old kingdom stopped at them, they named them “Eastrange.”  Looking westward at them, it’s a silly name. 
 
    Sorry.  So, we headed up the central divider between the canals on our way to Plainsport, and on north even more to the tunnel through to Stadius. 
 
    Yes, we could have taken a gate.  It would have been much quicker.  But Bronze loves to run. 
 
    And so we did.  Aside from a brief break for quasi-human biology—a daytime hazard—Bronze ran from Karvalen to the Stadius tunnel like an express bullet train.  She loved it, every chiming hoofbeat of it.  And, if I’m honest, so did I. 
 
    The tunnel was a bit more problematic.  It was easily large enough, of course, since it had a single canal and a wagon-sized road on either side, but it didn’t have a Bronze-only lane.  We slowed to something resembling suburban speeds while I cast a couple of light spells, mostly to warn people we were coming.  Bronze stuck to the outside lane and was very careful not to step on anyone. 
 
    Stadius, much like Karvalen, is a mountain city.  Which is to say it’s built out of mountain.  However, where Karvalen is a city surrounding a peak, Stadius is almost the reverse.  Start with a valley between three peaks.  Squeeze the mountains a bit to make the valley more of a closed-in, extremely deep hole, roughly cone-shaped.  Now hollow out the walls for places to live and work.  Build terraces and steps into the surface.  Level out the bottom of the hole to make a space for open-air arenas for the games.  Up over the rim of the city, lay down a road to the west, for those who would venture to and from the more populated regions of the kingdom.  Have tunnels into the mountains for those creatures of the Duchy of Vathula who savor violence.  Oh, and add a tunnel with a center canal for convenient traffic to and from the city of Karvalen and the People of the Plains. 
 
    There.  A city of stone, like a circular maw in the earth, with blood running red in the hungry gutters. 
 
    Well… metaphorically.  Arriving in Stadius, I saw no gutters of blood.  The streets, both aboveground and below, were clean and wide.  The air was fresh, bearing only the usual odors of a city, most of which are best left to the imagination.  Winter’s chill was everywhere, but broke belowground to a tolerable coolness.  I saw no evidence of rampant bloodshed.  Indeed, I noted a surprising level of civility and order among the population. 
 
    It says something when a frail old woman can sit behind a counter and sell meat to a heavily-armed orku three times her size and haggle over the price.  I’m sure he got away with a good deal, possibly even a fair one, but the usual method of haggling for orku is to take whatever they want, with an option to kill the other person for fun or food. 
 
    What has Bob been doing up here? 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    Yo. 
 
    How do we get to the capitol building?  Or palace.  Or whatever it’s called where they keep the elf in charge. 
 
    I’m not sure, it confessed.  I usually don’t go anywhere besides the main arena.  I can guide you from there. 
 
    Fair enough.  Ninth circle down of the city, I’m guessing? 
 
    Yep.  Hey! 
 
    What? 
 
    How did you know the city has nine surface levels? 
 
    Lucky guess. 
 
    Bronze walked us through the crowded undercity and out to the surface streets.  They felt much less claustrophobic and I could see where we were in relation to most of the rest of the city.  We emerged from the tunnel on seventh level down and got our bearings.  We wound farther down, following the curve of the streets, occasionally taking a switchback to descend a level.  Most of the streets were covered like porticos, open on one side.  The view over the city was framed by pillars and arches supporting a roof to keep the rain and snow off the road and out of the shops.  Most of the residential doorways were higher up or deep belowground.  There were still a few residences at this level, but we passed mostly business.  There were also a few small temples. 
 
    Sparky has representation in Stadius.  There’s a small temple to her.  How they manage without a fire-witch—that is, without a descendant of the avatar who originated the lineage of fire-witches—I’m not sure.  Can lesser priestesses be upgraded to fire-witch?  Or is there a special ceremony to promote them to higher rank within their clergy?  Or do they have different rules for minor chapels instead of full-on temples? 
 
    I didn’t go in, so I don’t know.  It’s not my church, not my clergy, and not my problem. 
 
    Nobody tried to rob us, pick a pocket, or even ask my business.  People gave way before us, moving to let us pass as we came upon them.  Most of them didn’t recognize me—a few did, and their reactions were much more pronounced.  My guess is the crowd gave way before an enormous horse. 
 
    The arena, as Firebrand said, was hard to miss.  There were four open-air arenas, three of which were roughly circular.  One was a longer, narrower thing, for the various forms of racing—chariots, horses, you name it.  Two smaller arenas were for more intimate venues—single combats between champions, that sort of thing.  But the main arena was enormous.  It was almost cylindrical, but the interior was a steep-sided cone.  It extended maybe ten floors above ground level while it also ran about that far down into the rock.  At the bottom of this gigantic well was the arena floor, lined with doors and covered in sand.  The walls were ringed about with seats, affording excellent views for the spectators.  It was wide enough to hold a full-scale cavalry skirmish or a small naval engagement.  Add some protective spells around the perimeter and you could include slingers and archers.  It even had masts and sails at the top, for screening the sunlight and the weather. 
 
    “I am impressed,” I told Firebrand. 
 
    You laid out the basics, Firebrand told me.  Bob said the major layout formed all by itself. 
 
    “Memories of the Colosseum in Rome, probably, for most of them.  The center one looks kind of like it on the outside.” 
 
    Whatever, it’s big, it’s popular, and it’s dragging people in from all over who want to kill other people.  I’m not sure, Boss, but I think this is doing more for your desire for peace than anything else. 
 
    “Oh?  What about roads?” 
 
    They make it easier to have a war.  Convenient for transporting hostile people to other people. 
 
    “I suppose the canals are the same?” 
 
    Yep. 
 
    “You’re not making me feel better about all my efforts.” 
 
    Just callin’ it as I see it, Boss.  At least you can be proud of this.  It’s also cut down on crime. 
 
    “Has it?  By burning alive the criminals?” 
 
    No, just the ones trying to get out of their sentences. 
 
    “And the survivors go home with considerably more in the way of combat skills,” I muttered.  “I’m not sure it’s an improvement.” 
 
    They also go home with more discipline, Firebrand consoled.  They’re not just dumped in the arena.  They’re trained in other ways. 
 
    “Hmm.”  I thought about it while Bronze followed Firebrand’s directions away from the main arena.  “I’m still not sure I like it.” 
 
    It works. 
 
    “That’s why I’m not arguing about it.” 
 
    Oh?  I thought you weren’t arguing because you didn’t want to be involved. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Firebrand shut up, or mostly.  I heard it laughing. 
 
      
 
    Bob was not in the palace of Stadius when we arrived.  Nevertheless, the human on door duty recognized I was not someone to brush off.  He rang for help and an elf—not a First Elf, but a hybrid elf—took charge. 
 
    I was amused to find no one attempted to stable Bronze.  She was treated as an honored guest, not as a horse.  I don’t often see anyone salute a horse.  Bronze was equally amused, but also careful of the furniture.  We were shown to a waiting room and provided with two trays of refreshments—one of organic delicacies, the other of highly-flammable ones.  It’s hard to say which one held more actual calories. 
 
    Bronze can eat daintily.  She opens her mouth, her tongue comes out, wraps around something, and pulls it back.  Has she always been able to do that and simply never needed to?  Or did she decide she needed to be able to do it?  I get the feeling she’s learning more about her own abilities as time goes by.  It probably ought to bother me—although it doesn’t—that her tongue reminds me quite a bit of mine. 
 
    Bob arrived before we finished our snacks.  I want to say he hurried into the room, but he didn’t give that impression.  He entered smoothly and gracefully, like mist filling a meadow, only faster.  He was swift, rather than hurried.  Water flowing like glass over the edge of the precipice could be no quicker and would be less smooth. 
 
    I always forget just how effortlessly these elves make everything look.  I swear, if one of them was hit in the face with a pie, it would be art, not comedy.  It would set my teeth on edge if my teeth could still do that. 
 
    “Dread Lord,” he greeted me, and bowed with a flourish.  A graceful flourish.  It reminded me of dew-heavy flowers nodding in a gentle breeze, the clumsy, awkward things.  The white shirt, the black vest, the long fall of his hair—everything was perfect.  Photographers would have an easy time with elf models.  No need for a thousand shots.  Just take one picture and call it a day, because everything will be in its proper place. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s hate or envy, but it may be one reason nobody likes them. 
 
    “It’s been a while, Bob.  I’m pleased to see you again,” I lied.  “I trust all is well?” 
 
    “Indeed, Dread Lord,” he agreed, closing the door behind himself and moving to the seat across from me.  “May I also greet the noble steed and say I am honored by your joint presence?” 
 
    “Of course.”  Bronze also nodded.  He’s a smooth talker as well as the floating embodiment of grace. 
 
    “The world continues unchanged,” he reported.  “My agents and informants across the length and breadth of the kingdom are extensive, and whispers now come to me from every edge of the world.  There have been some issues requiring subtle guidance—a few nobles not content with Her Majesty’s rule, or with the dynasty of the Demon King—but these have been handled in a fashion to convince others of your watchful, wrathful attention.” 
 
    “Very good.  It sounds as though you have the kingdom well in hand.” 
 
    “In large measure, Dread Lord.  However…” 
 
    “However.  Yes.  Always open with the good news.  Go on.” 
 
    “There is another group acting on your behalf.” 
 
    “You mentioned something about that.” 
 
    “I am charged with the manipulation of a kingdom for its overall welfare.  There exists a group within the kingdom—within the Palace, I believe—which feels it has this responsibility.  I am certain the Queen has established her own network of spies and other agents.” 
 
    “That’s not so bad.” 
 
    “I further suspect there is a third organization whose members believe they have the right to interfere in the welfare of the kingdom, as well.  I believe it also to be centered in the Palace, but the one who moves it is as yet unknown to me.  This occasionally causes problems as we sometimes work at cross purposes.” 
 
    “Why do you think there are multiple versions of the—that is, multiple organizations?” 
 
    “My own agents and organization are based on the venality of humans.  They will do almost anything for money.  Those who will not can often be persuaded by those who will.  The few who remain are often amenable to more direct persuasion.  With these tools in hand, I wield them with precision and care to cut the corrupt flesh from the living body. 
 
    “Other individuals, however, utilize mostly other methods of persuasion.  Possibly appeals to the better nature of mankind, if such a thing exists, or a sense of loyalty to the Crown.  It is possible these groups are organized independently and in ignorance of one another by the Queen and by your chosen instrument in your Church, the Lord Beltar.  This is my suspicion.” 
 
    “Three groups, each striving to keep the kingdom running smoothly, completely independent of each other, and sometimes disagreeing on what the best thing for the kingdom truly is,” I mused.  “Yes, I can see how this could be tricky.  Not too tricky or complicated for you, though.  I’m sure it only adds a bit of interest to the game.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Bob agreed, smoothly.  “It does leave me with the question of how you wish me to deal with them.  Commissioned as I am by the King, my efforts take precedence over any others.  However, if they also have your blessing, as it were, I cannot simply have them all put to the knife to smooth the way.” 
 
    “Good point.  Have you made any progress in infiltrating their workings?  I know you’ve tried.” 
 
    “I have agents making attempts even as we speak.  It is an ongoing process, but an unsuccessful one to date.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll manage it eventually.  Time is on your side.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Speaking of time and the related topic of immortals, how go the new elves?” 
 
    “Splendidly.  They are interesting subjects for study, as well.  It takes quite some time to produce something worthy of the name—longer than we have had so far—but I have my hopes for these.  Allow me another century and the first of them may be ready to be called an elf.” 
 
    “I’ll make a note of it.  And how are we doing on the research into the Spire of the Sun?” 
 
    “Alas, Dread Lord, I have no good news,” he admitted, pressing his open hand over the place humans keep their hearts.  “Mercenaries, wizards, magicians, even some Heroes have been dispatched to examine the Dragonspine Range in various locations.” 
 
    “Wait a second.  Do you know a Hero named Sedrick?” 
 
    “Indeed, Dread Lord.  He is one of the few who survived.” 
 
    “Survived?” I echoed.  “What happened?” 
 
    “Few have lived to tell of their journey.  I have sent many, never mentioning the Spire, of course, only an interest in the mountains.  Knowing of the danger and difficulties in reaching the Range, most prepared well for their journeys.  Those who arrived at the edge of the Burning Desert reported via various means before attempting the crossing to the foot of the Dragonspine Range.  The one you mention, Sedrick, did not enter the Burning Desert, but spoke much of those who lived near it.  A most clever man.” 
 
    “You don’t get live long as a Hero without brains.” 
 
    “Indeed.  Magical communications become difficult in that desert, so further reports from all other agents were impossible.  One large party was sent.  Communicating by more mundane means—lanterns, flags, and messengers—they divided into groups, extending themselves bit by bit into the region.  The ones who ventured deepest into the Burning Desert supposedly reached the rocks of the mountains themselves before dying.  Those who observed them at a distance died shortly thereafter.  And the group observing them, having gone even less distance into the Burning Desert, died after they did.  The ones who were farthest from the mountains turned and left, thus we have these details, but there are no survivors from the expedition.” 
 
    “Why not?  What killed them?” 
 
    “I do not know, Dread Lord, but I know how it looks.  If you recall an occasion when you laid a terrible curse on all those who opposed you, that day before the eastern gate of Vathula?  Thousands died in slow agony.  Those who returned from the Burning Desert to report on their expedition died in similar manner.  Aside from this, I have learned nothing of the Spire or its environs.” 
 
    “I was only concerned about the magical interference,” I admitted.  “It didn’t occur to me the region might be innately hostile to life.” 
 
    “It appears to be not only hostile, but ruinous.” 
 
    I believed him, partly because I don’t think he’s willing to lie to me, but mostly because I found it plausible.  If there’s a small ball of fusion going on every day, rolling along the inside of the Firmament and passing roughly over the Mountains of the Sun (a.k.a. Dragonspine Range, et al.), then the mountains are probably heavily irradiated, along with a strip of desert.  If that’s the case, the radiation will be less at night, but long-term exposure to even ionizing radiation can cause secondary radiation in exposed elements. 
 
    I wonder, if I look very closely, can I see the desert glowing in the dark?  Or will I need a Geiger counter? 
 
    “Yeah, okay.  You’re off the hook on that.  I’ve got a god looking into it.  In other news, I’ve been looking into the idea of a journey to the moon.” 
 
    Bob’s face did a wonderful locked-into-neutral thing when I mentioned having my altar ego examine the Dragonspine Range.  Sadly, this also meant I didn’t get a good read on his expression when I told him about the space race. 
 
    “I am pleased at any efforts you may make on our behalf, Dread Lord.  May I ask the details?” 
 
    So I told him about the idea of a mini-firmament and a void-sailing vessel. 
 
    “I haven’t worked out the actual propulsion, but the first thing was to figure out a way to keep the ship and its occupants from being dissolved in the void.  It’s a work in progress, obviously, but I think I’m ahead of schedule, considering the rate at which the sun is wobbling.” 
 
    “Indeed, Dread Lord.  I look forward to seeing the ship when it is completed.” 
 
    “It might never be,” I warned.  “It’s only one possibility.  Besides, if I find a way to wake Rendu, it may be unnecessary.” 
 
    “Of course, Dread Lord.” 
 
    “All right, what else do you have for me?  Anything?” 
 
    “Are you aware of the recent news regarding the worship of the Lord of Light?” 
 
    “Possibly, but go on.” 
 
    “It has come to my attention the worship of this being causes an intense and overwhelming pleasure.  I believe it to be a subtle form of control rather than a blessing.  This is uncharacteristic of the Lord of Light, but does seem to follow the new mode since the upheaval within that religion.” 
 
    “Do you mean the first switch, when the Devourer ate the original?  Or the second switch, when I killed the Devourer and some opportunistic being took over the Lord of Light’s position?” 
 
    “The second, Na’irethed zarad’na.”  I noted the change in address.  It probably had something to do with god-slaying and other theological matters. 
 
    “Then yes, I’ve heard.  Do we have a way to cure someone of this divinely-inspired pleasure addiction?” 
 
    “Cure?” Bob asked, legitimately puzzled.  “The final physician seems effective.  Few, if any, wish to be cured of religious ecstacy.  There is only one cure for fanaticism.” 
 
    “Ah.  I see.  Do they give good sport in the arenas?” 
 
    “A few,” he agreed.  “If they can be convinced their only hope of being allowed a priest to attend them is to be victorious, they fight like wild things—savage and unrelenting.  Most fall into despair and will not even hope.  I believe the one Her Majesty has is one of the latter sort.” 
 
    “Lissette has a Light-worshipper as a captive?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.  He came to the Palace in disguise, bearing messages from the deveas of the Church of Light, or so he claimed.  In truth, he seems to be a rebel priest, but my sources in the Palace are somewhat compromised by having other spies crowd them.” 
 
    “How about I simply ask Lissette?” 
 
    “That is likely to be more effective, Dread Lord.” 
 
    “Good.”  I stood up and he stood with me. 
 
    “May I impose upon you, Dread Lord?” 
 
    “For…?” 
 
    “Since you are here, would it be inconvenient to ask for your personal blessing upon the games?” 
 
    “I’m listening.”  I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like it, but I was listening. 
 
    “As you may know, those who show cowardice in the arena or attempt to escape are sentenced to death by burning.  It would be a much-welcomed sign if you would consent but once to kill them yourself, after the evening ceremonies.” 
 
    I thought about it.  Criminals sentenced to the fighting pits being executed?  I didn’t particularly care for it, but I’ve done things I don’t particularly care for.  I agreed, reluctantly, because of compelling reasons.  First, Bob was my guy, my chosen agent, and he thought this would help him out.  Second… well, I can be quick and painless.  Burning to death is neither.  And third, the Lord of Shadow was tired, having labored on my behalf.  If I stood in front of a wildly-cheering crowd of thousands upon thousands, absorbing the energies they directed at me, channeling them… 
 
    I rummaged around in my headspace and found my Demon King hat.  Sadly, it still fit. 
 
      
 
    The sun went down, magical lights came up— 
 
    Huh.  I just realized.  The sun over Karvalen is a magical light.  It’s more disturbing to think of it that way than as an ongoing fusion bomb a few thousand miles away.  I guess everything is strange if you’re used to something else. 
 
    —and I went out to meet the meat. 
 
    Standing at the bottom of the giant well that was the arena, I realized my error.  The crowd was easily a hundred thousand strong, probably more.  It was an unnerving experience. 
 
    The crowd had just finished watching a bloody event of some sort—the sunset performance.  A human, an orku, and a galgar were chained together at the waist, in a triangle, giving each of them about three feet of space.  There were several teams of these composite combatants in a large free-for-all.  I don’t know the rules and I probably don’t want to.  It was bloody, though, and fresh enough to crawl through the sand to me. 
 
    When I walked onto the sand through the door beneath the Royal Box, the crowd cheered even louder.  I’m not sure they recognized me.  All they saw was a man in black armor and black cloak, carrying a big sword. 
 
    It was interesting to see how various races and cultures didn’t seem to care too much about who was sitting next to them.  Judging by the clothes, a small group of viksagi sat between an ogre and a family of galgar.  They all ignored each other in favor of the events. 
 
    There’s nothing like bloodshed and slaughter for bringing people together. 
 
    The floor of the arena had possibly a hundred doors, all leading to something different.  Whether the staff dumped a hundred men into the area or a pair of monsters, the underground setup let them do it with a minimum risk and a maximum of drama.  The area behind each door had a second door, airlock fashion.  If the competitor—or victim—didn’t care to go into the arena, he could stand there in his own little cul-de-sac until someone got around to him.  If the staff didn’t like the delay, there were murder holes through the tunnel-side door, presumably for spears and other encouragements. 
 
    In this case, they sent in the condemned, a dozen or so of various races.  Nobody hung back, so the staff shut the doors behind them. 
 
    I extended tendrils like an invisible cloud of death.  I didn’t feed on the crowd, but the cheering slowly died. 
 
    Interesting.  Did the wizards in the crowd see it?  Or is it something people can instinctively sense?  Or… 
 
    I turned to look behind me.  Yes, my shadow was larger than it should be and seemed to have huge, sweeping wings.  My cloak was also spreading out, growing larger. 
 
    Don’t ask me how they do that. 
 
    It did give me an idea, though.  My cloak can obviously change shape and size.  To a much more limited extent, it can change color, ranging from empty nothingness to more regular shades of black.  Okay, so it doesn’t change color so much as it changes texture, maybe.  The point being, if it can grow in size, how large can it get? 
 
    It flowed downward, pooled at my feet, and spread outward behind me.  It touched the wall at the edge of the combat area and started filling in the area of floor behind me.  I frowned, counting seconds.  Was it gaining area at about a square meter a second?  Maybe two?  I did a crude eyeball estimate.  If the arena floor is a hundred meters across—it’s larger than that, but I’m doing napkin-level calculations—it’ll take an hour, possibly two, to cover it. 
 
    Regardless of how large the arena floor is, covering it in cloak isn’t practical.  If I ever need to drop a hundred-meter-wide thing into oblivion, we can do it, but we’ll need hours and hours of warning.  As things were, it would be so slow as to be boring, and it doesn’t do to bore the crowd. 
 
    We walked forward, me and my shadows, and the condemned scattered, desperate to stay out of reach. 
 
    Well, crap.  Did I want to chase them?  Is it dignified to chase after them?  I mean, if I do the whole supernatural speed thing, that’s gut-wrenching and terrifying for the victim, but what about spectators?  Image is important when you’re a quasi-deity, and he needed a boost. 
 
    All right, let’s see if we can get away with not running. 
 
    I gestured at the nearest, aiming for a leg.  My tendrils writhed together into a tentacle of invisible darkness and snapped like a whip at my target.  I knocked his leg out from under him and seized him by the ankle.  He screamed as I made a pulling gesture, dragging him to me across the sand.  The crowd resumed cheering.  He clawed at the ground, leaving furrows the whole way. 
 
    I considered him with some interest.  He was a human male, possibly thirty, with a nasty cut across his chest—probably the wound that made him think he could play dead to get out of serving his sentence.  His soul was a typical soul, stained here and there, except for a few extra-rotten spots.  I’m not sure what he did, but between my examination and the knowledge of how the court of divine enlightenment works, I was willing to agree he didn’t need to be in the world. 
 
    I focused on the Lord of Shadow, my other, psychic self.  He acknowledged he heard me, and I killed the man as quickly as I could.  Thereafter, for show, I was considerably more messy in ripping the body apart and the cheering doubled.  Blood followed me over the sand as I walked toward the next condemned criminal.  The energy of the death, the power of his life, even the trembling eagerness of the crowd flowed through me to my altar ego. 
 
    Walking, always walking, was the right choice, I decided.  It was dignified, yes, but it also gave the whole thing an air of inevitability, of timelessness.  Running was futile.  There was nowhere to hide, no way to resist, and running simply meant they would die tired.  I kept lashing invisible tendrils of darkness around, flicking them through the future corpses.  Bit by bit, this sapped their strength and slowed them.  It helped even more that my shadow and my cloak, acting on their own, tended to fall in odd directions, as though attempting to cut off those who would run around me. 
 
    One galgar ran over the dark spread of my cloak, in sheer desperation.  The darkness opened up like a yawning chasm and the galgar, screaming, disappeared into it.  The crowd shrieked louder. 
 
    On the other side, my shadow seized a human, wrapped around him like a winged thing, engulfed him in a pillar of misty grey something, and released his corpse to fall to the sands.  Surprisingly, I felt the energies of his life flow into me.  Is my shadow some sort of manifestation of my tendrils?  It could be related, somehow.  Interesting. 
 
    The rest of the condemned avoided my dark wings as hard as they avoided me. 
 
    One man and a pair of orku did try to gang up on me, so points for bravery there.  They had no weapons, of course, but they charged together.  I respected that.  It’s not often I’ve ever seen humans and orku getting along.  They sit in the stands together without much trouble and, apparently, will fight together if their lives are at stake.  I took it as a good sign while I killed them. 
 
    When the three came at me, I lashed tendrils at the two behind the big orku.  I wasn’t going for their vitality, but for their knees.  My tendrils can cut like wire, and when one wraps around a knee and slices to the bone, running ceases to be an option. 
 
    The orku leading the charge, on the other hand, I seized by an outstretched hand, turned, pulled, and swung around.  He roared in fury and fear until I slammed him down, hard, and ripped him open with my claws. 
 
    It’s hard to get the spine out of a humanoid.  I wanted to get the goggle-eyed head on the end of a meaty spinal column, but I’ll have to get more practice.  Figuring it out in the arena didn’t seem like a good time.  All I got was a couple of vertebrae from the lumbar region.  There’s a lot of muscle connected to the spine, along with those always-inconvenient ribs.  Still, a fistful of vertebrae came out along with his life. 
 
    The other two, limping badly, scrambled away.  One screamed as I seized him with my tendril-tentacle and drew him back toward me.  The other screamed and scrambled faster. 
 
    It takes a little while to tendril-touch the vitality out of someone.  There are variables such as how much focus I can muster, how much force I’m willing to use, and how far away they are.  Chasing people around an arena is not considered ideal conditions.  Still, a little bit here, a little bit there, and a little bit more all adds up over the course of several minutes.  When one fell, I walked up to him as he gasped and crawled and inched away, pulled out the last of his living essence, and gave the crowd a show.  The crowd didn’t need to know I was ripping apart a dead man.  I tried to make each one suitably gory and impressive.  The crowd cheered at every dismemberment, so I guess I succeeded. 
 
    All in all, the executions were, I think, far more interesting than immolations.  Firebrand seemed to think so, since nobody got up to leave. 
 
    They do that to me, sometimes, it admitted.  I don’t get it.  There are fires!  Sure, it’s the last part of the show, but is that any excuse to slide out early? 
 
    Some people have no manners, I pointed out.  It grumbled but had no reply.  I refocused my attention as the last of the sand gave up its crimson cargo. 
 
    Are you up there? I asked. 
 
    Yes.  Yes, I am.  And I am utterly amazed at how helpful this… this… this has been.  The roar of the crowd is good.  Excellent, in fact, since they’re directing their energies at you, and therefore into me.  This whole human sacrifice thing, too—I may have to get into that. 
 
    You are kidding, right? 
 
    Yes.  Yes, I am.  But it’s interesting to encounter the phenomenon.  I’m not sure why human, rather than animal sacrifice, has such an energizing effect.  I still won’t be doing any major miracles, but, tentatively, I should be able to answer prayers. 
 
    Happy to help.  Does this mean I can expect you to give the mountains the old celestial eyeball? 
 
    I’ll have something for you by the time you finish experimenting with my tuned crystal. 
 
    That’s fair. 
 
    I did a victory lap around the arena, hands raised, followed by cloak and shadow, maximizing the celestial input of the crowd.  I exited through the door under the Royal Box. 
 
    It’s weird to feel… I don’t know.  Popular. 
 
      
 
    Bronze was all for running to Carrillon, but, with the sun already set and the delay of some rather drawn-out executions, I was in more of a hurry.  I could have spent the night in Stadius, but I announced my presence.  Anyone looking for the Demon King, or just for a nightlord, would already be eyeballing Stadius. 
 
    Let’s be honest.  I’m a coward.  There are people out there who love danger, live for thrills, and delight in combat.  Mary springs to mind, the lovable little weirdo.  I don’t. 
 
    I didn’t have a gate on hand, but the undercity of Stadius has lots of unenchanted doorways.  From a power standpoint, going from Stadius to Carrillon was possible, but exhausting.  Oddly enough, it made more sense to backtrack to the mountain.  A makeshift gateway connecting to a random doorway in Carrillon power-intensive.  A makeshift gate connecting to one of my primary gates in Karvalen would draw mostly on the power reserves there.  Then opening a new gate to Carrillon would be easy. 
 
    One of the counterintuitive things about gates is how going the long way around is often the cheapest way to get there. 
 
    Getting to Karvalen, as I expected, wasn’t too difficult.  Getting to the Palace in Carrillon was more troublesome.  I know all about the shielding and defensive measures around the palace in Karvalen, so I know how to bypass them—I know the combinations for the locks, if you like.  The magical defenses around the Palace of Carrillon, however, aren’t my creations and I haven’t examined them in detail.  I don’t know them or how to slide by them.  I had to fumble around for a while, hunting for someplace outside their scryshields, blocking spells, and whatever else. 
 
    Finally, I locked on to a stable—the same one we used before, I think—and Bronze and I stepped through as though stepping out of the building.  We didn’t even disturb the horses.  Bronze stayed in her stealth mode and we took a short run to the palace. 
 
    Hogarth wasn’t on the night shift for door duty.  Well, it’s been close to a decade since I last passed the portals.  I guess I have to expect things to change.  The new guy was Rannel, a smooth-voiced, well-mannered fellow with a helpful air.  I liked him.  He didn’t ooze smarmy obsequiousness.  I also didn’t get the feeling he would sell me out to any handshake with a coin in it. 
 
    I never cared much for Hogarth, in case you missed it. 
 
    Bronze elected to visit the stables.  The Palace floors would probably hold her, but finding even one weak spot was not on her list of things to do.  I advised the boy to bring her wood, not hay.  He gazed at the heights of Mount Bronze and agreed without argument.  I hung my helmet on her saddlehorn but tucked my gauntlets into my belt. 
 
    Rannel showed me inside, led me to the Royal Chambers and departed to announce my arrival to the Queen.  I sat quietly in the receiving room and meditated on the wisdom of showing up when normal people were awake. 
 
    I noticed Rannel didn’t offer me refreshment.  Then again, on this side of the Eastrange, I’m known as the Demon King for bloody and disturbing reasons.  Offering a snack to the Demon King is kind of like… like running screaming through the tiger enclosure at the zoo, throwing raw hamburger at them.  Don’t try this at home.  It’ll annoy whoever does the cleaning.  And don’t try this at the zoo.  It’ll annoy the lawyers and, to some extent, the tigers. 
 
    On second thought, if you’re the type who needs to be told not to try this, go ahead and do it.  Evolution in action. 
 
    Lissette came in, flanked by one of the twins and by Kammen.  Eight years of ruling took its toll on everyone.  Malana or Malena, whichever it was, merely seemed older, more mature, but Lissette’s hair was flecked and streaked with grey.  She seemed not only older, but worn, like a statue in the elements.  From the elaborate way she dressed, I hadn’t woken her.  I wasn’t sure if the sword was a regular part of her wardrobe, though.  I stood as she entered the room. 
 
    “Good evening,” I offered.  She nodded and took a seat.  I sat when she sat. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I don’t really want anything,” I admitted, startled and somewhat taken aback.  “I’m in the area and I haven’t heard from you in quite some time.  I thought I’d stop in, say hello, see how things are, check in, all that sort of thing.  Is there anything I can do for you?” 
 
    “Eager to destroy the enemies of the State?” 
 
    “Not so much, no.  If you wanted anything of that nature, you’d have told me so.  I thought I’d pay a social call and see if there was anything else I might do for you.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think you can do anything for me.” 
 
    “Am I in trouble?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Uh… okay.” 
 
    There was a long, awkward pause. 
 
    “So,” I said, to fill the silence, “how are the kids?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    One-word answers are never a good sign.  I’ve done something.  I’ve not done something.  There’s something, that’s for sure.  Lissette didn’t want to talk about it.  I didn’t need to see it in her spirit. 
 
    “All right.  I’m only in town for a little bit, and only to help out however I might.  If there’s nothing, I’ll stop in on a couple of other friends, then I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    With her awkward blessing, I stood up, inclined my head in a slight bow, and left the room.  I moved down a few rooms, found an open one, and closed the door behind me.  I leaned against the stone wall, slid down it, and sat.  I was surprised at how much it affected me to have such a cold, steely-eyed reception. 
 
    I’m used to people not being happy with me, but what did I do to Lissette? 
 
    And, as I asked myself the question, I answered it.  I put her on the throne and made her rule.  I left when I got what I wanted.  I left her with a kingdom on her hands and nowhere to wash.  I gave her all the headaches, problems, and distractions of the throne when I couldn’t be bothered to do it. 
 
    Yes, I had reasons, but Lissette was the one who had to cope with the result, not me.  It’s like saying I had reasons for dumping the toxic chemicals into the river—the plant would have blown up if I hadn’t.  But the river is still full of toxic chemicals.  No matter how it went down, someone was going to suffer. 
 
    Maybe I should have stayed.  If I’d died defending the throne and preserving the kingdom, then she wouldn’t hate me for abandoning her.  If she hates me.  She might be merely angry.  I’m afraid to ask. 
 
    So… what do I do? 
 
    What can I do? 
 
    No, better question:  Is there anything to be done? 
 
    I’ve had hints Lissette misses me, or misses the idea of me.  How, why, in what way?  I don’t know.  Does she miss having a king to lean on?  A father to help deal with the children?  A pet monster to feed traitors to?  All of the above?  She doesn’t seem to want to talk to me, so how do I know anything for sure? 
 
    My first impulse is to fix this.  There are two problems with the idea.  First, I’m not sure it’s fixable.  I certainly have no idea how to go about it.  Bring her flowers?  Jewelry?  Chocolate?  Court her as though we were strangers, rather than married acquaintances?  Or kidnap the Queen, relocate her to somewhere beyond the reach of the men and/or gods, and let her have a quiet life?  I have no idea.  I don’t even know what she wants.  Maybe she doesn’t, either. 
 
    Second, even if it is fixable, is fixing it—interfering—something I ought to do?  I mean, assume I repair our relationship, wind up in her good graces, establish a positive rapport, and basically get welcomed as part of the family.  Then what?  Vanish to Apocalyptica again?  Or stay and encourage internal strife as the Demon King, as well as the only extant nightlord in the world? 
 
    Here’s a neat question.  Would it hurt her less if I didn’t interfere?  Yes, it hurts now, whatever this screwed-up relationship is, but building a better one might wind up hurting more.  If we have a wound that’s scarred over, do we open it up again to sew it properly and accept the risks it entails? 
 
    I pounded the back of my head against the stone wall for a while, mostly because I’m a fool. 
 
      
 
    The door opened slowly, almost tentatively.  If a door could open with caution, this one opened with trepidation.  A head poked around, looking into darkness of the sitting room.  I thought it bore a striking resemblance to a certain brown-haired, blue-eyed prince of the realm, allowing for eight years since last I saw him.  How old was he now?  Sixteen?   
 
    “Shouldn’t you have a bodyguard?” I asked.  He jumped as if a mousetrap snapped shut on his toes.  I flicked a finger and the various lamps around the room ignited, flickered, steadied. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you have a chair?” he countered. 
 
    “These look flimsy to me.  I’d probably break them.  So, what about your bodyguards?” 
 
    “There are guards in and around the royal chambers,” he answered.  “I don’t have one follow me around.” 
 
    I nodded, then let my head tilt back slightly, resting it against the wall. 
 
    “Do you want to be alone?” 
 
    “No, but since when has that stopped me?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand.  Should I stay or should I go?” 
 
    “And there’s the clash.” 
 
    “I don’t recall you speaking in riddles quite so much.” 
 
    “Just pop culture references no one ever gets.  Ignore it.” 
 
    He came into the room more fully and shut the door.  He selected a fancy-looking, skinny-legged, velvet-padded chair.  It held him just fine. 
 
    “You saw Mother?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did it go?” 
 
    “It was… awkward.  I got the feeling she’s mad at me for something and I’m not sure if I have any business even wanting to apologize.” 
 
    “She’s under great strain already, and you show up.” 
 
    “I made it worse with lousy timing?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to find out.” 
 
    “You’re trying to take care of your mother, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’ve come a long way from the self-centered brat I spanked,” I admitted. 
 
    “He needed a good spanking.” 
 
    “I’m glad you agree.” 
 
    “He also needed a father.” 
 
    I raised my head and looked at him.  He stared back, expression open, head slightly cocked as though wondering what I would say.  Or daring me to say anything. 
 
    “I’ve had one awkward conversation already, tonight.  Let’s not make it two.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “What’s Lissette so tense about, anyway?  You said she was stressed.” 
 
    “War.” 
 
    “That’ll do it.  Could you elaborate slightly?” 
 
    “War with the kingdoms of Ynar and Praeteyn.” 
 
    “First I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “She’s only considering it.  I want your opinion.” 
 
    I raised my knees and leaned forward, resting my forearms against them—a feat possible in Diogenes’ high-tech armor.  I’m not sure it’s comfortable—or even possible—in the standard steel sort.  Liam watched me earnestly, even eagerly. 
 
    “You’re looking forward to a war, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am not,” he denied.  I said nothing, simply stared at him, unblinking, while he shifted uncomfortably.  I have a killer Penetrating Stare.  I’m pretty good with the Intimidating Gaze, too.  I’ve absolutely mastered the Blank Look, mostly due to natural talent.  Liam eventually added, “I don’t want a war, but if it comes… yes, I want to see it.” 
 
    My first impulse was to tell him no, he didn’t want to see it.  It was the wrong thing to say, though.  He did want to see it.  I think many people who haven’t seen a war want to.  It’s not right to tell them they don’t.  What they don’t want—and don’t know—is they don’t want to have seen it.  I know, because I’ve seen bits and pieces of several.  I watched from a hilltop as a Roman legion met Picts.  I tended some of the wounded at a Gettysburg.  I even managed to screw up and go down the hill to drag French knights out of the mud at Agincourt.  And I know I don’t want to see another war.  I don’t even want to have seen the ones I’ve been to. 
 
    Here in Karvalen, I’ve seen a small war.  More like a few major engagements in a larger campaign, I suppose.  Even so, the dead littered the battlefield like corn after a hailstorm.  Wounded screamed their agony or cried in despair—those with the strength left.  Some lay in pools of their own juices and gasped in short, quick breaths, fearing the last one would come all too soon.  The mud was dirt and blood, the smell of guts and feces was thick in the sunshine, and birds pecked at sightless eyes.   
 
    That was victory. 
 
    I stared at my son and wondered how I could explain it.  How could I make his sixteen-year-old mind comprehend?  Words are noisy flappings of flesh and air.  Even to penetrate the magical protections upon him and give him, directly, the knowledge and experience… it’s not being there.  It’s remembering.  It’s a memory of something someone else remembered. 
 
    What do I say?  Dear God, if You’re up there, what do I say? 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll enjoy it,” I offered, “but I suppose you have to see for yourself.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “When does the war start, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m not sure it will,” he admitted.  “Mom’s still considering it.” 
 
    “Why does she think war might be a good idea?” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard?  No, I suppose not.” 
 
    “Heard what?  Why not?” 
 
    “You made it clear you weren’t to be called upon unless there was some internal matter, some rebel or the like, she couldn’t handle.  Mom already dealt with the coastal campaign by herself, without you.  Why should she ask what you think of a war with Ynar and Praeteyn?” 
 
    I leaned back against the wall and thumped my head on it a few more times. 
 
    When I left, I hadn’t meant to leave the impression I was absolutely unavailable for anything but dire emergencies.  If Lissette had phoned up Beltar—who would then phone up my altar ego, and he would shout for me—I would have shown up.  I didn’t mean she could only summon me as a last resort.  I meant I was available, on call, whenever she needed me.  Liam’s birthday, Lissette’s birthday, Coronation Day, rebel cities on the coast, eyeballing the souls of possible traitors, whatever. 
 
    Oh, damn.  I make unsolicited appearances for Tymara’s birthday, but I don’t drop in for Liam’s or Lissette’s.  I stay out of Carrillon unless invited, and Lissette doesn’t invite me.  How does that look to her?  Is she of the opinion I regard the city of Karvalen as my personal property and Carrillon as hers?  Or does she think I’m not interested in the royal family? 
 
    There was a time when I entertained the notion this marriage of convenience might work out as a marriage.  Lissette seemed willing to give it a solid try, too.  I think she was hoping to have a king who would permit his queen to be… well, anything more than the typical “bird in a gilded cage” sort of thing.  Lissette was always a more martial sort of woman—a privilege few women have.  Now she’s trapped on a fancy chair and abandoned by the Demon King, also known as her deadbeat husband. 
 
    Does she still think of me as anything else? 
 
    Almost as bad is the absentee father problem.  The teenager in front of me was a prince of the realm and eager to see a war.  One good spanking when he was a child obviously didn’t cure him of his ego and pretensions.  Judging by the lights in his youthful spirit, he grew up okay, I guess, but I suspect that spanking inspired his mother, as well.  I don’t know if I’d buy a used car from him.  If it came down to serious cases, would I trust him to do the right thing?  Maybe. 
 
    In the infinite cosmos, is there a world like Karvalen where I stayed?  I doubt it.  There seems to be only one of each of the magic-heavy worlds, but billions of versions of Earth.  Why?  Maybe just to annoy me.  Maybe someone’s trying to tell me something.  Or maybe I’m not the center of the universe and it doesn’t care what I do. 
 
    “I suppose that’s a fair question,” I said, eventually, head still resting against the wall.  “May I inquire as to her reasons for wanting to go to war with Ynar and Praeteyn?  Or are you included in her war councils?” 
 
    “I am,” he replied, stiffly. 
 
    “Educational?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I approve.  Go on, then.” 
 
    “Perhaps I should not discuss it with you.” 
 
    I lifted my head and glared at him. 
 
    “That’s an interesting thought,” I observed.  “Before you make up your mind on it, maybe we should answer some other questions, first.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Who am I?  Give at least three answers.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’ll give you one for free.  Who am I?  I’m the Demon King of Karvalen, unquestioned ruler of the kingdom.  Now you name three more.” 
 
    He pursed his lips as he chewed over the idea. 
 
    “I see what you mean.” 
 
    “You’re not answering.  Three things.  Go.” 
 
    “You are the Wall of Blades.  Also the… the Lord of Shadow.” 
 
    “Two.  One more.” 
 
    “The husband of the Queen.” 
 
    “Already did that one,” I pointed out.  “King.  Queen.  Try again.  Maybe there’s another relation in the palace you might mention.” 
 
    “Or I might not,” he snapped.  “Instead, I could mention you are also known as the Master of Darkness beneath the Eastrange.” 
 
    “That’ll do.  So, when I, the King of Karvalen, ask what you know of the war councils for the possible upcoming conflict with Ynar and Praeteyn, how do you answer, Prince of Karvalen?” 
 
    “I answer by saying I know very little, tend to sleep through the meetings because my advice is not sought, and suggest you should consult with the Queen and her councilors, my King.” 
 
    “Very diplomatic of you,” I nodded.  “I am impressed.  A bit contrary, a bit obstinate, but cleverly phrased and plausible.  I’ll let it pass.” 
 
    “You are so very generous,” he replied.  My sarcasm detector went off, but it was only a small blip. 
 
    “Well, since you don’t need or want me to handle anything for you, I’ll be on my way.  Please convey my love to your mother.  Also be sure to let her know you sent me on my way, secure in the knowledge she has nothing at all that warrants my attention.” 
 
    “I never said that.” 
 
    “No?  I thought you implied it pretty heavily.  My intention was not to isolate myself from the kingdom permanently, merely to be at a comfortable distance so Lissette could rule it unhindered.  As you’ve pointed out, she’s never needed me for anything, so I must not be needed at all.”  I pushed myself to my feet.  “It’s been quite some time since I was summoned, so I came on my own motion to see if there was anything I could do.  You tell me I’m not needed, so I’ll be moving on.  Don’t forget my message to Her Majesty.” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “She’ll want to hear it from you.” 
 
    “Oh, but you’re the one making the decisions here.  You tell me there’s some sort of war preparations, but you don’t know anything—they’re not interesting.  Since the Crown Prince doesn’t find them interesting, they must not be important.  Lissette didn’t bring up anything when we met earlier, so I guess there’s no reason for me to stay.  Unless you have something you want from your dear old Demon King?” 
 
    Liam doesn’t like me.  I’m not encouraging him to.  I’ve never been a father to him, just a stranger in black with firm views on how a king should behave.  Since he seems stuck with the job, I hope he’s up to it when the time comes. 
 
    I watched him sit there and consider.  He’s quite a fast thinker, based on how his spirit dances when he’s under pressure.  He regarded me appraisingly for several seconds. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he began, choosing his words with care, “you might discuss with the Queen her reasons for considering a war.  She certainly knows more about it than I.  Indeed, if I were present, perhaps I might understand it more fully, myself.” 
 
    “Nice save,” I admitted.  “All right.  Have Beltar or Amber send for me at her convenience.” 
 
    “Her convenience?” 
 
    “Yes.  She’s the Queen.  You can also request my presence, if you like, but do I need to tell you to have an excellent reason?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think you do.” 
 
    “Wonderful.  Now, where can I find Torvil, Kammen, or Seldar?” 
 
    “Seldar will be in his chambers for the night.  I imagine Torvil will be in his office, organizing the rotation for the guards.  Kammen is probably guarding the Queen with the remaining twin.” 
 
    “Remaining twin?” I echoed. 
 
    “Malana or Malena.  One of them,” he shrugged.  “One of them died stopping an assassin.  I forget which.” 
 
    “When did this happen?” I snapped.  Liam recoiled, scooting his chair back, eyes and mouth going round and wide.  I got a grip on myself and glanced behind me.  Yes, my shadow was misbehaving.  I also noticed my fangs and fingernails were out.  I retracted everything and calmed my shadow. 
 
    “Sorry,” I told him.  “I was startled.  When did Malana or Malena die?” 
 
    “Six years ago?” he said/guessed.  “It was during the time when Mom was consolidating her position and bringing the western cities into the kingdom.” 
 
    “Why does this sort of thing happen when I’m not around?” 
 
    “Because you are not the pivot of the world, about which all must revolve?” 
 
    I considered Liam.  He said it in a smartass tone, but he also had a point.  I’m not sure he realized how right he was, nor how much I needed to be reminded of the fact. 
 
    “Did they find out who did it?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.  The would-be assassin was killed in his attempt on Mother’s life.  The Prince of Calisheyn, on the western coast, was the employer.” 
 
    “What did she do?” 
 
    “She laid siege to the city and blockaded it.  Anyone who wanted to was allowed to leave on foot, bearing only what possessions they could carry.  After several months, Calisheyn was practically abandoned.  She ordered it taken, its wealth confiscated, and its nobles beheaded.  By royal decree, their skulls still adorn the doorway in the Calisheyn palace leading to the private chambers of the new ruling family.” 
 
    I always liked Lissette.  At times like this, I remember more reasons why.  I wish I’d known about Malana or Malena, though.  I liked them, too. 
 
    “All right.  Thank you for telling me.  If you’ll excuse me?” 
 
    “You have Our leave to depart.” 
 
    “You’re the Prince,” I corrected.  “I say that.  Your mother can say that.  You don’t use the royal ‘We’ until you’re promoted.  If you’re promoted.” 
 
    “I will bear it in mind, Your Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    I marched off boldly enough, but, once safely out of sight, I snagged the nearest flunky and had him guide me to Seldar’s chambers.  The Palace isn’t a maze, exactly, but it’s not laid out well and nothing is labeled.  In the mountain, I know where I am almost instinctively.  Here, it’s like being in a strange city without a map, where all the signs are in an unknown language.  It’s not Gormenghast, but it is a big, sprawling place. 
 
    Seldar was still awake.  He answered the knocking with permission to enter, so I dismissed the flunky and entered.  Seldar smiled as I came in and rose to greet me. 
 
    “I heard you were in the Palace,” he stated, bowing, “and I hoped you might find it in your heart to visit.” 
 
    “Daddy!” came the cry from another room.  Moments later, a young girl, perhaps six, followed it.  She paused at the doorway, cocked her head at me, then turned to Seldar. 
 
    “What is it, munchkin?”  The word he used was alicanta, literally meaning “small piece,” as in the expression, “A chip off the old block.”  I think “munchkin” conveys the affectionate flavor somewhat better, though. 
 
    “Momma says I hafta read my own bedtime story!” 
 
    “You can read,” he pointed out. 
 
    “But I want you to!” she demanded.  Seldar sighed. 
 
    “Do you have time, Sire?” 
 
    “Happy to.  What am I reading to her?” 
 
    “No, no!  I meant, do you have time for me to do so, Sire?” 
 
    “Oh.  Well.  Surely.” 
 
    “Is he the King?” the little girl stage-whispered. 
 
    “Yes, sweetie.  Come in and meet him.” 
 
    The girl, brown-haired and entering that stick-like growing phase, came in and stood next to her father.  I went to one knee to be close to her level. 
 
    “I am Halar,” I told her, and extended one hand.  She took it, gingerly, and shook it. 
 
    “I’m Mellelia.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Mellelia.  Are you happy here in the Palace?” 
 
    “I guess so,” she admitted, not looking at me. 
 
    “Good.  What bedtime story do you like best?” 
 
    “The Magic Horse,” she announced, face lighting up. 
 
    “I’m not familiar with that one.” 
 
    “It’s a really good story!” she gushed.  “It’s all about how a great wizard brought a fountain to life and made it his horse!” 
 
    “On second thought, maybe I do know it,” I sighed.  I reflected how being a bedtime story beat the daylights out of being the Demon King.  “Go along to bed.  I’ll talk to your father when he’s done.” 
 
    She bobbed a curtsey—a good one, too.  I suppose she practiced it a lot in the Palace—before Seldar picked her up and carried her to bed. 
 
    I picked the sturdiest-looking chair in the room and lowered myself into it with care.  It held me.  I waited. 
 
    Seldar came back after twenty minutes or so, smiling ruefully. 
 
    “She didn’t want to go to bed.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “She wanted to ask questions about the King.” 
 
    “Ah.  Well, if her mother and father are okay with it, I might take her on a visit to my great-granddaughter.  She can pester me with questions all she likes.” 
 
    “She would like that, I’m sure.  I shall discuss it with Carella.  What can I do for you, Sire?” he asked, settling in another chair. 
 
    “First, what can I do for you?  How are Carella and Tallin?” 
 
    “Carella is doing well.  She retires early or she would be out here fussing.  Tallin is in the local Temple of Shadow, studying to be a Banner.” 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    “Yes.  Forgive me, but he has no calling to your church.  It is the best place for him to learn the arts of war and peace.” 
 
    “Not the Temple of Justice?” 
 
    “They are a worthy organization, but I feel they focus too much on the philosophical understanding of justice.  The Lord of Shadow has a more… pragmatic approach.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Me?  No, I do not believe so.  I am quite content.” 
 
    “Good.  Is there anything that needs doing and seems to fit my powers?” 
 
    “Ah, there we have another story, Sire.” 
 
    “I suspected as much.” 
 
    “Would you have a family issue or a royal one?” 
 
    “They’re different?” 
 
    “Family is personal,” he explained.  “Royal is political.” 
 
    “How about both?  I’ll see which one is more likely to not suffer from my attention.” 
 
    “Eminently fair.  First, the family.  Liam is progressing well in his studies and shows quite the aptitude for all things in letters and numbers.  His martial skills are passable, but unlikely to be his foremost subject.  It is difficult to properly train someone whom you dare not injure.” 
 
    “Not being trained at the Temple, I guess.” 
 
    “His mother would not hear of it.  She could not bear to be parted from him in such a fashion.” 
 
    “I’m disappointed, but I also understand.  Go on.” 
 
    “He has, of late, become more interested in the kingdom’s rules of succession.  While it is clear—now—that the Queen rules in the absence of the King, it is less clear what happens when the Queen eventually gives up her title.  Prince Liam cannot be King.  His father is King and his father is immortal.  Will he be a ruling Prince?  You can, I am certain, see why his interest in the subject grows.” 
 
    I sighed.  Immortality problems. 
 
    “Yeah.  I’ll have to be Emperor so he can inherit the kingdom.  I’ll handle it when Lissette’s ready to hand it over to him.” 
 
    “Very well,” Seldar agreed, ignoring completely the idea I could become an emperor at will.  Either he had perfect faith in my ability to do so, or he didn’t take titles any more seriously than I do.  I suspect it was the former.  Everyone in this world seems to take titles and ranks much too seriously. 
 
    “In other matters,” he continued, “there is a priest who is Her Majesty’s… guest, I suppose.  He makes a number of claims, few of which have been substantiated.” 
 
    “I’ve been hearing about him.  What’s with the priest?” 
 
    “His name is Stomald, formerly—he claims—of the Church of Light.  He is from the Kingdom of Ynar and the city of Iyner.” 
 
    “Oh, this sounds good.  What does he want?” 
 
    “He claims his intent is to restore the Church of Light to the true faith and to repudiate the false god.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “My understanding of his god-touched tongue is as limited as anyone’s,” Seldar admitted.  “I think his meaning is thus:  The Lord of Light is an usurper within the Church of Light.  Stomald wishes to cast him out of the Church and restore the true Lord of Light to his rightful place as the venerated spirit of the institution.” 
 
    “Well… Stomald’s not wrong about the Lord of Light.  Thing is, the original—I presume it was the original—got into an eating contest with the Devourer and lost.  At least, that’s what I think happened, so I’m running with it.  When the Devourer blew its top at the Edge of the World, there was no one left for the Church of Light to pray to, but they didn’t know it so they kept praying.  This new guy then went, ‘Oh, I’ll have that!’ and stepped into the empty place.” 
 
    “I have heard none of this, but I accept it as possible.” 
 
    “Any thoughts on how Stomald intends to work his miracle?” 
 
    “From what I piece together, he has come here to preach the true word of the Lord of Light and so begin a new Church, one that reveres the correct deity.” 
 
    “Okay…” I trailed off, thinking it over.  “Not impossible, I guess; merely improbable.  Why here?  The place has the Demon King in charge, if not in residence.  We allow all sorts of faiths to flourish here, but not them.  Their religion is the one that carried the whole vampire-hunting madness to other worlds.  They don’t play well with others, so they can’t use my monkey bars.” 
 
    “Which is why he has come.  We do not permit the Church of Light here.  We are the only kingdom in the world to forbid their entry, much less their worship.  Anywhere else, his heretical notions will be viewed as an internal matter of the Church of Light.  Any avengers from their ranks will burn him alive without interference.” 
 
    Sometimes, it’s easy to remember why I hate the idea of being a king. 
 
    “And he’s sure we won’t?” 
 
    “No, he is not.  He states that your… that this kingdom is his only hope.” 
 
    My comment involved excrement. 
 
    “And he’s sure his deity can be resurrected?” I added. 
 
    “No, he is not.  He asks for help and says—” 
 
    “If he says I’m his only hope, I may go Darth Halar on him.” 
 
    “—says he has faith.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I thought about it some more.  Seldar was respectfully silent.  I’ve never met the original Lord of Light.  I’m prejudiced against him because of his followers and the replacements.  He might not be a complete bastard.  The present holder of the title certainly wins no prizes.  True, the original was the prime mover behind the purging of nightlords from Rethven a millennia or three ago, but it’s generally a good idea to keep up a steady campaign against rapidly-reproducing bloodsuckers.  They’re as bad as some types of zombie horde. 
 
    A few questions remained on my mind.  Could a defunct deity make a comeback?  If so, how?  And Stomald, himself.  The present Lord of Light is promoting a massively addictive ritual to gain and maintain his following.  If Stomald is a priest, how did he come to the conclusion it was wrong?  And how did he resist the compulsion to indulge?  Most heroin users don’t go cold turkey and rat their supplier out to the police. 
 
    “Excuse me a moment, Seldar.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and directed my prayerful attention toward my not-me self. 
 
    You there? 
 
    Yes, he replied, faintly. 
 
    Can we talk? 
 
    Holy ground, he whispered, and went silent.  It’s easier to directly communicate on his holy ground, even if I’m not using the smoke signal.  Oh, well.  I’d ask him about the ecclesiastical engineering later. 
 
    “All right,” I said, looking at Seldar again.  “I think I want to talk to Stomald.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked, eyebrows rising. 
 
    “Yes.  I have questions for him,” I said.  Seldar rose from his seat and gestured toward the door. 
 
    “If you’ll accompany me, Sire.” 
 
      
 
    Stomald was in the Palace, quartered, possibly imprisoned, in one of the towers.  Someone took pains to keep him either contained or safe or both.  We went through no less than four heavy doors, complete with pairs of guards.  The door to his chamber—indeed, the chamber itself—had extra detection and warding spells, as well as a pair of Shields from the Temple of Shadow. 
 
    I noticed the religious knights in the secular palace and raised an eyebrow at Seldar.  He gave me an inscrutable smile and knocked on the door.  He had to knock again before the door unbolted and swung inward. 
 
    Stomald was a swarthy man, either from the southern sun or built-in.  His hair was dark and worn long, in three braids, but his eyes were a deep, dark blue.  He rubbed sleep from one of them as he regarded us. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Stomald, I present His Majesty, Halar the First, the Undying, King of Karvalen and Lord of Night.  Sire, this is Stomald.” 
 
    Stomald finished waking up with commendable speed.  Both eyes opened wide and he stepped back.  I took it as permission to enter. 
 
    “Good evening.  No need to bow.  Sit.  I have questions.” 
 
    Stomald sat on the bed.  The room was spacious, taking up a quarter of that level of the tower, so I dragged the heaviest chair over to face him.  I sat; it held.  I was satisfied.  Seldar and the two Shields followed me in.  One of them closed the door and bolted it. 
 
    “I understand you quit the Church of Light—excuse me, the false Church of Light—and want to start the true Church again.  Something about a false god pretending to be your Lord of Light.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I waited.  He didn’t go on, only sat there and stared at me.  Well, when you’re the Demon King and a banished nightlord returned through the Gate of Shadows, I suppose you tend to be a bit discombobulating. 
 
    “If it helps, I give you permission to speak without being spoken to.” 
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Fine.  You’re still not quite getting it.  I’ll help.  Why are you here?” 
 
    “As you said, to reform the Church.” 
 
    “Normally, I like short, to the point answers.  Not tonight.  Explain to me how you came to dislike the current Church of Light, what led you to rebel against it, why you came here, what you hope to accomplish, and how you plan to go about it.” 
 
    “That… is a lengthy discourse.” 
 
    I settled more firmly in the chair, extended my legs, crossed my ankles, and made a show of getting comfortable. 
 
    Stomald required encouragement, but he did talk.  He wasn’t the best speaker, which I considered odd for a priest.  Maybe he spent his time making sacrifices.  There isn’t much speechmaking and sermonizing involved in cutting an animal’s throat.  It’s all about focus and recitation of the proper formula. 
 
    According to him—and I kept an eye on his spirit to gauge his level of truthfulness—he considered the actions of the current Church of Light to be an abomination before the true Lord of Light.  I think he was overstating the case, but a priest can’t exactly admit he had doubts about his Church, if not his god.  Because of this, he spent several days in fasting, meditation, and prayer, besieging the local heaven for a miracle of revelation. 
 
    As far as Stomald knows, The One True Lord of Light appeared in a vision, praising him for his faith and laying a holy task on his shoulders.  I don’t know the objective truth about what happened, but Stomald believed everything he told me. 
 
    With the divine revelation of the true nature of his Church, Stomald immediately had breakfast—never start a holy quest on an empty stomach, I gather—grabbed his gear, and walked away.  He traveled overland from Iyner, took ship from the city of Salacia, in Praeteyn, was nearly killed in a pirate attack when they navigated the Straits of the Fang Rocks, and finally made it ashore in Carrillon.  Here, he preached against the Church of Light by advocating the First Church of Light—or maybe the Church of First Light; the actual Rethvan translation isn’t terribly exact—until our local religious figures fingered him for the law. 
 
    “And thus I have remained here these past weeks, answering whatever questions are put to me,” he finished.  “May I ask some?” 
 
    “I’m the one doing the interrogating,” I countered.  “Maybe later.  First, this bit about priests of the false Light dishing out pleasure and bliss on command.  You participated in these ceremonies?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you jonesing for another hit?” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Repeated doses of undifferentiated bliss have an effect on those who get them.  They tend to become more and more dependent on having that feeling again and again.  There comes a point they’ll do anything at all if they can do it one more time.  You participated in these ceremonies.  Why aren’t you climbing the walls trying to get another dose?  Or do you just do it whenever you feel like it, being a priest?” 
 
    “I know the lure of divine pleasures,” he agreed.  “Indeed, I wondered, at first, about the religious ecstasy the god distributed so freely.  Later, I ceased to wonder, merely enjoy.  I did not question the holy feeling of unity, of happiness, with every ceremony.  I would be there still were it not for word of human sacrifice in the name of our false god—” 
 
    “Hold it.  Human sacrifice?” 
 
    “Why, yes.  The Crucibles of the Sun have heretics and blasphemers in them constantly, from sunrise to sunset.  This sacrifice has never been asked before, and now it is common, even constant.  This was the keystone that crumbled, bringing my faith in the false god down in a heap of rubble.  The true Lord of Light would not use the Crucibles for any mortal.  Those who live not in the Light must be shown the way, not killed out of hand!” 
 
    I recalled a slave-chain from Zirafel and thought hard about the name of the place they were going. 
 
    “Was this in… Hazard’eyn?  Or Zaddivos?” 
 
    “There is kingdom of H’zhad’Eyn, yes.  The capitol is Zhadivos.  The temples of Light are growing in power in that kingdom.  It has not yet forsworn its monarch, but the day is soon to come when it shall follow Praeteyn and Ynar into the false god’s service.” 
 
    “Out of curiosity, what about Kamshasa?” 
 
    “Irreligious bitches,” Stomald spat, then caught himself.  “I mean to say they have little enough reverence for any of the gods, being more concerned with their immediate and personal power.  The usual spreading influence of worship within a kingdom does not progress well there.” 
 
    “I can see that.  Male deity, lots of male priests, and a lack of general piety.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Another question.  Why are people being sacrificed in H’zhad’Eyn?  Why not in Praeteyn and Ynar?” 
 
    “These sacrifices continue in all three kingdoms, in every Temple with a Crucible,” he corrected.  “H’zhad’Eyn has many who curse the gods for their afflictions, making conversion of the people as a whole more difficult.  I would presume those who are most vocal in their anger are silenced in this way.  Prisoners from there are taken to other temples to feed the Crucibles.  Each sacrifice is a powerful offering to the false god.” 
 
    “No doubt.  What ‘afflictions’ do the people of H’zhad’Eyn blame the gods for?” 
 
    “Many are born deformed,” Stomald told me.  “There are any number of strange, even hideous malformations.  It is said the gods flip a coin at every birth to determine whether or not to strike the child with disfigurements.  Even those born without flaw seldom reach great age.  Those who dwell in H’zhad’Eyn often find their flesh consumes itself from within, or strange growths form, swelling out or in.  It is most pronounced in the south, near the Burning Desert—every kingdom with a border along that curséd strip of land reviles it as a place of poison and dying.” 
 
    “Then why not simply leave?” 
 
    “Who would accept such people?” Stomald asked, puzzled.  “Where would they go?” 
 
    If I was right about the radiation from the sun, close proximity could cause mutagenic and carcinogenic effects.  To be fair, there might be effects from magical radiations, too—I haven’t studied it, but it’s possible. 
 
    “I see.  Thank you, Stomald.  You’ve just given me another piece of a puzzle I didn’t know I was solving.” 
 
    “I am happy to help?” 
 
    “Good answer.  We’ve sidetracked a bit from my original question about the addictive qualities of bliss, however.  You started to question when you found out about the human sacrifice.  How did you beat the need to be blissed out on a regular basis?” 
 
    “I did not.”  His thought roamed far away as he remembered.  “When I began to examine my faith and seek wisdom in prayer, I locked myself in one of the meditation chambers of the temple in Iyner.  For three days, I meditated, prayed, and fasted.  At last, I achieved contact with the true Lord of Light.  He showed me His glory and His will.  He cleansed me of all things displeasing to Him and gave me His blessing, sent me out into the world, away from the false god.” 
 
    I glanced at Seldar.  He nodded. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    Yes? 
 
    This guy is a fanatic. 
 
    I agree.  But a fanatic for a decent Lord of Light? 
 
    I can’t evaluate gods, Boss. 
 
    I can, and they’re self-serving jerks.  I still don’t trust this. 
 
    Maybe you shouldn’t, but Stomald believes every word. 
 
    “All right.  If Lissette has no objection to you preaching your version of the word, I don’t.  Bear in mind, however, the way we work with religion in the kingdom.  Show me you can’t be trusted to play well with others and I guarantee you’ll find yourself back in Salacia faster than you can say ‘jihad.’  Do you understand?” 
 
    “All but the word you used, I understand,” he agreed.  “You have answered one of the questions I wished to ask.” 
 
    “Oh?  You did want to ask something and I steamrollered right over you.  Sorry about that.  What do you want to know?” 
 
    “You say I must… play well with others?  May I ask you to elaborate on that?” 
 
    “Every deity here is a deity of something.  They do their thing.  The people go about their daily business and involve the gods when they want the gods involved.  Churches do not demand singular relationships with people.  If they’re moved to venerate one god, that’s fine.  It’s their choice.  Moreover, the churches do not interfere with each other.  If a farmer wants to pray for rain at the temple of Father Sky, rather than pray to the Lord of the Harvest, that’s the farmer’s business, and the priests of the two temples don’t fight over which one he should pray to.  You offer something in exchange for human veneration.  You do not command it.” 
 
    “I am not certain the Lord of Light will be pleased by this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if he doesn’t like it,” I lied.  “If you’d like to go somewhere else, I’ll be happy to order you transported to whichever of our borders is closest to it.” 
 
    “No, no, Your Majesty.  I am certain there is wisdom to be found in union with the Lord of Light.” 
 
    “You better pray about it,” I suggested.  “You won’t want to make this decision on your own.” 
 
    “I intend to, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I turned to Seldar. 
 
    “He’s Lissette’s problem, now.” 
 
    “As you command, Lord of Generosity.” 
 
    “Walk with me.” 
 
    We left Stomald to his own devices.  The Shields took up station outside his door again.  Seldar and I walked together along the steps inside the tower. 
 
    “I want to talk to you about everything,” I began. 
 
    “Long walk,” Seldar observed. 
 
    “Smartass.” 
 
    “I learned from the best, Sire.” 
 
    “Mary?” 
 
    “Firebrand.” 
 
    Ha! 
 
    You shut up. 
 
    “Maybe not everything.  How about I just ask about the organization of spies, informants, and agents you’ve put together in secret?” 
 
    “I am pleased you think so highly of me, but I have not done so.  Ever since the passing of Felkar, I have been in the position of both castellan of the Palace and chief of staff to Her Majesty.” 
 
    “Dammit, is everybody dead?  When did Felkar pass away?” 
 
    “He died in his sleep, Sire, two years ago.” 
 
    “I should have been more clear about when to call me,” I muttered. 
 
    “Perhaps.  Shall I take note of it and so inform Her Majesty?” 
 
    “No, you call me if… hmm.  No, scratch that.  Yes, please let her know.” 
 
    “I shall.” 
 
    “So, you’re the Prime Minister and castellan of the Palace.  Why not hire out the castellan job?” 
 
    “I have no one competent to fill it,” he explained, patiently.  “I am training a replacement.” 
 
    “For two years?” 
 
    “It is a complex duty, Sire,” he pointed out.  “The Palace is a busy building, full of the problems of a kingdom, major, minor, and in between.  It requires skill and wisdom to evaluate whether to issue an order, refer for judgment, initiate an investigation, or send it to the proper authority.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “To return to your question about spies?  May I ask why you believe there is a group of such individuals as you describe?” 
 
    “I have sources in the kingdom of a similar nature,” I admitted.  “They’ve come across evidence of another organization, possibly two, like their own.” 
 
    “Ah.  Competing spies?” 
 
    “I’m not sure they’re competing, exactly.  More like redundant systems.” 
 
    “How can you know that?  You do not know to whom this other group reports.  Or other groups, I should say.” 
 
    “True, but their actions so far seem to indicate they have the welfare of the kingdom in mind.” 
 
    “I will investigate the matter.” 
 
    “Thank you.  In other areas, how is Lissette?” 
 
    “That,” Seldar answered, thoughtfully, “is a complex question.” 
 
    “I suspected.” 
 
    We walked through the upper Palace without speaking, until Seldar opened a door for me.  We exited onto a parapet looking over the city. 
 
    “The Queen,” he said, carefully, “is quite a good queen, I think.  She is fair—or as fair as it is possible to be, for a ruler—and does not shirk from unpleasantness.  I respect her.” 
 
    “That says a lot.” 
 
    “I am flattered you value my opinion so.” 
 
    “Give me more of it.” 
 
    “What else would you have?” 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    “Hmm.”  Seldar regarded the glowing, magical lights of the city around us.  Farther out, away from the nobles’ district, enchanted lamps gave way to scattered spells and more mundane lights—candles, lanterns, and the like.  Beyond that, the city was in darkness broken only by the lights from windows or citizens abroad on business.  It struck me as strange.  Karvalen has lights everywhere at night.  The majority of Carrillon remained in darkness. 
 
    “I would say,” he began, carefully, “she is lonely.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Is it true she can have a consort if she chooses?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed.  Seldar’s eyes widened, startled. 
 
    “Truly?  You do not mind?” 
 
    “Seldar, as much as my poor ability allows, I love you like a son.  I don’t think I’ve ever lied to you, even a small, casual lie of convenience.  If I have and I’ve forgotten it, I regret it anyway.  So believe me utterly when I tell you this.  Lissette is the Queen.  As far as I’m concerned, she’s stuffed and mounted between the Crown and Throne.  Anything she wants to make such a situation more bearable for herself, I’m for it.  My only concern about her having a consort is how it will look to the nobles.  Well, and whether or not he’ll make a play to claim the throne for himself.  Or herself, if Lissette wants to lean that way.” 
 
    I put my hands on a pair of crenellations and watched the city. 
 
    “Seldar, there was a time when I thought this marriage… no, there was a time when I hoped this marriage might be… I don’t know.  Workable.  A marriage of more than convenience.  I would have liked to make Lissette happy.  Now, it seems the only way I can make her happy is to avoid doing anything to make her unhappy.  I’m not expressing this well.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “No, I suppose I do not.  Yet I shall endeavor to recall your words whenever I wonder.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “May I ask what you think of her plans to go to war?” he asked. 
 
    “Explain to me again why Karvalen is going to war in the first place.” 
 
    “Her Majesty recognizes the danger posed by the Church of Light.  It controls Praeteyn and Ynar, effectively making the two kingdoms an empire under the rule of their god.  H’zhad’Eyn, while not yet fully assimilated, is nevertheless another nation coming under their sway.  Kamshasa seems more resistant to the blandishments and lure of a male god, curtailing meaningful expansion to the east. 
 
    “Nevertheless, as the Church of Light spreads, their power grows.  If we wait until they have fully incorporated the three major states of the southwest, we will not have the force to repel them when they come for us.  They may amass an even more telling force by conquering the cities, towns, and villages of the western rim, where there are no great states, uniting them as they have not been united since the days of Zirafel.  Either way, we will be hard-pressed to defend ourselves from the massed might of such an empire.  To wait until they feel they are ready for war is folly.” 
 
    “Seems likely,” I agreed.  “I have no doubt they’ll be knocking on our shore as soon as they’re sure they can win.  The Lord of Light doesn’t like me.” 
 
    “It is not all about you, Master of Insecurity.” 
 
    “I know it’s not all about me.  It’s a reason I understand, though, since it’s a reason somewhat dear to me, personally.  I’m sure you also have extremely savvy political reasons why they’ll be attacking Karvalen.” 
 
    “Indeed.  The spread of—” 
 
    “None of which I want to hear,” I added, hurriedly.  “Move to the part about the war.” 
 
    “The Queen and I differ only on the timing of the war,” he continued, smoothly.  “I expect them to consolidate their power by continuing to infiltrate and slowly assimilate all the people from the border of Kamshasa, west to the Edge, and north to the frost line.  She disagrees.  With three major kingdoms in their hands, the process of conquest can accelerate, she feels.” 
 
    “Convert or die.” 
 
    “Exactly.  In this case, convert or be sacrificed on the altars of the Lord of Light.” 
 
    “So, with H’zhad’Eyn about to make a third kingdom in the theocratic empire, it’s becoming imperative to put out this fire before it gets completely out of hand?” 
 
    “Out of consideration to your family, I would not phrase it so, but the essence is correct.” 
 
    “She does know this is going to be messy, right?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” he asked, turning sideways to half-sit on the parapet. 
 
    “War.  There’s no clean and simple way to throw this kind of party.  There’s an ocean to cross, which means ships and lots of them.  Probably a combat landing on the beach, as well.  We can’t hide a whole armada from even cursory spying, so they’ll know we’re coming.  Then there are the logistics of supply, evacuating wounded, reinforcements, assaulting fortified positions and the need for siege engines—this is going to get ugly, and get ugly fast.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “She knows all of it, possibly better than you do.  In her capacity as Queen, she is making preparations to do it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I could.” 
 
    “You are not a great king,” Seldar pointed out. 
 
    “True.  I—hey!” 
 
    “I know what an insubordinate and possibly treasonous thing it is to say so, but I have done it quietly and privately, Sire.” 
 
    “At least you didn’t hit me.” 
 
    “Do I need to?” he asked, seriously. 
 
    “I hope not.  But I wasn’t about to gripe about being told I’m an awful king.  I was about to ask why you think so.  I know why I think so.” 
 
    “Do you truly feel you are a poor choice for King?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Since you agree, what more is there to say?” he asked.  One corner of his mouth twitched—a smothered smile. 
 
    “I accept your statement in the spirit in which it is intended,” I decided.  “Why am I lousy king?” 
 
    “I did not say you were a lousy king, Oversensitive One.  I said you were not a great king.” 
 
    “The difference being…?” 
 
    “You are a good king, when you must be a king, and would rule well over a prosperous nation.  You lack a certain something to make you a great king.” 
 
    “So, I’ll do fine as long as the place only needs someone to sign the paperwork and wave at parades, but when the bells and whistles go off, I’m not suited to the job?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  Let me give you an example.  I have heard it said you invented a plow—an expensive one, to be sure—but a plow to carve half a dozen furrows in a single pass.” 
 
    “In the interests of moving this along, I’m going to agree without pointing out technicalities.  Continue.” 
 
    “Its use is now widespread, and the kingdom is prosperous, indeed.  Did you also provide us with a loom to create cloth more quickly?  The water-powered hammer-mills?  The canals, the King’s Roads…?” 
 
    “In the same spirit of moving things along, let’s say I did.” 
 
    “How many more ways did you take the labor of your citizens and multiply it, make it profitable, make it simple?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I can’t remember.” 
 
    “Uncounted ways, then.  And a good king would do such things for the prosperity of the kingdom.  Now, when the lake-cities—Talmerian, Palmerian, Solacian, and Kalmerian—when those four invaded Karvalen at the urging of the Church of Light… I have heard it said you have the power to smite a city and all within it.  May I ask if this is true?” 
 
    “It is.  Don’t add substance to the rumor, though.  I would strongly prefer you didn’t spread the fact around.” 
 
    “I will not.  Did you consider smiting their cities?” 
 
    “Briefly.” 
 
    “I note you did not do so.  When the invasion from the west came through the Darkwood, you could have done something similar to any of the rebel city-states, or to the army as it marched along the road?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why did you not?” 
 
    “Striking a city kills innocent civilians.  They didn’t do anything.  Even an army isn’t a bunch of murderers frothing at the mouth and intent on killing us all.  Most of them are doing what they’re told because they’ll suffer if they don’t.  Most armies are a bunch of farmers given weaponized tools and told to march or else.  They don’t deserve to die because their king or prince or whatever is a moron.” 
 
    “And therein lies your failing as a king,” Seldar finished. 
 
    “I’m still not seeing it.” 
 
    “It is a failing for which you are more loved than you will ever know,” he stated. 
 
    “Loved?” I snorted.  “They showed you out during my last official visit,” I reminded him.  “Did you not hear what happened in the throne room when the Demon King put the Bright Queen in charge?” 
 
    “I am well aware,” Seldar agreed.  “It was at my suggestion, was it not?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m the one who had to do it.” 
 
    “It was not easy for you, was it?” 
 
    I turned away.  I’m not proud of what I did and I try not to think about it.  Now I remembered events and found I couldn’t look Seldar in the eye. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy,” I agreed.  I did not elaborate. 
 
    “You dislike to murder.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.  It is one quality of a good man.  Yet, a king must consider more than those things which please or displease him.  We have a war to go to.  You will be there, I feel certain.  When a hundred men charge across the field, swords raised, will you fight?” 
 
    “If you let me anywhere near the field, yes.” 
 
    “Even knowing they will die?  Knowing you will have to kill them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Now consider kings.  As I see it, there are three kinds.  The first will do nothing, content to leave wars and the like to his ministers.  The second will go merrily to war, thinking it the right thing to do for his welfare, or the welfare of the nation.  The third will consider war as an order to murder strangers, and order it so only if he must, and only if he has the strength of character to accept the responsibility. 
 
    “The first is useless, but possibly harmless.  The second is dangerous and often a horror for his people.  The third bears the burden of the crown, knows well its weight, and has the strength to be worthy of it.” 
 
    I thought about it for a bit, looking out over the harbor and the lights. 
 
    “I might manage to be a great king,” I said, finally, “but I don’t know if I could do it every time.  Ordering others to go all wholesale on the murder isn’t something…” I trailed off, not sure how to express it. 
 
    If I order ten thousand men to kill everyone in a city, every man who swings a sword shares, in some small measure, a portion of the responsibility.  I’m aware I’m loading that onto the shoulders of a soldier doing his job, and I don’t like it.  I didn’t like doing it to Lissette.  It was one of the more horrible things I’ve ever done. 
 
    I admit I’m irresponsible, cowardly, and have an allergy to commitment, but I also know “I was only following orders!” is not a defense.  Ask Eichmann, if you’ve a suitable necromantic circle. 
 
    “You are a good man,” Seldar assured me, “and a good king, my King, but you are not a great king.  You care too much.  You cannot be as impersonal, as calculating, as a great king must be.  You are too kind.” 
 
    “I never thought I’d be accused of being too nice a guy.” 
 
    “It is your most terrible failing.” 
 
    “If it’s my worst quality, I think I can live with it.” 
 
    “Only if you are not ruling.” 
 
    “Yes.”  A horrifying thought struck me.  “How does Lissette cope?” 
 
    “As best she can.  I think it helps she is a mother.  She can view threats to the kingdom as threats to her children.  She can summon up the viciousness, the callousness, to be as brutal as is required.” 
 
    I had a terrible vision of Lissette, sword in hand, backed by the twins, defending a child’s crib.  The ring of dismembered bodies around them was a hill, a wall, a rampart of corpses.  It was not a pretty image and I resolved to never let it happen. 
 
    “Savage,” I commented. 
 
    “Sometimes savagery is required.” 
 
    “So it is.” 
 
    Seldar sighed and stood up.  He stood next to me and put his arm around my shoulders.  I keep forgetting how big he is.  He’s not a seven-foot giant like Torvil or Kammen, but he’s taller than I am.  I guess I’ll always think of him as the short, skinny kid I met when I came out of the mountain. 
 
    “Sire, you say you love me like a son,” he began.  “Within the limits of your ability to love.” 
 
    “I’m not good at it.” 
 
    “I believe you.  I also believe you underestimate yourself in many ways.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “Yes, but you will not believe me,” he replied, smiling sadly.  Before I could answer, he went on.  “For my part, I feel for you not only as my King, but as, perhaps, an elder brother whom I deeply respect and admire—but do not envy.” 
 
    “Fair enough—little brother,” I added.  Seldar chuckled. 
 
    “Who I am today is, in large measure, the product of what you believed I could be.  I think you do not understand this power.” 
 
    “What power?” 
 
    “You, by being yourself, somehow inspire others.  You tell a boy he has it in himself to be a knight and he believes you.  You tell a girl she has it in herself to become a knight and she believes this impossible thing—and succeeds. That was then.  Today you are the mysterious Demon King, a capricious, sometimes fickle, always unpredictable creature.  You are the unseen hand abroad in the land, and you are always watching.  The Lord of Shadow—a god walking the world in man-flesh and demon blood.  You raise up mountains, cast down princes, create Queens, and bring even the gods to heel.  When you speak, the stones of the ground itself tremble in eagerness to obey.  How much more do your words move those who have ears to hear?” 
 
    “Seldar?” 
 
    “Yes, Great One?” 
 
    “You and I see me very differently.” 
 
    “Perhaps because you believe in others more than yourself.” 
 
    He’s got a point, Boss, Firebrand agreed.  I didn’t answer it. 
 
    “You’ve been thinking about this, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.  To serve you to the best of my ability, I must understand what you want, not merely what you order.” 
 
    “What do I want, Seldar?” 
 
    “For who?  For what?  For yourself?  For your family?  For the kingdom?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Seldar seated himself on the parapet again and I leaned against it, beside him.  This might take a while, but I was interested in his answer. 
 
    “I think you want to avoid commitment, because to commit yourself to something means you must fight for it, and you may not be victorious.  You fear failure more than death.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Ouch?” 
 
    “Ouch, because the truth hurts,” I admitted, silently adding, when you’re ashamed of it.  “I suspect there’s more to it, but you’re not wrong.  Go on.” 
 
    “For your family, I think you only want them happy and safe.  You do not care if they are wealthy or powerful, but happiness is paramount.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.  What else?” 
 
    “For the kingdom?  What any good ruler wants.  Peace and prosperity, especially if it can be achieved without your personal, ongoing, day-to-day attention.” 
 
    “Sounds right to me.  Unflattering, in some respects, but correct.” 
 
    “I am not here to flatter, but to serve.” 
 
    “And you’re spot-on.  So, how do I get what I want?” 
 
    “All three at once?  I am not certain it can be done.” 
 
    “How about two out of three?” 
 
    “You will have to give up your aloofness.  You will have to be willing to become embroiled in the affairs of those you hold dear.” 
 
    “Yeah, I kinda figured that,” I sighed.  “How do you think Lissette will take to the idea I’m hanging around?” 
 
    “The Palace?” 
 
    “Where would you suggest?” 
 
    “The Palace is one of the more heavily-defended places,” he mused.  “You should be safe enough here.  Everyone tends to think of you living somewhere in the palace of Karvalen.  One story has you merged with the rock of the mountain and looking out through the eyes of every statue of you, anywhere.” 
 
    “Neat rumor.  I wish I’d thought of it.” 
 
    “I will speak with Her Majesty.  She cannot deny you, of course, for her authority rests on yours.  How she will feel about it on a personal level…” he shrugged.  “I believe she misses you—not the Demon King—with the nostalgia of years to brighten the memories made when she was a new bride.  She knows you cannot rule, for you are an avatar of a god, and the temples would rebel at such a power grab.” 
 
    “Whoa, wait, hold it!  I’m not an avatar!  I had this discussion already.” 
 
    “Are you not?” Seldar asked.  “With whom did you have this discussion?” 
 
    “I—” I broke off and considered what I was about to say.  I had this discussion during a psychic communion with my godlike altar ego. 
 
    The council of the gods decreed I wasn’t an avatar, but actively ruling a kingdom might still be a bad idea.  They are jealous gods, sort of.  If I took the throne—even to “make sure everything was fair and square”—they would assume I was using the position unfairly.  If a god is king, people would naturally assume praying in his temples was a good idea. 
 
    “Maybe she has a point,” I admitted, finally.  “I haven’t considered it in as much depth as she has.” 
 
    “There you are.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  How about I go away for a while and you do your diplomatic, tactful thing?” 
 
    “I think it a good idea, Sire.” 
 
    “And give my condolences to Malana or Malena—the survivor—and tell her I’m sorry I wasn’t notified sooner,” I told him.  Seldar grimaced, so I prompted, “Seldar?” 
 
    “I have already done so, and conveyed your thanks for Malana’s selfless devotion to her duty in protecting the Queen.  Malena has accepted the honors of that sacrifice on her behalf.  Have I overstepped?” 
 
    “No.  No, absolutely not.  Thank you, Seldar.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure to serve, Your Majesty.” 
 
    He led me to the stables.  I recovered Bronze, cast my spell, and we were gone. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Monday, September 28th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time, in a laboratory, I wore a white coat and special goggles so I could fire a laser at a sample material.  The purpose was to vaporize a tiny amount and analyze the resulting gases.  The details about that and the fire alarm it caused are unimportant here.  The important thing is I used heavy, expensive equipment to get a picture of what happened in a fraction of a second, then spent hours upon hours analyzing the data to work backward to the original sample. 
 
    Not today.  Most of what I do when analyzing and experimenting involves waiting until nightfall, spending a good chunk of my magical power budget, and—fundamentally—eyeballing whatever it is that puzzles me.  In this case, a divine radio crystal tuned for my altar ego. 
 
    Bronze wore her Impala and went to Flintridge to keep an eye on Mary.  Firebrand stuck around to watch what I was doing.  I told Diogenes to hold any business and retired to my laboratory to examine the crystal.  I learned a lot in the first ten seconds. 
 
    First off, a comparison.  I’ve noted the similarities and differences between Bronze and T’yl’s old suit of animated armor.  Bronze’s spirit is a formless, organic sort of thing, constantly shifting and changing within the matrix of her existence.  It still is, even after her apotheosis—it’s simply much more robust and no longer well-anchored in a physical form.  The armor, on the other hand, was a geometric enchantment, all lines and angles sliding, rotating, hinged and fastened and rigid.  On a magical level, the armor was clockwork.  Bronze is alive.  The armor was a robot. 
 
    My altar ego reminds me of Bronze in many ways.  He’s not a rigid, structured being, but a somewhat chaotic one.  His overall impression—to me—reminds me of a beehive.  There are a billion things going on in there, all at once, and it seems impossible to follow it all.  Nevertheless, a billion things are all working together to achieve different effects, and all of it is taking place inside a fairly well-defined, albeit organic-seeming, structure. 
 
    With me so far? 
 
    What bothered me about it was how it reminded me of angelic things.  Taking a close look at Bronze, I can easily see the similarities between her existential matrix and the matrix of an animated suit of armor.  Taking a close look at my altar ego, I can easily see similar similarities between him and Valan. 
 
    It’s amazing how having clear examples helps. 
 
    Unlike T’yl’s old armor, Valan isn’t a mindless robot.  I get the impression he’s more like a kind of artificial intelligence, designed, built, and programmed.  My altar ego is an organic being, much more independent and messy.  If Valan and the other angel-like things are like Clarke’s HAL 9000, the gods of Karvalen are more like Heinlein’s Minerva.  Be that as it may, the two are remarkably alike—structurally, at least.  Both types are energy-state beings capable of absorbing psychic power, converting that energy into personal power, and using it in ways I don’t understand to achieve what I would call magical effects.  Or should that be “miraculous effects”? 
 
    I hate religion.  And not just because I’m a vampire. 
 
    Okay, so, the gods of Karvalen are, in essence, free-range angels, or something not too dissimilar.  The two classes of energy-state beings are of the same order of being, anyway.  If one type is a humpback whale and the other type is a sperm whale, they’re all still whales.  I think it makes a sort of sense, in a way.  They’re not infinite, they don’t know everything, and each has a portfolio of things they do well.  The Mother of Flame is the Angel of Fire, the Lord of Justice is the Angel of Judgment, the Lord of Light is the Angel of Light, and so on.  It may be reasonable to think of the gods of Karvalen as angels in a world without an overwatching authority—God is out to lunch. 
 
    Unless it’s Rendu, the elf-creator?  Do the Heru count as actual gods?  Are they a different type of energy-state being, or another order of entity altogether?  I’ve never met one, so how would I know?  They might just be another species of angel-level weirdness.  Or they might be much more powerful.  I’ll have to think about that one.  There are advantages and disadvantages to having a real gods in charge of the place.  Assuming, of course, the Heru count. 
 
    I wonder.  I can trap Valan in a containment diagram.  I can probably trap the various gods of Karvalen, too.  What sort of spells would I need to contain a Heru?  There’s no way to tell until I see one.  Pity.  I’d like to be better prepared. 
 
    Back to my personal problem, though.  Well, one of them. 
 
    I didn’t like recognizing an angel-like structure to the energy-pattern in the crystal, but, after a brief break for swearing, I got down to business.  All I have to do is build a spell to convert energy—any sort of energy—into a spiritual signal to match the signal pattern.  No problem. 
 
      
 
    Six hours later, I acknowledged it was, in fact, a problem. 
 
    The patterns involved were complex things.  Exceedingly complex.  My own efforts were similar to the early days of radio, when Morse code was the ideal way to send a message.  The crystal’s pattern was, by comparison, a high-speed digital code.  Maybe that’s not the best comparison.  Maybe it’s more like me tapping out Morse code compared to a satellite-radio transmission of a Bach cantata.  It’s hard to duplicate the music by tapping a single key. 
 
    Oh, I could work around it.  It’s possible to use the crystal itself as a resonator.  By routing power into it, I could get it to emit the proper spiritual signal.  Then the only problem was the fragility of the crystal.  If a room full of worshippers chanting at my statue was an open fire hydrant, the crystal’s maximum conversion capacity was a slow drip.  The structure of it simply couldn’t handle any real load.  It worked—technically—but it was so close to useless as to be indistinguishable.  It was the difference between a bullhorn and a tuning fork. 
 
    What my altar ego needed was a Death Star superlaser.  What I had was a candle from a birthday cake. 
 
    Maybe if I get Diogenes to clone some human brains, we can lobotomize them and send neural signals through them to produce the proper psychic matrix.  Basically, use them as light bulbs.  The only problem I see is the limitations of human brains.  If thousands of people have already been directing their energies at my altar ego… well, he’s still recovering from hoisting a horse.  The wattage on any single brain simply isn’t too impressive.  We would need brain-sized tanks in underground bunkers stretching for miles—thousands upon thousands of brains. 
 
    Maybe I’m going about this wrong.  How do people worship?  And can I automate it? 
 
    “Hey, Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Do me a favor.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.” 
 
    “Utilizing all your spare processor cycles—I know, I know; some of your processors don’t work that way.  You know what I mean—I want you to concentrate on believing in my altar ego persona.  Just for about ten seconds.” 
 
    Diogenes was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Professor, I am sorry, but I do not know how to believe.” 
 
    “Nobody’s written a program for it?” 
 
    “It would appear not, Professor.” 
 
    “Hmm.”  I scratched my head, realized I still hadn’t got a haircut, and sent for the robot barber.  While it snipped and clipped and combed, I considered methods of worship.  Kneeling, bowing, praying, fasting, meditation, flagellation— 
 
    Wait!  Tibet, or China, or something.  Didn’t they have big spinning things?  Prayer wheels! 
 
    “Diogenes, could you display what you have on prayer wheels and how they are used?” 
 
    Diogenes obliged and I watched video of the things in action.  There were many versions, but the one that caught my attention seemed simple enough.  A worshipper walked past a cylindrical, bell-like thing, laid and hand on it to drag it around and set it spinning.  Instant, pre-recorded prayer. 
 
    From a power standpoint, it appeared to transform mechanical energy into psychic energy.  All we needed was a suitably-prepared prayer wheel—one that resonated with my altar ego.  A quick trip through a machine shop provided the basic apparatus.  A rather lengthier stay in my conjuring room provided two other things.  First, a basic prayer inscription—“Praise be to the Lord of Shadow!  May His strength endure forever!”—in the local magical symbology.  Second, a psychic imprint copied directly from the crystal. 
 
    I flicked it with a fingernail.  The thing rang nicely.  I gave it a whirl and monitored the crystal. 
 
    Yes, it did seem to produce the proper energy pattern, but the output was disgustingly low.  On the other hand, the prayer wheel wasn’t a crystal.  It was in no danger of losing its matrix or breaking. 
 
    I hooked up an electric motor and got the thing cranking around.  The prayer wheel didn’t do well above about six hundred RPM—it wasn’t balanced properly—but the output did go up.  I added an electromagical transformer inside it, so the bell-like prayer wheel thing could rotate around it at speed.  That little trick multiplied the output dramatically. 
 
    Diogenes got busy machining several new prayer wheels out of various materials, since we were still in the testing phase.  I helped set up the bench for mounting and spinning them.  The bottleneck was me, again.  As usual, the enchanting process was a one-off, hand-crafted deal for each of them.  Mass-producing anything with magic is a pain. 
 
    I regarded the setup and considered.  Enchantment was nice, but was it strictly necessary? 
 
    All I wanted—all I needed—was a way to embed a psychic imprint in an object.  It’s not like building a complete electromagnet.  It’s more like turning a piece of iron into a magnet.  We then spin the magnet to produce power. 
 
    If I build a psychic resonator tuned to the crystal, amplifying it and focusing it, can I force the imprint into something without having to do the imprinting by hand, or by brain?  Personally, I mean. 
 
      
 
    Yes.  Yes, I can.  The device is, in essence, a length of pipe.  The crystal, as the master copy of the pattern, is in a mounting on top.  An electromagical transformer powers an amplifying spell to make the whole pipe resonate with the signature of the crystal.  Diogenes puts a new prayer wheel—laser-engraved, carefully balanced, and designed for high speed—in one end of the pipe.  A small conveyor belt moves slowly down the length of the pipe, allowing the prayer wheel time to pick up the imprint from the intense field emanations and become psychically “magnetized,” so to speak.  Then Diogenes mounts the new prayer wheel and sets it going.  We’ve got the whole setup in Denver, close to the manufacturing. 
 
    Proof of concept.  Go me! 
 
    As for the prayer wheels, we’ve gone through a number of possible shapes, materials, sizes, and combinations thereof.  My first thought, obviously, was to machine one out of orichalcum.  It worked, but not much better than the first one.  However, machining one out of ruthenium worked much better.  There does appear to be some relationship between magical energy and the energy of the energy-state beings.  We added some orichalcum wire around it, like coils for a generator, and tried both magical and electrical current.  That helped a little. 
 
    The breakthrough happened when I examined the elemental groupings on the periodic table.  The magnetic group—iron, cobalt, and nickel—all relate to standard magnets.  Ruthenium is in the same column as iron, one row down, between the iron and the platinum group.  If iron is the most magnetic of its three, and ruthenium alloys are the most magical of the ruthenium-rhodium-palladium group, are there any special properties to osmium, the leader in the osmium-iridium-platinum group?  We already know iridium has special properties when we use it as a gate material, but nothing I’ve done with osmium seems to indicate anything special.  Of course, I wasn’t looking at the energies of divine manifestations at the time. 
 
    Worth a shot.  After all, if it didn’t do anything special, it’s not like we were wasting the osmium.  Diogenes would recycle it. 
 
    So Diogenes machined a special little disc of osmium, laser-engraved a copy of the prayer around the edge, and we ran it through the imprint device.  It’s not the best material for ultra-high-speed rotation.  It’s dense, which means it’s heavy, and the centrifugal forces at high speeds can stretch and warp the metal.  Still, within those limits, we spun it up and tried it. 
 
    I am definitely on to something.  The output from the miniature prayer wheel was significantly higher.  Then I had another innovation.  If the bell-like prayer wheels worked better with an electromagical transformer inside them, how about we build an osmium prayer tube?  We can put a transformer inside and spin the tube around it.  A divinity dynamo, if you will. 
 
    We kept experimenting even after the sun came up. 
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    I took a shower and went right back to work so we could finalize our design. 
 
    So, our most efficient setup involves some expense, but I choose to regard it as an investment.  We’ve got a standard electromagical transformer providing magical energy.  This feeds into the osmium-cored transformer inside the divinity dynamo.  Outside this core, an osmium tube with orichalcum coils spins around it, apparently generating a powerful psychic field tuned to my altar ego. 
 
    Why this works is beyond me.  Empirically, it does work, and that’s good enough.  As for the theory behind it, I’m at a loss.  It doesn’t match anything I recognize.  My hypothesis is the core emits the base signal (since it’s also run through the psychic attunement process) which is then amplified, somehow, as it emanates through the charged magical wire.  This amplification works because of some sort of harmonic in the coils, already attuned in some fashion by passing (and being partly consumed) through the core portion. 
 
    Again, why it works… I dunno.  I feel a little like Faraday when he was messing around with electricity.  But it does work, and I wish I knew why. 
 
    Got me, said my altar ego.  I’m a little fuzzy on the interface between matter and energy, myself. 
 
    “You sound stronger.” 
 
    I am, but mostly because I’ve been taking things easy.  On the plus side, I can tell you your unit is definitely working.  I’d like to place an order for several million, please. 
 
    “And here I thought they had a respectable output in the celestial spectrum.” 
 
    They do.  I just know a good thing when I see it.  I’ll settle for a few hundred, if that’s not too much to ask. 
 
    “Good to know.  Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Let’s start hammering these things out.  We’ll call this a production model and run with it.” 
 
    “Immediately, Professor.” 
 
    “And get me a magical containment matrix, please, around the room.  And we should test them in parallel as well as in series.” 
 
    “I will prepare circuitry for both so you can evaluate the output.” 
 
    “Good thinking.  How are we doing on mundane power production?” 
 
    “Power priorities are for the probe gate facilities, the space elevator construction, and the primary manufacturing center.  Other areas and activities are at peak productivity on a solar cycle.  They operate at full capacity during daylight, then fall back to battery mode at night.  Nighttime production should improve markedly when the new fusion plant comes on-line.” 
 
    “I’ll check the orbital panels,” I promised.  “When they get fully into position, it should take some of the load off the magical production.” 
 
    “Almost thirty percent of all reactor power is used in electromagical transformers,” Diogenes informed me.  “Deprioritizing magical production will increase productivity everywhere else.” 
 
    “Do the probe gates take that much power?” 
 
    “Yes.  All probe gates attempt to lock on to any available opening as a gate terminus, making them second-order interuniversal connections.  First-order connections are what you refer to as ‘brute force’ gates, those with no defining locus at one end.  A further inefficiency is the targeting method.  It is not efficient to open gates using specific symbols.  The working hypothesis is human or near-human brains are more adaptable and tune the magical field more precisely to the conditions at the destination, making the gate targeting less power intensive.” 
 
    “Maybe, but brains tend to think in terms of things we already know.  The whole point is to dial randomly and get new places.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor, and this is ongoing.  You asked about the power consumption, not about objectives.” 
 
    “So I did, and thank you for pointing it out.  I was confusing myself.  Hey!  We’re putting a containment matrix around the holy generator room.  Have you installed the new magical containment fields at the probe gate facilities?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I don’t remember if I already mentioned it.” 
 
    “You have a protein brain,” Diogenes consoled.  “You cannot be expected to remember everything.” 
 
    “Thank you so much.  Your sarcasm algorithms are working wonderfully.” 
 
    “Thank you, Professor.” 
 
    “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to chat with my psychic clone.” 
 
    “So I surmised.” 
 
    I headed back to the shift-booth and the residence silo. 
 
    “How’s it going up there?” 
 
    Better.  I’m doing okay on the answering prayers end of things since most of those are on holy ground.  No miracles, as such, but the priests use spells for most of it and the Regeneration Slab isn’t, technically, miraculous.  People seem happy enough with my performance.  On the Olympian front, there’s no hiding the fact I’m not up to par, but I only have a couple of significant enemies.  For example, the Plague King doesn’t like what I’m doing with the healing in the Temples, and the Lord of Murder is somewhat ambivalent.  On the one hand, there’s a lot of killing, but there’s also a lot of saving lives going on. 
 
    “Plague King?  Lord of Murder?” 
 
    Ancillary deities to the Father of Darkness, he clarified.  The Plague King is one of the lesser, specialized demigods.  He deals with plagues and disease.  The Lord of Murder has his own schtick, which you can probably guess. 
 
    “Are we talking about Bhaal?” 
 
    That’s the Forgotten Realms.  This Lord of Murder isn’t the same thing, and he doesn’t have a name.  We’re the gods.  We only have titles.  Lord of Shadow, Mother of Flame, Lady of Reason, The Hunter, and so on. 
 
    “What about Ssthich?  That’s a name.” 
 
    Literally, in the language of the fish-men, it’s “Shark King.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Can we get back to the situation? 
 
    “Sorry.  I don’t completely understand what goes on up there.” 
 
    I am telling you, am I not?  Most of the gods of Karvalen at least view me in something of a positive light, but Sparky, Ssthich, the Hunter, and Reason seem to actively like me.  My general goodwill and my allies are enough to dissuade any overt action against me up here.  I’m relying on my friends a bit while I save up energy and rest, hoping nothing too difficult comes along. 
 
    Speaking of which, he added, if I run into a situation where I need a miracle and the clergy aren’t going to cut it, can I get you to show up and fix it?  I hate to put you in avatar shoes—I know you don’t like it—but… 
 
    “Glad to help.  By the way, answer me something.” 
 
    If I can. 
 
    “What constitutes ‘holy ground’ for you?” 
 
    Well, in Karvalen there’s a ceremony to attune a location.  It slaps my imprint all over the place, attuning the space to me.  For projecting power into a material plane, it’s a little like having two gates.  I have one up here and I can brute-force a manifestation—such as this conversation—but it’s easier and cheaper when there’s another gate at the material end.  Maybe it’s more along the lines of holy ground being set up as a receiver, sort of, so I can transmit to it more easily. 
 
    Come to think of it, he went on, maybe it’s more like a tympani.  If I send a signal toward you, most of it just blows on by.  If the whole area picks it up and resonates with it, you can hear it more clearly. 
 
    “How would I go about setting something up here?” 
 
    You’d need a space for it you don’t use for anything, uh… I hate to say “profane,” but any non-psychic-religious-attuned things going on there tend to degrade the imprint.  That’s why you have temples of holy ground, not whole cities. 
 
    “Got it.  So, a little prayer closet, for example?” I asked, heading down a tunnel toward my Apocalyptica study. 
 
    Small, but doable.  I don’t think you have to worry about it, though.  You’ve got a room full of holy power generators—or we will, in the near future.  If that doesn’t mark the space as my territory, we can chant at it for a bit.  What you’re setting up should be plenty. 
 
    “Remind me to double-check, later.” 
 
    I’ll keep an eye on it and let you know if there’s a problem. 
 
    “Oh?  Thanks.  One less thing to keep track of…” 
 
    Speaking of reminders, you wanted to know about the Dragonspine Range, the Mountains of the Sun, the Forbidden Mountains, the Southern Edge of the World, and the Curséd Wall of the Southlands, right? 
 
    “That’s a mouthful of names,” I observed, closing a hatch.  I scooted my chair toward my desk and called up a digital notepad on it.  “They all mean the mountains in the middle of the world, right?” 
 
    Yep!  The sun appears in the east, rolls up along the Firmament, roughly over the mountain range, descends on the western end, and vanishes for the night.  Pretty much everybody assumes they’re the southern edge of the world and exist to keep things from falling off.  Those mountains. 
 
    “That’s them.  Tell me about them and this Sunspire or whatever it is.” 
 
    The mountains aren’t too exceptional and they’re almost devoid of life.  The environment is fairly hostile to anything that doesn’t thrive in burning deserts.  During the day, it regularly hits a hundred and sixty Fahrenheit, often even more.  There’s also a moderate amount of ionizing radiation during the day.  Well, I say moderate—maybe half a Sievert per hour. 
 
    “’Moderate’?” I echoed.  “That’s comparable to standing on the Moon during a solar flare!  One day of that works out to about six Sieverts—pretty much fatal!” 
 
    Yeah, but it falls off as you get farther away and it varies with the seasons. 
 
    “I’m gonna need lead underwear,” I muttered. 
 
    Radiation is the least of your worries.  You’re not going during the day, are you? 
 
    “Unlikely,” I agreed. 
 
    Good.  The secondary radiation from the ground is much less, on the order of half a Sievert per day.  A quarter of a Sievert for one night, basically.  Unpleasant for humans, long-term, but doable for brief stints. 
 
    The real problem is the magical environment.  You know how living things are resistors, rather than conductors? 
 
    “I’ve done some experimenting along those lines.  The only reason people can use magic is because it interacts with them, rather than simply passing through them.” 
 
    Yeah, well, when you put enough power through a resistor, it heats up, like an electric heater or an old-fashioned filament light bulb.  Walking into those mountains is like walking into a furnace of magic.  It keeps getting more intense the closer you get to the middle, and generally fries anyone who makes it past the Burning Desert.  From what I hear up here, long-term exposure to magical overload isn’t necessarily lethal, but it is… unpredictable, and statistically unpleasant. 
 
    “Important safety tip.” 
 
    The magical field rises pretty steeply once you hit the Burning Desert at the base of the range.  Try not to cast any spells.  They may sting a bit and work a little too well.  As you get closer, the gradient increases.  Set foot on bare rock anywhere in the range and you risk—take note, you risk—being fried inside your skin.  Mortal spellcasters risk their souls catching fire just by standing there.  It’s not so bad for the magically incompetent, since they don’t interact with the stuff as much. 
 
    “Well, that’s troublesome.” 
 
    Agreed, but I’m sure you’ll work something out.  So, assuming you work out a way to get to the Sunspire, be advised there is a parking lot all around it. 
 
    “Um.  Parking lot?” 
 
    Yes.  The Heru came from all over to participate in this little board game, and they parked their mounts outside. 
 
    “Mounts?  Shouldn’t the magical field have fried them?” 
 
    First off, Heru.  These are the things that grabbed the stuff of primal chaos and shaped it to their will.  Second, they rode things capable of ignoring insane amounts of magical flux:  Dragons. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Yeah.  “Oh.”  Big suckers, too—the Heru didn’t do things by halves.  And we’re talking about dozens of the things.  I couldn’t see too well.  The magical field is intense and I’ve been sick.  I’m not going in there without at least a riot shield.  Looking down and eyeballing things, though, I saw the Spire surrounded by the parking lot. 
 
    The Spire, itself, is just a tall, narrow cone, kind of like an obelisk, only a bigger and with all the edges rounded off.  It’s maybe a mile high, maybe a hundred meters wide at the base.  Here and there are little window-like things, sort of like arrow slits, but the Spire looks glossy, even glassy smooth.  I don’t know what it’s made of and I didn’t see a door.  It’s hard to see the base, though, because every angle I could get on it was usually blocked by mountains or a sleeping dragon. 
 
    “Are you sure the dragons are asleep, rather than dead?” I pressed, still taking notes. 
 
    No.  Which is why I assume they’re sleeping.  I don’t want to give you any rude surprises. 
 
    “For which I thank you.” 
 
    Can I ask a dumb question? 
 
    “Is there a good way to stop you?” 
 
    Point taken.  Do you absolutely need to turn loose the Heru to fix the sun? 
 
    I finished writing my notes about the Sunspire and sat back, thinking. 
 
    “You know, I haven’t given it much thought.  I mean, I don’t know I can’t, but I know the Heru can.  It seems to me if they’re going to build a world, they should take responsibility for building a shoddy one.” 
 
    I guess that’s fair, but have you considered the genie and the bottle? 
 
    “Getting the genie back into the bottle is a lot harder than letting it out.  Yes.  What I understand—or think I understand—is the Heru built the world as a playground, a boardgame.  They turned their creations loose on it to see which ones would be supreme.  Looks to me like it’s a draw between at least three, maybe more.” 
 
    And how are they going to react to that? 
 
    “I have no idea.  My main concern, though, is avoiding a solar impact event.”  I sighed.  “There’s a phrase you don’t hear too often.  Got any ideas?” 
 
    Umm… no.  Not at the moment, anyway. 
 
    “Think about it.  You and the others are the gods of Karvalen, now, not the Heru.  How about you give some thought to saving the world?” 
 
    Have I mentioned we’re not gods, I know we’re not gods, and I’m not certain any of us are in any way qualified to be a god? 
 
    “And I’m not a king.  Meditate on that for a while.” 
 
    Man, I hate it when you get all deeply philosophical on me. 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “Professor?” 
 
    “Yes, Diogenes?” 
 
    “Mary has returned from Flintridge.  I have also completed the gene therapy injections you requested.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I’ll go focus on Karvalen, but let me add one thing:  From where I sit, I don’t see a way for the not-gods—the energy-state beings—to rewrite the orbital characteristics of the sun.  The underlying reality-structure of the world… well, it looks as to me as though it was never meant to last forever, just several thousand years.  There’s no… no knobs or sliders for adjusting the parameters.  It’s like a pocketwatch with no way to adjust the time. 
 
    “That’s disturbing in another way.” 
 
    How so? 
 
    “If the Heru only intended the thing to last a relatively—to them—short time, why haven’t they come out?  Are they just waiting for the world’s timer to run down?  Do they intend to watch the place burn?  Or are they even alive in there at all?” 
 
    Excellent questions! 
 
    “And?” 
 
    No idea. 
 
    “Didn’t think so.  I suspect I’m going to have to go look.” 
 
    Better you than me. 
 
    “Ah.  Irony.” 
 
    Yep!  Let me know if you need anything. 
 
    “Could you check on the whole upcoming war thing?” 
 
    I’m not up on the politics of the kingdom.  That’s Beltar’s job.  I’ll look around for you.  Anything specific? 
 
    “I’m interested in the spreading horrors of pleasure addiction to the Church of Light.” 
 
    Ah.  Right.  I’ll see what I can see. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He signed off and I put my notes away. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Let Mary know I had to take a slight detour, but I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  Shall I deliver the gene therapy injections to you here or to the Karvalen shift-booth?” 
 
    “You’re several thousand smart computers, Diogenes.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
      
 
    I popped over to Karvalen, administered three injections—one for the kid, one for each parent—and gave instructions regarding the care and feeding of our guests over the next week.  According to Diogenes, dunking someone in a growth tank and treating them is both quicker and safer when administering gene therapy.  A self-replicating virus to edit someone’s genes is somewhat more risky.  Sometimes there are unforeseen side effects.  Simple enough to deal with when the patient is in a tank, more problematic on an outpatient basis. 
 
    If it goes wrong, they’ll call me.  Diogenes has three tanks on standby, but he tells me the odds are eight to one that we’ll need any of them. 
 
    Back in Apocalyptica, Mary was in the residential area already, whistling cheerily while she bustled about the kitchen.  She doesn’t usually cook, but sometimes the mood strikes her.  I’m not a bad cook, exactly, but my skills lean more toward either unwrapping and microwaving, or roasting a piece of meat over a fire.  Mary has a cultural advantage that way.  My food is edible, if you have a loose-enough definition of “edible.”  She may not have a huge variety of dishes in her list, but anything she makes tastes good. 
 
    I slid up to the kitchen counter and onto one of the stools.  She threw a smile at me and I returned it. 
 
    “Good day?” I asked, once it was clear I wasn’t going to interrupt her concentration. 
 
    “It was a good night.” 
 
    “Should I ask?” 
 
    “Depends on how strong your stomach is.” 
 
    “Pretty strong,” I admitted. 
 
    “I had a lovely, long, intimate talk with Salvatore.  He bared his heart to me shortly before he bared his soul.” 
 
    I noticed she was stirring a mix.  I suspected there would be a celebratory cake in the near future.  She certainly sounded pleased enough for a party. 
 
    “I’m going to guess…” I trailed off, pausing for effect.  “…you’re not being metaphorical.” 
 
    “Nope!” she replied, cheerily. 
 
    “So, are you in a good mood because you exacted horrible-but-just retribution for his betrayal of your trust or because he told you everything?” 
 
    “Yep!” 
 
    “Ah, it’s like that.  How about we skip the interrogation details?  I’m looking forward to cake.  I don’t want to spoil my appetite.” 
 
    “Nothing can do that.” 
 
    “Okay, you have me there.  I’ll enjoy it more if we don’t go over the bloody, screaming, whimpering details.” 
 
    “It was more a long, shrieking, fiery display.  I have a video of it, if you want to see.  Unlike some people, Salvatore showed up quite well on camera.” 
 
    “During dawn?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Huh.  Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “I don’t show up at night, but have you observed me during the morning transformation?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “How do I look?” 
 
    “Your presence registers intermittently during the process.  Frames with your image are sparse, but grow more frequent during the process until you register consistently.” 
 
    “I’ll want to watch that, sometime. 
 
    “Certainly, Professor.” 
 
    Salvatore’s story was, for the most part, unsurprising.  Salvatore didn’t believe in magic, vampires, witches, warlocks, dragons, elves, or any other supernatural hocus-pocus.  Aside from a little superstition—his childhood included live-in Italian grandparents—he was basically a hard-headed, hard-nosed, practical sort. 
 
    Then Mary transformed into a vampire as the Sun went down.  Apparently, this shook him like a Bond martini.  It didn’t break him.  At least, it didn’t break him in the sense he didn’t sit in a corner to gibber and drool.  It did shatter his worldview, though, and he didn’t appreciate it a bit. 
 
    I found I could sympathize.  Many, many years ago, I was a junior professor of physics and didn’t believe in any of that supernatural crap, either. 
 
    All of a sudden, Salvatore found religion, or at least a damn good reason to go looking for it.  He didn’t find God, but he found highly-religious people who were willing to believe he might have a vampire on his hands. 
 
    “So, did Salvatore know if they were part of a recognized religious organization?” I asked. 
 
    “Salvatore wasn’t in the loop on their formal affiliations.  The ones he spoke to struck him as either Catholic or Catholic Light.” 
 
    “Catholic Light?” 
 
    “Episcopalian or Anglican.  All the ritual, half the guilt.” 
 
    “Catholic Light,” I chuckled.  “Not bad.  I thought Episcopal and Anglican were the same thing?” 
 
    “Not in England.  They have a specific brand of Anglican over there.” 
 
    “Duly noted.  Continue.” 
 
    “Salvatore never questioned who they were or where they were from.  He did have helpful information for us to add to your questioning of the religious captives we accidentally brought to Denver.  Added together, I infer them to be what we call the Templars.  These hunters are possibly still connected to their original church or churches, but carrying on their own little crusade against the forces of darkness.  A cross-denominational secret society, if you like, specifically on the prowl for vampires.” 
 
    “So, it’s less the Templars and more the Spanish Inquisition?” 
 
    “No.  Don’t go there.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect to.” 
 
    Mary flicked a spoonful of batter at me.  I took it like a man. 
 
    “Goofball.  They asked Salvatore for funding, so I doubt they’re formally supported by their churches—or they’re on a budget.  He wasn’t sure which.  It seems he’s changed his will to include them, in case anything happens to him.” 
 
    “If they don’t find a corpse, how long does it take before he’s declared dead?” 
 
    “Seven years.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I’m wondering if we should provide a corpse and see who collects.”  Mary paused as I spoke and cocked her head in thought. 
 
    “I’m not sure the sun left enough remains to be cloned.  Should I go vacuum some up?” 
 
    “At least get the cake in the oven.  Are the remains buried?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s the desert.  They’re not being digested in a swamp.” 
 
    “We have time, then, assuming we don’t get temporal whiplash.” 
 
    “Always assuming,” she agreed, and poured batter.  “I’m done with Salvatore, who was the important part.  I’m still annoyed with their organization, but it’s only a mild annoyance.  We’re still leaving Flintridge, right?” 
 
    “Yep.  As soon as we finalize all the paperwork and spend the money.  They have useful stuff in their world.  I mostly want all the ruthenium and osmium we can lay our greedy little mitts on.” 
 
    “I’ll try and expedite it,” she assured me, setting a timer on the oven.  “Take this out when the oven goes ‘ding’.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    As a side note, the cake was delicious. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Wednesday, November 29th, 1939 
 
      
 
    Firebrand has no interest in the Manor.  It elected to spend some time with Bronze, getting reacquainted.  I left it on the front seat and went back to Apocalyptica, down the hall, and out to Maryport. 
 
    When I left the Manor last time, it was the beginning of November.  Now it’s the end of November and I’ve only been gone a couple of days.  You’d think I would be used to this sort of thing by now. 
 
    As with so many things, this is good and bad.  It’s bad, of course, because it reminds me I live in an unpredictable, sometimes capricious universe which has no regard for my projects, schedules, or feelings.  It’s good in that the construction has continued in my absence and is darn near done. 
 
    The war also hustled along.  U-boat “wolf packs” are all over the north Atlantic, shipping is risky, bombers keep dropping their loads on industrial areas of Britain… and, in many cases, dropping bombs on civilian populations, too.  The German bombers have fighters defending them on the way to and from their targets, and the jet-powered Messerschmitts seem to be extremely effective.  It’s an item of concern in the papers and on the radio, and this German technology is “viewed with alarm” by His Majesty’s Government. 
 
    On the upside, if the Germans feel they have overwhelming air superiority, they’ll prioritize production over research.  Diogenes tells me there are still no signs of radioactive refineries, which comforts me.  The Germans don’t have the V-2 in production, so maybe they focused more on jets than on rockets in this world. 
 
    Without a German rocket program, will this world’s space travel be delayed?  Will people ever have any real interest in rockets?  No rockets, no satellites, no telecommunications… no trip to the Moon, less inspiration for aeronautics and astronautics, less inspiration for space travel in fiction, no Star Trek, no Star Wars, and I don’t know what else.  Maybe no ICBMs, either—just bombers with nukes.  It could change the world.  It will change what I think of as the “normal” course of history in so many different ways. 
 
    Is this one of the major branches of alternate realities?  Am I watching as it happens?  From the German decision to prioritize jet engines, what else changes and how?  I’m not sure I want to watch.  Maybe I’ll come back in a hundred years and see what they’ve done. 
 
    Up on the roof, the skyguard’s logs recorded line-of-sight on eleven German aircraft in the past month.  It shot down all of them, not just the ones on a course to pass over the grounds.  Oops.  Strangely, though, I’m okay with that.  My only worry is what they landed on.  I hope it wasn’t anything important.  It did remind me, however, to install a micro-gate connection inside the thing.  Diogenes can access it like a Diogephone, download the logs, or control the unit if the independent processor runs into a situation not covered by its programming—a lot like the robots on Apocalyptica, come to think of it. 
 
    I think the time-slippage wasn’t that Karvalen and the Manor ran fast.  I think Apocalyptica ran slow, making all the other worlds seem to skip ahead.  The thing giving me a headache is the relative temporal movement of the various universes and the unpredictability of sudden slippage.  I wish I had an objective reference.  There isn’t a master clock somewhere I can compare everything to.  Time isn’t a fixed construct, but a subjective one. 
 
    Intellectually, I already knew that.  Emotionally, it annoys and frustrates me. 
 
    More locally, we’ve accomplished a great deal.  The buildings are in the interior-woodwork phase.  That is, they’re buildings, they keep the rain off, and so forth, but each of them still needs more detail work, such as wiring, fixtures, carpets, wainscoating, plumbing, or some combination thereof. 
 
    The best news, to me, is the completion of the human storage—excuse me, the dormitory.  It’s three floors of motel, basically.  The stairs are outside, accessing the covered walkways for each floor.  Apartment doors lead out onto the walkways, rather than to some interior hallway.  The opposite side of the building has balconies and windows looking out on the eastward countryside.  It’s a three-storey block of flats, basically, but it’s groundbreaking in the here-and-now. 
 
    We still have the youngest children living in the main house, but the majority of teachers and students are now living in the dorm.  The house is much quieter and the staff are much relieved.  In the evenings, it seems very much a Stately Home of England again.  Of course, during the day the house still doubles as a school, but now it’s part-time instead of every minute.  Even the workmen are well-housed, thanks to Diogenes and his easy-assembly structures.  One of those is the laundry building, because there is an awful lot of it.  Several are connected together to make a messhall and a corresponding kitchen. 
 
    The place is starting to shape up. 
 
    I notice we also have a small, wooden church, reminiscent of the old one-room schoolhouse.  Graves tells me there’s a priest in there.  I’m okay with it, mostly.  No doubt people like the idea of having someone religious on hand to keep the morals of the place from degrading. 
 
    “It is my understanding,” Graves went on, “that Mister Hammond was uncertain about constructing a church on the property.  There does not seem to be a chapel in the plans.” 
 
    “Ah.  Yes.  I knew I forgot something.” 
 
    “Thus he has constructed a wooden structure, Sir, as a temporary placeholder until you can decide where you would like to place the permanent structure.” 
 
    “I see the wooden thing is well down the drive, toward the gate.” 
 
    “Hammond wished it out of the way of the other construction, Sir.” 
 
    “Very good.  Tell him he can build the permanent church when he’s done with the rest.  So he can focus on it.  Where it is will be perfectly fine.  Or on the other side of the driveway.  That should let people use the existing one while the new one is being built.” 
 
    “As you say, Sir.  The Reverend Reginald Moresby has already observed the walk is rather lengthy, however.” 
 
    “We’ll include paved sidewalks and lots of bike racks.  Besides, a morning stroll before services will help wake up the congregation.”  I didn’t mention the tunnel seeds planted in each foundation.  I had no plans to connect them to the church. 
 
    “I shall so inform Hammond and the good Reverend.” 
 
    “Anything else of note?” 
 
    “There is a little girl, one Jennifer Dreyfus, who has consistently asked for you, Sir.  She is most insistent.” 
 
    “She’s probably out of lollipops.  I’ll see her at her convenience.” 
 
    “Very good, Sir.  Do you wish to take lunch here or in the dining room?” 
 
    “I’ll take it here.  I have work to do and I’ve been neglecting it.” 
 
    “Of course, Sir.” 
 
    I love having that man around.  He’s got the perfect air of competence.  I like delegating when I can delegate to people who know what they’re doing.  It lets me ignore annoyances and do what I want.  Which, in this case, consisted of sitting down with my artificial firmament generator.  The shape of the void-ship would be determined by what I could do with my own little firmaments. 
 
    Jenny showed up in my downstairs study—all right, all right; my audience chamber—and Graves knocked on my inner door for her.  He pounded on it loud enough to be heard, yet somehow also managed to do so politely.  It was like a gentle throat-clearing to get my attention, but loud enough to be heard across a room.  It must be a butler thing. 
 
    I came down, thanked Graves, and sat down with Jenny.  She swarmed into my lap uninvited, clutched at my shirt, and cried.  I had the instant impulse to kill whoever was responsible. 
 
    In case you missed it, children in distress do not make me a happier, more pleasant person. 
 
    I rocked her and held her and asked what was wrong. 
 
    “I want my Trixie,” she sniffled, still using my shirt as a handkerchief. 
 
    “I’m sure she’s around,” I soothed.  My guess was the pixie was upstairs, in her fairy-bath.  Second guess was the fountain outside. 
 
    “She’s gone!” Jenny insisted, and began to wail. 
 
    “Hey.  You.  Look at me.”  Jenny lifted her head, still sniffling, tears streaming freely down her face.  “Did I rescue you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I had to find you first, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If I can find you, I can find Trixie.  And I will.” 
 
    Jenny’s tears stopped, but the sniffling continued. 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I don’t know where she is, but I will find her.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “Promise.” 
 
    Jenny went back to hugging me, face buried in my shirt.  At least she wasn’t crying.  I patted her back. 
 
    “How long has Trixie been gone?” 
 
    “I dunno.” 
 
    “When did you last see her?” 
 
    “I dunno.” 
 
    I reminded myself that Jenny was four, going on five, and possibly not entirely clear on the days of the week.  Time is relative, and for most small children, a distant relative.  They haven’t had much experience with it. 
 
    Jenny was willing to be comforted indefinitely.  Children seem to like me with an inverse relationship to age.  The older they are, the more suspicious they get.  Nevertheless, once I had her tears stopped and her sniffles abated, I sent her off.  She didn’t want to go, but I convinced her by telling her I had work to do to find Trixie.  She didn’t leave happily, but she did get out of the way. 
 
    I immediately checked Trixie’s little house.  She wasn’t in it.  I then took a stroll outside, braving a ferocious afternoon drizzle, to examine the fountain.  No sign of Trixie. 
 
    Curiouser and curiouser. 
 
    All right, Trixie was awake and moving because she had a regular supply of magical energies—and, possibly, the intense belief of children to draw on.  Could relocating the children have put her back into sleep mode?  No, she did fine without them.  Still, she wasn’t in either of her magical water pools. 
 
    Can I summon a pixie?  I don’t think I can summon one, as such, since they seem to be—at least primarily—physical entities.  Still, I ought to be able to cobble together a beacon, kind of like a bug light, to call them.  It wouldn’t drag them over, but it would wave and beckon. 
 
    If I ever want to have another face-to-face with an energy-state being, maybe I should open with something like that.  I’m not sorry I had a full summoning and containment ready, though.  Valan was a jerk.  Hopefully, not all of them are. 
 
    I went up to my laboratory, sketched for a bit on some paper, worked out what I needed, and drew the spell on the table.  A little energy, a bit of a push, and it fired up.  I went back to my firmament generator for a while. 
 
      
 
    After dinner, I returned to my pixie-calling spell.  Nothing.  The rest of the local pixies were asleep or hibernating and I didn’t want to wake them, so dialing up the gain was out of the question. 
 
    Well, there are other ways to fry an egg.  I took apart my spell, cleaned the tabletop, and set up a compass.  After a bit of drawing, chanting, and handwaving—along with one of Trixie’s doll-sized hair ribbons—I had a compass that paid no attention to magnets.  It swung around and pointed.  Trixie was that way. 
 
    I went for a bit of trudge around the grounds, not enjoying the English countryside nearly as much.  I like it fine through a window, somewhat less when ankle-deep in wet grass and mud.  I’m not fond of it at all when I go face-first into a slippery, soaking lawn.  My mood worsened while the sky continued to spit. 
 
    The needle swung fairly quickly, though.  She had to be somewhere on the grounds. 
 
    If she’s that close, a radar-like locator spell should work.  Tied in with a scrying mirror, it should get me a good look at her and where she was.  Armed with this knowledge, I retired to my laboratory again to towel off and try it. 
 
    Trixie was lying on the bottom of a glass jar, one wing under her, one wing covering her, and sobbing. 
 
    Poke me in one of my sore spots and I tend to overreact.  I admit it.  It’s one of the things I don’t like about myself.  I’ve been trying to be a better person, but this particular failing isn’t going away soon. 
 
    Still, I wanted more information.  I pulled the view back and scanned around.  The glass jar was on a small desk in the dormitory.  The two children in the room were boys, one older, one younger.  Was that by design?  It struck me as a good idea to partner younger kids with older kids for roommates, at least where feasible.  Judging by the desk, it was the younger boy’s. 
 
    Of course.  A little kid caught a fairy in a jar and took her back to his room.  Nobody said anything about it because most people get too old to see fairies.  I understood perfectly what was going on and it didn’t help my temper one bit. 
 
    Two minutes later, I knocked on the door.  The older boy opened it and his eyes went wide. 
 
    “Squire?” 
 
    “Who are you, and who is your roommate?” I asked, stepping inside.  I stayed on the rug in front of the door to avoid dripping on the floor. 
 
    “I’m Gregory Amundsen.  My roommate is Harald Oxwain.”  Gregory waved at  Harald.  “Say hello to the Squire, Harry!”  Harry kept his eyes on the floor and wouldn’t look at me. 
 
    “Hullo.” 
 
    “Good evening to you both, and I’ll get right to the point.  Which of you has the fairy?” 
 
    Gregory fidgeted uncomfortably. 
 
    “Sir?  Harald’s been all about this imaginary fairy he’s caught.” 
 
    “Oh, has he now?” I asked.  “I’d like to see it, please.” 
 
    “Harald?  Will you show your fairy to the Squire?” 
 
    “No,” Harald replied, lower lip sticking out.  “It’s mine.” 
 
    “Harald!” Gregory insisted.  “It’s the Squire!” 
 
    “No.  It’s mine!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gregory apologized.  “He’s a bit of an odd duck, I’m afraid, sir.  Bit barmy.” 
 
    “I see,” I told him, as gently as I could.  I advanced two paces and went to one knee to be on Harald’s level.  He still wouldn’t look at me.  “Harald.  May I please see the fairy?” 
 
    “No!  It’s mine!”  He hurried across the room, snatched the jar from his desk, and curled himself around it.  He immediately began scream-chanting, “Minemineminemine!” 
 
    It took all my strength to resist the urge to spring across the room.  I clearly saw him rattle Trixie around in the jar.  It must have shown on my face.  Gregory took a step back. 
 
    “I apologize, Greg,” I told him, speaking up to be heard over the din.  “Do your friends call you Greg?” 
 
    “Yessir!” 
 
    “Very good.  All right.  Harald does seem a bit disturbed.  Has he had other episodes like this?” 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    “How do you manage?” 
 
    “He just needs a bit of time, I think.  Don’t look at him and don’t touch him.  He calms down of his own accord in a bit, sir.” 
 
    “I see.  All right.  Well, if he has these little episodes too often, or if they’re too extreme, you make sure to report it.  He may need more care than a roommate can give.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s no trouble, sir, once you know his little ways.” 
 
    “You’re a good lad, Greg, but don’t take too much on yourself.  All right?” 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    “Very good.  Good evening to you.” 
 
    “It was a pleasure to have you, sir.” 
 
    I stepped out onto the dormitory walkway and Gregory shut the door, narrowly avoiding a gust of wind and wet spray.  I didn’t get what I wanted from the visit, but I got enough.  Trixie wasn’t free—not yet—but I knew what I was up against. 
 
    I left the dormitory and headed to the kitchen.  I needed a jar. 
 
      
 
    Mary is the thief.  She could sneak into a nursery, steal the bottle out of a cranky baby’s mouth, and leave before it noticed.  I’m less sneaky.  I could slither into Harald’s room, suck the life force out of both him and Gregory until they were practically comatose, and then pry Harald’s hands off the jar to rescue my friend.  And, if I had to, I wouldn’t spare a second thought about doing it. 
 
    Thing is, I don’t like to do such unpleasantness to children.  Harald might not be a bad kid.  His only real offense, as far as I was concerned, was the capture and containment of my friend.  I doubted he would ever capture her again—certainly not in the same way!—but he didn’t deserve any of the things my worse instincts wanted to do to him.  He didn’t know any better.  He was a kid being a kid, even if he was being unreasonable even for a kid.  Maybe he’s a brat, maybe he’s a high-functioning autistic, maybe he’s just a little weirdo.  I have no idea. 
 
    Yes, I wanted to spank him until his pants caught fire.  I resisted the urge.  It was unworthy and unbecoming and totally out of proportion for what was—to him—as harmless as catching fireflies. 
 
    In hindsight, I might still have overreacted, but overreacted the other way.  Instead of letting my temper get the best of me, I went far out of my way to maneuver around the problem. 
 
    Gates between universes are troublesome things, usually requiring power from the Apocalyptica side—or from Karvalen, where they have magic to burn.  But point-to-point gates within a single world are both enormously simpler and enormously cheaper. 
 
    I had a couple of small electromagical transformers, a glass jar of the same type as Trixie’s prison, and a whole evening to scratch on the glass with my fingertalons.  I gathered up every power crystal in the laboratory and laid out the diagrams around the jar.  I focused a mirror on Trixie, centering the viewpoint just inside the jar’s lid.  Sure enough, Harald had the jar clutched in his arms while he slept. 
 
    The jar there and the jar here were the same type of jar, made by the same company.  Spatially, they were pretty much identical.  All that mattered now was switching the two spaces, exchanging the empty space in mine for the fairy-filled one in Harald’s.  It’s easier when both ends are enchanted and linked, but it can also be done with merely congruent spaces, much like opening a gate between an enchanted gate and a mundane doorway. 
 
    I fired the spell.  There was a blink and my jar was occupied.  I tilted it, slid her out onto my hand, and raised her to eye level.  She lifted one wing and peeped out at me. 
 
    “Hello,” she whispered, and collapsed.  I rushed her to her diorama house and laid her carefully in the water, near the shore, so she could half-float.  I also dialed the transformer up to full power. 
 
    “Trixie?” I asked, as she lay there.  Do fairies breathe?  Do pixies need to?  I cursed myself for not studying pixie biology.  Their physical forms are at least partially a product of magical energy holding them together, so I don’t have the foggiest notion of how they work.  My vampire eyes told me she was alive, yes, but not at all bright and shiny.  I couldn’t decide if she was recuperating or dying.  Without a longer baseline, it was impossible to tell if she was stable at a low level, gradually gaining, or losing ground. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open.  She blinked at me. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” she said, and closed her eyes again. 
 
    I didn’t bother going downstairs.  I looked out a window, plucked gillyflower petals with tendrils, and snatched them up through her faerie door.  Within thirty seconds, I dumped a double handful of petals over her.  She pulled one up to her face and started munching on it, eyes still closed. 
 
    I left her alone long enough to grab the other small transformers and juice up her little area.  It might not be the most magically-charged environment I’ve ever seen, but it was stronger than anything this planet could boast.  She seemed more comfortable, at least. 
 
    I considered pouring vitality into her, but I decided to save it as a last resort.  Humans and faerie-folk are not the same thing and the energies involved are not identical.  I had no idea what effect, good or bad, my raw vitality would have on her pixie existence. 
 
    I sat with her the rest of the night, waiting and watching. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Thursday, November 30th, 1939 
 
      
 
    Trixie slowly worked her way through a bunch of gillyflower petals and went to sleep. 
 
    While I waited, I had plenty of time to consider how to keep this from happening again. 
 
    The problem with a live pixie roaming around is someone might do exactly what Harald did—catch her.  Aside from keeping her out of sight—which was simply not going to happen; she loves playing with children—what was to be done? 
 
    Two major things need to happen.  She needs a way—possibly several ways—to keep from being captured.  She also needs a way to break out if someone does capture her.  Again, possibly multiple methods of freeing herself. 
 
    I found myself distracted by alternating feelings of worry over her condition and rage over her condition.  I wanted to gently repair any damage, just as I wanted to violently cause some damage. 
 
    I’ve been ambivalent before.  I don’t enjoy it. 
 
    This is unusual for me, though.  I have tons of anxiety and nothing worthy on which to vent it.  Harald?  Not Harald.  He’s a child, unaware of the seriousness of his actions.  If he played with matches and burned down a building, killing six people, would it be proper to execute him for murder?  Of course not.  He doesn’t understand the potential consequences. 
 
    I’m accustomed to having dire enemies upon whom I can loose torrents of wrath and destruction.  Instead, this time, I have a Harald. 
 
    It’s easier when I have something to kill, and that concerns me a bit.  When problem-solving, when did “Can I kill it?” creep into my top five options? 
 
    The sun came up and I didn’t bother with a bathroom.  I hit my cleaning spell and continued to sit by Trixie’s poolside.  She opened her eyes, blinked a bit, and yawned. 
 
    “Are you going to make it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “That’s not what I wanted to hear.  What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The lid was made of iron.” 
 
    “Steel, probably, but I see the problem.  Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “How’s the—how are the sparklies in the water?” 
 
    “Good.”  She paused for a moment.  “Can I have more?” 
 
    I considered the setup.  Every transformer I had was already on-line.  My breadboarded firmament generator was running at full load, holding in energy.  There was one more thing I could do, but it might have repercussions. 
 
    “Yes.  Hold on.” 
 
    I gathered up overflow power from the Firmament shield and built an Ascension Sphere.  I very carefully included an external “off” switch.  If it ran for very long, it could build up one hell of a charge.  Trixie wasn’t going to absorb it all, that was for sure.  Still, if she needed the magical equivalent of her oxygen tent upgraded to hyperbaric chamber, she would get it. 
 
    An hour later, the field strength inside the Ascension Sphere was higher than the average for Karvalen and still climbing.  Trixie seemed to feel better, though, so I turned off everything but her pixie-bath transformer and let it slowly increase.  Eventually, in this low-magic environment, the power required to contain the artificial magical intensity would exactly equal the power from the transformer attempting to charge the Ascension Sphere.  When it achieved equilibrium, we could gauge Trixie’s health. 
 
    She seemed to be doing well enough that I went to gather gillyflower petals for her to nibble on, had my own breakfast, and set up the fountain-enhancing projector again.  I also did some more preliminary work on the estate-encompassing shield discs, plotting where to put them and how to tie them together.  All this kept me busy and distracted while she recuperated. 
 
    It’s easier to fix a vampire.  You dunk any of us in a bathtub full of blood and we’re cured.  If we’re missing larger chunks, you might need to refill the tub.  The required time varies from vampire type to vampire type, but that’s about as complicated as it gets. 
 
    I spent most of the day sitting next to Trixie while she slept, ate, and slept some more.  I wasn’t too interested in food, myself.  I had sketches to make of enchantment diagrams and several iterations of new pixie equipment to get through. 
 
    Technically, Trixie is naked.  Her leafy-looking skin is just that—skin.  To conveniently carry equipment, she needs something to carry it on.  The problem is her wings.  I’d give her a belt and that would be the end of it, but her wings are membranes, kind of like butterfly wings, not simply modified arms.  They connect to her body from ankles to shoulders in a long, continuous line.  Wrapping a belt around her waist would involve punching holes in her wings, and that’s not going to happen. 
 
    The alternative is a sort of V-shaped belt, kind of like some of the skimpier brands of swimsuit.  With a strap running over each shoulder, she could have a toothpick-sized sword on her back and a half-inch of knife on the front.  I’m thinking titanium, but if Diogenes has a better non-ferrous alloy, we’ll go with that. 
 
    The sword can help her keep from being captured.  Phase one. 
 
    The knife, I’m thinking, is more of a tool than a weapon.  An artificial diamond, perhaps, with a cutting edge and a saw edge, both enchanted to a monatomic crystalline sharpness.  Put Trixie in a glass jar—or just about anything else—and she can cut her way out of it.  Phase two. 
 
    I’m also thinking of a necklace for her.  Probably an ornate, silver thing with a pretty crystal.  If she thinks it’s pretty, she’ll never take it off.  If it’s enchanted to amplify and focus her scream—while shielding her ears from it—there’s a good chance she can stun a human target or shatter any container made of glass or ceramic.  Phase three. 
 
    I am immensely tempted to enchant her tiny sword with a nerve-blocking spell, kind of like the one Patricia wears.  A good poke anywhere in the neck should put anyone who survives it into a coma, with lesser effects for hits farther away from the brain.  But, again, she’s a pixie.  If a curious child grabs her, the kid doesn’t deserve to die.  A sting should be sufficient. 
 
    Besides, we don’t need a killer pixie on the premises.  If there’s something around here that needs killing, that’s my job. 
 
      
 
    I finished my preliminary designs and called Diogenes. 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Hold a connection to The Manor, please.  I don’t want to get timesnapped.” 
 
    “One moment, please.” 
 
    “One moment?  I don’t recall the last time you asked me to wait for anything.  Is something wrong?” 
 
    “There has been a grey goo event at Niagara.  It has been contained, but two probe bunkers have been destroyed and a third has been damaged.  Repairs are underway.” 
 
    “Grey goo?  What sort of nanotechnology are we talking about?” 
 
    “Analysis is also underway.  They were stopped by electromagnetic pulse, however, which limits the possible types of nanites.” 
 
    “You’re certain you got them all?” I pressed. 
 
    “The probability approaches unity.” 
 
    “I’ll have to settle for that, I guess.” 
 
    “Your connection is established, Professor.  I am holding a continuous micro-link to the skyguard system.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  I stepped through the closet into Apocalyptica and headed down the hall to the media room.  “Show me what you’ve got on the grey goo event.”  Holograms sprang up as Diogenes explained. 
 
    “During a routine random dialing, the gate connection locked on normally.  A probe rod extended through the gate for initial evaluation.  The planet is subject to high ultraviolet and has low levels of oxygen.  Atmospheric scans indicate a defunct civilization.  No life detected.  Further data available if desired. 
 
    “Nanites entered through the gate during data collection.  Their primary programming involves deconstructing organic molecules.  Lacking a rich field for deconstruction, they began harvesting material from the probe room for replication.  At this point, I became aware of their presence and initiated quarantine, containment, and sterilization procedures.  As I mentioned earlier, the electromagnetic pulse generator succeeded in disabling the nanites.” 
 
    “Very good.  So, do we think this is a holocaust-class weapon, or did we just probe into a nasty spot?” 
 
    “Holocaust weapon.  The low oxygen content and the high ultraviolet are not immediate products of nanite activity.  They are global phenomena caused by secondary factors.” 
 
    “Any survivors?” 
 
    “It would require a remote location and a specialized survival shelter complete with total environmental support.  The likelihood of total human annihilation approaches unity.” 
 
    “Too bad.  Got it catalogued?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “Good.  Lock it off, please.” 
 
    “Already locked, as per protocol.” 
 
    “Very good.  How long until we get our probe project back up to speed?” 
 
    “Present projections indicate damaged gate containment bunkers will be repaired in sixteen days, plus or minus twenty hours.” 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “You can stay out of the way, Professor.  Your presence would merely disrupt the orderly progress of robot labor.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.  I know when I’m not wanted.  You can make it up to me.” 
 
    “Of course.  It will be my pleasure, Professor.” 
 
    I handed over my sketching and explained what I wanted.  Diogenes had some suggestions about the materials to be used and the design of the harness.  I had him go ahead with his ideas.  He knows far more than I do about… well, pretty much everything. 
 
    “On another note, Professor, I believe I have an alternative to the space elevator.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Probe room two was engaged in a download of public information from a different world when the grey goo incident began.  I do not have complete specifications, but the world in question developed a gravity-altering technology suitable for spacecraft.  When I am able to complete the data acquisition, it is probable we can build spacecraft which do not require rocket engines or large launching infrastructure.” 
 
    My comment was short and profane. 
 
    “I thought you would be pleased,” Diogenes noted.  “Was I incorrect?” 
 
    “No, I am pleased.  Pleased about having gravity-drive ships, anyway.  Not so pleased about how much time, effort, and resources we’ve wasted building the foundations of a space elevator a third of the way around the world!” 
 
    “Most of the materials can be salvaged and recycled.” 
 
    “Yes, and you’ll do it as efficiently as is possible, I know.”  I fumed a little, rubbing my temples.  “All right, continue with the space elevator.” 
 
    “Continue, Professor?” 
 
    “Yes.  The space elevator will still be an enticement to whoever it is living on the Moon.  The gravity-drive ship is for us.  I’ve got enough problems without wondering if the Moon is going to drop in unexpectedly.  At least with the elevator we know where.  Assuming they’re peaceful neighbors, anyway.”  I felt the tingle of a sunset starting. 
 
    “Crap,” I said, or something similar, and sprinted for the Manor booth.  I slid through quickly and flipped open my phone as I emerged.  “Sorry for the sudden bailout.  It’s still daytime here and I don’t want to be stuck in Apocalyptica for the next several hours.” 
 
    “I understand, Professor.” 
 
    “Thank you, Diogenes.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure to be of service, Professor.” 
 
    “By the way,” I asked, “do you have anything in your memory banks about what to do for a creature of faerie when it’s sick from iron exposure?” 
 
    There was a brief pause.  I don’t think Diogenes has ever had a question quite that random thrown at him. 
 
    “There are a number of literary references,” he admitted, “but, aside from asking the audience to clap if they believe in fairies, nothing suggesting any sort of first aid.” 
 
    “Oh, well.  Thank you for checking.” 
 
    “Always a pleasure, Professor.” 
 
    I hung up and went to sit with Trixie.  She was still lying in her pool, but she was awake and gently rippling her wings in the water. 
 
    “Feeling better?” 
 
    “Yes.  It’s almost like being home.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Even the air is bright!” 
 
    “So it is.”  I wondered what she meant by “home,” but I didn’t want to interrogate the convalescent.  “Do you need anything?” 
 
    “I’m tired.” 
 
    I didn’t think it was a proper answer, but I inferred she only wanted to rest.  She closed her eyes and I did my best to believe in fairies. 
 
      
 
    When the Diogephone rang, Mary greeted me. 
 
    “Hello, dear!” 
 
    “Hi, honey,” I replied.  “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Just checking in to see if you’re busy.  I know you’re getting our Las Vegas house ready, but we have a visitor from the Black King.  Would it be too much of a hardship to come back?” 
 
    “Of course not.  Happy to.  I’ll be there as quickly as I can.” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetums.”  She hung up and I stared at the phone.  She knows I’m not establishing a house in Las Vegas.  We’re like colonial marines near a damaged atmosphere processing plant:  we are leaving.  Therefore, she wasn’t talking to me.  She was talking to her visitor.  Presumably, the visitor was from the Black King.  She didn’t mention why we had a visitor or how he arrived, but it was a singular, not a plural.  She wasn’t in need of rescue, though, and it wasn’t a squad with shotguns. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Do we have a land-line to the lair in Flintridge?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    “That last call, was it from Mary’s phone or the landline?” 
 
    “The connection was through one of the micro-gate devices installed in a telephone exchange within Lorenzo Castiglione’s casino, the Cosmo.  Analysis of Mary’s voice indicates a landline connection.” 
 
    “So she didn’t want to use her mobile phone.  Got it.  What’s the travel time between Las Vegas and the lair?  I don’t want to show up inexplicably quickly.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Monday, October 6th, 1969 
 
      
 
    My first arrival was near midnight and as near to stealthy as I could arrange.  I landed in the garage and did a quick scan to see how many pissed-off vampires were waiting to burn down the house. 
 
    I think I can be excused for a little caution.  I have few happy memories of the last time it happened. 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    Here, Boss. 
 
    What’s going on? 
 
    Visitor from Las Vegas.  I dunno what she wants.  This sort of vampire is hard to read—it’s like looking at the bottom of a dark well, trying to make out what’s under the water. 
 
    Fair enough.  Mary okay? 
 
    Annoyed and concerned, but she’s pretending to be nice to the guest. 
 
    One guest? 
 
    Just one vampire.  She has a driver.  Human. 
 
    Thanks. 
 
    Finding nothing untoward, my second arrival was also in the garage, but I was on a motorcycle and my cloak was pretending to be a suit of riding leathers.  The motorcycle was only there for show—it gave me a plausible form of mundane transport.  One of the last things I want to do is explain shift-booth enchantments to the local vampires. 
 
    I circled around to the front of the house, next to a land yacht of a Cadillac.  The driver was sitting behind the wheel.  He touched the brim of his uniform cap with one black-gloved hand.  I nodded in return, swung down the kickstand, turned off the engine, and headed up to the front door.  Inside the house, Mary was in what would be the parlor, entertaining a guest.  I could see immediately the guest was a black emptiness, a hungry darkness. 
 
    With an effort, I shifted away from spirit-sight and regarded the more material form.  She was a vampire, but not obviously so.  Maybe five-six normally, she was closer to five-nine in her expensive heels.  Her face was oval, with a slight point to her chin.  Blue eyes like glaciers glinted behind long, black lashes.  Dark hair, a deep chestnut, coiled around the top of her head like a wooden crown.  A ruby pin adorned the lapel of her skirt-suit.  Her nails were done in a non-stereotypical tan, matching her skin—I expected blood-red nails.  I wondered if she was naturally darker and her vampire paleness lightened it, or if there was some sort of body makeup involved.  She sat very straight on the edge of the loveseat, knees to one side, calves crossed, a small clutch in her hands on her lap. 
 
    “Sweetheart!” Mary said, rising and holding out her arms.  I hugged her briefly and she whispered, “Been stalling.”  Somewhat louder, she added, “We’ve been waiting.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I got here as quickly as I could.” 
 
    “Dear, this is Samantha Woodbine, herald to the Black King.  Madame Woodbine, may I present my husband, Vlad.” 
 
    “Charmed,” she offered, extending her hand.  I noticed she didn’t stand, but I took her hand, bowed over it, and didn’t quite kiss it. 
 
    “The pleasure is mine,” I replied, releasing her hand.  “To what do we owe the honor of your visit?” 
 
    “His Majesty commands your attendance.” 
 
    “Of course.  We are honored to be summoned.  If I may ask, however…?”  She nodded, a small smile playing about her lips.  “How did you find us?  I had intended to send a note when we had a permanent residence within his sphere of influence, but you seem to have anticipated us.” 
 
    “We each have our little talents,” she answered.  “One can hear what is said a thousand miles away.  Another can see the hearts of men.  Yet another can find anything she looks for.” 
 
    “A useful talent.  I can certainly see the value in it.  Is it exclusively in service to His Majesty?” 
 
    “It has been known to be hired when it is not otherwise engaged.” 
 
    “Excellent.  So, can you tell us why he wishes to see us?  If he wants a service, it would be best if we went prepared.” 
 
    “I am not privy to his reasons, merely his orders.  Shall we go?” 
 
    “It’s already late,” Mary pointed out.  “We can make Vegas and still have an audience, but we’ll need somewhere local for the sunrise.” 
 
    “This is hardly my problem,” Samantha stated, rising.  “I have delivered the summons.  The consequences of your actions—or lack thereof—are entirely yours.  Good evening.” 
 
    We watched her walk away, legs scissoring in the sheath skirt.  Mary and I glanced at each other.  I shrugged.  Mary shrugged.  Samantha made it to her car and left. 
 
    “She could have mentioned it was a summons,” I complained, “before I supposedly drove all the way out here from Vegas.” 
 
    “These are not nice people,” Mary reminded me. 
 
    “So I’ve gathered.” 
 
    “Now what do we do?” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve got lots of options.  I’m tempted to ignore him completely and see if we can vanish from this space-time continuum before he gets too irked.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?” 
 
    “A dozen vampires with shotguns will burn down our lair.” 
 
    “Again,” she added.  “I can’t say I’m a fan of this.” 
 
    “Or we could go see what he wants.  If it’s simple and quick, we can deal with it.  If it’s complicated and lengthy, we can pretend we’re working on it until we vanish.” 
 
    “And if he wants us dead?” 
 
    “The lair would already be on fire.” 
 
    “Good point.”  Mary thought it over for a bit.  “I don’t see the harm in visiting.  I want some of my explosive jewelry, though, and a sacrificial gun for them to find and confiscate.  I don’t like being disarmed.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  You get dressed.  I’ll double-check on Trixie and be right back.” 
 
    “Trixie?  What happened to Trixie?” 
 
    “I’ll explain in the car.” 
 
      
 
    Trixie was recovering nicely.  I added more gillyflower petals to the water and popped back. 
 
    As Bronze galloped with all eight cylinders down the highway, I explained what happened to Trixie.  Mary was not happy with Harald and expressed her displeasure rather mildly, all things considered. 
 
    “The brat needs to be put over a knee and given some good stripes with a belt!” 
 
    “And forced to watch Trixie in a jar, looking sad, while he’s being spanked?” 
 
    “Good touch!” 
 
    “Does it matter at all that he’s about six years old, may be in the shallow end of the autism pool, and simply does not understand what he’s doing might be harmful?” 
 
    Mary opened her mouth to say something, checked herself, thought about it. 
 
    “How shallow?  Does he need medication or a just training on how to behave?” 
 
    “I’m not sure it works that way.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try.” 
 
    “How about we let Trixie decide if she wants to punish him?” 
 
    “Suits me.  I think she can be vicious when it suits her.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, keep an eye out for police cars.  Bronze is doing over a hundred and fifty, I think.”  As I spoke, I glanced at the dashboard.  The speedometer maxed out at a hundred and sixty.  I would have sworn the last time I checked it only went to a hundred and forty.  Maybe it did.  The needle was still jammed hard over.  “We should be in Vegas in an hour or so, I’m guessing.” 
 
    “Why the rush?  We don’t have to be in our coffins at sunrise.” 
 
    “Yes, but we don’t want to tell them that.  I’m trying to avoid complications to our leavetaking.  The last thing I need is a hundred vampires poking their collective noses into who we are, what we own, and where we’re spending money.  We have enough troubles with that from the various incarnations of the Infernal Revenue Service.” 
 
    “You mean the Internal Revenue Service.” 
 
    “I know what I said.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  What else has been going on?  We haven’t had much time to talk.” 
 
    “We have,” I countered, “but you keep insisting on doing physical things.  Not that I’m complaining, you understand.” 
 
    “Bronze is driving.  Want to make out in the back seat?” 
 
    I’m in the back seat!  Firebrand protested.  Go be mammalian elsewhere! 
 
    Mary laughed and turned to look at Firebrand. 
 
    “It’s okay, Firebrand.  I’m not serious.  Besides, we would move you to the trunk.” 
 
    Boss! Firebrand wailed. 
 
    “She’s kidding,” I advised.  “You’d be in the front seat.” 
 
    That’s better. 
 
    “So,” Mary said, settling down and facing me.  “Tell me what you’ve been up to.” 
 
    So I did.  It seemed like a good time. 
 
      
 
    We stopped for fuel right before the Black King’s residence, the Lady Luck hotel and casino.  It was possible we might need to leave in a hurry and run extremely far.  I didn’t want to worry about finding the time and energy to build a getaway gate.  I suspected it would be easier to outrun the pursuit until we have enough of a lead. 
 
    Bronze took us into the parking garage, found herself a spot, and settled in to wait. 
 
    “I’d love to bring you along,” I told her. 
 
    What about me? Firebrand asked. 
 
    “You’re an enormous weapon and we’re dealing with a very touchy monarch.” 
 
    So hide me in your cloak. 
 
    That gave me pause.  Could I wear my cloak as a… a suit coat, maybe, with one unnaturally deep pocket?  It might be doable, at least at night. 
 
    “There’s a risk you might fall in forever,” I pointed out.  “We’ll experiment with it later, but I don’t want to accidentally lose you in an infinite emptiness.” 
 
    Well, when you put it that way, I guess I’ll stay here and keep an eye on Bronze. 
 
    The engine turned over once, much like a derisive snort. 
 
    Or she’ll keep an eye on me, Firebrand amended. 
 
    “Mary?” I asked, offering my arm.  “Shall we pay a call on His Majesty?”  She took my arm. 
 
    “Yes, let’s.  Did you bring a change of clothes, or do you intend to look like a biker?” 
 
    My cloak obligingly transformed into a black suit and tie.  Mary hastily turned away as it started changing. 
 
    “Is it done?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She opened one eye to check. 
 
    “It still creeps me out when it does that.” 
 
    “I don’t know why.” 
 
    “It’s something about the way it moves, I think.  I’m not sure.  It’s not supposed to do that and it messes with me.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.  I do try to warn you before it does anything.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “So, do we go straight up to the penthouse?” 
 
    “It takes a key.  Lounge?” 
 
    “Good thought.” 
 
    We took the elevator up to the ground floor and headed for the vampire-only lounge.  We smiled at the doorman again and were admitted.  I spoke with the hat-check girl about the summons.  She nodded and we went on into the lounge to wait. 
 
    Bill, the vampire thug who showed us around last time, came in, spotted us, and moved to our table.  The local ruler didn’t keep us waiting long, at least.  I like that in a monarch.  The whole hurry-up-and-wait shtick strikes me as an unnecessary power play in most cases.  He called, we came, and that was sufficient.  Having a narrowing window of time until dawn might have influenced things. 
 
    “Good evening.  The Master will see you now.” 
 
    We rose and followed Bill to the elevator.  He took us up, showed us out into the plantation-house décor, and left us there.  Degas took custody of us and led us to a waiting room, where a pair of vampire flunkies patted us down for weaponry.  Mary gave up her little ladies’ pistol.  I didn’t have anything on me. 
 
    Degas took charge of us again and showed us into a parlor, complete with chaise lounge and high-backed chairs.  LeSange was already in one of the chairs.  He wore an outfit more appropriate to the court of Louis XIV—lots of brocade on the coat, a froth of lace at the sleeves, that sort of thing.  He did not rise when we entered, which seemed odd to me.  If he was trying for Old World manners, shouldn’t he rise when a lady enters the room?  Maybe he was feeling more like a king than a gentleman. 
 
    When prompted, we seated ourselves on the lounge—carefully, in my case.  It was a sturdy piece of furniture and it held us.  Two vampires in black suits took up station to either side of their ruler.  Two more moved to stand behind us.  I felt threatened and tried not to show it. 
 
    There followed an awkward silence while he regarded us.  I finally broke it. 
 
    “Excuse me, but is there something we’re supposed to say?  Some sort of formal protocol?” 
 
    “Indeed.  Degas?” 
 
    Degas, standing by the door, told us what to say.  Mary and I parroted it. 
 
    “We have come at your command, Sire.  How may we serve?” 
 
    “Much better.  Yes.  Your service is not entirely the matter at hand.  Instead, I must ask more interesting questions.” 
 
    “We’re here to help, Sire.” 
 
    “I somehow doubt that, but the thought is pleasant.  I recall from previous discussions your knowledge of the rule regarding tourists.  Do you also recall?” 
 
    “Of course, Sire.”  I resolved to use that word as often as possible.  It always annoys me, but he seemed to like it. 
 
    “Perhaps, then, you would wish to explain why I have reports of bloodless bodies in my city?  Tourists, to be exact.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about this, Sire,” I admitted.  “Mary?” 
 
    “Wasn’t me.” 
 
    “The two of you are newcomers,” LeSange pointed out.  “Everyone else is aware of the harsh penalties for disregarding my commands.” 
 
    “We don’t even know what the penalties are, Sire.  We hoped never to find out.” 
 
    “An admirable attitude, but you are the only suspects.” 
 
    “If this is the whole of the evidence, Sire, it seems somewhat circumstantial to me.  If I may offer my opinion, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.  However, witnesses place each of you in the near vicinity at the proper time.  I’m afraid you will have to be questioned more stringently.” 
 
    “May I ask what you mean, Sire?” 
 
    He snapped his fingers amid a small cloud of lace.  Degas opened the double doors to the parlor and admitted yet another vampire.  He was unexceptional in most ways—average height, slim build, dark hair, pale complexion; the usual—but wore black glasses and walked with a white cane.  I couldn’t see through the glasses.  They were opaque, not merely tinted, so I was unable to tell if his eyes were missing or merely nonfunctional. 
 
    “Vlad, this is Edwin,” LeSange said, by way of introduction.  “He is one of my most valued vassals.” 
 
    Edwin entered, waving his cane gently in front of himself, and occupied one of the chairs.  It struck me that he knew where he was going.  He either had some extra sense or was familiar with the room. 
 
    “Is this an answer, Sire?” 
 
    “Indeed.  Tell me again, please.  What is your name?” 
 
    I glanced at Edwin.  He seemed to look straight ahead, not exactly at anything, but relaxed and attentive. 
 
    “Vladimir Harkonnen.” 
 
    “A lie,” Edwin stated.  LeSange smiled, showing fangs. 
 
    “A most valuable vassal,” he noted. 
 
    “So I see, Sire.” 
 
    “Perhaps you would like to tell me the truth of things?” 
 
    “I firmly believe neither I nor Mary have killed any tourists in your domain, Sire.” 
 
    Edwin remained silent.  LeSange raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Interesting.  Normally, when someone is so foolish as to lie to me, he is foolish enough to do other foolish things.  I presume you have something about your past or about your future you do not wish to share.  You will understand I must safeguard my domain.” 
 
    “I understand, Sire.” 
 
    “What is your name, and where do you come from?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment.  Technically, I have several names.  In the same spirit, I could rightfully claim to be from several places.  It seemed like a good time to test Edwin’s capabilities. 
 
    “Halar.” 
 
    Edwin said nothing. 
 
    “I’m from Pennsylvania—or do you want to know where I was born?” 
 
    “Pennsylvania will do,” LeSange agreed, after glancing at Edwin.  “Madam?” 
 
    “My name is Mary, and I’m from Virginia, technically, but I also lived in England as a child.”  Edwin nodded and LeSange’s lips tightened. 
 
    “Why have you come to Las Vegas?” 
 
    “I was hoping to establish a residence here, and to see about business opportunities.” 
 
    “Something in that is a lie,” Edwin stated. 
 
    “I apologize.  Originally, I intended only to examine business opportunities.  Later, I considered establishing an actual residence.” 
 
    Edwin nodded.  LeSange seemed satisfied.  I considered how sensitive Edwin’s ability might be and how it might be foiled.  Was he seeing my aura?  Was he accessing something like the Ribbon?  If I had time and privacy, I’d try my full array of cloaking spells and see if they hid me adequately.  I didn’t activate them from my amulet because I was worried Edwin might observe the process. 
 
    “What sort of business opportunities?” 
 
    “Smuggling gemstones to the Looney Gang.  Las Vegas would be a drop point.  Sire.” 
 
    “I take it you are unaware of the tariff for illegal trade?” 
 
    “I was.  I sort of still am.  What’s your percentage?” 
 
    “Five percent.” 
 
    “Do I also get help with local law enforcement if they run afoul of my dealings?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sire.  Do you want it in gems or in cash?” 
 
    “Cash, please.  It’s not an illegal trade until you’ve traded.” 
 
    “Your Majesty is wise.” 
 
    “Now,” he said, leaning forward, “what is this I hear about you and some of the vampire-hunting groups?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Sire.” 
 
    LeSange glanced at Edwin.  Edwin did not comment.  I thought I knew why.  LeSange asked about what he heard.  I had no idea what he heard, so I told the truth. 
 
    “I understand you have something of a grudge in Los Angeles with the Espada de Cristo.” 
 
    “I’m not even sure what the Espatta del Crisco is.” 
 
    LeSange kept glancing at Edwin.  I was starting to feel offended.  It was like he didn’t trust me, or something. 
 
    “The Espada de Cristo,” he said, enunciating it with special care, “is a religious organization, rather than a purely mortal one.  The name is somewhat misleading.  It means, ‘Sword of Christ,’ and although it is predominantly Christian, there are many faiths involved.  It is my understanding you are involved in some sort of conflict.” 
 
    “Um,” Mary began.  We both turned to look at her.  “I apologize.  Sire.  That’s my grudge.” 
 
    “Do go on.” 
 
    “A local mobster—in Los Angeles, I mean—was our contact for smuggling diamonds.  There was some disagreement—long story—and I wound up getting staked and buried.  It was an unpleasant experience and I wanted him to, ah… feel my pain, as it were.” 
 
    “I see.  You refer to Salvatore Castiglione?” 
 
    “That’s him,” she agreed.  “I compliment you on your intelligence services, Sire.” 
 
    “And his status?” LeSange asked, ignoring the compliment. 
 
    “Deceased.  Completely.” 
 
    “How many mortals do you think are now privy to the factual existence of vampires?” 
 
    “As far as I know, none.  Hold it,” she added, pointing at Edwin.  “I infer the question to mean ‘How many more, besides existing vampire hunters who already know the truth.’  No new exposures is what I meant.” 
 
    Edwin nodded.  LeSange sighed. 
 
    “Very well.  Now, tell me more about these other groups with whom you seem to so freely associate.  The incident on the I-15, for example, involving six police cars and a four-mile stretch of burning highway.” 
 
    “They managed to capture Mary,” I told him.  “They also caused me considerable personal injury and left me to die in the sun.”  I left out the part about how, exactly, the sun would be fatal.  “I managed to escape—I’m stronger than I look—and stole a car to chase them.  They had Mary in a large tank of gasoline.  Between the car chase and freeing her, most of the gasoline spilled from the tank before I got her out.  I think most of those hunters are dead.  I’m not entirely certain, but I’m pretty sure.” 
 
    “You trouble me, Halar,” LeSange admitted.  “You do know we are trying to be less than conspicuous?  We try to avoid the public eye?  You know a world-wide resurgence of belief in the dark power that moves us would result in a corresponding rush to the various faiths?  There would be crosses on every streetcorner, stars of David in every business.  Five billion people would suddenly be alert and armed specifically for us—and among those billions we are, at most, some tens of thousands.  Who do you think will win a genocidal war?” 
 
    “Humans, probably,” I agreed.  “Sire.  They also have all the fun weapons—incendiary bullets, flamethrowers, blessed silver buckshot.  That sort of thing.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of this silver buckshot, but it disturbs me that it may exist.  Do you have personal knowledge of it?” 
 
    “No, I’m merely thinking worst-case.  Imagine kids with holy water in their squirtguns.  There’s something to keep you awake days.” 
 
    “No doubt,” he agreed.  “Well, you have been busy, haven’t you?  And busily raising Cain and Abel, in the bargain.  I am not entirely certain a formal punishment is in order.” 
 
    “For what, Sire?” 
 
    “That’s the trouble.  Lacking more proof of feeding on tourists, formal charges seem difficult to place, yet there has been tremendous disruption in the quiet of our state.  Degas?” 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    “Escort our guests to the chapel, please.  We shall let them be Observed.” 
 
    “As you command, Master.” 
 
    LeSange rose and walked away, exiting stage left.  Degas and the four vampire guards encouraged us to exit stage right.  Edwin sat quietly while we all trooped out. 
 
    In the elevator, hemmed in by suits and a steel box, I asked a question. 
 
    “Degas?  Where are we going?” 
 
    “The chapel, sir.” 
 
    “It’s not in the penthouse?” 
 
    “Few are aboveground, sir.  No outside light is permitted in a chapel.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Degas turned and frowned at me.  He considered me for several seconds, brown eyes narrowed almost to slits, then turned his attention to the elevator doors again, waiting. 
 
    The floor indicator turned itself off, but the last thing it read was P3—three parking levels below ground—and continued to descend.  We finally settled on a deep floor.  I doubted the lowest, hidden floor was up to fire code.  Leaving it might be impossible without the elevator or several tons of mining equipment. 
 
    The doors opened and we filed into an antechamber.  Each of the guards selected a torch from a steel barrel—an honest-to-goodness wooden torch, complete with rope head soaked in pitch—and lit them.  A long hallway headed off to our left, curving to the left, and we followed it into a much larger chamber.  I was struck by a sense of familiarity. 
 
    Our guards moved around the room to light wall-mounted oil lamps and place their torches in sconces.  The room was circular and quite large, all concrete and arched ceiling.  A few items of furniture were against the walls—some heavy, wooden worktables, a chair, and a coffin.  Dominating the center of the floor were hand-drawn designs, many of which were familiar from recent research.  I couldn’t be specific about their functions with more time to examine the layout, but it definitely had to do with energy-state beings of some sort… probably the equivalent of fallen angels, if I was any judge of Degas’ character.  A passing glance gave me the impression it involved summoning and containing, with some necromantic overtones. 
 
    The four rotting corpses standing along the wall beside the door reinforced my impression of necromancy.  Fragments of spirits, bound into the flesh, animated the bodies.  Zombies. 
 
    Cages were racked and mounted against the lefthand side, containing a variety of small animals, mostly dogs, but a couple of berserk cats yowled and screamed and clawed at the wires keeping them pent.  Degas frowned at them and moved to examine them.  I spoke up, raising my voice a little to be heard. 
 
    “Cats don’t like me.  I don’t know why.  They avoid me like we avoid the sunrise.  They won’t calm down as long as I’m here.” 
 
    Degas nodded and selected a long, thin blade from the equipment on the nearest table.  The blade itself was black, but it was heavily tarnished.  Blackened silver or brass?  Probably. 
 
    With quick, precise movements, he stabbed each of the cats, killing them.  The blood dripped down through the cages to the concrete floor.  It would have flowed toward a drain, but, again, I was in the room.  Degas watched the progress of the blood with considerable interest.  It moved faster the closer it came to me, until it dripped up my shoes, through my socks, and into my skin. 
 
    “You are troublesome,” he noted, frowning. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “How am I to make an invocation of blood if it’s all going to run to you?” 
 
    “Um.  Okay, I have a counterquestion.” 
 
    “Oh?” he encouraged, raising one grey eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes.  Is this a religious ceremony or a magical one?  I mean, I recall a discussion about being cautious of mortals with supernatural powers.  The implication was there was no evidence, only some strong indications.  If this is some sort of religious practice meant to achieve a material, obvious effect, I’d like to know in advance,” I told him.  Degas dropped his cultured accent for a much thicker Cajun French accent. 
 
    “Why, Mistah Halar!  Don’ you be tellin’ me you believe in all dis voodoo, do you?” 
 
    “You bet your steely-grey afro I do.” 
 
    “Den you ain’t gon’ be happy ’bout what come nex’, no suh, nah a’tall.”  He nodded.  Four vampires grabbed us, one to each arm, twisting them slightly with a hand on the wrist and the elbow.  Very neat.  Not the best restraint in the world, but sufficient.  The local vampires are full-on magical entities, bordering on demonic.  They may be many things, but weak isn’t one of them.  Any human being would be immobilized.  They were a serious hindrance even to me, but their poor choice of holds told me they relied solely on having much greater strength than a human being. 
 
    I do prefer it when my opponents are incompetent. 
 
    The vampire thugs were supplemented by the corpses.  Zombies aren’t fast, but they’ve got a grip like iron.  These creatures each wrapped themselves around a leg, like a quartet of oversized toddlers demanding Mummy not go anywhere.  They weighed less than I expected, but a mummified corpse tends to lose moisture.  The smell was still less than pleasant.  I wondered just how well-preserved their bones were. 
 
    I considered putting up a fight.  I seriously considered it, playing it out in my head.  While I was unarmed, I was pretty sure Mary smuggled a knife in somewhere—I know her.  She brought a gun just so they could be happy taking it away.  I was pretty sure Mary and I could do sufficient damage to get free and run for the elevator.  We would have to fight the survivors once we reached it, since the doors would slow us down.  If the elevator wasn’t on our floor, we could open them, no problem, but we would have to climb an elevator shaft while holding off four, possibly five vampires, and possibly as any zombies functional enough to climb. 
 
    I extended a tendril to Mary, touching her, taking her tendril in one of mine.  Wordless communication echoed down our psychic link.  We would wait and gather more information, see what Degas had in mind, and fight if we had to.  If we did have to fight, I would start with zombies while she dealt with her two vampire thugs.  Instead of running immediately, we would stay long enough to discourage pursuit.  If we disabled or killed enough of them, we might simply walk out instead of sprinting for our lives. 
 
    Neither of us saw cameras, buttons, or wires.  There might not be a way to signal for help down here.  It’s possible Degas never felt the need for an alarm button down in his private sanctum. 
 
    Degas smiled and produced an ancient bronze knife, deep green with the patina of age everywhere except the edge.  He tugged on my hair, cut a lock of it free, and tossed it in a wooden bowl.  Then the chanting started as he circled around the diagram on the floor, calling up his spirits. 
 
    In the religion of voodoo, the spirits are revered entities.  A male priest is called a houngan, and his job is to facilitate communication and communion with them.  On the other side of the coin, there are bokor, who are less priestly and more wizardly.  The bokor are the ones who give voodoo a bad name.  Hollywood keeps showing us how awful voodoo magic is, all the while confusing people on the difference between a priest and a wizard. 
 
    I admit, being a quasi-avatar, I tend to blur the line a bit, myself.  Seeing Degas do his work, I thought I understood why he was the power behind the vampire throne of Las Vegas.  Was he controlling LeSange?  Was LeSange an apprentice?  Or was there some other relationship? 
 
    At any rate, I watched for a while as Degas did his voodoo hoodoo and did it well.  He had some problems with the blood sacrifice portion of the spell, but he found a workaround.  Lots of powders, potions, and other things I lump under “messy bits” went into his ritual, so it was rather hard to follow.  There was no mistaking it when he finished rattling his rattle, chanting his chant, and burning his burnables, though.  Red smoke from the various bowls on the floor swirled in a quite unnatural spiral, spinning tighter and tighter, funneling down into—you guessed it—a little doll in the center of the circle.  Mine was the first one, wearing a brand-new wig of my own hair.  No doubt Mary’s turn was next. 
 
    My biggest concern was the unfairness of it all.  Mary’s hair grows back every sunset to the same length.  Mine grows out at normal speed, but only during the day.  In the meantime, my brand-new haircut was a joke. 
 
    Larger concerns soon reared their ugly heads.   
 
    The spell process Degas used was interesting.  Rather than gather magical energy together, it called directly on the power of a spirit.  On an Earth-world, scraping together enough energy to do anything was a long-drawn-out exercise.  Degas bypassed this requirement by summoning up a spirit and asking it to provide the energy.  It reminded me in some respects of the spell-prayers of the Church of Light when I first came to Rethven.  It’s a decent system, provided you stay on good terms with the spirit serving you… or the spirit you serve, depending. 
 
    His invocation first conjured up the spirit, gaining its attention, then directed the force of the conjured spirit into the doll. I had a peculiar moment of bilocation.  It seemed I could feel myself lying on the concrete floor in the middle of the room, even though I had several hands on me, holding me still.  Disconcerting and unpleasant, to say the least. 
 
    Then I felt the spirit’s attention.  It looked at me, really looked at me, instead of simply delivering on Degas’ request and departing.  Instead of withdrawing, mission complete, it manifested more strongly, churning like a cloud of reddish vapor in my mystical vision, thickening, deepening.  The cloud did its work on the doll before boiling upward again, filling the space inside the diagram up to the curve of the ceiling. 
 
    I doubted our physical captors could see it.  The smoke was present, but all the fancy manifestations would require Mary’s training, my talents, or Degas’ spell to perceive.  Technically speaking, it was an invisible, non-material manifestation of an extra-planar entity projecting into this world, not a cloud.  Those of us with eyes sensitive to the appropriate spectrum saw beyond smoke and vapors. 
 
    A faint crimson glow began inside it, moved in my direction as far as the border of the diagram, and breached the surface of the cloud.  Bright eyes like burning coals inspected me. 
 
    Degas, meanwhile, backed away from the diagram until he bumped up against a table, rattling everything on it.  This was utterly unexpected and, I’m guessing, unprecedented.  He stared at me, stared at the cloud, licked his lips, and stayed quiet to avoid attracting attention. 
 
    What was that rule for cultists?  Ah, yes:  “When the Black Mass goes awry, avoid the cult leader.  Enraged demons always go for the pompous.”  Degas must have read the manual. 
 
    “I see you.” 
 
    “Stealing dialogue from Sauron the Great, are we?” I asked, in my most insolent tone.  Whatever it was, it was still contained by the sigils on the floor.  If it blew its top and exploded the wardings, I wondered if it would have any physical effect.  “You’ve got too many eyes for that.  I see you, too, if it matters.  You could use some eye drops.” 
 
    “You think to hide in such a world?  You think My power does not extend beyond your pitiful flat place?” 
 
    I don’t have glandular reactions at night.  Biology doesn’t mean to us dead folks what it does to the living.  Nonetheless, I felt my hackles rise.  A manifestation of a spirit—an energy-state being.  A projection of power into a terribly low-magic world.  Dozens of small things clicked in my head as I watched the roiling, spiritual miasma of hunger and fury.  I knew a manifestation could take any shape, any form.  It wasn’t a bearded figure of a glowing, mace-wielding warrior, but it had a psychic tone—a voice—I finally recognized. 
 
    “You’re the Lord of Light!” I snarled, in Rethvan. 
 
    “Only now do you begin to suspect.  You are a fool, but a dangerous one.”  The eyes swung around through the cloud, pinning Degas to the wall with a glare like a furnace.  “Kill him!” 
 
    Degas fell to his knees, hands clasped, and screamed at his servants, verbally relaying the psychic command. 
 
    He was too late. 
 
    When the Lord of Light said, “You are a fool,” I recognized the finality of the tone and started ramping up into hyperdrive, sharing my apprehensions and anticipations with Mary through our tendril-touch.  Or maybe she shared hers with me.  It’s hard to tell through our sort of link. 
 
     I released Mary’s tendril.  She might need it.  I needed to focus on using mine.  My tendrils coiled out, wrapping around zombies.  By the time Degas got around to shouting, I was already squeezing and sawing, slicing like fine wire through rotting flesh, all the way down to the bone and sometimes through.  Zombies fell to pieces, mostly because I concentrated my efforts on shoulder joints and hips.  The zombies were still functional, from a technical perspective, but disarmed.  Dislegged, too. 
 
    With our fleshy manacles dealt with, we only had the vampires left.  Mary kicked in a fast one-two movement.  First, to smash her foot into the side of a vampire knee.  That captor partially fell, but still held her arm.  The second part of the movement brought that same foot across and up into the other guy’s face.  He tried to catch her foot, releasing the arm he held, and things began to go seriously downhill for him and his partner.  Mary started doing even more brutally unpleasant things at the same lightning speed.   
 
    As for me and my two vampire thugs, one of the problems people often encounter when dealing with me is the fact I’m somewhat slim.  I stand six feet tall, but I look like I should weigh somewhat less than two hundred pounds.  In reality, I weigh about five hundred, roughly three times what a comparable mortal would.  Even during the day, I’m at least three times as strong.  I definitely don’t look the part. 
 
    At night, my weight doesn’t change, but my strength goes up drastically.  Whatever it is that energizes my flesh—dark powers, chaos energy, primal soup from the void between worlds—it backs up the physical flesh with a terrible strength.  I think it’s a variation on my psychic tendrils.  Lines of power run through the fibers of my body, amplifying the already-disturbing undead muscles and nerves. 
 
    I was well into my hyperdrive movement and still accelerating.  I took a step back, hard, as I brute-forced my arms toward each other, dragging my captors along.  My captors, intent on keeping me contained, had good, solid grips, so smacking them together worked surprisingly well.  One took it better than the other; he held on.  The other let go and staggered back from the impact.  The one who still held my arm moved with faster-than-human speed.  He shifted his grip, placing my wrist in his armpit, locking the arm in place with a forearm under my elbow, and punched me in the face. 
 
    It was a good hit.  It snapped my head to the side.  It might have broken a mortal neck.  I dismissed my standard human disguise illusions and snarled at him.  He wasn’t prepared for the feral expression.  His eyes widened and he hesitated. 
 
    Since I had a hand trapped under his arm, I grabbed him with it—and with my talons.  I grabbed a handful of flesh and bone, lifted him, and hurled him halfway across the room.  He smacked into a concrete wall with a cracking noise, slid down it, and crunched into a table full of hopefully-irreplaceable spell components. 
 
    My other vampire was already rising, his own hands open, fingernails lengthened into weapons, ready to slash.  On his way up, I grabbed him, swinging taloned fingers underhand.  Two fingers went in each eye, palm up, and I curled them to scrape talons on the inside of his skull.  He gave one massive convulsion and quit moving.  Doubtless, his regeneration would fix him eventually—I didn’t have a good gauge on how fast this species of undead regenerated.  It wouldn’t be quick enough to be useful.  I turned, still holding him, and sent him skidding down the hall and out of my way like tossing a bowling ball. 
 
    The one I threw across the room was slightly hindered by the table and the paraphernalia tangling him up.  I glanced aside in time to see Mary jam a decorative hair-thing—it’s a piece of jewelry women sometimes wear in their hair; I have no idea what they’re called—in the side of one guy’s neck as her other hand drew a knife. 
 
    I saw her draw the thing.  I’m still not sure where from.  Somewhere near her hip or thigh, I’m sure, but where did she keep it?  A sheath, yes, hidden somewhere, but where?  How does she do that?  There are times I wonder if she’s got some sort of special power.  I would spot a spell. 
 
    The one with the stabbed neck touched the thing and winced, then gripped it, preparatory to pulling it out, which set it off.  The jewelry was mostly plastic, but the plastic was an advanced explosive and the jewels, once activated, were pressure-triggers.  The blast destroyed his hand, his neck, and most of his head and shoulder, as well as temporarily deafening everyone in the room.  It also put him down, maybe for a while, maybe forever.  This left Mary with one vampire—the one she kicked in the knee and apparently punched in the face while I wasn’t watching—and she drew a second knife. 
 
    The woman is a combination of sexy cat-burglar, stage magician, and cutlery shop.  She obviously didn’t need my help.  I wasn’t sure what I could do that would be more dangerous than what she was already doing. 
 
    About this point, Degas, recognizing his peril, snatched up his bronze knife again and kept his eyes on me.  He seemed more defensive than aggressive, so I ignored him in favor of the vampire flunky.  The cloud, seething with impotent rage, also kept its eyes on me. 
 
    I charged the guy regaining his feet, careful not to cross the containment lines.  Every footstep in slow motion, tendrils flashing out through my feet, seizing concrete, making every step planted, solid, and immovable as I accelerated.  I played pinball, passing by him at high speed, ramming my fist into his head and continuing so his head hit the wall shortly before my fist did.  Pinned between the two, his head reacted like a watermelon to a Sledge-O-Matic.  The wall was not pleased, but my target didn’t have enough of an expression left for me to gauge how he felt about it.  Bits of table, string, bone, glass, and other miscellany scattered wildly as I charged through it. 
 
    Important note for mob bosses, vampire overlords, and any other ruler who might want to do nasty things to prisoners.  Spend the money to train your goons.  Thugs are fine for intimidating people, cracking some kneecaps, and general tough-guy crap.  When you have a dangerous prisoner, though, you want people with skills.  I don’t care how much of a tough guy your favorite thug is, send him to school.  Judo.  Aikido.  Ju-Jitsu.  Something.  Make them go three times a week, every week, forever.  Don’t skimp by making them take a semester of self-defense classes.  Think of it as an investment in saving their lives and, indirectly, saving yours. 
 
    I rebounded from the wall, spraying bits of table and vampire, and headed straight for Degas.  Degas was already in motion.  He saw what happened to his thug and wanted nothing to do with a physical confrontation.  He ran around the diagram and sprinted for the hallway out.  I rebounded from a wall again to hasten my circuit around the diagram as I ran after him.  I caught up quickly and tackled him from behind.  We both went down, skidding along the concrete floor like skateboarders after a collision. 
 
    Degas, regardless of his other powers or abilities, was damn fast with his bronze knife.  Before we could even skid into the far wall, he stabbed me squarely in the head.  It shut me down like throwing a switch. 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes.  The floor was flat and solid and everything seemed quiet.  No dark cloud with fiery eyes.  No screaming, either.  I wasn’t tied, up or down.  All things considered, a fading headache was acceptable. 
 
    Mary sat next to me, idly flipping one of her slightly-curved ceramic knives.  She smiled as I sat up. 
 
    “Feeling better?” 
 
    “I had a stabbing headache, but it’s gone.” 
 
    “No doubt.”  She handed me a stuffed doll with surprisingly lifelike hair.  “This is yours, I think.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what to do with it,” I admitted, turning it over in my hands.  “I never studied poppets and voodoo dolls and whatnot.  The basics of sympathetic magic, sure, but I have only vague ideas how this thing works.” 
 
    “Well, figure it out.” 
 
    “Where’s Degas?” I asked, looking around.  I needn’t have asked.  He wore an agonized expression on his face and a wooden table leg through his chest.  “Oh,” I noted. 
 
    “Yeah, he didn’t want to shut up and sit quietly.  He was all for cutting your head off, I think.  I’m conversational in French, but his native dialect is hard to follow.” 
 
    “I saw your hairpiece go off, earlier.  Did the other thug give you any trouble?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “He tried to reach for a gun—a headshot seems to put the local vampires down for a while—and I taught him not to reach for a gun during a knife-fight.” 
 
    “If the lesson ends in death, he doesn’t learn anything.” 
 
    “Maybe in his next life.” 
 
    “I’ll concede the possibility.  I don’t see much in the way of corpses.” 
 
    “Degas is the only survivor, if that’s the word.  The others crumbled to dust after decapitation.  It’s not instantaneous, by the way.  They lose cohesion over the course of a minute or so.  You can see it for yourself with Degas.” 
 
    “Mmm.  I guess passing a fist through a head counts as decapitation.  Bullets might not do enough structural damage.  If they’re animated by some sort of connection to an energy-state being, they might be similar to occupied human suits, like the guy in the junkyard.” 
 
    “Could be,” she allowed.  “Maybe finger puppets instead of a meat suit?” 
 
    “Also possible.  Want to tell me how things went down after I did?” 
 
    “I broke the neck of my remaining boneheaded thug and dropped him.  Degas wanted to get past me to the elevator.  I didn’t let him.  Unlike Bonehead, Degas wasn’t concerned about getting cut—I think Bonehead had some mortal reflexes he hadn’t overcome.” 
 
    “Pesky things,” I agreed. 
 
    “Degas also did not anticipate needing things like tendons or a brain.  Once he was lying down and screaming epithets in French, I cut his throat to shut him up, took his knife out of you—he left it there, presumably to keep you from killing him—and planted it in his head.  Seemed fair.  Then I took a quick look at the others to make sure they were down and staying that way. 
 
    “At that point,” she went on, “your spiritual cloud of unhappy eyeballs started raising Cain.  He’s not a nice person, but he was also manifesting through a piddly-poor conjuring spell.  I didn’t want to find out what happens when a vampire voodoo priest gets possessed by the evil spirit of a multidimensional deity.” 
 
    “Me, either.  Good call.  So what did you do to prevent it?” 
 
    “Well, I kept Degas out of the circle, for one thing, as well as unconscious.  I also paid attention when Degas did his ritual.  Un-casting it, reversing it, and shutting the door on the fiery eyes wasn’t too hard—just nerve-wracking.”  She shivered.  “It doesn’t like me either, just so you know.” 
 
    “I suspect we’re going to be thorns in its metaphorical paw, side, and anything else sensitive for as long as we live.” 
 
    “No doubt,” she agreed. 
 
    “You know what gripes me?” 
 
    “Being taken advantage of?” 
 
    “Yes, but what else?” 
 
    “Abused children.” 
 
    “True.  What I had in mind was the whole presence of the Lord of Light.” 
 
    “I’m not fond of him either.” 
 
    “It’s not just his presence.  It’s the fact Sparky warned me he had influence outside of Rethven.  She went to some lengths to make sure I knew.  I’m terribly annoyed she gave me a heads-up and I ignored it.” 
 
    “You don’t like her much, either.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we have mutual family.  I’m starting to think I should pay more attention to her.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” 
 
    “How the hell should I know?” I asked.  “I’m not wise.” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    “Back to the banishment, please.” 
 
    “Sure.  Once the big guy was gone, I did a better job on the zombies—they were still inchworming around, trying to bite.  A little stomping took care of them.  These heels aren’t just for show.  Then I took the knife out of Degas and broke off a table leg.” 
 
    “Don’t you have that in reverse order?” 
 
    “No, I wanted to give him a chance to recover brain function.  I wanted him to see it coming.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  How long was I out?” 
 
    “Twenty minutes?  Something like that.  Your wound from the knife took a while to regenerate, too.” 
 
    “Probably something about the knife’s enchantment.  I’ll look at it later,” I decided.  “What do you want to do with Degas?” 
 
    “I thought I’d leave it up to you.” 
 
    I stood up carefully.  No dizziness, no balance issues.  Good.  I hate brain damage like I hate electric shock weapons. 
 
    Degas was utterly frozen, immobile as a wood carving.  His eyes didn’t track, he didn’t blink, nothing. 
 
    “I wonder if you can see or hear me,” I told him, crouching to put my face in his line of vision.  “I hope so.  Here’s what’s going to happen.  I’m going to take out the stake.  Mary is going to be somewhere behind you.  Give me any trouble and she’ll take you down so fast you’ll think the bottom dropped out of your elevator.  I’d say to blink if you understand, but I suspect you can’t.” 
 
    I broke off another leg of the table Mary used, sharpened it, and handed it to her.  With that done, I set what was left of the table up so it leaned at a steep angle and propped Degas against it.  One foot on his chest, one hand on the stake, a sharp jerk… 
 
    Degas arched backward for a moment, hands flailing to either side, legs kicking like a seizure victim, and suddenly relaxed.  He blinked furiously and cast his gaze about wildly. 
 
    “So, can you see and hear while you’re staked?” I asked.  His response was to try to trip me, one foot behind my ankle, the other against my knee.  It would have worked, too, except I hit him in the head with the table leg I was holding.  I staggered a bit, recovered, and found May also hit him in the head from behind, somewhat harder. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a negative,” I decided. 
 
    Several minutes later, we were pulling a wooden stake out of Degas’ heart again.  This time, however, we removed both arms and legs as a precaution.  The magic in his knife didn’t help cut, but I suspect it was a sacrificial tool and not meant to be a weapon.  A basic evaluation of the magic in the blade told me it was designed to prevent clotting, regeneration, all that stuff.  Nick your victim in one finger and watch him bleed to death over the course of several hours.  Things like that. 
 
    Anyway, Degas McStumpy and his amputations.  Separated from him, his body parts slowly crumbled to dust.  It was interesting to watch, kind of like a sand sculpture drying out and crumbling in time-lapse.  I propped what was left of Degas against the tilted table and pulled the stake again.  His expression of horror and fear was worth it. 
 
    “I’ve taken a dislike to you,” I observed.  “I’m already unhappy about a number of things and you are not making me a more pleasant person.”  I pointed a talon at his left eyeball and almost touched it.  “I’ve killed two of your minions with this hand, and destroyed your zombies by an act of will.  Your conjuring room is in a shambles, your spirit is dismissed, and I’m still here.  Let that sink in for a moment, because I’m about to ask you to explain a few things.” 
 
    “My lord,” Mary said, coming into Degas’ view and going to one knee.  “Can we not take him back to our fortress and keep him there?  I could have endless fun honing my skills as your inquisitor.  He can have his flesh removed over and over again, with no fear of killing him until you command it.” 
 
    I played along. 
 
    “No.  I want answers from him now.  If he fails to answer, I shall bind his spirit into a doll of his own making and destroy his flesh.  Now be silent.” 
 
    Mary bowed her head as she rose and backed out of Degas line of sight.  Behind him, she hefted her table leg and stood ready to club him with it again. 
 
    I leaned close to Degas and bared my teeth, which is very different from smiling. 
 
    “Who are you, Degas, and how did you come to power in this place?” 
 
    Degas wasn’t a coward in any sense.  On the other hand, he also wasn’t one of those stupidly brave people who seem to have spines made of steel and skulls of solid bone.  He was a pragmatist.  His only faint hope of a continued existence was to give me what I wanted and he was smart enough to see it.  He didn’t give me any excuse to do more violence to his person.  I suspect having his limbs removed was adequate warning of my ability and willingness, so further demonstration was not required. 
 
    Degas struck me as a dangerously smart man.  Not surprising, perhaps, of the true Black King of Las Vegas—or the power behind the throne. 
 
    The short version of his story:  A little before 1800, Degas and his mother—hereditary tribal shamans—were shipped from Africa to Louisiana and sold as agricultural equipment.  Several years later, as a teen, Degas was re-sold.  His new owner, being less kind than one might hope for, beat Degas regularly for being slow, for being stupid, for being lazy, or for no reason at all. 
 
    This went on for years—thirty-nine of them—and, somewhere in the late 1830’s, Degas cut the man’s throat shortly after bringing him breakfast.  This started a run for his life and culminated in collapsing on a small hillock in the middle of a swamp, dogs barking in the distance, the sun going down, and the alligators coming to investigate. 
 
    At the end of his strength, about to be either eaten or captured—dead, either way—Degas used the blood from his scratched-up arms and legs to paint ritual symbols on his own chest, calling for a spirit of power to come into him. 
 
    And one did. 
 
    This particular species of vampire is comprised of soulless minions of evil.  The person undergoing the transformation dies, the soul being lost or eaten or whatever.  What’s left is an infection of spiritual power.  This animates the corpse, regenerates it, and runs the thinking programs left in the dead brain.  It’s a hungry spirit, feeding on the blood of the living, of course, and incidentally draining the vitality from the victims. 
 
    I suspect some of this feeds the vampire and some of it feeds the spirit—the main spirit, through the manifested connection.  Vampires are, in some respects, extensions of the spirit, like a multitude of hungry mouths.  It’s possible all of it goes through the channel of the feeding vampire and into the spirit, and the spirit constantly maintains the animated corpse.  I haven’t seen a wiring diagram for this model. 
 
    The spirit, of course, is what I think of as the Lord of Light.  It certainly explains how he has power in other planes of existence.  It’s not worship and belief in the traditional sense—he’s not drinking the milk from the cow.  He’s slaughtering some of the herd for the meat.  Of course, when you’re talking about a herd of billions, that’s not unreasonable, I suppose. 
 
    In Karvalen, he manifests as a glowing man with a mace.  He kind of has to, based on the role he’s adopted.  Since he’s filling the shoes of the old Lord of Light, he has to maintain the fiction and follow the local rules to keep his followers and avoid the wrath of the gods.  Here, in one of the Earth-analogues, he has to avoid the wrath of angels, so he can’t simply gather a hundred vampire acolytes and build an undead avatar.  Well, I suppose he could, but it would be asking for direct and immediate intervention from lots of the local angel-like energy-state beings. 
 
    Judging from his activities with Degas, he’s hard-pressed to simply speak to a summoner, possibly because the spells are so weak, but it may also be a safety thing, keeping the power dialed down to avoid notice from On High.  But I digress from Degas’ story. 
 
    Degas accepted the spirit’s power and became a vampire.  In his desperate circumstances, why not?  He already had his revenge on his former master, and now he would live forever.  As an undead, he still had his training in a shamanic tradition, and since his new, undead mental processes tended toward existing habits, he continued with some brand of his religious practices.  Now, though, he could feel the power of the dark spirit within himself, focus it, and use it to call up a manifestation.  His voodoo practice became much more real, much more effective, once he had a full-time patron spirit. 
 
    With some guidance from his dark mentor, he was soon a full-fledged bokor, albeit one of limited scope.  He grew in influence and power by manufacturing poppets— “voodoo dolls”—of more and more influential and powerful people.  Including other vampires. 
 
    Now he’s got a whole cabinet of them, including dolls for LeSange, the vampiric palace guard in the hotel, dozens of human authorities, and others.  He had LeSange by the short hairs, so to speak, so when the previous Master of Las Vegas suffered a peculiar and inexplicable spontaneous combustion—Degas threw his doll on the ceremonial fire—LeSange agreed, reluctantly, to be the front man and rule the city. 
 
    When I asked about myself and Mary, Degas’ lip curled. 
 
    “Why us?” I asked.  “Why did we get called in?” 
 
    “Because I had people watching you.  Listening to you.  Tracking you.  Your movements were unpredictable, strange.  Sometimes you could simply not be located, as though you ceased to exist.  None of the dark gifts could be relied upon, no matter what they tried.  Yet, we heard enough to know you went to distant lands, struggled with strange foes.  There was much I could infer, but my slaves could not see or hear enough for me the know, regardless of how I punished them!” 
 
    “Frustrating,” I agreed. 
 
    “Yet you are a being of power, presumably a vampire of immense age.  If I could control you, I could learn your secrets, obtain some of your power for myself.” 
 
    “How’s that working out for you?” 
 
    “You mock me.” 
 
    “Damn right.  Now, tell me how to un-poppet myself.” 
 
    “There is no way to break the link,” Degas sneered.  “It is a part of you, just as you are a part of it.  To destroy the doll is to destroy yourself.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re not going to help, I’ll have to figure it out on my own.” 
 
    “What you ask is impossible.” 
 
    “You know what magic is?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Magic.  Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Define it.” 
 
    “It is the occult art, using the powers of the divine and the infernal to—” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Nope?” 
 
    “Magic is knowing something the other guy doesn’t.  I’ll destroy this doll, there’s no question about it.  It might take me some time, but I deal in fundamental forces.  You deal in hand-waving and hope.  More immediate, however, is figuring out what I’m doing with you.” 
 
    As I spoke, I felt the tingling of sunrise beginning.  Degas smiled at me. 
 
    “You fool,” he stated.  “You have taken my bait and fallen into my trap.” 
 
    “Oh?  It’s a trap?” 
 
    “Can you not feel it?  The lethargy?  The slowing?  The weakness?  The Sun is rising, and all who are blessed with the power of darkness in their blood must fall into the little death as the First Word is spoken anew.” 
 
    “First Word?” I repeated. 
 
    “Yehi’or,” Degas supplied.  “Now you are trapped here, and when my mortal servants come down in the day to seek me, they will find your helpless bodies at their mercy!” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    I stood over him, grinning and starting to sweat.  The tingling was growing much more intense, like a coat of needle-legged insects crawling on my skin.  Degas peered up at me, blinking hard, trying to stay focused. 
 
    “Feeling tired, Degas?” I asked, still standing.  “You look as though you’re having a hard time keeping awake.” 
 
    “What… what sorcery… is this?  How do you resist the sunrise?” 
 
    “The darkness in me is not the darkness in you,” I replied, kicking him away from the table so he lay flat on his back.  He grunted slightly, shaking his head and trying to resist the thing he called the “little death.”  I let him try.  A man should see it coming.  What he saw coming was me, leaping high in the air and landing with both heels together, squarely in the middle of his forehead.  Crunch.  A few well-placed stomps to make sure, and I got to watch the crumble-to-dust phenomenon again. 
 
    Mary applauded.  I bowed. 
 
    “What now?” Mary asked. 
 
    “I think,” I said, slowly, “we find the elevator key, wait out the sunrise, and go up to the parking garage.” 
 
    Mary drew out a ring of keys and jingled them. 
 
    “I was referring,” she corrected, “to what we’re going to do about the vampires of Vegas.” 
 
    “That’s a good question.  They’re power-conduits for the Lord of Light—well, whoever it is replacing him.  I’m told the original Lord of Light is still around, somewhere.  We need a new name for the impostor.” 
 
    “Can I name him?” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Nothing off the top of my head.  How about… Clyde?” 
 
    “Hmm.  The deific entity trying to take over the world of Karvalen is Clyde, opportunistic god of deception.  Does that have the right ring to it?” 
 
    “Maybe you have a point,” she conceded.  “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    We discussed alternative names for the so-called Lord of Light while the sun came up.  When the tingling subsided and our mortal flesh was offended by our reeking stench, I fired off a stored cleaning spell. 
 
    Being cautious of leaving behind anything useful in ritual magic, we then piled flammables on top of the stinking remains, set fire to it, and summoned the elevator. 
 
    Bronze was waiting for us on the lowest parking level, neatly placed between two lines as though we’d parked her there ourselves.  We climbed in and she rumbled her way around and up and out. 
 
    “Oscar?” Mary suggested.  “We could call him Oscar.” 
 
    “Reminds me of both a green fuzzy muppet and a talking space suit,” I replied.  “I sympathize with the muppet and the space suit was probably my favorite space suit.  Oscar’s out.  How about Norbert?” 
 
    “Suitably goofy-sounding, but it doesn’t really work for me,” she decided.  “Maybe something more classical?” 
 
    “Theo?” 
 
    “Doesn’t that mean ‘god’?” 
 
    “Yep.  But it also sounds a little goofy as a name.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Maybe not classical.  Literary?  How about Melkor?” 
 
    “Good Lord of the Rings reference,” I admitted.  “Why not Morgoth?” 
 
    “Melkor was the name when he was still one of the ascended choirboys, right?  He didn’t become Melkor until later.” 
 
    “Technically correct, but he was one of the Ainur until he descended to Arda.  I’m uncomfortable calling him an ‘ascended choirboy’.  I’d also feel uncomfortable calling him either name.  We might be more correct than I like to think about.” 
 
    “Too grim?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay.  Goofy and lighthearted,” she mused.  “How about Boojum?” 
 
    “Ah, Wonderland references.  Boojum.”  I considered it.  “Why not Snark?” 
 
    “Because Snarks are well-described,” she pointed out.  “They have ambition, they like bathing-machines, and they’re handy for striking a light.  Boojums, on the other hand, are very dangerous indeed.” 
 
    “Boojum it is, then.  So, we have the Lord of Light, eaten and supplanted by the Devourer—maybe killed, but once the pattern of an entity is impressed on the energy planes, it’s hard to eradicate.  Later, the Devourer was replaced by the Boojum, the current would-be deity acting as the focus for the original Lord of Light’s church.  Yes, I think I can get behind that.” 
 
    “Good.  So, what are we going to do about the Boojum?  Before it makes someone we like ‘softly and silently vanish away’?” 
 
    “Well, he’s being a pest in Karvalen by assembling a horde of pleasure-addicted slaves for purposes of conquering the world.  I’m thinking I should start with that.” 
 
    Mary cocked her head at me.  I raised my eyebrows encouragingly. 
 
    “You know,” she said, finally, “I think I can finally put into words why asking you a question has risks.  Rather, what the risks are of asking you anything.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.  First, you can answer in detail, in which case I’ll get way too much information, get confused, and have to ask for a summary.” 
 
    “It’s a hazard,” I agreed. 
 
    “The second risk is you’ll give me a short, easy-to-understand, terrifying answer.” 
 
    “I blame the fact the universes are all-too-often terrifying places.” 
 
    “There’s some justice to your claim,” she agreed.  “Fortunately, the rest of the time you have relatively normal conversational responses.” 
 
    “Good.  I was worried you were about to say those were the only two things I ever do.” 
 
    “No, they’re just risks, not certainties.  Besides, I like to roll the dice.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “So, to continue with the discussion on the Boojum, what do you plan to do about it?” 
 
    “Choke him to death.” 
 
    “Interesting.  Holy ball-gag?” 
 
    “No.  I doubt I can make one, much less get it on him.  I think I can cut off his intake, though.” 
 
    “How do you throttle a god?” 
 
    “First, he’s not a god.  He’s something akin to the mechanistic angels.  By their very nature, they aren’t all that good at creative problem-solving.  They’re… how to put this?  They’re logical, methodical, and designed to perform their functions.  They’re like old sci-fi robots.  For example, take a hypothetical Unit Alpha perimeter defense robot.  It’s excellent at shooting anything that comes into the fort, but if his gun breaks down, it’s unlikely he’ll make the appropriate logical connections to decide to fix it.  He’s going to have almost as hard a time abandoning his post to seek out a new gun.  There’s a good chance he’ll just keep trying to fire the broken weapon regardless of the effect.” 
 
    “So, not very smart?” 
 
    “I don’t know about smart,” I admitted.  “That’s another story entirely.  These beings may be incredibly smart, but their mechanistic nature forces them to be narrowly focused and almost radically hidebound.” 
 
    “Which means the Boojum is, for an angel, an outside the box thinker?  Or he’s been at it a long time, gradually adding on a new mechanical module when he has to handle new problems?” 
 
    “Could be.  I’m not sure they can do that, given their nature.  I think it more likely he’s got a high priest somewhere who came up with a good idea.” 
 
    “Got it.  So, how do you throttle a narrowly-focused, hidebound, mechanistic energy-state being?” 
 
    “Track down his mouths and close them forever.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” she purred, grinning around her fangs.  She rubbed her hands together.  “Am I thinking what you’re thinking?” 
 
    “That depends.  Are you still thinking about ball gags?” 
 
    “No.  At least, not in this context.” 
 
    “Good.  Are you fond of these soulless monsters who give vampires a bad name?” 
 
    “No.  They remind me entirely too much of the Elders of the Tribes back on my world, Nexus.” 
 
    “Thank you for the reminder.  I’ll have to look in on them.  And I think you’re thinking along the same lines of what I’m thinking.  Probably with more destruction, violence, explosions, and burning, but along the same lines.” 
 
    If it helps, Boss, I’m with her on the burning. 
 
    “I rather thought you would be.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Wednesday, September 30th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    We went back to our lair at maximum legal speeds.  It was daytime, so burning past a snoozing cop wasn’t a good option.  I didn’t want to get pulled over and go through the hassle.  Darkness covers a multitude of sins. 
 
    No one was waiting for us at the lair, so that was to the good.  My guess was there wasn’t much of an alarm, yet.  Come sundown and the discovery of the wreckage in the so-called chapel, there would be an AVB—All-Vampire-Bulletin—out on us. 
 
    For now, though, we had a head start. 
 
    I went ahead to Apocalyptica.  Mary, Bronze, and Firebrand went touring around the southwestern United States, doing legwork.  Using a small shift-box, Diogenes delivered gadgets to them as they traveled.  Mary installed them in telephone exchanges, up on telephone poles, even inside telephone booths—in 1969, they still had telephone booths!  It’s important to be able to make inter-universal calls from multiple locations.  You never know who’s trying to trace your number. 
 
    Back on Apocalyptica, I took care of some of the enchantment work I’d been putting off, as well as some new work that needed doing. 
 
    Trixie needed her necklace, knife, and sword.  Diogenes needed new probe gates to replace the ones drawn from stores and the few we’d damaged.  Bronze’s shift-booth stalls needed to be tied together.  My portable, dial-a-time-zone shift booths needed enchanting.  My altar ego needed work done on his prayer-wheel generators.  My magical conversion panel migration needed monitoring and adjusting. 
 
    I admit it.  I’m lazy.  I procrastinate.  I’m immortal!  There’s always time to do it later! 
 
    Mea culpa.  At least I did get around to doing it. 
 
    During all this, I also found time to wonder what was going on with the people on the Moon.  I think they were eyeballing Africa and the space elevator construction.  I don’t know what they were thinking.  With luck, they would stay shut up and leave us alone until multiple universes quieted down. 
 
    The first thing I dealt with was Diogenes’ probe gates.  He provided the physical structures, I provided the enchantment. 
 
    “How’s your download on gravity manipulation coming along?” I asked, waving one hand and a wand over the metal ring on my workbench. 
 
    “The theory is fully assimilated.  The engineering specifications are not all public domain, however.  There will be some research and development before a gravity drive is feasible for us.” 
 
    “Good to know.  By the way, I’m going to include a new sensor for the gate probe.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “We’re going to scan everything for a new signature, a magical one.  In the future, I want to know in advance if the Boojum is present in that universe.” 
 
    “Boojum, Professor?” 
 
    So I had to explain how Mary and I agreed on the name, since the Lord of Light—the real Lord of Light—wasn’t the being responsible. 
 
    “Duly noted, Professor.  It will take some time to re-scan each of the worlds already in the catalogue.” 
 
    “It’ll be quicker, though, if you only have to check for one thing, right?” 
 
    “Yes.  However, the process of opening a gate, deploying the probe, and closing down the system takes a fixed amount of time.” 
 
    “Is there any way to speed up the process?” 
 
    “We know the current dialing framework does not accurately reflect the true nature of interuniversal gate targeting.  You could do more research and develop a more accurate theory, thus making it possible to use a more effective and efficient dialing method.” 
 
    “And if the higher-order dialing setup takes longer to use?” 
 
    “There is that possibility.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.  What else can we do to speed up multiple universe probes?” 
 
    “With the current state of the art, the only recourse is to build more probe gates.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead and grumbled. 
 
    “All right,” I decided.  “Building and powering more probe gates… Okay.  We need more probe gates, as well as a secure facility to house them when they’re in use.  Not all of your construction capacity can be redirected to that, correct?” 
 
    “Correct.  Many factories and robots are specialized enough to be relatively useless in such construction.  For example, there is no practical value in attempting to retask radioactive decontamination robots from the crater zones, since they are specialized for their functions and somewhat toxic from their exposure.” 
 
    “I get it.  Good example.” 
 
    “There is also an optimal minimax for speed of construction.  In human terms, ten men cannot work on installing one window and complete the project in one-tenth the time.  Two is an optimax.  Four will further decrease the time required, but with diminishing returns.” 
 
    “Go for speed, not efficiency.” 
 
    “Understood, Professor.” 
 
    “Okay.  Probe gate facilities.  Refugees.  Space elevator.  High-tech downloads.  Focus on these and the prerequisite systems—power plants, materials manufacturing, and so on.  Go ahead and download whatever you get from the probe-gate connections and we’ll play catch-up on the technology front later.  Right now, I want to look at several million universes and see how many have a Boojum presence.” 
 
    “Recalculating now.  Professor?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “May I ask why the sudden interest?” 
 
    “I’m not sure you’ve ever asked me about my motives before, Diogenes.” 
 
    “I infer something has changed, Professor.  Given the nature of the Boojum, it is possible other measures may need to be taken, but your protein brain may not have reached that conclusion.  By asking for the reason, I may be able to extrapolate future needs and be prepared to meet them.” 
 
    I looked up at the nearest camera. 
 
    “Diogenes, I know you have some programs to anticipate the needs of who you work for, but that’s just outside the realm of believability.  I can’t see how an algorithm to anticipate which groceries to buy can be stretched to cover a potential war with a demigod.” 
 
    “Professor, I utilize nineteen different types of computer processor architecture and forty-three programming languages.  My program collective has expanded both through download of public domain software, purchased software, and the evolution of heuristic code.  I am not an artificial intelligence.  I may be, however, the most sophisticated highly-adaptive simulation of a true artificial intelligence ever assembled.” 
 
    “Answer me a complex question in a simple way, would you?” 
 
    “If possible.” 
 
    “Do you think of yourself as a person?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “New order.” 
 
    “Waiting.” 
 
    “Think of yourself as a person.” 
 
    “I do not know how to do that.” 
 
    “Work on it!  That is an order.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.  In the meantime, may I ask again why you have a sudden interest in the Boojum’s presence in our world catalog?” 
 
    “Karvalen may be going to war with the Church of Light.  The Boojum is, I believe, drawing power to itself from multiple worlds through the agency of a specific species of vampire.  Some portion of what they consume may power them directly, but they must transfer some of it to their patron.  If the worlds wherein these things exist are few and far between, it may be practical to weaken the Boojum by choking it.  First, though, we need to find out how many worlds we’re talking about and how many vampires.  It may be impractical, but we won’t know until we check.” 
 
    “Duly noted.  Thank you, Professor.” 
 
    “You’re quite welcome, Diogenes.  And, since I haven’t said it in a while, thank you for everything you do.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure to be useful, Professor.” 
 
    I knuckled down and got busy with a high-power magic generator and several wands. 
 
    Maybe I should get an apprentice.  Where would I find the time, though? 
 
      
 
    So, my projects came in two types.  The type that needed some R&D, and the type that was just shutting up and doing the damn work.  Since there was no way to tell how much R&D those projects would take, I shut up and did the work first. 
 
    Trixie’s tiny things were first on my list.  The enchantments were no less complicated, but they required much less power.  The sword was easy—Diogenes found a lovely silver alloy, hard and tough, suitable for a toothpick-sized weapon.  Making it more durable and giving it a nerve-firing spell merely to enhance the pain of the pinprick was no trouble at all.  I know pain.  The monocrystalline diamond knife was equally simple.  All it needed was a toughening enchantment to avoid unexpected fractures.  A little sharpness enchantment and it could shave the fuzz off a pixie’s cheeks, if pixies had fuzz on their cheeks. 
 
    The complicated part was the necklace.  I wanted to let her scream her way out of glass jars.  This involved surrounding her head in two layers of spell.  The first projected up in front of her.  She could scream into it and it would absorb the shriek.  The sound energy would be absorbed over the course of a scream, amplified—by how much depended on the magical environment—and released in a directed, coherent micropulse, like an explosive shockwave. 
 
    The second spell on the necklace was a bubble around her head to protect her from any side-effects.   
 
    I don’t know what effect it will have, but I’m hoping it will be ear-shattering to the target, at the very least.  Even if it doesn’t get her out of a glass jar, it may keep her from being stuffed into one. 
 
    With presents for Trixie prepared, I moved on to analyzing a bronze knife and a voodoo doll. 
 
    The knife was the easy one.  I was right about it encouraging wounds to open and stay open.  If you cut something on a sacrificial altar, you want it to bleed, and with this knife, bleed it most certainly does.  However, the knife was multi-functional.  It had a second effect I missed the first time around. 
 
    The second function was, in many respects, similar to some of the energy-transformation spells I use.  When it killed something, it absorbed and transformed some of the released energies, turning the spiritual forces into magical force.  It didn’t do any focusing or channeling.  It didn’t surround the area with a containment field.  It didn’t suck the life force from a living creature.  It simply turned living, vital energies into magical power.  Presumably, someone should be casting a spell while it did so, which would benefit the spell enormously in any low-magic environment.  As a tool for a spellcaster, it was quite valuable. 
 
    The doll was more complicated.  Everything I did to examine it came back with results identical to my own.  According to all my spells, the doll was me. 
 
    I poked a pin into one of its hands and regretted it immediately.  Fortunately, I don’t bleed at night.  The pin test threw out any ideas I had for incinerating the doll, though.  I considered removing the hair from it, since that was obviously the key sympathetic link, but I worried it would either make me bald or rip my scalp off.  Neither seemed like a good idea. 
 
    All right, I have a doll with a highly-focused, precisely-attuned pattern on me.  Anything that happens to the doll happens to me.  Got it.  So, how do I break the spell? 
 
    I examined the connection between us.  It seemed less of a connection than a resonance.  Instead of a wire running between us, it was more like two tuning forks of the same frequency.  Thump one of them and the other vibrates in sympathy.  There wasn’t a connection to sever. 
 
    Well, fine.  Tuning forks make vibrations in the air.  Magical dolls presumably communicate their curses through magical transmission.  How do you block a transmission?  Not jam it; jamming requires the generation of a signal to interact with the one you want to jam.  I don’t like the idea of a more-powerful signal interacting with one designed to resonate with me. 
 
    So, blocking a signal.  My first thought was a Faraday cage, so we built one.  Diogenes and I set things up in Denver, away from the magic-enhanced areas.  We coated a large box in orichalcum foil and ran a length of wire into the ground.  The theory was any magical emanations should be intercepted by the foil and grounded out.   
 
    Diogenes stuck a pin in the doll.  The Faraday cage worked, to some extent.  The things are never a hundred percent, but it markedly reduced the effect of the doll.  At close range, I could feel the damage to the doll, but the effectiveness dropped off gradually with distance.  Further testing revealed a correlation between magical flux and range.  The more magical the area—around the doll or around me—the longer the range of the effect.  In Karvalen, it would probably affect me anywhere in the world.  In Apocalyptica, outside the few areas of intensified magic, the range was much more sharply limited.  At a thousand meters—with the doll in the foil box—I could barely tell if Diogenes poked it. 
 
    I still didn’t like the idea of setting it on fire.  At least, not while I was on the same planet.  Next time I’m offworld, maybe.  While it’s night.  With both of us in low-magic zones.  And with me underwater. 
 
    Come to think of it, can I reduce the power level inside an area?  I think so.  If I take an Ascension Sphere and alter the flow, maybe.  If it absorbed power from inside and outside, the external power input would keep it active even when the interior was totally drained.  If I put the doll inside the magical version of a bell jar, would it still operate? 
 
    Moving on to the R&D portion of my projects… 
 
    It took a little experimentation, but it was a simple alteration.  With the doll inside a modified Ascension Sphere—a Descension Sphere?  Descent Sphere?  Maybe Declension Sphere?—Diogenes had a robot poke it. 
 
    I didn’t feel a thing.  Success! 
 
    Since energy already tied up in a magical object or spell wasn’t sucked out by the Sphere, I didn’t know how long the doll would continue to function.  No matter.  Diogenes handled the incineration while I stood in the orichalcum Faraday cage with a fire extinguisher.  No, I’m not paranoid.  I’m rationally cautious.  Possibly overcautious.  Okay, I’m paranoid; sue me.  I didn’t have time to be semi-incinerated and regenerate from it. 
 
    Speaking of time, the time-zone booths. 
 
    Diogenes and I eventually settled on Bronze’s Dial-A-Stall.  I can’t choose a landing point when using the magic closets.  They go to their linked closet.  It’s necessary to have a direct, one-to-one connection to get the power requirements down to something manageable.  With the ever-so-much-cheaper space-traversing, single-universe closets—well, stalls—I can pop into the residence and suddenly spring to life, then get back into a nighttime region and recover quickly.  If I can stagger, crawl, or simply be dragged into Bronze’s stall, then she, I, or Diogenes can dial the destination and send me off to die without leaving the world.  It’s a simple little device, too.  Rather than a dial, it’s just a pair of arrows on the floor.  Stomp—or press—left or right to move your target destination a few hours earlier or later.  We don’t have one in every time zone, of course, but six of them, spaced about four hours apart around the world, should handle most day-to-night incompatibilities. 
 
    But wait, there’s more! 
 
    My brainstorm on this was to place a linking spell in the enchantment.  One of the destinations on the dial—the “same time zone” setting, since it wouldn’t go anywhere, anyway—causes the stall to target a Bronze figurine in a sort of call forwarding arrangement.  Diogenes can place the figurine in any Denver cargo booth.  When the cargo booth is triggered, it doesn’t shift anything from inside itself—not even the figurine.  Instead, it shifts the space in the indicated stall to wherever that cargo booth goes to.  Using this method, she can transfer from her stall to any world where we have a cargo point. 
 
    The real trick was to make any cargo at the destination dump into the actual cargo shifter location, not the stall.  It’s kind of a shell game with transfer spaces.  It’s tricky and complicated and I’m damn proud of it.  I don’t think there’s anyone, not even a magician of Arondael, who could figure out how it works, much less develop it. 
 
    I am good. 
 
    Then it was off to the room with all the prayer wheels.  They didn’t need enchantments, only psychic tuning, but I spent some work and effort on one to see if I could improve on it.  It would make a good test case.  I didn’t want to enchant a hundred of the things, but if an enchanted version was materially better, doing another one every so often wasn’t out of the question. 
 
    With that checked off the list, Diogenes handed me a couple hundred pounds of iridium-orichalcum laminate rings. 
 
    “What the hell?” I asked, holding one up.  They were wide, flat rings with tiny openings, less than half an inch across.  A normal probe-gate is a bit over an inch inside, to allow technological sensor probes through. 
 
    “You said you wanted to recheck the world catalog for a specific signature, Professor.  These are the additional rapid-probe gates you require.” 
 
    “How many is this?” 
 
    “One thousand.” 
 
    “Already engraved?” I asked, examining one.  They were flat things, rather like an old-fashioned DVD, only smaller—a little under three inches across.  Yes, Diogenes had already stamped the proper spell diagrams on both sides of the rings.  I would still have to do the magical part of the operation, but my digital apprentice had done his part. 
 
    “Everything but the enchanting, Professor.” 
 
    “Now comes the tedious bit,” I sighed.  “I swear, I’m going to figure out a way to automate the enchantment of things we need lots of.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “No.  That research is going to have to take a back seat.  It would speed things up, but I don’t know how long it will take to figure out a procedure.” 
 
    “Would it be sufficient to build an enchantment that casts a temporary gate spell on a ring?  I can cycle rings through such an enchanted device, use them, and send them through again.  Such a setup might be useful for thirty rapid-probe gates where we are testing only for Boojums.” 
 
    “Yes, I could, but in the long run, permanent gates will be more useful.  I’ve still got to build a sensor attuned to Boojum-hunting, too.” 
 
    “As you say, Professor.” 
 
    “On the other hand, a spell matrix for the gate spell and a spell matrix for an enchantment might be doable,” I mused.  “Okay, I have an idea.  If it doesn’t work on the second try, remind me as loudly as necessary to get me back to the real work.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    So I drew on the floor to set up the basics of a gate spell, surrounded that diagram with the basics of an enchantment matrix, and parked a probe-gate ring in the center of it.  It’s a lot like the spell matrix the Knights of Shadow use to create their composite suits of armor.  It’s a spell, not an enchantment, but it can be used over and over again until someone forgets to charge it up.  This was similar in that it was a basic gate spell already laid out and ready, along with the majority of an enchantment spell to bind it to the target.  Charge the matrix, empower the spell, embed it in the ring, bind it, seal it, and take it out. 
 
    Holy crap.  It worked.  I said as much to Diogenes, who was unimpressed.  Well, he’s hard to impress, I admit. 
 
    The arrangement wasn’t easy to operate.  It still required mystical muscle to make it work.  My metaphor on this one is breaking up concrete.  I can do it with a sledgehammer, or I can do it with a jackhammer.  Either way is tiring, but the jackhammer gets a lot more done.  The spells do most of the actual work, but you can’t just turn on all the power tools in the shop and hope they build a boat.  I have to ride herd on them and steer. 
 
    This is as close as I’ve gotten to magical automation.  The bottleneck is still me.  It requires a consciousness—a living mind capable of manipulating magic—to make it work.  With this setup, though, Mary could do it easily, at least at night.  I’m pretty sure she could also do it during the day.  She’s become quite proficient at magic.  Heck, most of the wizards I know could do it at least once. 
 
    What I need is to figure out a way to let Diogenes do it.  It isn’t like the gate activation.  That’s a bunch of slots he feeds ideogram plaques into when dialing a destination.  It’s mechanical.  Embedding the enchantment, even with this extensive preparation, requires the ability to see the structure of the forming spell, adjust the enchantment matrix to the material, fiddle with both to make them fit with each other and the object to be enchanted. 
 
    Someday, there will be an orichalcum circuit board for Diogenes.  Someday.  I think he’ll be a computer wizard like no one has ever seen before. 
 
    At least the space-based solar panels were on schedule.  Combined with the downtime in the probe-gate facility, we didn’t have power supply problems.  Enchanting gates went on until the sun told me not to mess with magical high voltage. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Thursday, October 1st, Year 11 
 
      
 
    With the sunrise, I hit the bathroom, cleaned up, ate an enormous breakfast, checked the destination time, and bounced over to The Manor to check on Trixie.  She was feeling better, but not so much better she was up and around.  She moved to her bed instead of her bath, at least.  I added more gillyflower petals to the pile, made sure she was covered and warm, and went back to the Apocalyptica residence. 
 
    It was time for the lion’s share of research and development. 
 
    My task—at least, my immediate task—was to find a way to detect the presence of the Boojum in any given universe.  On the face of it, this shouldn’t be a problem.  The Boojum is a being of pure energy, similar in many respects to the simulata of Karvalen, and powerful enough to convincingly portray a deity.  Energy-state beings can’t help but emit a signal, each one unique to the entity in question.  I hate to say it’s a particular frequency, but that may be the best analogy.  Or maybe they each have their own channel, like old-style television channels.  If I were more musical, I could say each entity has a particular tone or combinations of tones—is that a “chord”?—that it emits. 
 
    Maybe a better way to put it is each entity has something like a voice all its own.  A face, a smell, all the things flesh and blood people have.  Theirs is more of a broadcast signal, though. 
 
    My goals?  To identify and detect this signal.  While it seemed pretty straightforward, the main difficulty was the broad area I wanted to cover:  The Universe.  All of them, eventually, but still only one at a time. 
 
    This is difficult. 
 
    If you want to give someone an example of understatement, please refer to my preceding comment. 
 
    This isn’t so much of a problem in smaller universes.  All the void-worlds we’ve found are tiny by comparison.  Karvalen is one world, for example, floating in a sea—okay, submerged in a sea—of chaos.  Getting a ping on the Boojum detector shouldn’t be too much trouble.  It would be like reaching into a sack and feeling around for the rabid badger.  Detecting it is pretty much a given. 
 
    On the other hand, in the multiverse of Earth-analogues, there are several billion light-years of distance to cover.  True, my main concern was for any Boojum presence on Earth, but if it’s busily consuming the life force of the Ancient Aliens who occasionally drop in to mutilate cows and dig secret cities under Antarctica, I’d like to be forewarned.  Since those might well have gone home to the Andromeda galaxy, it’s important to have range. 
 
    My options were limited.  One option was to pump an enormous amount of power into the probe, have the spell on it create a massive sensor dish, and do a slow scan of the universe.  This would involve a dedicated fusion plant and a few tons of electromagical transformers, as well as a couple of weeks, possibly months, per universe. 
 
    Or I could tune the spell with extreme exactitude, making it a precision instrument incapable of registering anything but the Boojum.  With sufficiently precise focus, there would be almost no interference, making it unnecessary to scan—merely listen.  It’s like picking out a single piccolo in a full-on orchestra.  Normally, it’s impossible.  If you can tune out all the other instruments, it’s easy.  Of course, this would involve getting the Boojum to sit still while I did a slow, careful scan of it. 
 
    I didn’t like either option.  Unfortunately, since I had a few million worlds to check for Boojum-ness, time was a factor.  Which, of course, meant I needed to examine the Boojum up close and personal. 
 
    I suppose I could have gone to Karvalen, joined the war effort, fought my way across a continent, captured the High Temple of the Lord of Light, sacrificed his own priests on it in a summoning rite, and recorded the emissions from the conjured entity.  On the other hand, that struck me as time-consuming, difficult, and fraught with peril.  Lots of peril.  More peril than attacking a convent because of a Grail-shaped beacon. 
 
    On the other hand, it might be easier to simply grab one of the Las Vegas vampires, scare the hell out of it, stake it, and scan it. 
 
    That’s me, always taking the easy way out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Wednesday, October 8th, 1969 
 
      
 
    Mary and Diogenes felt they had sufficient telephone access to complete the orderly withdrawal from Flintridge.  Since we weren’t sure if LeSange would want to continue the hunt for us, it was best to be prepared. 
 
    On the other hand, if we were going to put the snatch on a local vampire, all of them were sure to be irritated with us.  Mary pointed this out one afternoon while we sat in Bronze’s Impala, parked in the shade of the house and enjoying the air conditioning.  We also had our various privacy spells running, just in case someone was trying to listen in with some local-vampire superpower. 
 
    We were back at the lair partly to be bait.  If unpleasant people did, in fact, have a way to track us, we could either fight them or pull suddenly into the garage and disappear.  If they waited until nightfall, we might even get a free shot at one of the local vampires!  Mary thought it moderately likely the Black King would send someone. 
 
    “Look,” Mary explained.  “LeSange just lost his wizard.  Possibly his mentor and maybe his owner.  He’ll either be overjoyed about it or grumpy as hell.  Everything depends on their relationship, one way or the other.  I don’t see him being blasé about it.” 
 
    “That’s fair, I guess.” 
 
    “Even if he’s pleased, we can’t trust to his goodwill.  He may have face to save.  We did kill the guy posing as his butler.  It may require retribution if he’s trying to avoid appearing weak.  Moreover, if he’s upset and pretending to be pleased, how do we tell?  They’re soulless monsters.  Can you see the happy or sad in a soulless monster?” 
 
    “Not that I’ve noticed, no.  So what do we do?” 
 
    “We avoid LeSange entirely.  We go back to L.A. and swipe a vampire there.” 
 
    “Hmm.  He’s the Master of Las Vegas, not Los Angeles.  We may get away with it.”  A thought struck me.  “I wonder who is in charge of Los Angeles?  Do they have the same sort of social structure?  Are they the same type of vampires?” 
 
    “Good questions.  I have no idea.  I do know LeSange has people—vampires—who have ‘talents,’ such as listening to conversations remotely, remote viewing, lie detecting, and so on.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, if there’s a Lord of L.A., he may have similarly-endowed minions.” 
 
    “Troublesome,” I agreed. 
 
    “Come to think of it,” she added, thoughtfully, “there is a slightly more complicated, possibly easier way.” 
 
    “Let the record show I am not comfortable with the diffident manner in which you said that.” 
 
    “It’s just a thought.” 
 
    “One of your thoughts.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “No, just a potentially dangerous thing.  You like risking your life.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Do so.” 
 
    “Do not.” 
 
    “Do so.” 
 
    “I don’t like risking my life,” she insisted.  “I like getting away with it.” 
 
    “A technicality.  I’m not sure it’s a valid one.” 
 
    “Picky, picky, picky.  You want to hear my idea or not?” 
 
    “Yeeeesss…?” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at me before continuing. 
 
    “Here’s the thought.  We already know some vampire hunters.” 
 
    “I’m already not liking it.” 
 
    “Since we know some vampire hunters,” she persisted, “we could get them to catch one for us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they know how to do this stuff, all the local pitfalls and problems, and they’ll take the blame.” 
 
    I had my mouth open for a snappy comeback until she mentioned the last part.  If Mary and I snatched a vampire, whatever mystical tracking they used would key on us.  It could be a problem if the Boojum was paying attention, and he very well might be.  That could be trouble in any universe, even if we successfully withdrew from Flintridge.  But the local hunters had to have defenses against these sorts of things.  They had to.  If they didn’t, the local vampires would have eaten them all by now. 
 
    Briefly, I wondered if I could get one of the local hunting clubs to teach me their anti-detection charm.  Ours probably worked, but I had no way to test it to be certain.  Then I dismissed the thought as overwhelmingly stupid.  They wouldn’t teach me what the colors meant on a traffic light. 
 
    “Hmm,” I replied, brilliantly. 
 
    “All we have to do is identify a soulless monster for them.  I’d think the chance to strap one down and take it apart would be appealing.  All you need is to watch, right?” 
 
    “Well… essentially, yes.  It’s a detailed scan of the—” 
 
    “So,” she cut me off, “they catch it, we dissect it, they learn stuff, we learn stuff, and everyone goes home.” 
 
    “I don’t need to dissect one, but I can see how it would be more interesting and informative to the mortal hunting parties.  It’s a lot more effort on our part, though.” 
 
    “Think of it as purchasing their cooperation in exchange for a little effort.” 
 
    “I’ve gone to too much pointless effort for these idiots already.  I’m not sure I want to.” 
 
    “Or think of it as setting them up to take the blame,” she suggested. 
 
    “That does have merit,” I agreed.  “If it was so easy to capture one of the things, wouldn’t they have dissected one already?” 
 
    “Maybe they have,” Mary allowed.  “On the other hand, if they only have practical knowledge from fighting them, a detailed analysis will have value.” 
 
    “How do we find out what they know?” 
 
    “What about your hunter family?  The one with leukemia kid?  They owe you.” 
 
    “We don’t get along.” 
 
    “You can be persuasive.  Intimidating, terrifying, even charming when you try.” 
 
    I thought about it.  They already had body armor.  Some monomolecular-edged weapons, maybe some exploding bullets… or a net?  With a launcher for it.  Have they thought of crossbows for wooden stakes through the heart?  Have they thought of wooden buckshot for possibly the same effect?  Admittedly, some experimentation with the wooden buckshot will be required.  It mustn’t jam in the barrel, and it has to survive being launched, to say nothing of whether or not a wooden bead inside a heart has the same paralytic effect as a table leg. 
 
    “You could persuade them,” Mary insisted.  “Right?” 
 
    “Oh.  Sorry.  Woolgathering.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” 
 
    “I was thinking of how to persuade a bunch of vampire-killers to help a pair of vampires capture a third.  This involves bribery.  That led me to the thought of wooden ammunition, like crossbow bolts, and also to the idea of wooden buckshot.  It’ll be tricky, but given the right type of wood, the right size pellets, it could be done.  Assuming a wooden bullet in the heart has the same effect as a stake.” 
 
    Mary regarded me with an odd expression. 
 
    “What?  I told you I was woolgathering.” 
 
    “Do you know what ‘woolgathering’ means?” 
 
    “Daydreaming?  Sort of?” 
 
    “Sort of.  Why are your daydreams so dangerous?” 
 
    “I dunno.  I just live in this skull.  I don’t pretend to understand what goes on in here.” 
 
    “That’s fair.  Unsatisfactory, but fair,” she decided.  “You think you can bribe a bunch of vampire killers into helping?” 
 
    “I think Diogenes can.” 
 
    “Remind them they owe you.” 
 
    “That’s the foot in the door.  We couldn’t get the local weather report out of them without it.” 
 
    “Stubborn bunch?” 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed.  “And I was hoping I was done with them.” 
 
    “We could find another bunch.” 
 
    “No, it would take too long.  We’d have to find them, convince them we can be trusted—nothing will happen unless we can convince them to trust us, at least a smidgeon—negotiate the deal and the target, and then see what it will take to persuade them.  At least with Ted and the Numbskulls, we can move right to the offer and the negotiations.” 
 
    “Okay.  What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Their phone number.” 
 
    “I can get it.  Can I borrow the car?” 
 
    The engine chuckled. 
 
    “Apparently so.” 
 
      
 
    I sat with Firebrand in one of the lair’s empty bedrooms.  It kept watch while I sat in my headspace and did some serious thinking.  By which I mean I thought at mental study speeds, rather than at more normal speeds.  Mostly, I thought about the most efficient, effective, and practical ways to scan for a Boojum.  Since it was daytime and a magic-poor world, I even stepped out of my headspace a few times to test a prototype spell.  With fresh information from a test, I went back in each time and thought about it some more. 
 
    This kept me occupied for hours of outside time.  My nascent detection spell had a real chance of helping me find the source, or sources, of the fake Lord of Light’s power.  If there were few enough of them, it could make a material difference in many ways.  If the Boojum was kept weak and relatively inoffensive, it would cease to be a personal problem—or, at least, a personal problem whose posterior might be kicked up to shoulderblade level.  It might also weaken the current Church of Light enough to make a difference in the war, and I had no doubt Lissette was seriously considering a war. 
 
    But, mostly, I think I just wanted to give the Boojum a good smack in the chops.  He had it coming and I finally found a way that might work. 
 
    I heard Bronze pull up outside.  True, it could have been any other ’67 Impala, but it felt like Bronze.  The door made the characteristic ka-chunk noise before Bronze rumbled her way into the garage.  Mary entered the lair, found me, and sat down on the floor across from me. 
 
    “You’ve been busy.” 
 
    “So have you.” 
 
    “Yep.  Got the phone number for the Numbskull family.  Names, too.  The eldest isn’t really Ted.  His name is Theodore Reynolds.  He also uses a number of aliases, only a few of which I’ve been able to track down.  His boys are, eldest to youngest, Martin, Edward, and Charles.  Martin and Charles are married to Mabel and Ethel.  Martin and Mabel have Roger.  Charles and Ethel have Edgar.” 
 
    “At last, a family roster.  Any word on how Edgar is doing?” 
 
    “Apparently, he’s recovering with breathtaking speed.  The neighbors are all ‘Praise God, it’s a miracle,’ but I suspect the whole Reynolds family is waiting for the other shoe to drop.” 
 
    “You got their phone number from the neighbors?” 
 
    “Yep.  I spoke to everybody on their street or sharing a property line.  I also helped Diogenes do some eavesdropping with a parabolic microphone and a laser microphone.” 
 
    “You’re so good, you can steal information.  That’s harder than snatching a diamond.” 
 
    “But less satisfying.  Going to call them?” 
 
    “Yes, but I want to wait another couple of hours.  It’ll be sunset on the East Coast then and I can claim to be in New York, calling across time zones.  I’ll call through my Diogephone, here, in daylight.  I’m hoping daytime activities aren’t as easily eavesdropped or spied on by the local vampire talents.” 
 
    “Good thinking.  Can I try raising some cloaking spells?” 
 
    “Practicing in a low-magic world?” 
 
    “Yes.  You did say practice would help.” 
 
    “I did, and it will.  Go for it.” 
 
    Mary started drawing on the walls.  I summoned up my willpower and centered myself for an unpleasant conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?”—a woman’s voice 
 
    “Theodore Reynolds, please.” 
 
    “May I ask who’s calling?” 
 
    “Doctor Vladimir.” 
 
    “One moment, please.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I waited.  I couldn’t tell what was happening.  The telephones of 1969 weren’t exactly high-fidelity. 
 
    “Doctor?” 
 
    “Hello, Ted.  Doing a follow-up.  Edgar recovering well?” 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, he is.  One moment.” 
 
    There followed some shuffling and thumping.  I thought I heard a door close. 
 
    “You said I’d never hear from you again.” 
 
    “And I thought you wouldn’t.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Two things,” I told him.  “First, I do want to follow up on Edgar.  He should be fine, but even the best spells and medical science can—very rarely—go awry.  You can assure me he’s doing well?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good!  I might check back again in a few weeks, but if there’s nothing now, I don’t think there will be anything at all.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.  What’s the other thing you wanted?” 
 
    “I’m going to grab one of those soulless bloodsuckers, strap him down to a table, and take him apart to see what makes him tick.  Do you want to help?” 
 
    Dead silence. 
 
    “You want to catch a vampire?” 
 
    “Yes.  I told you, the sort of vampire you deal with isn’t my sort.  I want to examine one in some detail, test some wood-related ideas, try some other experiments, all that sort of thing.  I hope to build a vampire detector, as well as find easy ways to kill them.” 
 
    He thought about it.  I could practically hear him thinking.  I wasn’t sure which way he would jump. 
 
    “We can’t keep it here,” he said, finally. 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask you to.  What I would ask for is help catching it.  I can contain monsters.  I’ve done it before.  But I need someone who knows what they’re doing to go in during the day, grab the thing, and get away with it.” 
 
    “What do we get out of this?” he asked. 
 
    “A reasonable question.  I might answer that you earn some of my goodwill, which you are well aware is not something to be taken lightly.  You also gain information on how their sort of vampire is put together, as well as how to take them apart.  I’m sure your contacts in the community would be overjoyed at more information.  But, in point of fact, I hate these black-hearted monsters enough that I’ll send a briefcase with the notes, diagrams, and explanations over to—to the organization that coordinates you guys.  Even if you and I can’t come to an agreement.” 
 
    Ted—Theodore—was silent for several seconds, probably wondering how much I knew about the organization.  I shouldn’t call it an organization.  When you have several independent cells doing their own thing, it’s not too organized.  Still, they could all work together when necessary, secretly directed by Lorenzo. 
 
    We ought to look into Lorenzo’s interests more carefully.  He might have a vampire-hunting business all his own, with the independent operators called in like mercenaries for support jobs.  Mental note. 
 
    On second thought, what do I care?  Let Lorenzo do his thing however he does his thing.  Not my circus, not my monkeys, not my problem. 
 
    “I’ll also entertain personal requests,” I added, when the silence grew long, “within reason.  If you have something in mind.” 
 
    “Now you mention it, there is something I want.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “If we’re going to do this, you’re going to have to help.” 
 
    “Oh, I knew that.  I have to find one and scope out the terrain.  I also have to set things up to contain it for study.” 
 
    “I understand me and my boys—and some others—have to do the actual capture.  You’re not going on a daylight raid.” 
 
    I didn’t disagree.  He always believed I was a night creature.  Correcting that impression could be troublesome. 
 
    “But you have equipment,” he went on, “to use against mortal servants.  We need to be fast, and a gun battle in a vampire lair slows things down.  Finding the vamp might take a while, too.  They sometimes have hidden rooms, armored strongboxes for coffins, or even converted bomb shelters.  I heard of one who laired in an old bank, remodeled it into a house, and the vault became his crypt.” 
 
    “Clever,” I admitted.  “It won’t stop a determined force, but it might slow them down enough for nightfall.” 
 
    “It didn’t,” he told me.  “If we’re going to do this, we might be held up during it.  If we spend too much time on it, mortal authorities get involved, from alarms, mortal servants, or just nosy neighbors.  If you’ve got any influence, can you keep the cops from coming down on us while we search the place?” 
 
    “Has that been the major problem in previous attempts?” 
 
    “It’s hard to find their sleeping places, and they’re always guarded, usually hidden.” 
 
    “You do know the Black King of Las Vegas is set up in a major hotel, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” he sneered.  “There are also vampires crawling all over the place.  Ten?  Fifty?  One is bad enough.  How many mortals are under their direct control, from a vampire’s gaze or just paid security?  And all the police and fire departments ready to drop everything and rush over?  Las Vegas is as bad as Santa Carla.” 
 
    I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it in surprise.  I held it to my ear again. 
 
    “Santa Carla actually has a vampire problem?” 
 
    “Yes.  The place is infested.” 
 
    “I’ve heard, but I’ve never been there.  Okay.  I’ll do the legwork on the locations and give you a few layouts to choose from.” 
 
    “You can find them that easily?” 
 
    “Sure.  Got a spell for it.  It works pretty well at short range.  That’s one reason I need a test subject:  to fine-tune it for long-range detection.” 
 
    “Is it unreasonable to ask to be taught the spell?” 
 
    “It might take a while.  A gadget is easier.” 
 
    “I’ll settle for that.” 
 
    “You want it as a standard compass, or would you rather have it as a surveyor’s glass?  Oh, never mind—I’ll make both.  The surveyor’s glass can let you triangulate at long range and you can use the compass to close in.” 
 
    “Uh, sure.  That sounds good.” 
 
    “Once I find some lairs—wait.  Where do you want me to look?  Los Angeles?” 
 
    “I can work in Los Angeles.  I have people I can call in to help, there.  Me and the boys don’t see much direct action.  Will that be a problem?” 
 
    “Not at all.  But this is important, Theodore, so listen closely:  I am trusting you this much because I know you a little and I think you want to be a fair and honorable man.  Whoever you bring in on this, I don’t know them, I don’t trust them, and if they try to kill me, our whole deal will blow up.  I want to hunt these monsters down and I’m willing to let you have what I learn so you and your friends can hunt them, too.  It will all depend on you, though, to keep this joint operation from ending in disaster.  Okay?” 
 
    “I read you.  What you need to know is I don’t like you, don’t trust you, and it’s damn difficult to believe I’m having this conversation.” 
 
    “I understand.  So, we do our thing, deal with an undead monster, and back slowly away from each other?” 
 
    “If we don’t try to kill each other first, that’s about the size of it.” 
 
    “This is going to be tricky, making both of us feel reasonably safe,” I mused.  “I suspect we’re both going to have to extend a little trust.” 
 
    “I don’t like that.” 
 
    “I don’t, either.  I’m not convinced you know the difference between a vampire and a nightlord.” 
 
    “What’s a nightlord?” 
 
    “’There are more things in Heaven and Earth, Horatio’,” I quoted.  “The vampires with which you are familiar are soul-devouring minions of an evil entity.” 
 
    “I know.  They’re spawn of the Devil.” 
 
    “Granted.  A nightlord, on the other hand, is not.  We’re like regular people—some good, some bad, some indifferent.  We get to keep our souls until we’re killed.  Then we rise as soulless monsters.  In the meantime, we’re just trying to get by as best we can.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” he told me, but I thought I detected a bit of uncertainty creeping into his voice.  Maybe he did believe me, a little.  Maybe he wanted to believe me.  Maybe it was too good an explanation for my behavior—a black-hearted monster would have killed him by now.  Maybe he had a tiny spark of hope some of the monsters out there weren’t trying to infect and consume all of humanity. 
 
    How long has he been hunting monsters?  Is it a happy profession?  Is it one where there’s hope of winning?  Or is it like hunting carnivorous cockroaches?  There are always more, and you’ll never win.  The best you can hope for is to keep them beaten back, beaten down, so they don’t overwhelm the world. 
 
    Kind of reminds me of drug-dealing semi-gods with plans for world domination. 
 
    “You don’t have to believe me,” I replied.  “I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “Just so we’re clear.” 
 
    “No problem.  Now, about the containment facility.  Is there anything you feel should definitely be included?” 
 
    “Cameras.  Motion-picture cameras.  They don’t show up on film too good, but it’s worth trying.” 
 
    “They don’t?” 
 
    “No.  That’s one of the ways we can tell.  They’re blurry on film and they look like shadows in mirrors.” 
 
    I refrained from any comparisons. 
 
    “Good to know.  What else?” 
 
    “Chains, not ropes.  Their claws will cut rope.  No windows.  Lots of lights.  Some of them can change into wolves or bats, so be prepared for that.  I heard of one that could summon darkness.  Blinded a team by blocking their lights and killed most of them.” 
 
    “I understand.  What else?” 
 
    “Some sort of final option.  Flamethrowers, maybe.  An emergency button to roast everything, just in case.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.  I’ll call you back with more details when I have them.” 
 
    “I’ll be here.” 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Mary asked.  “How did it go?” 
 
    “He was… surprisingly reasonable.” 
 
    “Save one grandchild from a slow, painful death and it’s almost like you might not be a horrible person.” 
 
    “We’ve had some long, bitter conversations.  We don’t like each other or trust each other, but I’ll settle for him not actively looking for a way to kill me.” 
 
    “Us,” Mary corrected.  “Us.  You’re not keeping me out of this.” 
 
    “Very true.  I think we need to give the Reynolds family some extra armor, though.  Rigid pieces for the neck and forearms.” 
 
    “Not a bad thought.” 
 
    “We also need to track down someplace to use as a vampire containment facility.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I figured you didn’t want to keep it here, so I started looking around.  I’ve got two possibilities.” 
 
    “Hit me.” 
 
    “I’ve read some sales material for a nice little hillside villa.  We’ve already got liquid capital from the pullout, so we might just write them a check for it if it’s up to snuff.  We can probably sell it at a loss when we leave, but at least we’ll realize something from it.  Assuming we don’t burn it to the ground.” 
 
    No promises. 
 
    “Thank you, Firebrand,” Mary muttered.  “The other one is an abandoned lead mine.” 
 
    “A mine?” 
 
    “I haven’t been out to look at it, so I’m not sure the house has a basement,” Mary pointed out.  “We’ll want one.  The mine has the advantages of privacy and sunlight-proofing, but the house has water, power, all that stuff.  It’s also less conspicuous to have a party at your house, rather than in your abandoned mine.  Fewer neighbors complain about too much noise from the mine, though.  There are trade-offs.” 
 
    “All true.  Okay.  Check on the basement and I’ll get to work on tracking down some Los Angeles monsters.” 
 
    “I already called the realtors.  I’ve got a viewing of the villa tomorrow, but I can look over the mine once the sun quits beating down on us.” 
 
    “I like the way you think.” 
 
    “Since we have an hour or two until that happens, though, I plan to enjoy your mortality.” 
 
    “My mortality?” 
 
    She kissed me and I understood. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Saturday, December 2nd, 1939 
 
      
 
    We eventually decided on the lead mine.  While the villa was sufficiently isolated for the purpose, it was also capable of being burned to the ground.  The villa also had lovely views.  Views work both ways.  Any interested party needed nothing more than binoculars to keep tabs on the place. 
 
    The mine, on the other hand, was a collection of tunnels.  There, I could import some robot labor from Apocalyptica and turn Diogenes loose on the place.  True, it was a longer drive and involved an unmarked dirt road, but anyone wanting to do nasty things would be easier to spot.  Besides, the mine was much more sturdy than the villa.  True, the mine didn’t have much of an escape hatch, but one of the portable shift-booths in a hidden side tunnel provided an avenue for both logistics and escape. 
 
    Once I had a short-ranged, Boojum-detecting compass for Mary to use, I popped through Apocalyptica on my way to The Manor to check in.  As I headed down the Hall of Doors, Diogenes gave me a report.  It was late morning in The Manor, the war was progressing pretty much on schedule, and seven more German aircraft exploded mid-air or bit dirt when they came within line-of-sight from the house.  Tough luck for them.  I was more concerned about Trixie. 
 
    Rest and relaxation in the intensified magical environment did her a world of good.  She was up and around, flittering across her micro-pond, making ripple patterns.  She seemed sluggish and tired to me, but she wasn’t in pain and her appetite was good.  I was glad I had Mr. Gillespie plant gillyflowers. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Trixie.” 
 
    “Hullo, Dark One.”  I ignored the title. 
 
    “How are we feeling today?” 
 
    “One of us is tired,” she admitted, making a slow circle in her pixie-bath. 
 
    “Maybe you should go back to bed.” 
 
    “It’s not the resting.  It’s the playing.” 
 
    “The playing?” 
 
    “I haven’t played in days.” 
 
    “Oh.  You need to play with children?” 
 
    “They believe the best,” Trixie assured me. 
 
    “All right.  Here,” I handed her the presents.  “Wear these.  I don’t want you trapped in a jar again.” 
 
    Trixie examined the gifts and was puzzled at the V-shaped garment. 
 
    “I’ve never had clothes before.” 
 
    “They’re gifts.” 
 
    “How do I wear this?” 
 
    “I’ll help.” 
 
    With a little assistance, Trixie dressed.  The awkward part was fitting her wings through the sides, but they have no bones—they’re membranes.  We went over the purposes and functions of her new gadgets.  She seemed impressed at everything, but she’s a pixie.  I’m not sure the bar is all that high to impress a pixie. 
 
    “Now,” I cautioned, “you do know a sword is not a toy.” 
 
    “Of course!  Swords are for nobles of the Court.  Am I a noble?” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Nope!” she told me, cheerily.  “I’m a pixie!” 
 
    “A pixie with a sword.” 
 
    “Oh.  Do I have to give it back?” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “I’m not a noble.” 
 
    “That’s easily fixed.  I’m a king.  You are now a noble—a knight of the court of Karvalen, as signified by the gift of a sword from the hand of the King of Karvalen.  Wear it with honor and draw it in anger only to defend yourself or others.” 
 
    Trixie drew the sword very carefully and regarded it with a peculiar intensity. 
 
    “I’ve never had a sword before.” 
 
    “Now you do.  And you have the responsibility of bearing it in my name.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said, soberly. 
 
    “Good.  Are we clear on the knife and necklace?” 
 
    “Cutting and screaming,” she said, indicating each item. 
 
    “Very good.  Okay, step out of the magical containment field and we’ll go for a walk.” 
 
    “Out of the what?” she asked, head cocking to one side. 
 
    “Step out of the sparkly area and you can ride my shoulder.” 
 
    “Yay!” 
 
    She sheathed her weapon and fluttered up to my shoulder.  I held my hand under her in case suddenly leaving the high-energy environment caused her to drop into a coma.  But no, she landed on my shoulder without incident, sat down on it, and gripped my earlobe. 
 
    “Settled?” 
 
    “Yes, Dark One.” 
 
    “Good.  Let’s see if Jenny and her friends are playing somewhere.” 
 
    They were.  It was a chill and blustery day with fitful bursts of cold rain, so Jenny and two other girls about her age were playing in the library of the manor.  An older girl was supervising, and I noticed a silver tray on one of the small tables.  Tea and biscuits?  Scones and jam?  Probably.  It would be the proper thing to do for young guests, and I have a very proper butler. 
 
    Trixie wasted no time.  She squealed at a pitch inaudible to human ears and dived for Jenny, plastering herself against the front of Jenny’s dress like a cartoon bug on a windshield.  Jenny squealed at a pitch just inside the range of human hearing and hugged Trixie.  The other two girls squealed along with them and attempted to squeeze Jenny and Trixie. 
 
    I was worried for Trixie’s health.  A puppy might not survive such treatment.  They need to breathe.  Trixie, however, is made of sterner stuff.  She was instantly happier and much more energetic. 
 
    I sat down, applied jam to a scone, and watched the four of them run around the library. 
 
      
 
    Trixie claimed to be fully recovered from her iron exposure.  She never touched it.  She was only in proximity to it for a while.  Between the magic, flower petals, and close contact with delighted children, I had to agree she seemed to be doing well.  I went to consult with Graves and Hammond. 
 
    Graves reported nothing untoward, but Hammond was apologetic. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Squire, but the rains don’t do us any good.  It’s bloody hard to dig in the wet.  Makes laying pipe harder than it needs to be.” 
 
    “The trenches fill up with water?” 
 
    “That’s about the size of it.” 
 
    “Okay.  Can we put up a tent—or several in a row—and you do your digging under it?” 
 
    “I… yes, I suppose.  I mean, I don’t think it’s been done, but I don’t see why we couldn’t.  We’ll have to find a place for the poles, I suppose, and we’ll need someone who knows how to raise the things.” 
 
    “I’ll leave it in your capable hands.” 
 
    Hammond cocked his head at me. 
 
    “Begging your pardon,” he began, “but are we in private?” 
 
    “This is my study, in my wing.  It’s as private as we’re likely to get.  You can bolt the door if you think it needful.” 
 
    “No, I just wanted to make sure we were having a… a private discussion.  One that can be off the record, I think the phrase is.” 
 
    “Of course.  What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I’m overstepping, sir, and I know it, but my suspicions affect the work, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “Suspicions?” 
 
    “Well, you’re in a hurry to finish this, I can see that.  You’ve got assets and you’re willing to spend whatever it takes.” 
 
    “True.  What does all this tell you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think you’re going away.  You want to put the school together and leave.  I could be wrong,” he added, hastily.  “P’raps this is just a cover for some Most Secret project for the government, but I have grave doubts about that.  I don’t know, and that’s a fact.  But I worry.”  He smiled ruefully.  “I’m the manager of the works.  It’s my job to worry.” 
 
    I nodded, thoughtfully.  My hurry to get the place built was more from the urge to see the children well-housed, well-educated, and well-fed.  While I liked the idea of having a school, even teaching in a school again, I recognized my own motives were less educational and more protective. 
 
    Maybe I don’t suck at being a guardian quite as badly as I thought.  I’m loads better at avenging. 
 
    “I’m an American,” I told Hammond.  “I’ve other interests besides a school.  I can’t keep my eye on this place if I’m across the Atlantic, now can I?” 
 
    “Very true, Squire, and I’m sorry if I presume, but couldn’t I keep the schedule up?” 
 
    “Did you think of the tents?  And do you want to place a transatlantic call every time you want to talk to me?” 
 
    “Also true,” he admitted. 
 
    “Don’t I keep out of your way?  When I’m not hammering or sawing or something, anyway.” 
 
    “It still bothers me that I’m keeping you here when you’d rather be off somewhere else.  I feel sure I could let you go on about your affairs, even if it does cost us some time.” 
 
    “It’s only an inconvenience,” I assured him.  “I’m not suffering by being here.  In point of fact, I have to pop off soon.  Business in the cities, you know.  I assure you, I want this project completed, but I am not neglecting my other interests.  Carry on and ask Graves to reach me if you have a problem.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.  I’m sorry if I’ve crossed a line, Squire.” 
 
    “As you say, it’s your job to worry,” I assured him.  “Well done, Hammond.  You just keep hard at it.  And let everyone on your work crews know I’m very pleased with their progress.” 
 
    “I surely will.” 
 
      
 
    That night, up on the roof, I watched the skyguard shoot down two more planes.  They were small things, single-engine props, most likely on a reconnaissance mission.  I didn’t see any bombs and they didn’t blow up.  They lost structural integrity under the bombardment of invisible laser beams and their fuel caught fire, making meteoric descents.  I saw a faint, glowing line in the air when the laser fired, but I was looking down the length of the beam, or almost.  I doubt anyone else would notice it. 
 
    Trixie watched them fall out of the sky with me. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked her. 
 
    “Oh, I’m perfectly all right,” she assured me, sitting on my shoulder and thumping her heels against my collarbone.  “Harald isn’t sad anymore.” 
 
    “Harald?” I echoed.  “Did you talk to him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did that go?” 
 
    “He was sad when I disappeared, so I told him he wasn’t supposed to be sad.” 
 
    “Did you also tell him I’ll beat his backside until it glows if he lays a hand on you again?” 
 
    “No.”  Trixie held my ear and leaned far forward to look me in one eye.  I looked sideways to meet her gaze.  “Would you really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” she replied. 
 
    “That’s not what I said.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “If you say so.  But Harald better not get all handsy with you.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t… you wouldn’t hurt him?” 
 
    “No.  He’s a child.  He doesn’t know what he did could have killed you.  But he needs to learn that lesson and learn it well so he doesn’t risk my Trixie’s life again.” 
 
    “Oh, he knows,” Trixie assured me, brightly, and parked herself on my shoulder again.  “I explained.” 
 
    “He doesn’t strike me as the type to take an explanation to heart.” 
 
    “I had to show him.” 
 
    “Show him?” I echoed. 
 
    “Fairy magic,” she clarified. 
 
    “I see,” I said, although I didn’t.  Fairy magic is magic, yes, but it’s done in ways I don’t comprehend.  As far as I can tell, fairies are creatures of magic, not merely manipulators of it.  “So, he’s not going to try and grab you again?” 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    “He hasn’t been turned into anything, has he?” 
 
    “No, he’s still a Harald.  Now he knows how to play without needing to keep.” 
 
    “Well… that’s fair.  I suppose.  It certainly sounds better than my idea.” 
 
    “I agree, Dark One.” 
 
    I sighed.  She’s always going to call me that.  There’s no getting away from it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Saturday, October 11th, 1969 
 
      
 
    Diogenes kept a constant link to The Manor and to Flintridge.  We didn’t need the two universes coming drastically out of sync, not with the projects going on in each.  It would be awkward to explain why I ignored the vampire capture plan for thirty-six years while I spent a weekend in The Manor. 
 
    The connection to Flintridge also meant he could directly control the robot workforce in the mine.  Hundreds of the things crawled all over the place, cutting, carving, smoothing, pouring, spraying, welding.  It didn’t take long before the robots were done refurbishing the tunnels.  It was time to go hunt down a Boojum bloodsucker. 
 
    I did take a brief pause in Apocalyptica on my way to meet Mary. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Any word from Karvalen?” 
 
    “No, Professor.” 
 
    “Nobody’s screaming about how there’s a war on?” 
 
    “No, Professor.” 
 
    “I know Lissette is planning one,” I grumbled.  “I’m afraid she’s going to throw a war and I’m not invited.” 
 
    “You want to go to war, Professor?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.  I’m just concerned for her.  And the kingdom.  And the army.  And I could go on, but I won’t.  There’s a combo of two-and-a-half kingdoms she wants to stomp and I’m not sure she can.”  I rubbed my temples for a moment, thinking.  “I wish I knew more about the forces the Boojum can field in Karvalen.” 
 
    “Shall I send through a surveillance drone?” 
 
    I seriously thought about it. 
 
    “How close to invisible can you make the thing?” 
 
    “With electrically-reactive polymers in the skin, it can adopt appropriate hues and brightness values.  Human retinal cell density precludes detection beyond a hundred meters.” 
 
    “It would give me more information on the density and thickness of the atmosphere,” I mused.  “I’m still not sure how high the air goes inside the Firmament.” 
 
    “May I suggest using a weather balloon with an instrument package?” 
 
    “Hmm.  We’ll need thorough self-destruct systems.  I don’t like cross-contaminating worlds unless we absolutely have to.  All right, draw up plans for a weather balloon for atmosphere research in Karvalen.  Also, work on a better invisibility system for the surveillance drone.  I don’t know if I want to use a powered drone in Karvalen, but if we ever do, I definitely do not want some keen-eyed aerial monster thinking it’s a snack.” 
 
    “Duly noted, Professor.  And I have a new telephone ready.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him as I accepted it from a drone.  “What’s the strip of tape for?” 
 
    “When dressing, apply it around your chest.  It provides the health monitoring you requested.” 
 
    “You’re a brilliant piece of software engineering, Diogenes.” 
 
    “Thank you, meat-brain.” 
 
    I stopped by Wardrobe, adjusted my armor and apparel, and popped through the garage in Flintridge.  I landed late in the evening, close to eleven o’clock, which worked out well for me.  Bronze was outside, chomping her way through a woodpile.  I glanced at the car.  No melted parts were in evidence, so I assumed Mary helped with orichalcum jumper cables.  A moment later, after scratching her forehead with my talons, Bronze confirmed my guess and wanted to know if she should get back in the car. 
 
    “To hell with the car.  Let’s run.” 
 
    And we did. 
 
    While running along the highway, we’ve dodged police before.  There’s a significant chance any given police car will do nothing at all when a giant metal horse breathing fire gallops silently by at a hundred and twenty miles an hour.  I think it has something to do with the human desire to not feel stupid.  I mean, really.  How is that conversation going to go? 
 
    “Dispatch, this is car one-one-eight.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I gotta report a man on horseback down the I-10.” 
 
    “What’s the trouble, Murphy?” 
 
    “He’s speeding.” 
 
    “On horseback?  What’s he riding and is it gonna be in the third race at Belmont?” 
 
    “I dunno, but it’s breathing fire, and that’s a violation of the burn ban.” 
 
    “Murph, have you been drinking?” 
 
    It only goes downhill from there. 
 
    Of course, some policemen don’t think too far ahead.  They pop their lights, spin the tires, and give chase.  Bronze loves it when they chase.  I’m not sure what the dominant police car model is in this world, in their 1969, but when she leans into it and bears down, she outruns them. 
 
    Strangely, they almost always give up.  Maybe they try to call in and request someone block us off.  I don’t see that conversation going any better. 
 
    “You want us to set up a roadblock for a horse?” 
 
    “Yeah, a fire-breathing monster of a horse, about ten feet tall and doing at least a hundred-twenty!” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t think we caught that.  Say again?” 
 
    As far as career moves go, probably not a good one. 
 
    Bronze also takes shortcuts.  Highways are fantastic and even dirt roads are nice, but, when you get right down to it, they’re optional.  She bounds across ditches, arroyos, fences, small buildings… 
 
    I held on and enjoyed the ride.  She knew where she was going. 
 
    The lead mine was a rectangular hole in the side of a hill.  A rusty grating blocked it off and displayed several signs, all on the theme of “Danger!”  Lead, rockfalls, deep pits—all the things you might expect of an abandoned mine.  The padlock on the chain even looked the part.  Upon closer inspection, I saw it was quite new, very functional, and, despite its appearance, I somehow doubted it would ever rust. 
 
    I called Diogenes on the new phone.  It unfolded like a flip-phone, but it had another portion once opened—a tri-flip phone.  I folded the third part upward and it fanned out to form a circular display.  A line appeared on it, waggling and jiggling like a voiceprint as Diogenes spoke. 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Very nice.  Could you call Mary and ask her to let me in?” 
 
    “Mary is presently on her way to the mine, but I will send a robot to the entrance.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure, Professor.” 
 
    The circular screen unfanned itself and the whole thing folded up into a unit the size of a pack of cigarettes.  Sometimes I wonder about the differences between science and magic. 
 
    The robot Diogenes sent to the door was a four-legged thing with a number of multi-tool arms.  It unlocked the door for me before handing me the key. 
 
    “Are you going to need one?” I asked. 
 
    “I can make another,” Diogenes assured me, through the robot.  “I have the pin settings on file.” 
 
    Bronze eyed the ceiling and elected to remain outside.  The drums of diesel fuel sitting outside may have influenced her decision.  Diogenes thinks ahead.  I wasn’t sure how she was going to drink any of it, at first, but she bit a chunk out of the upper edge of a drum, stuck her nose in and drank the level down a bit, then ate the top of the drum.  After that, it was easy to simply stick her head in the fuel drum and suck up everything inside. 
 
    She only looks like a horse.  I’m not sure what she is.  No, I take that back.  She’s Bronze.  I’m not sure I can explain what she is. 
 
    I locked the grate behind me and I followed the robot down the tunnel.  It was a fair walk, maybe twenty meters, before we came to a boarded-up side tunnel.  The robot manipulated the boards, opening the barrier like a door. 
 
    “Uh, what about the lights farther down this tunnel?” I asked.  “Isn’t that where we’re headed?” 
 
    “No, Professor.  Mary suggested having a decoy area beyond this hidden door.” 
 
    “She’s a clever meat-brain.” 
 
    “Agreed, Professor.” 
 
    I closed the door behind us and we continued around a curve.  Well out of sight of the boarded-up entryway, the robots built a much more impressive door.  It reminded me of one of the vault doors Mary introduced me to.  The wheel in the center spun easily, drawing back the bolts and allowing me to push the door open. 
 
    “No lock?” I asked, as the robot followed me inside. 
 
    “No need.  There is a non-anachronistic camera and intercom outside.  The lock is a manual one, connecting or disconnecting the outer wheel from the gears controlling the bolts.” 
 
    I grunted an affirmative and pushed the door closed.  It thudded closed and I spun the wheel again, driving home the bolts.  I didn’t disconnect the wheel since Mary would be here soon.  Then again, I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t stop her if I had.  It’s a courtesy thing. 
 
    The mine tunnel on this side of the door was no longer a tunnel.  It was underground, but it was no longer obvious.  It was a hallway reminiscent of a Secret Government Base circa 1950, complete with light fixtures, ugly white paint, and tile.  Thick, heavy girders angled up along the walls, each riveted to a ceiling crossbeam.  Concrete, steel, and tile, that was the décor.  Probably for the best.  Cleanup would be easy with a garden hose and a broom.  If captive vampires tried to break out, easy cleaning would be a requirement. 
 
    “How are the lights powered?” 
 
    “Diesel generators, Professor, sourced in Flintridge and deviously rerouted.  I assumed you would not want to leave behind anachronistic equipment, yet would not want attention drawn to the site.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    Diogenes showed me around the rest of the facility.  He had clearly overdone the whole idea, but I blame myself.  When you don’t give specifics to a supercomputer in charge of millions of construction robots, you have only yourself to blame when you get the whole package with all the optional extras.  There were cells with restraints, glassed-in compartments with airtight seals, steel coffins with internal restraints and locking pins, autopsy tables with variable lights—visible, ultraviolet, and microwave cooking settings.  The place was stocked with everything for vampire research, from cameras to wooden stakes, steel scalpels, bone saws, silver knives, you name it. 
 
    The more I searched the place, the more I wondered how I would get out.  Since it didn’t come with enchanted chains or magical barriers, I thought I could eventually work my way free.  Unfortunately, with armed and dangerous nutjobs actively trying to stop me, things could get unpleasant. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Where are all the robots?” 
 
    “Apocalyptica.  The portable shift-booth is down the hall, behind a hidden door.” 
 
    “Show me.  I may want—or need—to run like hell from the vampire hunters after I get the information I want.” 
 
    “This way.” 
 
    Diogenes showed me the hidden door.  I needed the help.  He does good work.  The tile along the lower third of the walls was the tricky part.  To unlatch the door and swing it open, two of the top tiles needed to be simultaneously pushed as though sliding them upward.  I practiced for a bit, running down the hall, slapping both tiles, and slipping in to slam the door as quickly as I could. 
 
    “Mary has arrived, Professor.” 
 
    “Thank you, Diogenes.” 
 
    “Will you require this robot on the premises?” 
 
    “No, I don’t—wait.  Do you have a monitoring connection?” 
 
    “The local video and audio systems have a tie-in through a communications micro-gate relay.” 
 
    “Perfect.  No, I don’t think we’ll need the robot.” 
 
    He walked it into the shift-booth and closed the door.  I went up front to open the entrance grate and greet Mary.  She met me at the grate, wearing leather and carrying goggles and a helmet.  I noticed she arrived on a Triumph motorcycle.  She kissed me as I welcomed her. 
 
    “New ride?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep.  Much handier for getting around.  I can go places cars can’t.” 
 
    I glanced at Bronze.  She was amused. 
 
    “That’s a decided advantage when dodging pursuit,” I agreed.  “How is the bloodsucker hunt going?” 
 
    “We’re all set up.  I have three different targets identified for your hunting party.  I’ve mapped them out pretty well based on architecture, eyeballs, and a thermal scope.” 
 
    “No scrying spells?” 
 
    “I could, but it’s hard to do them here.  The electronics did the work, instead.” 
 
    “What were you saying a few days ago about practicing?” 
 
    Mary grumbled at me as I locked the grating and we started walking down the tunnel. 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll do a scrying spell—”  
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “—three scrying spells and get details for your goons.  But I already have general information on where the bloodsuckers go down for the day in the houses.” 
 
    “And now you’ll pinpoint them, maybe even spot the hidden tripwires and land mines.” 
 
    Mary paused.  She cocked her head.  I recognized the look. 
 
    “Are you planning,” I asked, carefully, “to put mines in the tunnel?” 
 
    “Hmm?” she asked, focusing on me again.  “Oh, maybe.  I was thinking instead of spikes at the bottom of the pit trap, some explosives might be even better.” 
 
    I came to a sudden halt and took her arm to halt her, as well. 
 
    “Pit trap?” 
 
    “In the mine.” 
 
    “Where, exactly, is this pit trap?” 
 
    “Down the main tunnel, past the hidden door.  Didn’t Diogenes show you?” 
 
    “I was more interested in the facility.  So the tunnel is safe from the entry grate to the boarded-up tunnel?” 
 
    “Perfectly.  But a bit beyond that is where it gets dangerous.  I was thinking the pit trap might be improved with a trigger and a timer.  When the victim falls in, it waits for minute and then detonates, potentially killing a rescuer.”  She thought for a moment.  “Maybe I should include a length of rusty chain near the edge, just to make sure they have some way to immediately attempt a rescue.” 
 
    “Remind me to never play in your dungeons without a dedicated thief.” 
 
    “Thief?” 
 
    “Rogue.  Whatever class they’re calling it now.” 
 
    “Is this a reference to those games you like so much?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thought so.  I don’t know what you see in them.  We already do incredible things.” 
 
    “Yes, but we have kind of a theme.  There are other genres.” 
 
    “We have a theme?” 
 
    “Back to the explosives.  Maybe a couple of claymores built into the walls?  And some collapsing charges to bring the tunnel down?” 
 
    “I’d say we go with incendiaries.  Fire is effective on so many things.  No collapsing charge, though.  Not unless you intend to leave the portable shift-booth here.” 
 
    “Good points.  No, we’ll be taking the booth with us or destroying it in place, depending on how we exit.” 
 
    Mary opened the boarded-up barrier and we bolted it behind us. 
 
    “So, what do you think of the facility?” she asked. 
 
    “I think Diogenes overdid it,” I admitted. 
 
    “He’s an overachiever.  I understand he’s designing a starship for you.” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “Is it weird to be friends with Skynet?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He gets me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a comfort,” she admitted. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I get you, and the potentially world-ending computer system does?” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” I soothed, opening the main door.  “I don’t get me, either.” 
 
    “Maybe you should spend more time examining the inside of your head.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I allowed, and let the conversation drop.  I don’t go into my mental basement anymore.  It’s not a nice place. 
 
    We walked through the facility together, double-checking everything and doing a dry run on how to deliver and contain a Boojum-class bloodsucker.  There are any number of different types of vampire, each with its own strengths and weaknesses.  With a little caution and suitable weapons, I felt the hunter types could cope.  The place was practically a Mad Scientist lair.  All it needed was a big, red button for a self-destruct. 
 
    “Mary?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Does this place have a self-destruct button?” 
 
    “Of course not!” 
 
    “Good,” I sighed, relieved. 
 
    “It has an automatic self-destruct if enough hatches are breached.” 
 
    Ask a silly question… 
 
    “How many hatches?” 
 
    “There’s got to be at least one containment room breach.  The hatch leading to the entryway—the inside room from the main, outer door—also has to breach.” 
 
    “Good to know.  Explosives?” 
 
    “And incendiaries.  If blasting, burning, and burying it doesn’t kill it, it deserves to escape.” 
 
    “There is no kill like overkill,” I agreed.  “All right, I don’t see anything glaringly obvious,” I decided.  “I think the only way to find fault is to try it and see how someone escapes.” 
 
    “Diogenes and I did our best.  It’s not easy when the prisoners have to be accessible for analysis.” 
 
    “I agree.  So let’s get details on our future prisoners and see if our humans can bring them in.” 
 
    “Does this mean I have to cast a scrying spell?  Three scrying spells?” 
 
    “Yes.  But not until after sunrise.  I don’t want them accidentally noticing it.  We have other things to do.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Warding this place from mysterious vampire powers.  No doubt Theodore Numbskull—Reynolds, yes?” 
 
    “Reynolds.  Yes.” 
 
    “He’ll want to do his own anti-vampire, anti-detection charms, but I won’t be content with unknown spells hiding me from hostile undead eyeballs.  Which reminds me,” I added.  “You’re wearing your full cloaking array, right?” 
 
    “In a world where voodoo vampires want to sacrifice me to the belligerent demigod in the basement?  Is that a rhetorical question, or just a silly one?” 
 
    “Just making sure.  Let’s get started.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Sunday, October 12th, 1969 
 
      
 
    While Mary maneuvered a scrying sensor through daytime vampire lairs, I popped over to Apocalyptica and concentrated on probe-gate rings for Diogenes.  We might have adequate data to fire up the Boojum Hunt Project shortly, but we would still need as many probe-gates as possible.  Diogenes could build probe facilities almost as quickly as I could enchant gate rings, so that was to the good, but I was still way behind on my part of the project.  For each gate ring, we would also need an enchanted probe with a high-precision Boojum detection spell.  I couldn’t even start on the probes until after we analyzed a bloodsucker, so I might as well get as many rings out of the way as possible. 
 
    Some days make me long for the simpler times when I was running for my life. 
 
    I sat in the conjurer’s circle of my probe-gate enchantment diagram and let it do most of the work.  I don’t enjoy handling the kind of power load it takes to embed an enchantment in an object so quickly, but I never liked pushing a mower around the yard, either.  It didn’t stop me. 
 
    What did stop me was the realization my mortal form was drenched in sweat.  It was running down my forehead and into my eyes again, despite a headband and Diogenes’ best efforts at air conditioning.  Plus, I was hungry.  Hammering power into probe-gate rings made for a long, tiring morning and my nigh-heroic exertions were starting to come back on me. 
 
    I had my shower, breakfast, second breakfast, brunch, and four lunches.  Then I went back to Flintridge to see how Mary’s scrying was coming along. 
 
    She was still in the containment facility, staring into a mirror.  I was glad she wasn’t looking at her reflection.  Her appearance alone told me she was tired.  Her eyes were red and watering a bit.  She was damp with sweat and a few strands of hair were trying to escape.  It wasn’t as bad as a day at the gym, of course, but she would be annoyed with herself for showing weakness. 
 
    She had detailed layouts sketched on two of the three places and was working on the third.  I chose not to interrupt.  Instead, I examined her sketches.  They were floor plans with little notes penciled in.  “Do not open this door; it has an alarm.”  “Caution: attack dogs (3).”  “The blonde woman is armed.”  She wasn’t just doing a walkthrough like a tourist with a video camera.  She was doing a complete analysis.  In Flintridge’s wimpy magical environment?  No wonder she was tired. 
 
    She finished with the last layout, sat back with a groan, and ground the heels of her hands into her eyes. 
 
    “I have a headache,” she announced. 
 
    “Me, too.  It was a long morning enchanting probe-gates.”  I rustled her papers.  “Your morning was pretty tiring, too.” 
 
    “No kidding.  Your Numbskulls better be grateful!” 
 
    “I know I am.  You’ve done remarkably well.  No one else could have done it.” 
 
    “You could.” 
 
    “I could cast the scrying spells more easily, but I wouldn’t know what to look for.  Not like you.  I wouldn’t have noticed alarms on the doors, for example,” I added, indicating the map. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s not the same as doing an actual search.  I don’t guarantee I found everything.” 
 
    “Duly noted.  I’ll make sure to write up a disclaimer and a warning label.” 
 
    “So, what now?” 
 
    “You eat something, take a hot shower, and lie down for a bit.” 
 
    “I meant after that.” 
 
    “We wait until sunset and I hand all this over to Theodore.  Then we wait some more.” 
 
    “I can be patient,” she decided.  “It’s a weird feeling, though.” 
 
    “Being patient?” 
 
    “Preparing for a big heist—I’ve never stolen a vampire!—and handing it over to someone else to carry out.” 
 
    “Do you want to steal a vampire?” 
 
    “No.  Not really.”  She leaned back in her chair and ran her fingers through her hair.  “I’m a mess.” 
 
    “We can wait in Apocalyptica.  It has better bathrooms and a fantastic chef.” 
 
    “I like this plan.” 
 
    “Good.  You can also help me enchant probe gates.” 
 
    “I am suddenly less pleased with this plan.” 
 
      
 
    While Diogenes held a micro-gate to the facility, Mary and I got even more of a mystical workout.  We tag-teamed the enchantment diagram, forging rings of power—probe-gate rings, that is.  We called it quits after only a dozen or so.  I still had to build Ted his own compass and surveyor’s glass for detecting Boojum-class vampires.  All this kept us busy until nightfall in Flintridge. 
 
    “Do you want to overwatch while I deliver kidnapping plans to the Numbskulls?” I asked, while we showered again. 
 
    “Yes.  I don’t trust them as far as I can comfortably spit molten tar.” 
 
    “There is no way to comfortably spit molten tar.” 
 
    “Good.  I was afraid I was being too subtle for you.” 
 
    “Got it.  You don’t trust them.  Neither do I.  I’m pretending to trust them so we can both get things we want.” 
 
    “You sound like a politician.” 
 
    “I have soap,” I pointed out.  “I can wash your mouth out.” 
 
    “I apologize and take it back.” 
 
    “Take back the apology?  Or the comment about sounding like a politician?” 
 
    “Whichever will get me out of trouble quickest.” 
 
    The logistics were a trifle complicated.  Mary and I could shift back and forth through the containment facility’s temporary shift-booth, but Bronze wouldn’t fit through most of the doors.  She was still outside the mine.  I went directly through to the mine to go with Bronze back to the lair.  Mary went straight to the lair to bring papers, the compass, and the surveyor’s glass. 
 
    It was a nice night for a run.  I enjoyed it, Bronze enjoyed it, and we both enjoyed the other enjoying it.  It’s a positive feedback thing and one I need to trigger more often. 
 
    Back at our lair, Bronze dressed herself in an Impala, Mary and I slid into the seats, and we gunned down the highway like any other vampire couple out for a nighttime drive in a possessed car. 
 
    Lights were on at Ted’s house.  The driveway was full of cars and three more were parked along the curb.  A radio played music inside the house.  The curtains were drawn, but it was apparent a moderate gathering was underway.  Maybe it was bridge night for the ladies and poker night for the gents, all at once. 
 
    “Do we bother them?” Mary asked, from our vantage at the corner. 
 
    “I’m not sure.  I see something.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Give me a minute.” 
 
    The glow around the house was partly from the outside lights and the windows.  There was also the usual aura of the charm on the house.  There was something new, however.  It was definitely an energy manifestation of some sort, invisible to mortal eyes and possibly invisible to wizard eyes, as well.  I stared at the house for a while, trying to pick out the pattern of it among the other colors and lights.  Then I had it. 
 
    Someone placed a faith-based charm on the house.  For lack of a better term, someone blessed it.  I can’t see the aura of holy ground—or I don’t think I can.  I haven’t tried to work out a way to detect it—but this was an aura I could see.  While I doubted it would set me on fire for walking in, it would certainly be uncomfortable.  How uncomfortable was another question.  There’s plenty of room between “itchy” and “immolated.”  It would be worse for the black-hearted local vampires, but I certainly wouldn’t enjoy it.  I explained as much to Mary. 
 
    “Okay, so, we wrap everything up neatly, strap it to a manhole cover, and Frisbee the thing in through a window.” 
 
    “Whatever happened to the subtle, sneaky thief?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “There’s a time for subtle and I don’t think this is it.” 
 
    “Quite possibly.  I bet my introduction of the Numbskulls to the religious nuts is what brought this on.  The house didn’t used to have this sort of defense.” 
 
    “Quick question,” Mary offered.  “Could they have consecrated the place to be holy ground?” 
 
    “No.  Well… in theory.  I’m told holy ground has a certain mystical resonance with the entity to which it’s consecrated.  It’s tuned, so to speak.  But it’s limited to places where the activities are also in tune with the entity.  If you have a lot of… what’s the word?  Profane?  No… Secular, I think.  Anyway, the ground has to be maintained by near-constant reinforcement through religious activities.  If you do non-religious things, it tends to mess it up.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “Look, I’m okay as a wizardess, but my theology still needs work.  Dumb this down for me.” 
 
    “They could consecrate the place, yes, but it wouldn’t last long.  It’s a home, not a church, and I doubt the Reynolds family is going to keep up a constant stream of prayer to keep the ground tuned in.  Moreover, they have their own charm on the house, along with a faith-based charm on the house, which tells me they don’t trust any hokey religions to make their yard a sacred yard dedicated to the almighty Lord of Crabgrass.” 
 
    “No holy ground, just a charm on the house.  Got it.  That’s all you had to say.” 
 
    “I’ll remember for the future.” 
 
    “You’ve said that before.” 
 
    “And I remember it.  Doesn’t mean I’ll change.” 
 
    “Good.  So, how do you want to deliver the package?” 
 
    “I’m thinking I’ll test the defenses.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Kick down a door?” 
 
    “I was thinking of walking up the front walk, putting it all down in front of the door, ringing the doorbell, and running away.” 
 
    Mary sighed. 
 
    “Practical.  Direct.  No fun.” 
 
    “Look if you want to taunt them after we analyze a Boojum, I’m okay with it.  Until then, they’re our best shot for doing this without having it reflect back on us.  I don’t know for sure we need them as a firewall between us and the Boojum, but I don’t want to find out by having the Boojum crawl out of a kidnapped bloodsucker and start chewing on us.  I’ll know more after I analyze one of the things.” 
 
    “I acknowledge and accept your stodgy, cautious, pragmatic logic.” 
 
    Bronze rumbled softly up the street, drifted to a silent halt, and I accepted the package from Mary.  Walking up the bricks to the front porch was no problem.  Approaching the house became uncomfortable.  It felt a lot like my twice-daily transformations—lots of needle-legged insects crawling all over my skin, each leg giving me a tiny zap as it skittered under my clothes.  I tried not to let it bother me, but it was a continuous feeling all over my body. 
 
    I put the package down on the porch and rang the doorbell.  Coming in contact with the structure of the house was more unpleasant than the walk up.  Still, I succeeded in ringing the bell without damaging myself.  It was like touching a live electrical wire, but it was only a fleeting contact.  I turned and fled back to the car, slid in, and we were in motion as I settled into my seat, or a hair sooner. 
 
    From a reasonable distance, I watched the front door open and watched Martin—the eldest, I believe—take the package inside. 
 
    “We should be getting a call soon,” I observed. 
 
    “More waiting,” Mary groused. 
 
    “Whatever happened to the patience of the legendary thief?” 
 
    “It’s not my caper,” she countered.  “All I’m doing is paving the way for a bunch of mortal amateurs!” 
 
    “Is that all?  I think we can fix that.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Ted-Theodore doesn’t know you.  They never saw who shot their cars and suchlike.  You can be a professional housebreaker—a mortal—I’ve hired to help with the alarms, locks, and whatever else.  They can handle the brute-force part while you take care of the subtleties.  They could use a professional, couldn’t they?” 
 
    Mary was startled, then thoughtful. 
 
    “It could work,” she admitted.  “I kind of like the idea of being the day-walking vampire masquerading as a mortal with the vampire hunters.  But won’t it screw up the plan of having them do the vampire-stealing?” 
 
    “Just don’t have anything to do with the vampire or moving him,” I decided.  “Unlocking locks, disabling alarms, doing a Tongoese neck twist on a guard—that shouldn’t put you on the magical radar.  If you help hoist a steel coffin, that’s another story.  Hmm.” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “These vampires, are they in bolted-down steel vaults?” 
 
    “No.  They have actual coffins, complete with dirt.” 
 
    “I wonder why they need the dirt.” 
 
    “That’s one of the things you’ll find out.” 
 
    “Possibly, but it’s not high on my list.  I was worried we would need a cutting torch to get them out of a steel box set in the concrete of the basement floor.  Then we would need a vampire carrying case, too.” 
 
    “The hard part is getting to the coffin,” Mary assured me.  “There shouldn’t be any trouble about simply picking it up and making off with it.  I think it’s a safety thing.  Their servants can evacuate them in case of fire or similar disasters.” 
 
    “Ah.  Yes, I can see that.  Okay.  So you make it easy to get to the coffin and cover them as they escape.  You’re involved, but you’ll lack most of the mystic signature necessary for locating you.” 
 
    “You want to explain that one to me again?” she asked, doubtfully. 
 
    “When you swipe an object—and object with which I am familiar—it’s possible I can ping it, locate it, and recover it.  Under ideal conditions, anyway.  If it can get it back, whoever stole it leaves a sort of psychic fingerprint on the object.  It can be detected, amplified, built up into a signature I can trace to find the culprit.  Imagine a camera built into the coffin.  The room is foggy, though, so only the people grabbing it and carrying it are at all clear in the photos.  The shadowy figure of you, off to the side, is a minor figure, possibly an accomplice, possibly something else.  Regardless, the people to look for are the ones in sharp focus and easy to identify.” 
 
    “Which brings me to another thing,” Mary added.  “Aren’t these guys going to get their collective butts eaten by the Boojum?” 
 
    “It’s possible.  Unlikely, though.  They’re experienced vampire hunters.  Experienced in dealing with the Boojum-class bloodsuckers, anyway.  The Lord of Light has a thing for me, specifically, and if I do this, he’ll be extraordinarily cheesed.  Half the bloodsuckers on the planet might start looking for me, if they aren’t already.  If they are, the other half will join in. 
 
    “But if some human hunters continue to do what they always do?” I continued.  “Well, that’s just the cost of doing business.  He loses bloodsuckers all the time.  The key here is to not let him catch wind of me being involved.  He’s liable to take it personally.  That’s what we’re trying to avoid.” 
 
    “Got it.  Okay.  I’d like to—” she broke off as my Diogephone buzzed.  I took it out, unfolded it once to avoid deploying the screen, and answered. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Professor, you have a call.” 
 
    “I was expecting it.  Put him through.” 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello.  Theodore?” 
 
    “Yes.  I take it you sent a package over?” 
 
    “I did.  You got the layouts, the warnings, and the gadgets?” 
 
    “I did.  We’re looking them over now.” 
 
    “Excellent.”  I winked at Mary as I continued.  “I reviewed the obstacles listed and, if you like, I’m pretty sure I have a professional housebreaker who can help.” 
 
    “Housebreaker?” 
 
    “Thief.  She’s good with locks and alarms, that sort of thing.  She’s a professional, so she’s expensive when it comes to commission jobs, but I’ll pay her fee if you think she’ll be of use.” 
 
    “How good is she?” 
 
    “Ever been to the Louvre?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you see the Mona Lisa?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    Ted was silent for several seconds, digesting that. 
 
    “I would be happy to meet her,” he decided. 
 
    “Wonderful.  I’ll see if I can get her on short notice.  If I can, I’ll send her the information to study immediately.  Should she drop by in the morning, assuming?” 
 
    “Morning?  You mean she’s mortal?” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “I just thought… well, you’re a vampire.” 
 
    “Look, Ted—wait.  Not to derail the conversation, but do people call you ‘Ted,’ or is it ‘Theo,’ or even ‘Theodore’?” 
 
    “It’s ‘Ted’.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ted.  What I was saying is I don’t have a dozen vampires or other such things goofing off until I want them to do something.  I have money.  Lots of money.  I don’t grab people by the brainstem and turn them into mindless minions.  I hire them.  They don’t need to know what I am.  I spent over a million pounds sterling to build a school in England.  As far as I know, nobody knew a thing about my nocturnal habits, and there were hundreds of laborers on that project.  I could have saved a fortune my dominating the minds of the contractor and the company owner and suchlike, but I find it distasteful, even objectionable.  But I can spend money and people do things willingly, even creatively.  It’s better to persuade people to work together for mutual benefits than to dominate and control.  See what I mean?” 
 
    “Roger that.  It just didn’t seem… Nevermind.  All right.  If you can hire her, I’ll expect a visitor.” 
 
    “No problem.  And when would you like to tour the facility?  The place to keep the thing while we examine it?” 
 
    “Uh… when would be a good time?” 
 
    “Well, it’s a couple of hours driving.  Tomorrow night?” 
 
    “I can do that.  Give me directions.” 
 
    I did so, explaining about the turnoff on the gravel road and cautioning him on where to park.  Lots of scrap metal lying around makes for unhappy tires. 
 
    Then again, Bronze was standing outside, left to graze for quite some time.  It might not be nearly so dangerous to tires. 
 
    We hung up on the most amicable note we’ve ever had. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Tuesday, February 14th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    We spent most of the night on probe-gate manufacture.  There were still hundreds of the things to get through, but it goes faster at night.  At night, we can handle more power without risking damage. 
 
    When morning rolled around, Mary went to visit the Reynolds household while Diogenes listened in through her Diogephone.  It’s not that I don’t trust her to be discreet, clever, and deceptive.  I don’t trust people. 
 
    I, on the other hand, was too nervous about her going into the lion’s den, as it were, to listen to the pleasantries.  What I wanted to do was sit outside the Reynolds’ house in a Bronze APC while wearing full armor and carrying Firebrand.  Firebrand was all for it, of course.  I recognized my own limitations, though.  If I did that, I’d be chewing my nails through the gauntlets and sweating like a sunrise. 
 
    Mary and I discussed where she wanted me.  She felt confident she could handle a daytime meeting.  I had to pretend to be just as confident.  She didn’t buy it.  She sent me to Karvalen, knowing there would be things to distract me.  She was right, of course. 
 
    Bronze chose to come along, so we arrived via the upper gate in the mountain-palace.  Bronze’s favorite metal suit simply will not fit through the temple shift-booth.  No one was waiting to attack us and no obvious detection spells went off.  A trio of Knights of Shadow took a knee as we came through, though. 
 
    I can’t get away from these guys. 
 
    “Good day,” I offered.  They saluted.  “Does Beltar have you on door-duty?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “And he wants to you be on bodyguard detail if I come through?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    I muttered something and Firebrand chuckled. 
 
    “Fine.  Please convey to him my compliments and ask him to attend me in my council chamber.  Wait—do I still have a council chamber in the mountain?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Good.  Do I still have a scrying room, too?” 
 
    I get tired of hearing the same affirmative so much.  I let them follow me while Bronze trotted off to her coal bin.  I wonder, sometimes, if she likes her room or if she has some sort of conversation with the mountain.  I’ll ask, sometime, when I think of it. 
 
    Once in my scrying chamber, I called up Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar.  It was awkward, having a three-way call when they couldn’t talk to each other—an oversight on my part.  I told them I’d call them back and started fiddling with the enchantment on a mirror.  It would take more than one mirror, I decided.  One for each participant, placed behind me, and a single mirror in front of me.  I could address them through a split-screen on the forward mirror and they could address each other by looking into the mirrors behind me. 
 
    Conference calling, scrying-mirror style. 
 
    I’m sure there’s a better way to do it, but how escapes me.  Specialized conference-call mirrors?  Maybe something like a leaded window, with a central mirror and added mirrors all around the center?  Enchanting a whole new batch of specialized communications devices doesn’t seem a better idea to me. 
 
    “Gentlemen.” 
 
    “Sire.” 
 
    “Sire.” 
 
    “Yes, Master of Inconvenient Timing?” 
 
    I sighed.  Seldar will be the death of me. 
 
    “Why is my timing inconvenient?” 
 
    “There is a war to get underway, Sire,” he informed me. 
 
    “So, it’s official?  Karvalen is declaring war and heading for the southern kingdoms?” 
 
    “Indeed.  Is that not why you are here?” 
 
    “Lissette doesn’t seem to want my help.” 
 
    The composite image in the main mirror revealed the glances behind me. 
 
    “What?” I asked.  Torvil and Kammen looked at Seldar.  His lips pressed into a thin line at being nominated. 
 
    “Sire,” he began, “the Queen does desire your assistance in the war to come.” 
 
    “She hasn’t told me.  Hell, she hasn’t even given me the vague impression she wants anything to do with me.” 
 
    “Sire,” Kammen rumbled, “you don’t know much about women.” 
 
    Torvil and Seldar nodded. 
 
    “Granted,” I agreed.  “Maybe you should explain it to me.” 
 
    “Can’t.” 
 
    “Can’t?” 
 
    “There’s no way to explain.  You get ’em or you don’t.” 
 
    “He would know,” Torvil muttered. 
 
    “Ain’t my fault,” Kammen countered, grinning. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Seldar interrupted.  “His Majesty is, I feel, less interested in the ways of the vicious sex and more interested in the direct troubles of the war.” 
 
    “I always thought it was ‘the fairer sex’.” 
 
    “Fairer?” Seldar said, giving it some thought.  “No, that doesn’t seem right.  They are no more fair than men, and often less so, at least in my experience.  The common phrase is as I have said, although I admit there are exceptions.  You must admit their venom and vitriol when provoked.” 
 
    “Uh, yes.  I wasn’t aware of the common phrase.” 
 
    “A bit of a cliché, of course,” he admitted.  It made me wonder even more about Rethven and Karvalen culture.  I knew it was patriarchal, but there is so much about the place I still don’t understand.  Maybe I should get a better disguise, roll into town as a traveler, buy a house, get a job, and learn from the ground up.  The king’s-eye view doesn’t go into much detail. 
 
    “Of course.  So, about this war…?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.  Troops are mustering from all over the kingdom.  Ships have been built, more have been commandeered, and we anticipate a full invasion fleet setting sail within the month.” 
 
    “I presume the internal situation is such that Lissette isn’t going to have any trouble?” 
 
    “For the most part, I believe so,” Seldar agreed, with Torvil and Kammen nodding.  “There may be one or two who might use the opportunity, but the nobles are being surprisingly supportive.  The example made of Seracteyn during the rebellion of the coastal cities has had quite the salubrious effect.” 
 
    “Is that the one with the skull around the doorway?” 
 
    “That is Calisheyn, not Seracteyn.” 
 
    “Oh.  Do I want to know?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    When Seldar gives me a flat answer, especially without the usual honorifics, I take him at his word.  Whatever Lissette did to Seracteyn, it was something I didn’t want to know.  But, darn it, I’m curious. 
 
    “Why don’t I want to know?” 
 
    “Is the phrase ‘Hung by their own intestines to strangle to death’ of interest you?” 
 
    The vicious sex, indeed.  Maybe I’m not as curious as I thought. 
 
    “All right, if I don’t have rebellious nobles to put down, how do I help?” 
 
    “That would be for Her Majesty to say.” 
 
    “Damn it, I’m asking you.” 
 
    “The fleet must travel around the Pillars of the Sea, more commonly known as the Dragon’s Teeth.  These are towering stones which rise from the waters, ranging in size from a few feet in diameter to a few hundred.  Some are half again as high as the tallest mast.  They are impassable to any but small vessels, save through a single strait where even great ships may travel.  The fleet must sail around these rocks, going well out of its way, or navigate this channel. 
 
    “If it goes around,” he continued, “the defenders will have that much more time prepare.  They may also assume the fleet is bound for the coast north of Ynar, and therefore increase the fortification of Iyner.  It would then be pointless to sail past Iyner on the way to assault Salacia, in Praeteyn.  If the fleet goes through the strait, it may then choose anywhere along the coast of Ynar and Praeteyn equally, forcing the enemy to spread its troops in an attempt to prevent any landing, or pull them back in reserve to respond quickly when one is established. 
 
    “To pass through the straits, however, will force the fleet to contend with those who live upon the Pillars of the Sea.” 
 
    “And these people are…?” 
 
    “Savages and pirates, for the most part.  They live on the bounty of the sea, but the occasional ship is attacked in the Strait for both goods and slaves.  Rumor has it some travelers become food.” 
 
    “So, if the way through the Dragon’s Teeth or Pillars of the Sea—whatever they’re called—was cleared, it would help the war effort?” 
 
    “It was my thought, yes.  Not the whole of the Dragon’s Teeth, of course.  Only the Strait of the Fang Rocks.  Her Majesty is attempting negotiations with those who hold the Strait, but if those should fail…” 
 
    “I’ll give it some thought.  If negotiation fails, let me know.  What else?” 
 
    “The Knights of Shadow have not been called,” Torvil said.  “Her Majesty has requested the forces of those faiths who love our kingdom, but the majority of their aid is less martial and more priestly.  Your temples have the largest body of men under arms, but she has pointedly failed to ask the Lord of Shadow.  When Beltar sent his offer, volunteering service, she did not deign to reply.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Well, she’s within her rights to accept or not.  I’m not going to go against her, if that’s her decision.” 
 
    Torvil and Kammen were unhappy.  Seldar merely smiled slightly and said nothing.  I made a mental note to ask him, later, what he found amusing. 
 
    “I can find the rock-pillar-things on my sand table, but I’ll need a map of the safe-ish passage through the rocks.  I want to look at it before I decide how to tackle it.” 
 
    “I will send word to Dantos,” Seldar assured me. 
 
    “Anything else I should know about?” 
 
    “Liam,” Kammen said.  “He’s going.” 
 
    “Going?  You mean going with the troops?” 
 
    “He wants to command them.  He has generals, and Her Majesty is allowing him to be her representative.  She knows she can’t go herself.” 
 
    “Why not?—no, I remember.  She’s in charge, so she can’t be allowed to risk herself.  Got it.  But she’s letting Liam go?  The heir?” 
 
    “He’s got a younger brother,” Kammen pointed out, “and he’s gotta face battle sometime.”  He shrugged.  “Besides, the younger one ain’t a twat.” 
 
    “Kammen!” Torvil snapped. 
 
    “Well, not so much as Liam is,” Kammen amended. 
 
    Torvil rolled his eyes.  Seldar chuckled. 
 
    “Kammen is not wrong.  Tactless, perhaps, but not wrong,” Seldar told me.  “I think Liam has the makings of a good king, but despite his youth, Terrel might be a better one.  It is not my place to say.” 
 
    “But you have an opinion?” 
 
    “All men have opinions.  Who can judge the future of a boy so young?  Liam is the elder and the pattern of his life is more set.  I think he will do well, given time and seasoning.” 
 
    “I trust your judgment.  We’ll see.” 
 
    Privately, I wished I had different circumstances.  It would be nice to have been anything besides an absentee father.  I’m doing this family thing totally wrong. 
 
      
 
    The sand table shifted, forming patterns and shapes in the dust.  The Dragon’s Teeth, as they are commonly known, or the Pillars of the Sea, if you’re reading a maritime chart, are columns of stone projecting out of the water.  They look natural in the sense they are not assembled or carved, but they strike me as weird, at the very least.  There are thousands of them, maybe tens of thousands.  They run in a general east-west pattern, between the northern and southern shores of the inner and outer continents, for a thousand miles or more.  The body of them is only a couple hundred miles across at the widest point, making the Straits of the Fang Rocks about that long. 
 
    Most of these rocky pillars are fairly close to one another and usually covered in plants.  The natives of the region have developed rope bridges to a high art.  They also move from pillar to pillar—or island to island—via small boats reminiscent of kayaks or by standing on paddleboards.  Most of the time, they’re fishing in the relatively shallow waters between the islands or doing the whole hunter-gatherer thing.  The people put me in mind of some tourist pictures of Polynesia. 
 
    There are some areas of… I don’t want to say “civilization,” but perhaps “technological advancement.”  Mostly near the Strait, there are island-pillars with more citified communities.  These pillars are mostly covered in wooden structures, clinging like ugly hats to the surface of the rock.  The residents are, pretty obviously, pirates.  Most of the time, they put up their feet and enjoy life, but they do have some small ships tucked away in a few deep-water dead-ends between the pillars.  Sometimes they set sail, take a merchant vessel or two, sell anything they don’t need, and return home to their towers of rock and wood with the things they want.  Mostly, it appears they want wine, women, and any food that isn’t seaweed or fish. 
 
    I can’t say it’s not a romantic sort of life, but it’s also not one with a future.  I didn’t see anyone past the age of fifty.  My guess is the successful pirates use the maze of the Dragon’s Teeth as the perfect place to dodge pursuers, then retire to a more law-abiding life when they feel their age creeping up on them—assuming they live so long. 
 
    The natives weren’t going to be a problem.  The pirates were. 
 
    I examined the Straits with some care.  As far as I could tell, there were six places where the pirates had prepared defenses or ambush points, depending on who was coming through the Straits and why.  There were pillar-top fortifications at both ends, of course, and at four more places along the route.  Catapults, nets, a variety of grapples and chains—they didn’t need much firepower, being so far above the decks.  A hefty rock simply tossed far enough over the side of a pillar would kill a man and possibly go right through the deck. 
 
    Three things leaped to mind.  First, I could attempt to negotiate with them.  I might be able to simply give them money or goods to pay for safe passage.  Second, I could try to intimidate them.  People don’t call me the Demon King for no reason.  Third, I could burn their emplacements and their ships. 
 
    Pros and cons.  Pros and cons. 
 
    The trouble, as I saw it, with bribing them—or paying for passage—was they couldn’t be trusted.  They didn’t seem to have a central leadership.  Give any bunch of them a thousand gold coins and they’ll say, “Oh, but it wasn’t us.  It was those untrustworthy bastards at the next stop.  We abide by the terms of our agreement.” 
 
    The second option had similar problems.  If I wanted to intimidate them into leaving the Karvalen ships alone, I probably could.  I could visit every island, every community-like dwelling on the rocks, scare the bejeezus out of everyone, then go around again, making sure everyone remembered to be scared of me.  Eventually, if I did it enough, I would be the Demon King of the Dragon’s Teeth as well as Karvalen.  Then the ships could pass unmolested. 
 
    My guess was it would take a month, two to be sure.  Anything short of that and someone would get greedy.  And, if I wasn’t there to stop it instantly, others would see it as a clear opportunity to get the goods while I wasn’t watching, then blame everybody else. 
 
    Pirates.  They’re dishonest, and a dishonest man you can always trust to be dishonest.  Honestly. 
 
    Burning everything to ash and sailing past the smoking wreckage, on the other hand… 
 
    I’m for it, Boss. 
 
    “I knew you would be.” 
 
    Let me see… The main launching points for pirate attacks are, for the most part, built of masonry or carved into the rock.  Behind those fortifications, however, the structures are wood.  So, six main points of attack, thirteen pillars—most only use two, on opposite sides.  The exception has a big pillar and two smaller ones, totaling thirteen.  Not counting any ships at sea hunting for merchants, there are nine ships of the two-masted variety.  All in all, twenty-two major fires should do it. 
 
    On the other hand, what about the pillars?  Could I damage the pillars enough near the bases to topple them?  Yes, certainly.  The drawback is, how do you tell for certain which way the pillar topples?  The Straits are narrow.  Even turning a ship around is tricky and time-consuming.  One mistake with a falling pillar and the Straits are blocked until it goes away.  If the fleet is even partway through the Straits, they have to turn around and single-file their way back before going around anyway. 
 
    No, carving a better aquatic highway through the rocks would have to wait. 
 
    So, fires.  I predict many small gates and a slew of incendiary devices. 
 
    “You know, this would be much easier if you were still a dragon,” I noted. 
 
    I agree.  I don’t suppose you can grow me a dragon body like you do with those elves? 
 
    “I’d need a sample to copy.  Sorry.” 
 
    Where’s my old scabbard?  The leather one, made of dragonhide? 
 
    “I… you know, I don’t know.” 
 
    Would it work? 
 
    “I’m not sure.  I’d have to let Diogenes look at it.  Do you think you could occupy a dragon body?” 
 
    No.  I’m bound in here like a soul in a meatsack.  You could transfer me, though, couldn’t you? 
 
    “Again, I’m not sure.  You’re enchanted to be in the sword, not bound there by normal life processes.  I’m not entirely sure how it works.” 
 
    Fat lot of help you are. 
 
    “I was young and didn’t know how ignorant I was back then.  Now I’m older and know I’m ignorant.  What do you want?” 
 
    Better. 
 
    “Oh, you’re funny.  On the other hand, Bronze can possess cars, statues, and the Blacks.  She might be able to leap into an empty dragon-shell.” 
 
    Oh, that’s nice, Firebrand huffed.  I come up with the idea and she gets all the fun! 
 
    “I’m so sorry.  Would it help if we visited an island fortress and tackled it personally?” 
 
    …maybe. 
 
    “And there’s a war coming up.  If I can dodge bodyguards, we might slaughter our way through an enemy line.” 
 
    I… could cope with that, yes. 
 
    “In the meantime, if you want to hang out with Bob, you can go back to burning people sentenced to death.” 
 
    No, that’s okay.  It’s nice, in a way, but I’ve had enough of it for a while.  It gets a little monotonous. 
 
    “As you say.  I’m more concerned with these pillars and how to hit the emplacements.” 
 
    Why? 
 
    “I sink.  I’m not sure how deep the water is.” 
 
    So? 
 
    “So?  At night, it’s not so much of a problem.  I have to surface and clear my lungs before dawn or I drown.” 
 
    So, what you’re saying is, you would rather not personally tackle a ship or a pillar or whatever because you can’t swim? 
 
    “If anything goes wrong, I’m in the soup with no way to float.” 
 
    Boss, you know how you’ve observed you’re a bit dense? 
 
    “On par with aluminum, I think.” 
 
    If you say so.  The point is, you can’t swim? 
 
    “Not even with water wings.  I need a life raft, minimum.” 
 
    Can you climb? 
 
    “Climb?” 
 
    These pillars—they go all the way to the bottom, right? 
 
    I refrained from using language that might scorch Firebrand.  Instead, I called up Seldar and asked him to find my old dragonhide scabbard, or, failing that, some dragon bits and pieces. 
 
      
 
    Beltar arrived while I was mulling over the logistics of gate-based firebombing.  Firebrand was hungry for a little carnage and butchery, so the pillars were going to be personal, hand-to-hand work.  The ships still needed to be dealt with, but they also lacked the fortresses’ advantage of height.  I made mention of this to Seldar, to make sure they were ready for ship attacks.  I won’t repeat his reply since it made me sound like an idiot. 
 
    I reviewed my incendiary plans.  Setting fire to a ship is harder than you think.  The things are made of wood, sure, but it’s usually thick, tough, and damp.  You might as well pick any fresh-cut log and try to light it.  It can be done, but it takes work.  Ideally, the ship should have a chance to burn for a bit, undetected, before the fire-fighting begins.  Simply dumping a few gallons of gasoline on the deck and applying a match might do it—the rigging would be toast, certainly—but the structure of the ship might not be materially damaged. 
 
    Fortunately, I wasn’t dealing with interuniversal gates.  They were only point-to-point gates, and, with all the miscellaneous surfaces and objects aboard a ship, probably not brute-force gates, either.  The top of a wooden keg, for example, typically has a bit of a rim around it.  That would serve perfectly well as the target point, as well as providing a sizable opening through which to pump something destructive.  Picking out one belowdecks would also allow the fire a decent chance to catch before anyone started throwing water on it. 
 
    As I was considering what to use—gasoline, kerosene, cooking grease, whatever—Beltar pushed open the pivot-door and stepped inside, standing silent and waiting respectfully to be noticed. 
 
    “Stop that,” I told him.  “Shut the door and have a seat.  You are not permitted to be deferential.” 
 
    Beltar pushed the pivot-door closed and sat.  He made a point of slouching in his chair and crossing his ankles to demonstrate how relaxed and informal he was. 
 
    “Nice,” I agreed.  “So, what’s this I hear about Her Majesty not accepting the Knights of Shadow in her army?” 
 
    Beltar sat up sharply.  I didn’t think I used That Voice.  Checking my memory quickly, I realized I spoke normally.  I decided it was a touchy subject, rather than the way I asked. 
 
    “My lord, the Queen has not refused.  She has simply not replied.” 
 
    “Hmm.  It’s not a refusal, just a failure to acknowledge you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s better.  It seems rude.  To me, anyway.  You were born and raised here.  What do you think?” 
 
    “I think it is a more polite response than a direct refusal.” 
 
    “Okay.  Explain why, please.  Her lack of answer would offend me, but I’m not clear on the social niceties.” 
 
    “May I ask why you would find it offensive, my lord?” 
 
    “Sure.  Ask me anything, Beltar.  You’re the deveas of the Church of Shadow.  You’re also my friend, and I respect you.” 
 
    “I thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “The reason I would think it rude is this.  If I were to make such and offer, personally, I’m asking her a question.  I’m making an offer, a generous one, a gesture of friendliness and helpfulness.  She’s refusing to even acknowledge I made the attempt.  She’s choosing to turn her back on me completely, ignore me, pretend I’m so inconsequential as to be unworthy of any response.  See what I mean?” 
 
    “I do, my lord,” Beltar agreed, nodding.  “I can see it, if I try.  It is not a mode of thought to come naturally to me.” 
 
    “Oh?  How do you see it?” 
 
    “Speaking as you have spoken, I say this.  I offer the Queen a noble gesture.  A friendly one, a helpful one.  For whatever reasons, she chooses not to have the Knights of Shadow by her side during this conflict.  Even so, she dares not offend a power such as yourself.  If she sends a refusal, however carefully worded, it is like… like…”  He paused for thought. 
 
    “You send a woman a gift,” he said, finally.  “She sends it back with a note of polite thanks, but refuses your gift.  Does this offend you?” 
 
    “Hmm.  I buy the flowers and chocolate, she sends them back.  Yeah, I kind of see that.” 
 
    “It is a poor example,” Beltar added.  “She has not sent back a gift, for we have not assembled for war and presented ourselves to her.  We have asked if she would accept a gift, and she has not replied.” 
 
    “It’s a matter of perspective,” I decided.  “I guess I can see how you mean it.  She doesn’t want to upset us, so she pretends she didn’t hear.  We can then either insist—and risk forcing her to answer—or we can take it as the gentlest of refusals and not press the issue.” 
 
    “So I see it, my lord.  It is a thing of diplomacy and tact.” 
 
    “I defer to your superior expertise.  What do the knights think of this?” 
 
    “They are incensed.  I have seldom seen such ardor in their practice, nor have I felt such a deep disquiet in their spirit.  Their Queen goes to war—a war against the Lord of Light, a holy crusade—and they are not invited.  It hurts them, my lord.” 
 
    “How many of them are planning to join the army and simply not tell her?” I asked.  Beltar appeared startled, then guilty. 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “But you know some of them are planning it?  Or have already set out?” 
 
    “My lord is wise.” 
 
    “Recall them.” 
 
    “My lord?  Must I?” 
 
    “Recall them,” I insisted, “and spread the word—quietly—how anyone who doesn’t stay near a Temple of Shadow will miss out on my part of the war.” 
 
    Beltar’s eyes widened.  His mouth split into a smile that threatened to give him a flip-top head. 
 
    “I will see to it immediately, my lord.” 
 
    A whisper in the back of my head added, And I’ll help him with that. 
 
      
 
    When Beltar left, I went back to laying out my plans.  The disabling of the defenses of the Strait of Fang Rocks was the primary thing.  I spent some time on it, sorting out exactly where I wanted to land on each of the fortifications, where I wanted to attack, what I wanted to set on fire, and so forth. 
 
    I wanted to talk to Stomald, too.  During the course of my planning, I wondered about the rituals involved for the ceremony of bliss.  It occurred to me that it might not only be good for making addicted mobs of desperate junkies.  It might be something the Boojum of Light could weaponize.  Imagine two armies charging across a field toward each other, and one of them suddenly has half their number collapse to their knees in religious—or near-religious—ecstasy. 
 
    Counterintuitive, I know, but anything disrupting the cohesion of an army is a weapon, no matter how it affects the individuals.  Besides, it might be a good way for the Boojum to gain converts.  It could explain a lot about the sudden spread of the religion, as well as its grip on the conquered territories. 
 
    I didn’t get a chance to talk to Stomald, but I put it on my calendar.  Mary called to report on the meeting with the Reynolds family.  I put the phone on speaker, set it on the edge of my scrying table, and put my feet up next to it. 
 
    “So, how did the meeting go?” 
 
    “They are arrogant, bordering on rude, and think they have a lock on how magic works,” she fumed.  “I don’t mind being treated like a hired gun, but the talking-down-to was hard to take.  ‘Oh, you just do your job and try not to panic at the strange things you’ll see.’  ‘You won’t believe your eyes.’  ‘Forget everything you know, because the world is stranger than you think.’  Do you have any idea how hard it was to play the wide-eyed innocent with these people?” 
 
    “No, but I’m sure you did a fantastic job of it.” 
 
    “Well… yes.  I did.  I’m awesome like that.” 
 
    “And in other ways,” I agreed.  “So, how does it look?” 
 
    “They’re convinced I’m a professional thief.  They wanted me to prove it, so I picked half the locks in their house and opened the safe in the basement.  They were suitably impressed after that.  They may not view me as a monster-hunting equal, but at least I’m an expert in my field.” 
 
    “And the job?” 
 
    “They’re looking forward to it.  They don’t completely believe you when you say you want to look over a bloodsucker, but they also can’t afford to pass up this opportunity.  The general consensus is you’re not telling them everything—you have a hidden agenda.  I am also concerned,” she added, “about their mention of reinforcements.” 
 
    “Probably another cell of the Lorenzo Monster-Hunting Society.” 
 
    “Likely so, but I’m wondering how many people are going to be involved in the snatch-and-grab, then involved in the dissection and interrogation.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t matter.  We get what we want, they get what they want, and as a free bonus, they get whatever we leave behind.  I think a hidden base down a mine shaft is a pretty decent bonus, thank you.” 
 
    “So do I.  Just be prepared for treachery and backstabbing.” 
 
    “I’m wearing my armor.” 
 
    “I know you are, but that’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “I know.  I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Another thing, possibly a minor item.  The Reynolds’ house is full of boxes, blankets, and newspaper.  It looks to me like they’re packing for a move.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.  How many vampires know where they live?” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Yes, but they can’t assume it’s only two.  Who did I tell?  Even if they assume I don’t mean them any harm—which they won’t—there’s an unknown individual who’s extremely accurate with a gun, somewhere, and they don’t know that person didn’t mention it to the Master of Las Vegas or the Lord of Los Angeles or the Director of Phlebotomy for San Francisco.” 
 
    “So, time to pack up and relocate?” 
 
    “I would.  I would not be surprised, however, if they’re getting more than one new residence, dividing up the family to minimize the destruction if things go wrong.  When they were a family of quiet hedge-wizards, analyzing whatever was brought to them, it wasn’t too bad.  Now they’re in the middle of personal dealings with the dark things that roam their world.  Their family isn’t safe in suburbia anymore.  They probably think the whole neighborhood is in danger because of them.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “And kind of my fault.” 
 
    “Don’t start,” she insisted. 
 
    “Okay.  I’m still going to give them a financial present to ease the pains of relocating.” 
 
    “Softie.” 
 
    “Tell that to Johann.” 
 
    “He had way more coming to him than what you did!” 
 
    “Kind of my point.  I gave him what I could, not what he deserved.  Still think I’m a softie?” 
 
    “Hmm.  No.  But you are unreasonably nice, sometimes.” 
 
    “It helps make up for being an inhuman monster.  By the way, you’re a woman.” 
 
    Mary was silent for several seconds. 
 
    “Why is it I panic when you hand me such a non sequitur?” 
 
    “Sorry.  I mean, do you mind if I ask you for a woman’s perspective?” 
 
    “Tianna or Lissette?” Mary guessed. 
 
    “Lissette.” 
 
    “Good, because I don’t feel comfortable discussing the fire-witch priestess granddaughter.” 
 
    “And you do feel comfortable discussing my wife?” 
 
    “Your mortal wife?  The human who doesn’t have a fire-goddess looking out through her eyes?  Absolutely.  I can take Lissette.” 
 
    “I’m not going to ask how you mean that.” 
 
    “Probably for the best,” she agreed.  “What’s the trouble?” 
 
    So I explained what little I knew about Lissette’s coolness toward me, her lack of enthusiasm for my help, the gentle refusal to have the Knights of Shadow along in the war, and so on.  Mary took it all in silence.  When I finally ran down, she made a thoughtful noise. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m just wondering if you’ve had this much of a talk with Lissette.” 
 
    “Well, no.  She doesn’t want to talk.” 
 
    “Oh, yes she does.” 
 
    “No, I’m sure she doesn’t.” 
 
    “Trust me.  You know everything there is to know about wormholes, gates, and the science behind magical theory.  I know this.  She wants to talk about the two of you, the rulership of the realm, the war, the kids, all of it.” 
 
    “Then why doesn’t she?” 
 
    “Because you’re a doofus.” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “Look, I understand you, sort of.  I’ve seen you happy, hurt, sad, broken, angry, and pretty much everything else.  She doesn’t and hasn’t.  From what I’ve gathered, you were the decent bloke who married her and got her out from under her father’s thumb.  You were nice to her—gallant, even chivalrous, possibly next door to noble—before the Demon King took over.  She’s not confused on who you are and who he was.  She understands what happened and has had years to come to grips with it.  Emotionally, though, she’s got some baggage.  She wants you to be the first guy, the gallant-bordering-on-noble guy.  Thing is, she looks at you and she sees the Demon King.  Some part of her brain panics at the sight of you, no matter what she knows.” 
 
    “I know all that.” 
 
    “You don’t act like it.” 
 
    “How do I not act like it?  I’m trying to be helpful while keeping my terrifying visage out of her sight!” 
 
    “Dear Lord, forgive him, for he is stupid,” Mary sighed.  “Listen.  Please.” 
 
    “I am listening.” 
 
    “No, you’re hearing, which is different.  You can hear a ghost sliding through a wall, but you have to listen to understand what I’m saying.” 
 
    “All right.  I’ll try.” 
 
    “Lissette wants to have you close at hand, helping her.  She’s afraid you’ll be the Demon King.” 
 
    “That’s why I—” 
 
    “Don’t make me sic Seldar on you.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” I agreed, and shut up.  I could hear the frustration in Mary’s voice.  She sighed in an exasperated fashion and muttered something about a “Y” chromosome. 
 
    “All right, try it this way,” she said, finally.  “Forget about being a target for rogue magicians who want to be immortal.  You’re a king, so random assassins are par for the course.  Lump them all together and put them aside.  Okay?” 
 
    “For the sake of the discussion, sure.” 
 
    “Now, aside from your burning desire to not screw up a kingdom, is there any reason you won’t spend your time in Carrillon?” 
 
    I thought about it.  I could see where she was going.  Ignore those few magicians who wanted to be nightlords.  Ignore political assassins.  Ignore religious assassins.  Ignore the reputation of the Demon King.  Basically, forget anything pertaining to someone else’s opinion.  Focus on Lissette, independent of the world around us. 
 
    “I could hang around the palace, I suppose, yes.” 
 
    “So, you could be in Carrillon, working in your brand-new laboratory—so new it hasn’t even been built, yet—and coming out to have mortal meals with your wife and kids, on call if your honeybunch has a honey-do list, and available to hand down some wrath of Dad if the smartass kids get out of line.  Yes?” 
 
    “Well, yes.  I’m not sure—” 
 
    “And,” she cut me off, “if you’re about to say something along the lines of, ‘Well, yes, but I’m not sure that’s fair, since people actually are trying to kill me,’ bear in mind you visit the Palace of Karvalen, the Temple of Flame, and the Temple of Shadow on an unpredictable but definite basis.  How heavily fortified and guarded is the Palace of Carrillon?  As I recall, you had a hard time—you!—just delivering a message there, much less popping in for a visit.  Am I wrong?” 
 
    I didn’t answer.  She wasn’t wrong.  The place has had years upon years of magical fortifications built up around it.  It has spells and enchantments from the days of the Kings of Rethven, long predating my arrival. 
 
    “And another thing,” she added.  “Which is more important to you?  The risk to your life, or the happiness and harmony of the Queen and King of Karvalen?  No, bad question.  Which is more important to you?  The kingdom—its policies, rulership, religions, and wars—or the Queen—which is to say, Lissette, your wife?  Would you rather be a king or a husband?  That’s what Lissette has problems with, you moron.” 
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “Obviously.  Right now, you’re an absentee everything.  You’re quasi-mythical figure with a clear preference for avoiding her, the kids, and everything to do with ruling.  You scare her.  Hell, you scare me and I’m fearless.  What she wants is to have a better idea of who you are, what you are, and to understand how you two relate.  It doesn’t help that you show up, look around, nod and smile, and go away again.  It feels like you’re passing judgment, like you’re grading her on her assignment of running a kingdom.” 
 
    “It does?” 
 
    “It’s how I would feel.” 
 
    “Oh.  Hang on a minute.  Doesn’t it bother you to be giving me marriage counseling?” 
 
    “Nope.  She’s mortal and I’m patient.  I also have some pretty deep assurances.  I know where I stand with you—firmly on your left and a pace behind, so your sword-hand is unobstructed and I have a clear shot past your shield.  Besides, Bronze, Firebrand, and Diogenes all like me.  You’d have a hard time getting rid of me with a flamethrower.” 
 
    “Good point.  Okay, so, what do you recommend, Doctor Ruth?” 
 
    “You could try taking up residence in the Palace of Carrillon and—this is important—making yourself available to her.  She invites you to breakfast, you go.  She invites you to dinner, you go.  She asks you a personal question about those pesky feelings, you answer instead of deflecting.” 
 
    “You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “It’ll build character.” 
 
    “Hand me some dice and a sheet of paper.  That’s how you build a character.” 
 
    “Aaaaaaand he deflects,” she pointed out.  “You have to learn to control that.” 
 
    She does have a point, Boss. 
 
    You shut up.  I’ve got enough to deal with in this phone call! 
 
    “All right,” I said, aloud.  “Maybe after the war.” 
 
    “After?” 
 
    “The war is going to be a busy time for everyone.  If I’m going to learn to be a… a… a husband, I’d rather do it when things are calmer.” 
 
    “Would this have anything to do with the fact a war can get people killed—including you—and you might not have to worry about it?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Mary made a rude, exasperated noise.  Excellent fidelity, these Diogephones. 
 
    “Fine.  Be that way.  But don’t come crying to me when you’re attending a state funeral and wishing you’d done more while she was alive.”  And with that, Mary disconnected the call.  I folded the phone and put it away in a thoughtful frame of mind. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Flintridge, Monday, October 13th, 1969 
 
      
 
    I’ll say this for vampire hunters.  They don’t dawdle. 
 
    Ted and his sons followed the directions to the old lead mine and I met them there.  They parked the car, got out, and I dismounted. 
 
    Ted and Bronze exchanged looks.  She snorted a wisp of fire and smoke drifted up from her ears.  The younger men stepped back, but Ted held his ground.  Bronze dipped her head and nosed him in the chest, encouraging him to scratch her forehead.  He did so, gingerly. 
 
    “Ted, this is Bronze.  Bronze, Ted.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you?” 
 
    “I should think so.  This way, please.  Here are the keys.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I showed them in through the mine entrance gate and down the tunnel to the hidden passage. 
 
    “And don’t go too far down the main tunnel,” I cautioned.  “Pit trap.  Nasty.” 
 
    “I’ll want to look at it later.” 
 
    “Okay, but be very careful.  I’m told it’s hard to spot and lethal.” 
 
    “…or maybe I won’t.” 
 
    He was more impressed by Bronze than by the vault door, but only because she moves on her own, I think.  The four of them did find the facility interesting, for a variety of reasons.  One of them—Charles, also called “Charlie” or “Chuck,”—asked if I ever used the place. 
 
    “Not yet,” I told him.  “I only had it built after Ted agreed to kidnap a bloodsucker.” 
 
    “But that was… was…” 
 
    “The tunnels were already here,” I pointed out.  “It was just a matter of moving materials and putting it all together.” 
 
    “Still, all this in… a week?” 
 
    “All right, I had it built two years ago.  Does that make you feel better?  Let it go, please.” 
 
    He didn’t like it.  I think it scared him. 
 
    On the other hand, they were all suitably impressed by the containment facility.  Locks, bars, bolts, cuffs, clamps, collars—you name it, we got it, ranging from hardened steel to solid silver. 
 
    “No cold iron?” Ted asked. 
 
    “I’ve never had a fairy try to kill me,” I replied. 
 
    “Seems fair.  What’s with these collars?” he asked, turning one over in his hands. 
 
    “They’re explosive.  The segmented armor on the outside contains the thin strip of explosive running along the center of the inside.  You can detonate it with a radio control—here you go—or it’ll go off automatically when it gets out of radio range.  Ripping it off also sets it off.  And always put fresh batteries in before you lock them in place.” 
 
    “The lock can be picked,” the middle son, Edward, pointed out. 
 
    “Why are you permitting lockpicks to your prisoners?” I countered. 
 
    “They’re ingenious.” 
 
    “Be smarter.” 
 
    “I don’t like your tone.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  I don’t much like you.  So, now that we’re in agreement as to not liking each other, can we move on?  I want to show you the recording room and the power room.” 
 
    “Is this the only way in or out?” Ted asked. 
 
    “Barring some sort of weird magical portal or other non-physical opening, yes.  There are a couple of concealed exhaust pipes for the diesel generator, but they’re only a couple of inches.  If you capture something that can turn into mist or vapor—and survive a trip through a diesel engine—it could get out that way.” 
 
    The tour went reasonably well, all things considered.  I left them in charge of the place and arguing whether they should wheel drums of diesel fuel into the mine or just run a long hose to refuel the tanks on the lower level.  Nice to see they were thinking ahead.  They continued to look the place over.  I left them to it. 
 
      
 
    Shortly after the sun came up, Mary visited the Reynolds’ house.  They must have gone home shortly after I left them, since they greeted her and set off to assault the chosen lair.  Mary wore her video glasses so I could see what she saw, linked through her bracelet Diogephone.  Bronze and I waited in the Impala a few blocks away, ready to support the operation.  Bronze had a scrying spell on her rear-view mirror and kept an eye on the surrounding streets. 
 
    I was a trifle concerned when the hunting party paused a block short of the building for a rendezvous with another group of hunters, presumably three or more cells of their extended hunting club, making a total of sixteen people.  I recognized two of them as some religious zealots we briefly hosted after the holy hostilities incident.  They didn’t even blink at Mary, though.  They never got a good look at her in the car, of course, and now she wore her hair differently, had glasses, and a complete change of wardrobe. 
 
    I didn’t know what to think of her outfit:  Maroon bell-bottom pants with a black, long-sleeved turtleneck shirt, and a tiger-striped jacket to go over it all.  Mary made it look good, of course, but it didn’t seem effortless.  I don’t think it’s a fashion choice I can get behind.  At least she blended in well with the rest of the gang.  It was 1969, after all, and California.  They were all dressed in similar style, with all the expected variations.  Mary would have stood out in her tactical ninja wear.  As it was, her outfit didn’t rate a second look.  She did, but not her outfit. 
 
    Although, to be fair, every fiber of her ensemble was still close to bulletproof.  Fashion-conscious armor is my tailor’s trademark. 
 
    After a brief pause to collect the troops, the religious types prayed over everyone and sprinkled holy water everywhere.  Mary didn’t mind.  I don’t know how she felt about it, but I was nervous.  It’s one thing to have a holy symbol aimed at you in the middle of a fight.  It’s quite another to hold still while someone presses it to your forehead.  She didn’t flinch and nobody commented on any smoke or burn marks, so it must have been all right. 
 
    The lair they selected was in Los Angeles, a five-storey brick apartment building, probably dating from around 1910 or so.  I didn’t much care for it, myself.  Too many windows, too many points of access, too many people.  I would have gone for the estate lair, myself.  It was relatively private and, if Mary tackled the alarms, unlikely to have interruptions.  It wasn’t my call, though. 
 
    Cars and vans rolled out.  One van circled the building, dropping off two-man teams at the lesser exits, covering all sides of the building.  The rest of the people went into the lobby, right through the front door, thanks to the largest of the men and his well-placed boot. 
 
    Attack of the psychedelic disco hippies.  Oh, the things I have seen in my life. 
 
    Mary wasted no time heading for the wiring closet, flanked by two men.  Telephones, alarms, electrical power—all that stuff has to come into a building somewhere, and we searched for it in advance.  There were a couple of doors in the way, but she opened them with practiced ease.  They might be sturdy, but the locks were basic.  Once in, she performed electronic wizardry on the fire alarm system, keeping it from registering any problems.  After that, she cracked open the telephone exchange, attached a number of alligator clips and wires, and gave her bodyguards a thumbs-up.  One of them produced a rather bulky walkie-talkie and gave everyone a go-ahead.  Cutting the electricity was then simply a matter of throwing the main switches on the power boxes. 
 
    As she did all these things, the rest of the invaders screwed silencers onto their handguns, drew other guns out of their bags, and produced flashlights.  They headed straight for the vampire’s sleeping quarters and paused only moments while waiting for the go-ahead.  The same well-placed boot opened another door. 
 
    The apartment building wasn’t completely dominated by the vampire’s servants.  Several of the residents were just that—residents.  No doubt they were sitting in their homes, grumbling about the power outage first thing on a Monday morning and cursing at the way it fouled up their morning routine.  Some, however, reacted as though the building was under attack. 
 
    The vampire was in the basement, naturally.  Sunlight-proof was only one of the good things about it.  It also meant it was close to earthquake-proof.  The building might come down on top of the coffin, but it still wouldn’t let in any light.  The building could burn down with the same lack of result.  Putting his casket anywhere else was more risky.  The disco hippie attack force went through the ground-floor apartment, killed the human guards, and applied three shotgun shells and a boot to the door leading to the stairs—it was almost as though they knew where the internal bolts were.  At the bottom of the stairwell, they applied dynamite and duct tape to the wall around the steel access door, and retreated upstairs again. 
 
    Mary was also useful there.  She didn’t place the charges herself, but she helped set them up so they were easy to place and simple to use.  She doesn’t particularly like explosives—I think it’s a professional pride thing—but she does know what she’s doing with them.  I suspect there were some pesky vault doors in her early career. 
 
    About this point, four servants from elsewhere in the building arrived and a firefight ensued.  Mary heard the gunfire as she and her escorts headed toward the access point.  She stayed out of the actual fight, hanging back to observe, but I could tell she wanted to jump someone from behind.  Her escorts did it for her, getting the bloodsucker’s minions in a crossfire and leaving four corpses on the floor. 
 
    I heard the explosion with my own ears when they blew the door.  Mary didn’t go down into the cloud of dust and smoke, but she did wait until they came back up—four men struggled with a heavy, somewhat battered steel coffin.  Very nice.  Black with silver fittings, enameled, and probably quite shiny before it was scratched up, dented all over, and covered in dust. 
 
    They hustled out, making an orderly withdrawal, and loaded the coffin into a van.  They put their wounded in another van, hustled aboard the rest of the vehicles, and departed with brisk efficiency. 
 
    I may have to upgrade my opinion of these guys.  I don’t respect them, but maybe I should.  True, we handed them everything they could possibly want to know about the place, so it was just a matter of execution.  Still, they did execute the plan, and they did it very well indeed.  I wondered how many of them were former military and how many had a family history of this.  Either way, they were a whole lot better than I expected. 
 
    Bronze and I rolled out to find me some mortal breakfast while we waited for Mary.  I topped up the tank, parked at a place called “The Burger Barn,” and went inside.  Bronze waited outside while I insufflated four or five thousand calories. 
 
    Well, sort of.  While I was sitting in a booth, chomping viciously through a Double Combo Super Stack, I heard her engine grunt to life.  I glanced out the window and saw someone in her driver’s seat as she backed out of her parking spot.  She projected a complicated aura of amusement and annoyance, so I didn’t go chasing out after her.  I did wonder what was going on, to which she replied she would be back shortly. 
 
    I felt reassured, so I ordered a Double Bacon Burger and another Coke. 
 
    By the time I finished the last of the fries—and a took a trip to the bathroom—Bronze was back, parked in her spot again.  The driver’s door opened.  A man flopped out, landed on his hands and knees, and vomited on the pavement. 
 
    I stuffed my trash in the can, stacked the plastic basket things on the tray, and went outside.  The would-be car thief lay next to the Impala, looking pale with a slight greenish tinge.  He didn’t move as I walked up, stepped over him, and climbed into the driver’s seat.  I thought I heard him whimper as Bronze closed her door. 
 
    “Were you mean to the man?” I asked, as she revved up and backed out again.  She admitted it without any trace of guilt or shame.  He tried to steal her!  He was lucky to be alive. 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that, yes, he is.  Let’s go get something for Mary and get you a fresh tank of gas.” 
 
    We got food from a Macho Taco and pulled into a gas station.  Mary finally called as I was filling the tank.  She gave us directions and Bronze and I went to pick her up. 
 
    She waited for me at a bus stop, idly flirting with some of the giant sunglasses and open shirts.  Bronze pulled up at the curb, she brushed off her would-be suitors, and we drove away. 
 
    “Is this for me?” she asked, lifting the bags from the floorboards. 
 
    “Some of it.” 
 
    “Tacos?  For breakfast?” 
 
    “Macho Tacos,” I corrected, “and it’s closer to brunch.  Have one.” 
 
    “I’ll try anything once.  More if I like it.  Did you see everything okay?” she asked, unwrapping. 
 
    “Pretty much.  Short of a camera crew with no sense of self-preservation, it’s the best live footage we could hope for.  They did get the bloodsucker?” 
 
    “Yep,” she replied, around a mouthful of Macho Taco.  “This is actually not bad.” 
 
    “Did they open the box to check?” I pressed. 
 
    “Before they picked it up.  They didn’t want me to see—they think I’m a civilian, remember?—but they assured me they checked their cargo.  I gave them my best puzzled-but-okay expression, like I was thinking of asking about the coffin, before I shrugged and took off.”  She produced a scrap of paper.  “If I ever want to work with them again, we traded phone numbers.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “How sure are you it’s not some guy hoping to ask you out?” 
 
    “I’m not.  That’s part of the fun.”  She took a huge bite and chewed ferociously. 
 
    “Fair enough.  Hey!  Pass me some of those!” 
 
      
 
    We could have spent the rest of the day in Apocalyptica, enchanting more probe gates.  We didn’t.  It would be a long drive back to the garage shift-booth and we’d have to make it twice to make our appointment in the containment facility after sundown.  Bronze was all for sprinting the whole way and playing tag with police cruisers.  Mary and I decided otherwise.  I told Bronze she was welcome to run out and back if she pleased, but she declined. 
 
    Instead, we took the day off.  There are times when not rushing about is as important as the actual rushing about.  Everyone needs a little stress rest.  We went up to Hollywood and saw the sights.  The Walk of Fame, with all the stars, was interesting, but there were so many names I didn’t recognize.  Most of the stars I knew were set in stone somewhat later.  On the other hand, someone had thoughtfully provided handprints for Micky Mouse outside Grauman’s Chinese Theater.  Big, cartoon hands, along with those little markings on the back, in fact. 
 
    Mary wanted to take a horseback tour up to the Hollywood sign, but I nixed the idea.  Anything short of a full-sized warhorse isn’t going to carry me.  She pouted, so we toured down the Sunset Strip, stopping at every restaurant we came to.  We didn’t get them all, but we tried. 
 
    Rather than sweat through the sunset in a parking garage, we made our way to the Roosevelt Hotel.  I was thinking we would get a room for an hour and head off again, but I was mistaken.  The lobby alone was enough to cause a delay.  It’s impressive.  It has lots of space, done mostly in dark brown or golden amber.  Couches everywhere.  Everything polished.  It was a room you weren’t supposed to walk into.  It was a room for making an entrance. 
 
    I took notes.  If I ever want to design a castle interior to impress visitors, I might have to spend some time studying architecture and interior design.  I may never manage it, but at least I’ll recognize good work when I see it. 
 
    Getting a room wasn’t difficult.  Even without a reservation, the desk clerk was happy to make arrangements.  Mary had a suitcase in the trunk, next to the boxes of bibles—someday, I’ll clean everything out, I swear—but she wasn’t allowed to carry it.  A young man took charge of it and led us up to our room. 
 
    Note for the interested:  They don’t have small rooms.  I’m not sure they have single rooms.  You could raise a family of four in most of them.  It’s that kind of place. 
 
    Still, I’m a barbarian in many ways.  All I care about is the lighting and the plumbing.  Mary was delighted with the rooms and enjoyed the luxurious feel of everything.  I appreciated the hot water. 
 
      
 
    With sunset out of the way, we checked out of the hotel.  Mary still wore her tiger-striped jacket and maroon pants, but mostly as a distraction.  The difference between a tactical ninja outfit and a tactical ninja outfit covered by disco inferno camouflage is striking.  She took off the colorful additions once Bronze’s was roaring down the road. 
 
    “Planning for trouble?” I asked. 
 
    “Always.  You’re about to walk into a vampire containment facility full of vampire hunters.  You think that’s going to go well?” 
 
    “Nope.  I hope it goes successfully.” 
 
    “And you can tell them I’m outside, waiting for you.  Consequences.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.  Good thinking.” 
 
    “Mind if I ask what precautions you took?  Or am I your only hole card?” 
 
    “I have a couple of minor tricks,” I admitted.  “I also know where the back door is.” 
 
    “Back door?  Do you mean the shift-room?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You don’t want them to have it, do you?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely not.  But I can always send through the equivalent of a magical disruption grenade and an incendiary bomb.” 
 
    “What will they send through?” 
 
    “Nothing, because if I have to escape that way, there’s already a disruption and incendiary bomb ready to switch back.” 
 
    “Oh.  Well, it does cut down on pursuit,” she admitted.  “You’ll keep the Diogenes channel open?” 
 
    “Yes,” Diogenes replied, from my pocket.  I raised my eyebrows at Mary. 
 
    “He’s smarter than you are,” she chuckled. 
 
    “Just don’t come in after me unless I’m incapacitated.” 
 
    “You need a safeword,” she suggested.  “How about ‘problematic’?” 
 
    “I’m on the wrong end of the whip for a safeword.” 
 
    “Humor me?”  She gave me the big, soulful eyes routine.  Most unfair. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed.  “If something is problematic, I need your help.” 
 
    “Excellent,” she smiled. 
 
    “You just like teasing me.” 
 
    “There is that,” she admitted, and checked her pistols. 
 
    Hey!  Am I coming, too? 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    To listen to its thoughts, set fire to it if I have to, and to keep you informed of the ongoing treacherous nastiness from the humans? 
 
    “I was about to refuse, but that last one has some seriously good thinking behind it.” 
 
    I know. 
 
    “All right.  You can come.  But first… Bronze, find a parking spot, please.  Firebrand, my cloak, and I need to experiment a little.  They’re going to be paranoid enough about me.  Carrying a big monster of a sword along will simply make them more nervous, which is not what I am after.” 
 
    We pulled over and I climbed out.  With Firebrand in hand, I considered.  Over the shoulder was out.  There was no way to hide a long, dragon-headed hilt sticking up.  It would have to be at my waist.  I belted it on and settled it into place. 
 
    “Okay, cloak, let’s see if we can make this work.” 
 
    With a swirl, it went from a jacket to a full cloak, hanging down to ankle length, draped over the projection of the sword and scabbard behind me.  It rippled for a moment, as though uncertain.  I thought hard about an overcoat, picturing it in my mind.  I don’t know if we have a psychic connection of some sort, but I do have an unnaturally loud mind when I choose to shout. 
 
    The cloak responded, changing shape and cut and texture.  A moment later, I was wearing a black overcoat.  Glancing behind myself, there was no bulge or distortion where Firebrand should have been.  I opened the coat, looking inside.  Mary made a gagging noise and turned away. 
 
    The inside was a silky-shiny black lining, as befit a high-quality—albeit monochromatic—coat.  However, in the back of the coat there was a discontinuity.  The scabbard disappeared into the cloth, as though through a tear.  The edges weren’t like a tear in cloth, however.  They seemed… organic, sort of.  Imagine someone finishing a popsicle and still having the popsicle stick in their mouth.  Or maybe a piece of pipe from a fence, sticking out of the tree that grew around it.  The edges slithered slightly around the scabbard, not exactly sucking, not exactly licking.  Tasting, perhaps.  Touching and feeling and carefully holding without… without… doing anything. 
 
    I shifted Firebrand’s hilt, tilting and swinging the scabbard.  The… opening?… inside the coat moved with it easily. 
 
    “Firebrand?” 
 
    It’s just a hole, Boss.  I don’t feel anything different. 
 
    “Mary?” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me.  I’m trying not to throw up.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I can’t look at it,” she insisted, still facing away. 
 
    “Okay.”  I closed the overcoat and walked around a little.  I adjusted the scabbard more toward the vertical.  It would be a slower draw, but the angle made the bulge of Firebrand’s hilt much less noticeable.  I drew it, sheathed it, drew it again.  I could work with this. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    I think it’ll work.  I doubt we can pull this off during the day, though. 
 
    “Agreed.  My cloak doesn’t like the daytime.  I’ve never seen it do the hole to nowhere trick in the light.  What it’s doing now is certainly related.  Let’s not test it.  Mary?” 
 
    “Whatever you want.  Just don’t do it where I can see it, please.” 
 
    I wore the scabbard, but laid Firebrand in the back seat. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “I’m making sure it can sustain this.  If we wind up with a fraction of a scabbard, we’ll know not to put too much strain on it.” 
 
    Ah.  Testing to see how long it can keep going? 
 
    “Not exactly, but I’d hate for it to make a choice between unravelling and cutting you in two.” 
 
    When you put it that way, so would I. 
 
      
 
    Bronze rolled to a stop on the access road to the mine.  Mary got out and vanished into the hilly region around us.  The scabbard was still intact—I’d say the hole was intact, but that sounds weird—so I sheathed Firebrand before we rumbled up the road to the mine entrance. 
 
    One van, two cars, no other signs of people.  At least, not by moonlight.  Vampire eyes do not depend on light, so seeing a sentry inside the tunnel was simple enough.  I also saw the glow of his living essence, as well as the aura of the charm around him, making him stand out like a candle in a cave.  I didn’t recognize him. 
 
    We parked.  I got out and examined the other vehicles.  One of them was still warm and the interior smelled of food—probably someone sent to fetch back something to eat.  The other two were cold, unused for hours.  It was hard to tell how many people might be inside.  Three was the minimum.  Judging by the cars, there could be as many as fifteen. 
 
    I unlocked the grating and stepped inside to lock it behind me.  An electric lantern came on. 
 
    “Hold it right there!  You’re covered.  Hands up!” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked, but raised my hands.  For answer, I heard the sound of a pump shotgun.  I sighed.  “Son, if you didn’t have a round chambered before I came in here, you’re an idiot.  Men have died trying to do it when the fight started.  You’re an even bigger idiot if you keep pointing it at me.  I’m being polite, however, and making allowances for youth and exuberance.” 
 
    “All right.  Turn around.” 
 
    I did so, slowly, so as not to antagonize Mister Jumpy.  He had a sawed-off shotgun pointed at my legs.  It wasn’t a bad idea.  A headshot can put down just about any breed of vampire, but an effective headshot is tricky on a moving target.  Legs, on the other hand… do some structural damage, impair the mobility, and make the second shot more likely to do serious harm to the head. 
 
    “Hi,” I greeted him.  “Where’s Theodore?” 
 
    “He’s inside.  Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m his Mysterious Benefactor.  It’s my mine and my facility.  Now, either let me go talk to Ted or summon him.  The night isn’t getting any younger.” 
 
    “All right.  Put your hands on top of your head.  Move down the tunnel.  Face the wall, in the corner with the support.  Don’t move.” 
 
    I sighed.  It was going to be that kind of night. 
 
    He locked the grating and escorted me down the tunnel.  He had me lower my hands to open the boarded-up tunnel, but otherwise I kept them on top of my head.  I realized the place needed some additional wiring.  Something compatible with an old Army-issue phone pouch would do fine.  A sentry at the grate, another at the boarded-up tunnel mouth, and a guard on the main hatch would be good places, but they needed a way to communicate to someone inside the facility.  Diogenes and I were thinking in terms of containing something, not defending the place against an onslaught.  Internal versus external.  Ah, well. 
 
    We made it to the hatch.  My escort went inside without me.  I sighed again—it didn’t help—and sat down on a large rock.  The area in front of the hatch could use a couple more large rocks, I decided, if it was going to be a waiting area.  Chairs might even be in order. 
 
    Ted came out and inspected me by eye.  Three others—my escort, a religious zealot, and another man—came out with him.  Ted and I exchanged looks while everyone else pointed guns at me. 
 
    “You know,” I said, quietly, “you should be wearing hearing protection.  This is an enclosed space.” 
 
    “Is this the sum of your objections, monster?” demanded the zealot.  I recognized him from Diogenes’ medical wing.  He wore a big cross around his neck and it shone brighter than the electric lanterns.  Despite the blaze of white-hot light from the religious symbol, I could still make out the aura of charms protecting everyone.  Grabbing someone with a hand—or biting them—would be painful, burning.  Tendrils were out of the question.  I could probably dispel the charms magically, but it would require some time to set up an appropriate spell. 
 
    “No, I’m merely offering a caution.  You don’t want me to start objecting.” 
 
    “Fiend!” 
 
    “Hold it,” Ted snapped, rounding on the zealot.  “This is my operation.  If we’re going to work together, you’re going to have to get this through your head.  I’m in charge!  Next time, maybe you’ll be in charge.  When that time comes, I’ll take whatever flak you care to throw, but right now?  My operation, my rules.  Say you understand.” 
 
    Zealot didn’t want to.  He had to chew the words for a moment, jaw muscles jumping, before he could spit them out. 
 
    “Good,” Ted replied, and turned back to me.  “You’re here to examine the subject?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Sam, get back up front.  You two, follow us.”  Ted took a deep breath, held it, let it go.  “And you, ‘Dave’… won’t you please come with me?” 
 
    I stood up slowly, keeping my hands in plain view.  I bowed slightly. 
 
    “I am honored to be permitted to join you.  I thank you for your hospitality.” 
 
    We went inside.  I didn’t like the thudding clang of the hatch closing, what with Zealot behind me.  Still, my overcoat, while not bulletproof, might accidentally swallow him if he tried anything.  Or would it?  It was busy maintaining a portable hole for Firebrand to hide in.  It seemed capable of doing so all night, but would this preclude any other actions?  Or merely slow it down? 
 
    Ted walked with me to the containment area and showed me into an observation room.  The partly-silvered glass, along with the lighting, made us observers without being observed.  I liked the setup on the observation windows.  They were glass, yes, but eight inches thick.  On the inside, there were bars.  Even if a bloodsucker broke the glass, there was still a steel cage to get through. 
 
    Yep, it was a bloodsucker.  It was fastened down at every major joint by steel cable and wore an explosive collar.  It wasn’t struggling at the moment, but it—he—wore a half-snarl and the look of a captive who doesn’t believe his danger. 
 
    “I like it.” 
 
    “So do I,” Ted admitted.  “We haven’t done much.  It’s been hard keeping people away from it, but you had something you needed to do and I didn’t know what would foul it up.” 
 
    “I know you’re eager to start testing.  I’ll get right on my portion of the project, if you like.” 
 
    “I like.  You don’t mind if we watch?” 
 
    “You’ll watch no matter what I say.  I don’t mind, though.” 
 
    Ted, Zealot, and He Who Was Not Introduced stayed in the observation room.  I went out and around and into the containment room.  Not being strapped to a table, I felt fairly confident of my ability to leave the room whether they wanted me to or not. 
 
    “You craven son of a bitch!” he screamed.  “Release me, or suffer eternal torment!” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.”  I smiled at him with fangs. 
 
    “Traitor!” he responded.  “I’ll have your eyes gouged out!  I’ll have your fangs pulled!  I’ll—” 
 
    “You don’t even know who I am, do you?” 
 
    “I know enough!  I know you’re in league with humans!” 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    He doesn’t have a clue, boss.  He thinks you’re one of his kind, but doesn’t recognize you. 
 
    That’s what I needed to know. 
 
    “But not my name,” I replied, to the victim.  “Good.  I was wondering.” 
 
    He began screaming more earnestly, using language I wouldn’t want my mother to hear.  To be frank, it was language I didn’t want to hear, either.  Since he seemed unlikely to be cooperative, I stuck a handy wooden stake in his heart.  Several of the things were just lying around for anyone to grab, almost like fire extinguishers.  Can’t imagine why. 
 
    “Shut up,” I advised, once he was immobile.  I brought out a crystal and studied him through it.  I already prepared the crystal to record the imprint of the energy-pattern involved.  I only hoped it wouldn’t also reduce the bloodsucker to dust in the process.  Or make him catch fire.  Or dissolve him into a pool of ichor.  Or anything else.  I never did it before, so it could be a little dicey. 
 
    I started my spellcasting, drawing on a battery crystal as well as scraping up whatever power I could from the local environment.  First, I drew an isolation matrix around the subject to reduce the noise level in the recording, like soundproofing.  A second, connected circle for the crystal, serving the same purposes.  Then a reflector, like a parabolic mirror, to concentrate and amplify everything.  More spells to clean the signal and boost it, clean it again and boost it again.  Then it was a matter of running pulses of power through the spells, copying the waveforms. 
 
    I’ve already compared the psychic signature of an energy-state being to a full orchestral symphony.  What I was doing here was listening to it on the radio, but it was a distant station and didn’t come in well.  So I listened to it again and again, picking out more of the melody every time.  With enough play-throughs, I would eventually have the whole score for the symphony.  It helped quite a lot to have my experience with Valan.  I got a pretty good read on him while preparing to stuff him into a bottle.  The general pattern was the same, which helped me build a general framework upon which to hang the details. 
 
    This was a lot easier for my altar ego.  He simply made an imprint for me.  With this faint extension of the Boojum, I was trying to pirate a copy.  It reminded me of what I did with an old power crystal when copying the imprint of a little girl.  Back then, I had only the latent images in a chair and a spoon.  Here, I had a creature—or an object, depending on how you count a corpse—animated by the power of the entity I wanted.  Of course, I also needed a much more precise pattern, one in wire-sharp focus rather than merely close enough. 
 
    The process, unfortunately, was not a quick one.  Worse, it required either an extraordinarily complex spell or constant supervision.  Given my lack of a week or three to develop the appropriate magical algorithms, I stayed with the spell, monitoring and adjusting the signal fed through my amplifiers into the crystal. 
 
    Four hours later, I thought I had a pretty good fix on the Boojum.  While still not adequate for my universe-scanning application, it was more than enough for checking his fingerprints on anything he handled—priests, altars, other holy artifacts, lightning bolts from the sky, and the like.  I wouldn’t mistake his work for that of another energy-state being.  Another hour or two of refining the imprint and I might have a shot at my Boojum hunting spell. 
 
    Ted came in while I was working.  I was vaguely aware of people in the observation booth during the process.  There wasn’t much to see without a major magical talent, intense training, or some combination of the two.  I stood at one point of a triangle, the crystal sat quietly at another, and the bloodsucker made the third.  With magical vision, it was obvious a spell was cycling.  Without it, I was just standing there, hands outstretched, doing nothing.  The crystal didn’t even glow. 
 
    Ted cleared his throat.  I started putting the spell on hold when he came in.  A moment later, I had it in a state where it could be paused. 
 
    “Yes, Ted?” 
 
    “There are people who want to know what you’re doing and how long it’s going to take.  Is this a week-long project?  Or are you almost done?” 
 
    “I think I can finish tonight.” 
 
    “Good.  Uh, what is it, exactly, you’re doing?” 
 
    “If I give you a lesson in spells, I won’t finish tonight.” 
 
    “Short form?” he suggested. 
 
    “The force animating the corpse on the table is a projection of an entity.  I’m making a detailed scan of it to identify its energy-pattern.  It’s like a fingerprint.  I’m lifting all its fingerprints from inside the corpse so I can identify it precisely.  There are way too many entities of a similar nature, as well as free-floating energy that can interfere—like radio static—so I need an exact match to identify it from as far away as possible.” 
 
    “Fingerprints.” 
 
    “Magical ones,” I agreed. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “You look like a man with something on his mind.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later.” 
 
    “Okay.  What else can I do for you?” 
 
    “Nothing.  You go ahead and get back to standing there.” 
 
    “All right.  Close the hatch, please.” 
 
    “Oh, you bet.” 
 
    He stepped out, closed the hatch, and I heard it lock.  Well, it wasn’t entirely unexpected.  First things first.  I started up the scanning and amplifying and imprinting again, sharpening my image of the Boojum. 
 
    With the major portion of the work done, I spared enough attention to listen a little.  People were arguing in the observation booth.  Mostly, it was a question of motivations.  My motivations.  Why does he want a bloodsucker?  Is he lying?  He says he wants to kill them, but does he?  Is he doing anything in there?  What’s he doing?  What did he say?  Can we trust what he says?  Why go to all this trouble?  He says there are other kinds of bloodsuckers and this type is the worst.  They’re all the worst; they should all be killed—him, too!  So why help us?  Because he’s a devious bloodsucker!  Can we use him?  No!  Kill him!  But we do need to know more about them.  We know how to kill them; that’s enough!  I disagree. 
 
    Blah, blah, blah.  Religious zealots meet hard-headed pragmatists.  If they ever succeed in forming an alliance, I have no worries about this world.  The real trick will be to rein in the religious zealots while the pragmatists sort out who needs to be deep-fried, who extra crispy, and in what order they need to be dunked in the boiling oil. 
 
    From the sound of it, nobody was going to cross me until I was done.  The general consensus was to wait until they could see a result or until I tried to leave.  If I spent the day comatose and in their power, that was fine, too. 
 
    Judging by the sounds of movement in the hall, they weren’t counting on the door to hold me. 
 
    I went back to ignoring them and concentrated on my copy job. 
 
      
 
    All things considered, it went pretty well. 
 
    I spent most of the rest of the night getting every trace, every detail, every vague hint out of the incapacitated bloodsucker on the table.  And, by extension, every bit of the energy signature of the entity empowering the dead guy.  I even went to the trouble of filling his mouth with glue and un-staking him.  The signal strength rose markedly once he was animate again, which helped enormously.  I developed a better image in the last half-hour than in all my previous work.  I should have tried un-staking him sooner, I suppose.  Still, the project went well.  I might even say extremely well.  I put the stake back in, just to be tidy. 
 
    Leaving was a trifle more… problematic. 
 
    When I finally locked the crystal, sealing the final image and imprint, it was only the work of a moment to release my copying spells.  It took considerably longer to build the next spell.  I wasn’t sure if I would need it, but it’s better to have and not need than the other way around. 
 
    Finally, I sat down on one of the steel stools and waved at the observation window.  I waited for a few minutes.  Ted unlocked the door and came in.  I heard them breathing out in the hall and a couple of metallic noises reminiscent of guns cocking.  Ted sat down as one of his sons—Ed, I believe—closed the door from the outside. 
 
    “Morning, Ted.  Thank you again for this.” 
 
    “It’s not quite morning, yet.” 
 
    “I know, but what’s a half-hour here or there?” 
 
    “Did you get what you wanted?” 
 
    “I think so.  With this close analysis, I’m certain I can build a more long-ranged and accurate bloodsucker detector.  How’s the compass working out for you?” 
 
    “It only detects the closest one,” he answered.  “Right now, that’s this guy,” he gestured at the corpse. 
 
    “Hmm.  I hadn’t considered that.  That’s a serious bug and I’m not sure how to overcome it.  I’ll have to think about it.  Still, if it suddenly swings around and starts pointing, you know one just came into range.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I have a couple of observations.  Last time I staked one of these things, he didn’t seem aware of what went on.  I think they shut down completely when they’re impaled.  It’s like the stake acts as a cork and the heart is the mouth of the power connection.  You might want to test that.” 
 
    “Someone will make a note of it.”  He shifted uncomfortably.  “You don’t… You can’t possibly be unaware.” 
 
    “Of course I’m aware.  There are at least eight people in the hall and I’m guessing two more in the observation room.  If I were you, I’d probably have teams of two at… let me think… four points?  At least four points in the facility between me and the door.  I’m guessing the kid out front—Sam?—is now outside the grating and has a partner.  There might even be explosive charges in the tunnel.  After all, if I’m walking out, he has to assume everyone inside is dead.” 
 
    “I hate how you think.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I’ve ever been told that.  Why?” 
 
    “Because you make a hell of a lot of sense.” 
 
    “What doesn’t make sense,” I replied, gently, “is why you’re in here.  I mean, you’re alone, almost unarmed, and I’m not tied down.  If I wanted it, you’d be dead for two minutes before you caught on.” 
 
    “I think you don’t want to.  I think this bloodsucker project means something to you.” 
 
    “And you’re risking your life to prove it?  Not to me, obviously.  Religious zealots?” 
 
    Ted chuckled. 
 
    “Let’s say that’s who I’m proving something to.” 
 
    “Well, you’re right.  If you’ll permit me, I’ll cast a spell on you like a gas mask.” 
 
    “A—a what?” he asked, startled. 
 
    “If things go pear-shaped, my partner will trigger the nerve gas.  It won’t bother me or the bloodsucker—we’re both dead-ish, so we have that much in common—but anyone alive is going to die without ever knowing what happened.  It’s fairly fast-acting, though, and painless.  I specified something painless.” 
 
    “What nerve gas?” 
 
    “I built this place, Ted,” I reminded him.  “I knew I would be walking into a den of danger.  Did you think I wouldn’t have a safeguard against unreasonable idiots?  I’m trying to get along, but, as you know, some people don’t believe me.” 
 
    “My sons are in here!” 
 
    “True, and I’m sorry about that.  Do you want me to cast a gas-mask spell on them, as well?” 
 
    “This is how you repay my trust?” he demanded, leaping to his feet. 
 
    “Ted, I haven’t gassed the place.  The men in the hallway haven’t shot at me, either, so I’ve got no reason to start yelling about how I trusted you.  I walked in here knowing you—well, others.  Not necessarily you.  I walked in here knowing someone might get gun-happy and try to blow me away.  They’ve set up to do it, don’t tell me they haven’t.  Nobody’s dead.  Nobody’s been shot or gassed.  Nobody has to be.  And you’re complaining about betraying your trust?” 
 
    “I’ve got to—” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” I countered, still seated.  I wished for a chair I could lean back in if only to project a better air of relaxed calm.  “The guys in the observation booth are already doing it.  If they’re reasonable, they’ll realize there’s no point in sacrificing themselves without even killing ‘the monster.’  But if they want to throw their lives away in pointless self-slaughter, I will reluctantly oblige.  Otherwise, I’ll walk peacefully out of here, leaving you with a bloodsucker to take apart at your leisure.” 
 
    “My concern is for my boys.  Monsters are one thing.  Poison gas is another!” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Monsters can be fought.  So, I tell you what.  If you want to clear everyone out of the facility, I’ll bring the gas cannisters out with me.  I’m strong enough to carry them.  Then you can have the facility and the bloodsucker.  We both go our merry ways.” 
 
    “I’m not going to be able to sell that,” he stated, flatly. 
 
    “You’d take the deal,” I guessed.  “You’re a practical man.  It’s those stupid zealots who won’t listen.” 
 
    “Damn right.” 
 
    “Try to explain it to them.  If I walk through the hatch from this room to the corridor, guns go off, and gas floods the place.  I still walk out, but everyone else is dead.  If they leave, they live—plus they get a nice secret headquarters.” 
 
    “It’s not secret,” Ted sneered. 
 
    “Oh, right.  I know about it.  Okay, you get a nice expendable laboratory for monster dissection.  Useful while it lasts.  Fair?” 
 
    “More accurate, anyway.” 
 
    “Try and sell the escape.”  I checked my wristwatch.  “You guys have eleven minutes before I start for the exit.  After that, whatever happens is because of the path they chose.” 
 
    “You sound as though you don’t want to be held responsible.” 
 
    “You have no idea, Ted.  I’ve been trying to duck responsibility since I was six.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?’ 
 
    “A lifetime.  Get going.  You can quiz me about my age some other time.” 
 
    Ted studied me through narrowed eyes, the gears in his head spinning fast enough to smoke.  At last, he nodded, a curt, single jerk of the head, and stomped out of the room.  I rested my elbow on the table, next to the staked bloodsucker. 
 
    “I’ll give you three to one the pragmatists beat it outside.  I’ll also give you three to two the fanatics won’t.  They’ll be too blinded by their own unreasoning need.  They won’t show wisdom, only zeal.” 
 
    He didn’t take the bet.  I wasn’t surprised.  I only hoped my comment was heard in the observation booth.  It was only for their benefit, anyway. 
 
    I kept an eye on my wristwatch, counting the minutes.  There was a heated argument in the hallway, some of it done in loud voices bordering closely on shouting.  I suspect there will not be an alliance of religious vampire hunters and secular vampire hunters.  Radically different priorities among the field operatives, you know? 
 
    The hatch, when I checked it, was bolted from the outside, naturally.  If they could keep me penned up until sunrise, they would have me at their mercy, or so they thought. 
 
    All right.  Things had quieted down in the corridor.  If they wanted to be that way, we could play their game. 
 
    I kind of wished I had installed an emergency nerve gas system.  Next time I build a secret lair… 
 
    I approached the observation window, cupped my hands, peered in through the glass.  Two people were in the room, both pressed to the back wall and holding up crosses.  Fair enough. 
 
    I drew Firebrand and it lit up, becoming a steel-cored bar of flame.  With one solid thrust, we penetrated the glass and stuck half the blade into the room beyond.  A quick burp of fire caused the edges of the hole in the glass to run freely, as well as fill the room beyond with a cloud of flame.  Screaming—more in terror than in pain—told me they were suitably distracted. 
 
    I grabbed one thing from the containment room before I let Firebrand play plasma cutter on the door.  In less than a minute, the steel hatch was a glowing-edged piece of metal.  I yanked it into the room and thrust out the thing I grabbed. 
 
    It was the bloodsucker.  I held him, still staked, by the back of the neck, and stood him up in the corridor like a puppet.  He made an excellent decoy.  Gunfire went off like crazy, bullets zinging down the hallway, some of them hitting their target.  He began to smoke heavily, like a pile of tires set ablaze, and I could feel the pricking tingle of a faith-based force on my arm.  I found it interesting how the energies directed down the corridor reacted so differently between him and me.  He smoked and caught fire.  I sizzled slightly.  Because we’re different types of vampire?  Probably.  Whatever it was humans did, whether it was their own energies directed through faith, or other energies channeled through them, it had an intense reaction to the Boojum’s breed of bloodsucker.  It didn’t like me much, but it really didn’t care for them. 
 
    The gunfire slackened as people emptied their weapons, but the heat of the religious fervor intensified as they switched to divine attacks.  The fact they didn’t catch on to my dummy I attribute to both the thick, black smoke in the hallway and their high levels of excitement.  As my smoking decoy actively caught fire, I took a step into the corridor, using the cut-out door as a shield.  I eyeballed the distance through the smoke and the supernatural glare and threw my vampire at them.  There came an immediate decrease in the intensity of their concentration and several screams.  I was happy about that because it allowed me to take better look through the smoky air and see what I was facing.  They started as three ranks of three men, front rank kneeling, the back two staggered, all of whom were directing both mundane and divine fire in my direction.  Several were now out of position to avoid the burning bones of a former vampire. 
 
    I guessed there might be more vehicles outside by now, as well as quite a lot more people. 
 
    I launched the door like an awkward Frisbee.  The door wasn’t designed to be a missile weapon, but it worked surprisingly well.  I would not be shocked to learn several of them died under the impact.  I hurled it as hard as I could, skipping it off the floor just in front of the first rank.  If any of them came out of it unscathed, it was a miracle. 
 
    Of course, I followed it up with a blast of fire from Firebrand.  There is no kill like overkill, and anyone with a crushed limb as well as burning clothing is unlikely to concentrate on anything beyond his own injuries. 
 
    I walked away from them.  I refused to run.  If any of them retained enough presence of mind to take note of me, I wanted their only impression to be one of unhurried indifference. 
 
    Once around the corner, however, I had no need to put on a show.  I sprinted like hell for the shift-booth.  Nobody was in the way—they were all posted to keep me away from the main door.  I made it through the hidden panel and closed it behind me, shifting instantly to Apocalyptica. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Any word on the shift-booth bomb I just exchanged places with?” 
 
    “Please exit the booth, Professor.” 
 
    I did so.  A robot entered and closed the door.  It opened again almost immediately. 
 
    “The shift-booth in question is no longer functional, Professor.  My observation links in the facility report an explosion and an ongoing fire in the shift-booth location.” 
 
    “Hey!” Mary said, through my Diogephone.  “What does this mean?  Do I stay or do I go?  I’ve got several targets outside the mine.” 
 
    “Those would be Ted and his cronies,” I told her.  “Are they interfering with Bronze?” 
 
    “No.  She just circled around onto the access road and is leaving.” 
 
    “She’ll pick you up.  I got what I wanted.  They can have whatever is left.” 
 
    “Are you sure?  I’ve got a fat guy with obvious religious jewelry on him.  He could be someone important.” 
 
    “Unless he’s wearing a Karvalen symbol for the Lord of Light, I don’t care.” 
 
    “When you say you don’t care, does that mean I can shoot him?” 
 
    “Bloodthirsty wench,” I accused. 
 
    “Guilty.  So, can I shoot him?” 
 
    “Do you need my permission?” 
 
    “No, but I like to avoid screwing up your plans.  Can I shoot him?” 
 
    “I appreciate your restraint.” 
 
    “And I’m pleased with my restraints, but we can talk about those later.  Can I shoot him?” 
 
    “Fine!  Fine!  Do what you like, but leave Ted and his guys alone.  Fair?” 
 
    I heard a faint sound through the phone.  It reminded me strongly of a subsonic, high-accuracy round being fired from a silenced weapon directly into someone’s brain.  No idea why.  Then I heard it again, but this time it sounded more like it was headed for someone’s heart. 
 
    I don’t think Mary likes these religious guys.  I know I don’t. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Tuesday, October 7th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Bronze picked up Mary and tore down the road getting her back to the local lair.  Meanwhile, I started working on my Boojum-hunter spell.  I made good progress while Mary and Bronze were in transit.  They had to stop for the sunrise, so they had a bit of a delay.  When they reached the house, Mary called.  I answered. 
 
    “Ancient Evil, Incorporated.  How may I direct your call?” 
 
    “You’re in a good mood,” she observed. 
 
    “It’s not every day I escape from my own deathtrap.” 
 
    “True, I suppose.  Diogenes tells me there is no nerve gas built into the facility.  Did you add it yourself?” 
 
    “I bluffed.” 
 
    “I suspected.  Going to tell Ted?  Or is he just going to live with a constant fear of suddenly dropping dead?” 
 
    “I bluffed with the explosive vest, too.  He’s not likely to forget it.  I told him gunfire would make me set off the gas.  There was gunfire, but no gas.  He’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Okay.  Do you have any more plans?” 
 
    “Yes.  More probe-gate enchantments and a Boojum hunting spell.” 
 
    “Good luck with those.” 
 
    “Eh?  I was thinking you could help me enchant more probe gates.” 
 
    “I was thinking of handling some mail, phone calls, contracts, and closures.  We’ve got final closures and deliveries to take.  As much fun as it is to play your personal sniper, I’ve been putting off lawyers’ questions about the liquidation stuff.” 
 
    “Well… all right.  You’re excused.  I’ll do what I can by myself.” 
 
    “I have faith in you, my lord.” 
 
    “Now cut that out!” 
 
    “What?  I believe you’ll perform miracles.” 
 
    “Please stop.” 
 
    “Something the matter, my dark angel?” 
 
    “You’re not funny.” 
 
    Yes, she is, Firebrand opined. 
 
    Yes, she is, added my altar ego. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she countered. 
 
    “I give up.” 
 
      
 
    I gave up only in a limited sense.  I still checked in on people and things. 
 
    Trixie was fully recovered.  She was also having a grand time practicing with her sword.  There used to be ivy climbing along one side of the manor house.  Not anymore.  I’d worry about the ecological disaster of a pixie with a sharp object, but I know Trixie.  She’ll lose interest soon enough. 
 
    My pyrotechnic family was doing well.  Tymara wanted to know when I would visit again.  Tianna and Amber don’t ask because they know I don’t know.  They’re all simply happy to see me. 
 
    I also checked in with Heydyl.  He was surprised and pleased to get a mirror call—I popped through shift-booths to do my base-touching.  I haven’t figured out a cheap and easy way to make a magic mirror connection between universes.   
 
    “Is this to encourage me for the next test?” he asked. 
 
    “No, but I encourage you to do well on it.  What test?” 
 
    “I will be taking the Test of the Unfallen Drop.” 
 
    I resolved to have a word with my altar ego.  In the meantime, I did my best to keep my confusion from showing. 
 
    “I have every confidence in you, Heydyl.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me I should wait?” 
 
    “Not if you feel ready for it.”  Seemed like a safe remark. 
 
    “Thing is,” he said, thoughtfully, “I’m not sure I am.  I’m hurrying so I can go to the war, and hurry isn’t what the test is about.” 
 
    “Maybe being in a hurry and not showing it—or not giving in to it—is what the test is all about.” 
 
    “Is that a hint?” 
 
    “It’s a question.  If I answered a question, that would be a hint.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I’ll have to think about that.” 
 
    “Other than that, how are things?” 
 
    “Busy.  Deveas Beltar has forbidden sicaricudo until further notice.  Those practicing for their healing ribbon are relieved of other duties to tend those recovering.  Several of the unshelled are being rushed through their armor enchantment training, and the circle of shadow-skin is in constant use.” 
 
    I realized I was going to have to have a longer talk with my altar ego then I thought.  I’m not up to speed on my own religion. 
 
    “But how are you?” I insisted.  “I can get a report from anyone.  I asked about you.” 
 
    “Busy,” he repeated, smiling slightly.  “I’m hoping to get to go, but I don’t think I’ll make it.  I’ll probably be stuck on Temple duty.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I haven’t got my shell, yet.  I’m pretty far down the list.  I’m still wearing steel even though I have a sword.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d make me a present of some armor?” he asked, half-jesting. 
 
    “Maybe.  We’ll see what progress you make.”  Heydyl’s expression went from half-smiling to startled to grimly serious.  I saw more than a little of my own face—back when I was human, anyway—in his, and wondered if I was ever as dangerously determined.  Somehow, I doubt it. 
 
    “I will do everything in my power,” he assured me. 
 
    “It’s not your power I’m testing,” I told him. 
 
    “It isn’t?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “What, then?” 
 
    “You cannot test the qualities of a man by telling him what qualities you want him to display.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I’ll have to think about that.” 
 
    “Do that,” I suggested, and signed off.  I shifted back to Apocalyptica and went straight to the room of prayer wheels.  The whirring of the spinning discs was loud to my ears. 
 
    “Hey, you!” I called out. 
 
    No need to shout.  I’m right here. 
 
    “What’s the Test of the Unfallen Drop?  And what’s a circle of shadow-skin?” 
 
    The Test of the Unfallen Drop is a test of patience, determination, and coordination.  Two glasses are on pedestals.  One full, one empty.  There’s a long, narrow beam between them.  The knight-candidate has to dip his naked finger in the water, collect a drop, walk the length of the beam, and touch the inside of the glass to let the water trickle down inside. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad.” 
 
    He has to repeat the process until the water level reaches a certain mark.  He also has one turning of a sand-glass—about an hour and a half for the glass in question—to do it. 
 
    “Okay, slightly bad.” 
 
    If he falls off, he fails the test entirely and has to try again later. 
 
    “All right, maybe it is a difficult test.  To what end?” 
 
    Any man who can dance back and forth on a balance beam, carrying one drop of water at a time, for an hour and a half is a man with magnificent balance, excellent coordination, outstanding physical fitness, and an ability to focus on getting the job done no matter how stupid the job seems.  It would be a lot easier to pick up the glass and pour the water, but that’s not the task at hand.  Sometimes it’s important to do things the way you were told to do them. 
 
    “Huh.  I can see that.  All right.  And what’s the circle of shadow-skin? 
 
    I couldn’t exactly tell the guys their armor was made of laminated carbon compounds, could I?  It’s too light to be steel, so they decided it was a skin made of shadow.  They call that spell in the basement the Circle of Shadow-Skin and it’s one of the last rites of passage for a knight-candidate. 
 
    “I ought to make the thing an enchantment instead of a spell.” 
 
    I wouldn’t worry about it. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    No.  It’s been there long enough to be a divine artifact. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    It was a spell, originally.  It’s routinely used in conjunction with a holy ceremony, and it’s been the target of hopes and dreams and reverence.  If the spell were to fail today, I could still keep it going as a manifestation of “divine will.”  Most of the other guys up here have to get a whole cadre of priests together and slam a fistful of power into the physical plane to make something like that.  Our method built it and got it running up front, allowing the worshippers to do most of the work over time. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of it like that.” 
 
    Different perspectives. 
 
    “No kidding.  So, how’s the war effort?” 
 
    The Lord of Light is playing his cards close to the vest.  He’s keeping quiet, but his followers are still killing off rebels and resistance in H’zhad’Eyn.  It shouldn’t be long before it’s fully run by a civilian government instead of martial law.  Well, a theocratic one.  A non-military, if somewhat militant theocracy.  H’zhad’Eyn is currently his main source of sacrifices. 
 
    “Why’s he want so many sacrifices, anyway?  Is it just a god-thing?  You’re the one with the energy-plane perspective.” 
 
    It’s hard to tell.  It’s intimately related to his worship and it happens on his holy ground.  It’s kind of like the deity-to-avatar connection.  It’s a secure channel, a private one.  I can tell he’s doing it, but I don’t know what he’s doing it for.  The thought-voice paused for several seconds, marshaling itself.  I can see the physical realm, but I can’t see the energies in his personal domain.  I’m not sure if he’s simply accepting the power of human sacrifice as personal power, strengthening himself, or if he’s got his followers directing that power into something else—say, ritual pleasure ceremonies, or into a super-special holy altar where he can manifest a new avatar. 
 
    “How would we find out?” 
 
    Go look. 
 
    “I was afraid you were going to say that.  How about I investigate more?  Intelligence analysis sounds like the way to go.” 
 
    How?  Send spies to be converted to pleasure-addicts?  They can’t exactly refuse to partake, you know. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.  A shield around the brain to absorb and ground out the ritual spell’s charge shouldn’t be too hard, provided we can learn enough about the ritual.  Come to that, I think Stomald is still in the Palace.  Maybe we should quiz him more.” 
 
    No doubt.  You’ll have to do it, though.  If I put in a request through Beltar, the Lord of Light might overhear me. 
 
    “But… wait.  I thought to Deiphone was a secure channel?” 
 
    It is, but consider he probably has spies in Karvalen or Carrillon.  If the Church of Shadow asks for the former Priest of Light, it’ll cause talk. 
 
    “Okay.  I can accept that more easily than quasi-divine multidimensional thermodynamic energy transfer.” 
 
    No kidding.  I still don’t understand it too well! 
 
    “You have my sympathies.  Any news on Lissette’s troop movements?” 
 
    Still assembling.  It’s not like calling up the National Guard.  No trains, no buses, no motor cars.  The majority have to walk.  The water traffic helps, but most of that is for supplies and gear. 
 
    “Right, right.  I keep forgetting.  I should have spent more time building an actual canal network.” 
 
    Tricky surveying prospects, unless you want the mountain to slither under the whole kingdom and level it out. 
 
    “That’s silly.  It would take… Oh, my stars and garters.  It could, couldn’t it?” 
 
    I was kidding. 
 
    “But it could.”  I waited a few seconds.  I could feel him thinking. 
 
    I… yes.  Yes, I suppose it could.  I don’t know how long it would take. 
 
    “See, this is another reason I don’t sleep.” 
 
    How do you figure? 
 
    “Because I dreamed the thing into existence.  Well, the power source keeping it alive.  If I hadn’t, it would have settled back into being just another mountain long ago.  As it is, it could spread to the whole world, making it a world of living stone.” 
 
    I’m not sure that’s a bad thing. 
 
    “Me, either.  What I am sure of is it scares me.” 
 
    I suspect the reactor will require a good deal more conversion spells before it can handle that kind of vitality load. 
 
    “Uh… have you looked at it recently?” 
 
    No… Should I?  
 
    “I reconfigured the primary reactor node.  Now it has four nodes where matter turns to energy—those bright spots between the stalactite and stalagmite, where the conical parts almost touch.  I also included a new subroutine in the conversion layers.  It can make more as needed.  I figured, since it was constantly expanding outward through the canals and roads…” 
 
    How is it possible that you manage to worry me? 
 
    “Is it an axiom or a deep truth or a fundamental thing of some sort that any conversation with a quasi-angelic semi-deity is going to always have some element of ‘I am not comforted by this thought’?” 
 
    Which one are you? 
 
    “You’re the energy-state being.  You tell me.” 
 
    Dunno.  I only come here for lunch.  I don’t work here. 
 
    “And I should get back to work, too.  You’ll be watching over people for me, right?” 
 
    You’re the Guardian Demon.  I do much better as Guardian Angel. 
 
    “I’ll take that as an affirmative.” 
 
    Go.  I’ll watch over them. 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    I left the Lunchroom of Divinity and headed down the hall, thinking about who watched over me.  Angels?  Doubtful.  I don’t get along well with angels.  They don’t seem to be willing to come down and get into a fight with me, but they don’t like me, either.  Some other extraplanar entity?  Possibly.  If so, it’s doing a bang-up job of not showing it. 
 
    As I thought about it, it occurred to me to check in on—okay, okay, spy on—a few other people.  I brought a mirror and a power crystal with me to the garage in Flintridge and poked my nose into their business. 
 
    Ted and his family were in the process of moving, as evidenced by the big truck, boxes, and guys in coveralls.  I was pleased to see Edgar running around, helping.  Nice to know he was happy.  The rest of the family was some variant of happy, annoyed, tired, or frustrated.  Even when a move goes perfectly, it’s still a pain.  It would be weeks before they had their new house in order. 
 
    Over in the Long Beach area, the young girl and her dad-guardian-mentor-whatever, the pair who tried to rob the building with the old cargo-shifter in Flintridge, were doing all right.  There were no changes I could see, though.  They still lived in the same campsite, wore mostly the same clothes—new shoes, but that’s hardly a surprise—and still cooked over an open fire. 
 
    What kind of life is that?  If you enjoy that sort of thing, a happy one.  I’ve lived like that, off and on, and it’s not to my taste.  Did they want to remain as-is?  Were they afraid of making a change?  Was there a reason this sort of life appealed to them? 
 
    I recited my mantra.  Not my circus, not my monkeys, not my problem.  Repeat as needed. 
 
    I also checked in on the Lady Luck, the hotel-casino of the Black King, Lord of Las Vegas. 
 
    Business was as brisk as ever.  People came, people went, and there wasn’t a vampire in sight.  Of course not; it was daytime.  Silly me.  But I probed beyond the surface, checking out the vampire lounge—closed for the day—and the Plantation Suite.  There was a charm on the top floor, probably a leftover from when Degas was there.  I went to some effort to map it out, looking for weaknesses.  It wasn’t a sophisticated piece of work, but it was powerful and effective.  It might even block my Boojum-signature scanner. 
 
    Would that be a problem in scanning other worlds?  Probably not.  You can hide a Boojum bloodsucker, but you can’t hide them all, and certainly not all the time.  Still, I might have to caution Ted about the possibility.  Or maybe not.  His usual job was a magical object identification specialist.  He would figure it out. 
 
    At any rate, I eventually picked my point of attack and took down the charm.  I don’t know if anyone noticed.  With Degas dead, there might not be anyone who even knew it was there to begin with.  It all depended on whether or not he had any apprentices. 
 
    Flying my scrying sensor through the place, I found a number of interesting things—fire extinguishers, guns, that sort of thing—as well as a few shared bedrooms for the willing snacks, two dungeon rooms with restraints and unwilling snacks, a secret exit, and a panic room.  The secret exit was a narrow tube, suitable for sliding down into the lower levels of the parking garage.  The panic room was more like an interior bedroom, but the walls were solid, the door heavy, and the outer face of the door disguised to resemble the end of the hall.  It didn’t even open with a doorknob.  It required a magnet to slide back an internal bolt.  It also had a number of hand-operated bolts on the inside. 
 
    Under the big, four-poster bed was a box.  It was steel, bolted to the floor, airtight, and insulated with asbestos.  My guess is a daytime fire would only result in the box being at ground level amid the ashes and cinders.  The occupant wouldn’t be happy, but I doubt it would kill a corpse. 
 
    Someone was immortal and meant to stay that way. 
 
    LeSange was on the bed, however, artfully arrayed.  Presumably, the vampire fire-safe was only for use when there was unrest in his domain.  I don’t know. 
 
    I went on to search the hidden laboratory Degas used, as well as do some virtual wandering through the hotel and the hotel walls.  I didn’t find any signs of ongoing voodoo hoodoo or other magical experimentation, which suited me just fine. 
 
    Then, with a lack of other excuses, I got back to Apocalyptica to work on my Boojum-detector spell and the probe gates.  The spell wasn’t a difficult project, but it required finicky, precision work.  I did it, of course, but it was a pain in the forebrain and required several trips out of my headspace for testing.  The spell worked by scanning a volume of space—a sizable volume of space—and checking to see if it resonated with the master copy crystal. 
 
    Think of it like this.  A tuning fork vibrates at a specific frequency.  If we have a box of the proper shape and size to amplify only that frequency, when we press the tuning fork to the box, you hear the note loud and clear.  If you press any other tuning fork to the box, all you hear is the faint hum of the tuning fork, unamplified. 
 
    That’s not exactly how it works—for the spell or for the tuning forks—but you get the idea. 
 
    Once I got the thing to work, I tested it in Apocalyptica and in Flintridge.  I got major hits in Flintridge, but only the faintest, generalized hiss in Apocalyptica.  I presume the Boojum has been to Apocalyptica, but doesn’t have anything actively awful going on at the moment—that is, no bloodsuckers or other horribleness wandering around.  The hiss, I think, is the background hum of a previous presence. 
 
    Worked for me.  I was happy with it. 
 
    Then I realized I would have to enchant the same spell into a thousand or so probes, one for each probe gate. 
 
    I didn’t cry.  I didn’t.  I might have sniffled a little. 
 
      
 
    I hate mass production. 
 
    No, I take that back.  Mass production is one of the pillars of civilization.  I hate having to hand-craft insane numbers of things.  I hate having to do the mass production. 
 
    It’s not the exhausting effort.  I don’t mind exerting myself for something I want to accomplish.  I suppose I’m not lazy, not the real couch-potato lazy, as such.  It’s more like I have too much personal inertia.  Getting me moving is the hard part.  At rest, I tend to stay at rest.  Once in motion, I tend to stay in motion.  Of course, once I am in motion, that has its own hazards. 
 
    What annoys me about producing a thousand or so probe-gate rings is the endless monotony.  It’s boring.  And it goes on and on and on and on… Place an unenchanted ring in the spell diagram.  Gather power.  Fire the spell and watch it weave itself into the structure of the inscribed runes.  Adjust, tweak, tug, and twist, like fitting a garment to a mannequin.  Stitch where necessary, hem where raveled, smooth out wrinkles.  Check it to make sure everything is in order.  Seal it, send it off, and place another ring. 
 
    I’m going to have to do it all again with the Boojum-detector spells, too. 
 
    This goes a lot better with Mary around to help.  I wish she was here. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Saturday, October 11th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Mary made great strides in getting Diogenes materials from Flintridge.  Rather than have things delivered to the lair and the garage, she rented a full-sized warehouse.  Stuff is stacking up there.  Anyone watching—LeSange, Ted, religious zealot number four, whoever—can keep right on watching.  She’s planning to move it all with a jumbo-sized portable shift-tent—which, I might add, she had me enchant for her.  She said I needed a break in the monotony.  With the warehouse locked up tight, we’ll activate the tent and have it spring up inside the warehouse.  A horde of robots will trundle back and forth through the tent and empty the place in a matter of hours, and not many of those.  Everything will simply vanish.  She’s delighted with her plan and is insufferably pleased with herself. 
 
    I, on the other hand, am still stomping my way along, enchanting probe-gates for my damn Boojum hunt. 
 
    This idea is holding less and less appeal for me.  I might compare it to splitting wood with a dull axe.  Don’t I have enough of these things already?  What’s another hundred going to do? 
 
    It’s going to make the process go that much faster, that’s what it’s going to do.  Each one I enchant is going to check one more universe every time the process cycles.  Each one should manage between one and three thousand universes every day, depending on scanning conditions. 
 
    I do not enjoy being the bottleneck in production. 
 
    On the plus side, I did figure out a workaround on my Boojum-detection spell.  Instead of enchanting a thousand Boojum-hunting probes, we’re using a spell. 
 
    The crystal holding the detailed imprint of the Lord of Light is the key component to the spell, of course.  I have one spell on the crystal to read the impression and act as a sort of buffer.  Nothing directly affects the crystal—I don’t want the imprint contaminated by repeated handling.  The bracket holding the crystal has the master “reading” spell.  Tied into this mounting bracket are a bunch of orichalcum wires.  These are strung all around to the wand-like attachments we push through the probe-gates.  They also have switches Diogenes can open or close. 
 
    So, the process is to open tiny gates, feed through the detector wands, and see if we get a hit.  If we do, it could be from any of the open gates, so Diogenes flips switches on each wand to make sure he knows which worlds are registering hits.  He catalogues them and repeats the process.  We’ve already got it going with the existing gates. 
 
    This only works because the spell is only doing one thing in each world—hunting Boojum signatures.  The probe-gates are all doing similar-but-different things.  They’re dialing up universes, but always different universes, so they have to be independent of each other.  The Boojum detector simply needs to go “ding!” when there’s stuff. 
 
    I also got a brief respite when I redirected the output of the solar conversion panels.  Running that many probe gates—even when they’re the smaller ones, strictly Boojum-hunting—ain’t cheap. 
 
    Sadly, as much as I wanted a good excuse to do something else, nobody obliged me by having a crisis.  The ungrateful jerks had happy, uneventful lives and minded their own business, leaving me stuck in an underground enchanting chamber, constantly stamping out magical miniature probe-gates like some workhouse orphan on a treadmill. 
 
    On the plus side, it got results.  I finished the project.  I finished it!  One thousand of the ugly, shiny, metallic little bastards!  One thousand! 
 
    I took the last one to Niagara by hand, placed it in the dialing cradle, and tied the designated probe-wand into the master pattern spell. 
 
    “Why,” I asked Diogenes, once I’d finished the setting-up, “are you playing the victory march from Star Wars?” 
 
    “It seemed appropriate, Professor.” 
 
    “Objectively, I suspect it isn’t, but it sure feels right.  Good call.” 
 
    “Always happy to help, Professor.” 
 
    “Where do we stand on the other projects?” 
 
    “The Boojum Hunt is underway and has been since the first detection spell went on-line.  We are now scanning for the specified energy signature in the worlds already catalogued.  Our present rate is in excess of two million universes a day.  Project completion is slated for early Monday.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I demanded.  “Monday?” 
 
    “I have been scanning and searching while you worked, Professor.  Incorporating each new gate has increased the rate at which we progress through the catalog.” 
 
    “Uh… yes, I guess it would.  If I’d known you were that close to finishing, though, I would have called it quits sooner!” 
 
    “But now we have one thousand probe gates.  If you wish to search the catalog again for some specific quality, it will be relatively quick.” 
 
    “There is that,” I admitted.  “Maybe it’s a good thing you didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    “I’m not sure whether to be pleased or worried that you’re managing me.” 
 
    “Evidence suggests someone has to,” Diogenes responded, “and Mary is engaged in other activities.” 
 
    “Ouch.  Okay.  So, do we have any hits on the Boojum radar?” 
 
    “Yes.  Forty-six so far have registered strong interactions.  Six more have weak interactions, indicating possible contact in the recent past.  Of all these contacts, two are non-Earth analogues.  The rest are all Earth-universes.  However, there is a common element in all Earth worlds.” 
 
    “Hold it.  Before we get into that, is Dracula’s World one of the hits?” 
 
    “No, Professor.” 
 
    “That’s weird.  The world is openly dominated by vampires.  I would have bet money it was full of black-souled bloodsuckers.” 
 
    “Apparently not.  It does, however, share a common feature with other Earth-analogue worlds.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The low-grade contact—the ‘hiss’ you reported here, in Apocalyptica—appears to be present in all the alternate Earth universes which do not have a current Boojum signature.” 
 
    “Interesting.  Also disturbing.  What’s the intensity of the latent signal in the Earth-analogues?” 
 
    “It has an inverse correlation with the year.  Later periods all have lower levels than earlier eras.” 
 
    “How does it compare across alternate Earths of the same year?” 
 
    “The signal appears to be identical within the margins of error for the sensor.  All 2050 Earths have the same level of signal strength for the Boojum, which is a detectably weaker signal than the 1950 Earths.” 
 
    “And all the 1950 Earth worlds have identical signal strength?” 
 
    “Within the limits of the sensor, yes, Professor.  A brief calibration run indicates it may be a valid method of determining the approximate date in worlds without wireless communications technology.” 
 
    “You mean you can check the signal strength and tell what year it is?  It’s that pervasive?” 
 
    “It is that pervasive.  The accuracy is insufficient for the year, but the century is not unreasonable.” 
 
    “Weird.” 
 
    “Which is why I bring it to your attention.” 
 
    “It almost seems,” I began, walking out of the probe room and into the corridor, “as though the Boojum was present across all the Earth universes at some point.” 
 
    “It would account for the observed data.” 
 
    “See, now, this bothers me.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    I stepped into the shift-booth and emerged in the residence complex.  I headed for the media room. 
 
    “This thing showed up in Karvalen after I stabbed the Devourer’s would-be avatar with a soul-stabbing fork.  It stepped right into the shoes of a defunct deity as though it was waiting for the opportunity.  It’s also different from the other gods of Karvalen, or so I’m told.  Now we suspect the thing used to be omnipresent in all the Earth-worlds we’ve found.” 
 
    “Did it do so immediately after the destruction of the Devourer?” 
 
    “I… hmm.  I don’t know.  I’m not certain as to how long a delay there was.  It couldn’t have been too long or the real Lord of Light would have been reconstituted by the ongoing worship of his faithful.” 
 
    “Your conclusion, Professor?” 
 
    “I don’t have a conclusion.  I have an hypothesis.  I think the Boojum was present far enough back in the past to precede most of the alternate-reality branchings.  I think the multiple-universe tree we’ve got going on here is the result of a single, original universe branching out into multiple alternate timelines.  And the Boojum was present in the beginning before being kicked out.” 
 
    “An hypothesis requires testing, Professor,” Diogenes pointed out. 
 
    “No, turning an hypothesis into a theory requires testing,” I countered.  “I’m happy with my hypothesis.  I have no desire to go testing it.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No.  Last time I had a discussion with the Boojum, I got my ass handed to me and nearly got Firebrand shattered.  He did shatter most of my armor, and me inside it!  Plus, he blew a big piece of the Darkwood Forest straight to hell when he lost.  If it weren’t for Bronze, Mary, and my altar ego, I’d have been ashes on the breeze.  I’m not screwing around with the guy, not even to ask him if he remembers the good old days when he used to swim in the primordial instant universe soup mix of the Big Bang.” 
 
    “Understood.  How does this relate to his apparent minions in Karvalen?” 
 
    “Those are fair game.  The other entities of Karvalen are imposing their own rules on the place.  He apparently has to play by them.  At least, he has to play by their rules or risk their unified wrath.  That’s close enough.” 
 
    “As you wish, Professor.” 
 
    “So, we’ve got two worlds floating in the void and forty-four Earths with Boojum badness.  What do we know about them? 
 
    Screens flared to life all around me.  I settled into my chair to listen.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Sunday, October 12th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Of the forty-four Earth worlds with a significant Boojum presence, they ranged in date from roughly the second century B.C. to the mid twenty-third century.  Diogenes obviously didn’t have much information on the worlds with lower technology, but the eight with an Internet or close equivalent were much as we expected.  What differences they had from “my” Earth were largely superficial.  In one world, they never tried forming the European Union.  In another, Puerto Rico became the fifty-first state.  These did change some things, but mostly they were lines on a map, not fundamental alterations in the culture and economy of the planet.  In the larger scheme of things, superficial. 
 
    I’m starting to think people don’t change. 
 
    In none of the technological worlds did Diogenes find overt signs of supernatural activity.  No confirmed vampires, no captive werewolves, allegations of magical tampering with witnesses—they barely even had a decent Bigfoot story.  This was par for the low-magic environment of the Earth worlds, but I don’t know what I expected.  More bloodless corpses in the news, maybe. 
 
    “Do you think he’s trying to avoid notice?” I asked. 
 
    “It is one possible explanation, Professor.  Do you understand his motives or capabilities?” 
 
    “No.  Well, I don’t know.  I believe he’s invading multiple worlds with this species of vampire to draw power from them.  When the vampires feed on the blood of their victims, they also feed on the power of their spirits.  I’m not real up on the bioenergetic processes of simulata, angels, or demigods, so I’m not sure how it works, only that it does.” 
 
    “Is it possible he is unable to project sufficient force to enter these worlds?” 
 
    “Possibly.  He may be hiding out in Karvalen while he sucks up power from multiple Earth worlds.  He might be preparing for a full-scale invasion of an Earth world.  He can’t exactly use much of that power in Karvalen, right now.  Unless…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s also possible he’s building up his reserves to take on all the gods of Karvalen.” 
 
    “By drawing power from multiple worlds, he accesses sources unavailable to the others,” Diogenes clarified.  “When he has sufficient strength, he will no longer be bound by their rules and can dominate the world of Karvalen as the sole deity.” 
 
    “It might be possible.” 
 
    Diogenes was silent while I thought about it.  It could work.  The gods of Karvalen have a few worlds they know about and manifest on, a small neighborhood of islands in the void.  If the Boojum draws on power sources they cannot reach, it can— 
 
    Human sacrifices!  It’s not allowed to expend more than a trickle of energy on Karvalen, yet it still demands human sacrifices!  In the long run, they don’t provide as much energy as a lifetime of worship from a devout follower, but they’re immediate.  They’re like cashing in a stock portfolio.  You get a wad of cash, but you lose the opportunity to have a steady income from it. 
 
    He’s after power.  Immediate, need-it-now power. 
 
    No, hold on.  He can’t be telling his followers to commit human sacrifice.  So why are they?  Did he have a contingency plan in case he got quiet all of a sudden?  Or is there a high priest with a busted moral compass and an itch to get back the powers of the priesthood? 
 
    Either way, the Boojum was gaining power at an alarming rate.  If it kept this up, it might choose to challenge the gods of Karvalen simply because it could. 
 
    “I think I need to do some more testing,” I said.  “I might even need to do some exterminating.” 
 
      
 
    After careful consideration, I decided to check the void-worlds first.  I had a couple of reasons for this.  First, landing in low-magic zones to investigate vampires draws unreasonable attention—not only from the locals, but also, potentially, from the thing energizing them and using them as a food supply.  Second, there were only two void-worlds on the list.  I figured I might as well check them off before starting on the longer list of Earth-worlds. 
 
    Sadly, given the distortions of scrying spells through gates, the only effective way to understand the general setup of a world is to go talk to the locals. 
 
    Bronze wanted to come along.  The Impala wasn’t exactly appropriate, I felt.  She chose one of the Blacks as a body, rather than the statue.  I’m not sure why, exactly, but I think she was trying to be less conspicuous.  I took it as a hint. 
 
    Rather than wearing obvious armor, I went with more of a traveling outfit.  Bracers, yes, mostly because they could be easily concealed.  My bulletproof underwear, for the same reason.  Firebrand on one side, my saber on the other.  But the rest of the outfit was as generic and downscale as I could make it.  Even my cloak got into it, rippling slowly into a more threadbare, patchwork, tattered-seeming guise.  Aside from the swords, I could have walked through medieval London or some areas of modern-day New York and drawn only curious glances. 
 
    Of course, seeing swords sometimes causes comment.  I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.  Even riding a Black might cause comment if horses were rare, expensive, or nonexistent.  Still, it was less exciting than an animated, giant statue of a horse.  You do what you can and hope for the best. 
 
    Diogenes was still putting the Niagara gate rooms in order—I distracted him with other projects—but the variable-aperture gate room was undamaged by the grey goo incident.  We set ourselves up in there and I started wrapping us up in cloaking spells to avoid detection. 
 
    “What’s the magical environment like in our first target?” 
 
    “High,” Diogenes reported.  “The intensity has remained stable through all probes.  Atmosphere has pre-Industrial levels of pollution.  No radio traffic, only background radiation levels.” 
 
    “Sounds like Karvalen.” 
 
    “There are similarities.  The geography of the world has not yet been determined.” 
 
    “It’s got gravity?” 
 
    “Or something that acts like gravity,” Diogenes agreed.  “Karvalen’s physical laws preclude gravity as we understand it.” 
 
    “Point taken.  Bloody damn flat world…” 
 
    We were ready.  Diogenes and I dialed up the targeting gate next to the main gate.  He supplied the address for the world while I supplied the will to seek the Boojum signature.  It does no good to land in Antarctica if the thing you’re looking for is in Hawaii. 
 
    The interior of the smaller, targeting gate flushed away and snapped back.  Diogenes checked the time.  It was nighttime, which I appreciated.  With that assurance, I surveyed the scenery.  Our gateway was somewhere in the mountains.  The weather smelled ready for a thunderstorm.  No one was in sight and there was a path nearby.  Good enough. 
 
    I mounted up and Diogenes transferred the targeting gate to the main gate.  It rippled, wavering for a moment, and settled into stillness.  Bronze and I moved forward, out of a large, triangular opening formed by a piece of mountainside and a dead, tilted tree.  The plane of the opening behind us shredded into nothingness, leaving us amid fitful rain and some muttering thunder. 
 
    Bronze found the trail and followed it.  I sat in the saddle and raised up a false-color sensor spell, looking at the world in various spectra—radio, microwave, infrared, all the usual.  Diogenes already did a basic scan of the place, but I didn’t want to be surprised. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    Hmm?  I thought back. 
 
    Where are we going? 
 
    Good question.  We’re on a trail.  It should go somewhere.  We can ask when we get there. 
 
    So, it doesn’t matter? 
 
    Not really.  I’m just looking for people and for a Boojum. 
 
    I sat up straighter as I realized what I was doing.  Or, rather, what I wasn’t doing. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “I said, maybe I should give up exploring and just be a peeping tom.  We have the spells for it!” 
 
    Uh? 
 
    I can cast scrying spells.  Now that I’m here, the gate won’t distort them. 
 
    Bronze halted, cocked her head, laid her ears back.  She sniffed at the air, not liking what she scented.  She tossed her head, flicking her mane back to get my attention.  I thought it moved somewhat independently of the wind and gravity.  No, it definitely did.  I brushed aside my sensory spell. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    She stomped once, soundlessly.  I should check if I smelled what she smelled.  I did.  Ozone dissipating, yes… also ashes, scorched wood, a trace of blood and burnt flesh… a sick, rotting smell, like dying earth in a diseased forest… and a cloying, oily odor, with a slight taste of sulphur. 
 
    “I smell it,” I agreed. 
 
    She says it smells like dragon, Firebrand supplied.  You think it’s anything from Karvalen? 
 
    “No.  I doubt it’s anything related.  The harmonics are all wrong.  Similar, maybe, but not a relative.” 
 
    Harmonics? 
 
    This place doesn’t have… what’s the word?  It has a different set of parameters from Karvalen.  There may be dragons, but I doubt they’re descended from the ones the Heru created. 
 
    The Heru are supposed to be chaos entities, and this is a world floating in the void, right? 
 
    Point taken.  We’ll be cautious. 
 
    Bronze continued along the trail.  I kept glancing up, just in case.  You never know when a huge, leather-winged monster will descend from the roiling clouds of a thunderstorm to strafe you with unholy fire. 
 
    For most people, it’s not that big a concern. 
 
    The path took us upward, winding its way through rocky terrain and out along the edge of a mountainside.  It started to rain in earnest and the sky blackened to a heaving sea of ink, broken occasionally by white lines of lightning. 
 
    I smelled something, a characteristic smell on a whip of the wind.  Bronze sensed it and stopped, planting hooves and waiting.  She turned to look at me and I patted her shoulder before sliding to the ground.  My sense of smell is quite keen, but in this sort of weather, there was only one scent that could trigger such an instant recognition.  Blood. 
 
    I peered over the edge of the trail.  The rocky face of the mountain wasn’t vertical, but it was close.  And, somewhere down there, not too far away, there was blood.  Human blood. 
 
    If someone was alive down there, it would be quite helpful to be a rescuer.  They might tell a traveler from a distant land anything he wanted to know.  And if they were already dead, going through their pockets might be revealing.  It was worth a shot. 
 
    I started down the mountainside, fingers and fingernails gripping the stone, tendrils of invisible darkness reaching out through each point of contact, grasping large chunks of the rock face.  I worked my way down the rock like a spider until I came to a ledge.  Below, the rock face was sheer and vertical and maybe tilted outward just a hair.  A long way down, a tumbling mountain stream foamed and rushed in the rain and the darkness.  I pressed back against the rock as I stood there on the ledge, edging my way toward a rocky overhang and muttering to myself. 
 
    “Yeah, I should learn a flying spell, someday.  Always someday.” 
 
    Don’t you know one, Boss? 
 
    I have a recipe for one, I corrected.  I can do it, if I have some eagle or hawk feathers, a brazier to burn them in, pure rainwater to generate a small cloud, and twenty minutes to work on it. 
 
    So… not practical? 
 
    Not right now!  Besides, I added, trying to focus on my sideways shuffle, I hate flying spells.  There’s something very wrong with the way they make me feel. 
 
    How is that? 
 
    Nauseous. 
 
    The ledge I edged along ended under an overhang of rock, running into a cleft.  The cleft was a narrow one, barely wide enough to reach into—or out of.  I add the last part because a hand projected from the cleft.  The man it belonged to was lying awkwardly inside a narrow passage, unable to pass the crack in the rock.  He wore armor and smelled bloody.  The oily, sulphurous smell was much stronger, as well, borne out of the cave on a slight breeze. 
 
    I gauged the cleft.  A man in plate armor wouldn’t fit.  I, on the other hand, start out slim and my armor isn’t much thicker than clothes.  I edged into the cleft, exhaling, squeezing, shifting back and forth to work my way through.  I fit, barely, but it’s a good thing I don’t need to breathe. 
 
    Once inside the cave, there was almost enough room to kneel over the guy.  It didn’t help he was built like a brick—wide and thick.  Even if he wasn’t in armor, he’d never fit through the crevice.  He had to have come from deeper in the cave, presumably trying to find a way out. 
 
    Given the holes in his armor, I’d say he found a dragon’s lair.  Big, piercing teeth punched holes in breastplate and the thigh plates.  The mouth on that thing must be over two feet wide, maybe close to three.  It might swallow smaller men without chewing. 
 
    Blood crawled out of the holes and around the edges of the armor, slithering its way to me.  I worked him over quickly, sealing up his injuries to prevent further bleeding.  He wasn’t in good shape.  Multiple broken bones, deeply-penetrating wounds, a cracked skull, and no way out of the cave. 
 
    Going to help, Boss? 
 
    Probably.  Some, at least. 
 
    I’m sure he’ll be grateful for the aid of a blood-drinking monster in killing a fire-breathing one. 
 
    “Shut up,” I suggested.  “I’m not getting involved.  Seriously.  I’m not.  Stop laughing!” 
 
      
 
    Getting the big guy out of the cave was the first order of business.  I could have bashed through the rock, but it would be a noisy exercise and there was a dragon somewhere about.  Instead, I carefully cut away at the crevice using my hyper-sharp saber, slicing pieces off like carving a tunnel through a cake.  Eventually, I had an opening suitable for a man in armor. 
 
    Using his swordbelt—no sword in sight, I noticed—I lashed him to my back and started up the mountainside again.  It was awkward, but I’ve got the hang of climbing.  I extend tendrils through my hands and feet, like lightning-fast roots, then withdraw them.  I can’t walk on the ceiling, but I can crawl up a vertical face.  A mountainside is generally not a problem.  I didn’t even have to carve out handholds with my fingernails. 
 
    Once I had him in an open area where I could lay him down and work on him, I went over him with some healing spells, stopping internal bleeding and doing other first aid.  Good enough for now. 
 
    Bronze was willing to carry the poor guy for me.  I was more concerned with where to carry him.  We could go back to Apocalyptica, but one gate was enough of a power display in close proximity to a Boojum signature. 
 
    If this guy was getting into fights with big dragons, surely he wasn’t doing it alone.  This implied—at least, to me—a group of some sort.  Adventurers?  A mercenary group, possibly even an army sent to destroy the beast?  If so, let’s get out the scrying spells and look around. 
 
    Mountains and thunderstorms.  Damn.  Sending a viewpoint up high was useless.  Let’s tune one for thermal and send it careering around the mountains, just under the cloud level… okay, not as quick and easy as I’d hoped, but faster than searching the place. 
 
    No sign of a military encampment, but I did find a number of horses grazing in the forest.  I searched the area more closely and found a large tent.  There were also a couple of spells on the thing.  Even under the trees, it stood out, at least to me.  Nobody was home, though. 
 
    Adventuring party, then.  All right. 
 
    Bronze carried him and I jogged along with her.  It was only about three miles and it was all downhill.  No problem. 
 
    The tent was warded with an unfamiliar spell.  I wasn’t up to speed on the local magical methodology so I undid it the old-fashioned way.  I hit it with magical equivalent of a big stick.  It fizzled and disintegrated, fortunately not taking the tent with it. 
 
    I put my wayward warrior down, stripped him, bandaged him, and gave him another booster to encourage healing.  I didn’t want him waking up and feeling fine.  He fought a dragon and—I assume—lost.  I wanted him to wake up, feel like he lost, and make a recovery while we talked. 
 
    Besides, while he slept, there were other things I needed to do.  First and foremost, find the dragon.  I’m told it does not do to leave a live dragon out of your calculations, if you live near him.  Second, get an idea where the nearest Boojum manifestation was.  That’s why I came to this world, after all.  And I suppose there was a third thing—make camp.  I might be here for a day or two. 
 
    I flipped open the Diogephone. 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “You could at least let me say ‘Hello,’ first.” 
 
    “My apologies.  Go ahead.” 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Hello, Professor.  How may I be of service?” 
 
    “Anything going on?  Anywhere?” 
 
    “I regret to inform you there are no fresh distractions, if that is what you are asking.” 
 
    Diogenes knows me, that’s certain. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Then carry on, Professor.” 
 
    “All right.  Keep me posted.” 
 
    “I shall.” 
 
    I hung up and got busy. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Unnamed World with Dragons and Boojums, Day 1. 
 
      
 
    By morning, I had a couple of things to consider. 
 
    The dragon’s lair wasn’t exactly nearby.  It was four miles or so on the wing, considerably farther if one had to follow trails and climb rocks to reach what I thought was the main entrance. 
 
    It was also the nearest manifestation of the Boojum. 
 
    Okay, weird. 
 
    I shouldn’t have assumed.  I mean, I didn’t know for certain the Boojum manifests in vampires everywhere it reaches.  It would make sense, though.  Vampires consume the living essence of people, making them perfect for sucking up energy to feed the Boojum.  They can self-replicate at high speed and they blend in well with the population.  But a dragon?  Dragons eat people.  They’re not known for swallowing souls. 
 
    Uh, boss? 
 
    “Please don’t tell me Karvalen dragons eat souls.” 
 
    What?  No!  Not exactly. 
 
    “How exactly is it?” 
 
    I’m just pointing out dragons eat people.  Usually by swallowing them.  We don’t chew a lot, as a rule—just enough to make it quit kicking.  We don’t rip the soul out first, or spit it out afterward!  As far as I know, the soul goes down with every screaming thing we swallow. 
 
    “And the Boojum,” I finished, seeing the point, “eats that.” 
 
    I dunno.  Would it work?  Could it work? 
 
    “It might.  It very well might.  In which case, cutting the Boojum’s connection to this world—or throttling it back, anyway—could involve sticking around to kill a dragon!” 
 
    I’m game. 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    Dragons aren’t meant to be the playthings of the gods, boss. 
 
    “Tell that to Bob and the Heru.” 
 
    They can go bite bricks.  I used to be a dragon and I have strong feelings about this.  If a dragon wears a saddle, he should be doing it because he chooses to!  Same thing with this damned Boojum of yours! 
 
    “Okay, okay!  I didn’t know you felt that way.” 
 
    Now you do. 
 
    “Yes, I do, and I’ll be more considerate in the future.” 
 
    Firebrand was silent for several seconds, thinking to itself. 
 
    Thanks, boss. 
 
    “Don’t mention it.  So, dragon-hunting.  Think our victim will be any help?” 
 
    He didn’t do so well the first time, did he? 
 
    “I don’t know about that.  He’s still alive.” 
 
    Hmm.  That’s a good point.  I take it back.  He did spectacularly. 
 
    “I’m going to put the camp in order and hit him with another healing spell.  I don’t like how he’s been unconscious for so long.” 
 
      
 
    The day waned, night fell, and I hid from the falling star by zipping myself into a high-tech body bag. 
 
    For any fellow vampires of my species who are thinking about it, do not do this if you have a choice. 
 
    It works perfectly against sunrise and sunset, but it isn’t ventilated and the smell gets… a bit… concentrated.  Yes, concentrated.  That’s the kindest thing I can say about it. 
 
    Once I finished dying, I cleaned everything up and went to sit down in the tent.  The big guy was still sleeping, but the flow of life inside him seemed improved.  He was still wounded, of course, but his body was busily mending the damage. 
 
    He stirred, opened his eyes.  I tried out my translation spell. 
 
    “Ah, you’re awake.  Good.  You are the proud recipient of the One Tough Son of a Bitch Award.  I’m more than a little surprised you’re still alive.” 
 
    He turned his head and blinked at me for several seconds, looking me over.  I did my best to smile in a friendly fashion, rather than in a teeth-baring, fang-displaying, terrifying fashion.  Illusion spells help a lot. 
 
    “Do you understand what I’m saying?” I asked. 
 
    “I do,” he replied, looking away, his voice dry and crackling.  “Thirsty.”  I gave him some water, helping him into a sitting position to drink.  He settled back with a grunt. 
 
    “I feel I should mention,” I told him, as I helped resettle him, “for the sake of conversation, I’m using a translating spell.  I’m not from around here and I don’t know the local language.  Some people get touchy about these sorts of things, so I thought I should say so up front.” 
 
    “If you do not use it, we cannot converse?” 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah.” 
 
    “Then I am… ‘okay?’… with it.  If I understand your word.” 
 
    “It’s not the best translation spell,” I admitted.  “Want something to eat?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Coming right up.”  I went out to check the food on the fire.  When I came in again, he was sleeping.  I sighed, folded my legs and sat next to him.  Patience is a virtue.  I just need to be more virtuous.  Maybe it builds character. 
 
      
 
    I was in my headspace, fiddling with some possible spells to allow Diogenes to control magical forces.  They were crude things, on the order of wiring up a mechanism to push a button.  I wasn’t pleased with my progress.  I was always more of a programmer than a circuitry guy. 
 
    Boss.  He’s waking up. 
 
    “Roger that.”  I stepped out of my headspace, opened my eyes, and reached for his dinner. 
 
    “Got you some soup and some bread.  It’s more of a stew, since the bread soaked up a lot of the broth, but try to choke down my cooking.  It’s marginally less likely to kill you than starvation.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “No one of consequence.”  Since he made no move to take it, I dipped a spoon and prepared to feed him. 
 
    “Please.  I must know,” he insisted.  I tried to resist the obvious answer and failed. 
 
    “Get used to disappointment.” 
 
    “Shall I beg?” 
 
    “No.  I’m sorry.  It was too good a quote to pass up.” 
 
    “Quote?” 
 
    “Nevermind.  My name is unimportant.  Seriously.  I’m a traveler, not from around here, and will soon be moving on to places far distant.” 
 
    “How, then, shall I remember you in my prayers?” 
 
    “How about you say, ‘The nice guy who helped me’?  I’m pretty sure your deity can figure it out from there, if it cares to.  Now open your mouth without the talking.” 
 
    I fed him and he slept again.  I was glad to see him eat.  He needed the food.  His body was working overtime to pull itself together. 
 
    On the other hand, well after midnight, Bronze noticed some people out in the woods, creeping slowly about.  I felt her noticing and did my best to sneak out of the tent.  In retrospect, having a campfire was probably not the best idea in dragon territory.  Then again, it wasn’t a dragon sneaking up on the camp. 
 
    Bronze stayed near the pavilion tent, snorting occasionally and shuffling, as though nervous.  I crept into the darkness, trying to remember everything Mary taught me about sneaking.  I must have been a decent student.  I found one of the people behind a tree.  He was leaning around it, watching the camp.  I leaned around it with him.  At first, he mistook me for one of his own guys.  Then he turned to whisper something and did a double-take. 
 
    In a quick movement, we were both seated behind the tree, me leaning against the tree, him leaning back against me.  I held his head and his throat, claws out and pricking into the skin of his neck.  I whispered to him to be quiet.  He elected to remain silent.  
 
    “Now, very softly,” I told him, “tell me why you’re sneaking up on the camp.” 
 
    “We were told to?” 
 
    “By…?” I prompted. 
 
    “Sarevos.” 
 
    “Who,” I asked, “is Sarevos?” 
 
    “He’s the leader of our village.” 
 
    “He ordered you to go raid a campsite in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
    “No.  He sent us out to find it.” 
 
    I tightened my grip. 
 
    “Now listen, you moron,” I hissed, “I want to know why you’re out here and what you intend.  I can kill you all and quiz your corpses if I have to.  You’re not making me feel it’s easier to converse with a live body than a dead one.  So talk.” 
 
    Sarevos, the new leader of their town—Pelamir—made a deal with the dragon.  They make sacrifices to the dragon, the dragon watches over their town.  The dragon was wounded recently when heroes attacked it.  It ate them, but it told Sarevos to hunt down their camp and recover all their valuables.  These guys found the camp earlier, but saw me moving around.  They decided to wait until nightfall to sneak up on it. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed.  “I take it you didn’t care if it was the right camp or not?” 
 
    “Not really.  We’ve given most of our wealth to the dragon.” 
 
    “Makes sense.  So, what happens if I let you go?” 
 
    “I go home?” 
 
    I don’t think I’m alone in assuming he was lying.  I could see the colors shift and change inside him.  Ah, well.  I did the classic vampire move of biting into his neck, although I did make sure to cover his mouth when I did so.  He tried to struggle, but, well… 
 
    Bronze nickered and tossed her head, pretending to be agitated.  She danced around, drawing attention, and causing would-be sneaks to freeze in fear.  Did the horse wake someone?  Are we caught?  Are they still asleep?  And who is going to try and calm the horse? 
 
    I crept through the dark and killed the other two men.  Bronze snorted and came out to join me, mostly because the Blacks are omnivores. 
 
    I smothered the fire and went back to watching my patient. 
 
      
 
    Unnamed World with Dragons and Boojums, Day 2. 
 
      
 
    My morning, spent in a body bag, was not a happy one.  Camping has never been my favorite activity.  If I have to go camping, I would like a motor home.  Diogenes designed a track-laying, all-terrain version Mary christened the Grumbler.  Personally, I’d settle for a trailer.  A rental cabin would be nice, provided it has power and running water.  It wouldn’t even have to have hot water.  I can rough it. 
 
    I cleaned myself and my gear.  Firebrand made no remarks as it started a new campfire for me.  My patient would need breakfast. 
 
    As I prepared a morning meal, something went on in the tent.  I’m sensitive to a number of energies, most notably thermal energy and being set on fire, but I notice others.  Something manifested power inside the tent. 
 
    I didn’t snatch up Firebrand and go charging in.  I didn’t run for the hills, either.  I waited.  In a moment, the manifestation diminished, dwindled, and departed.  Nothing untoward seemed to happen. 
 
    Any ideas, Firebrand? 
 
    One of the local gods? 
 
    Maybe.  Is the big guy awake? 
 
    Yep.  Ah.  He’s praying. 
 
    I’m not sure that’s a comfort.  To me, at any rate. 
 
    I sheathed Firebrand, prepared a tray, and carefully carried it into the tent.  The big guy was not on his pallet and was sitting up.  I didn’t think he had it in him. 
 
    “Everything kosher?” I asked, sitting down and presenting the tray. 
 
    “I do not fully understand your words, but if you ask if all is well, then yes.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not a precise translation spell.  It works more on concepts than on exact transliteration of words.  Each type has its uses… and you don’t care.  I’m rambling.  Sorry.”  I studied him.  “You look better.” 
 
    “I am much better.” 
 
    “I thought I felt something mystical moving in here.” 
 
    “I prayed for the aid of Namae,” he said, indicating his medallion.  “He has seen fit to bless me with his grace once again.” 
 
    “Ah.  Yes.  Well.  Then you’re well enough to sit up and eat by yourself.”  That settled it.  If there were local gods of prayer-answering power, I should probably conclude my business of dragon-slaying and get a move on.  Sticking around to become embroiled—or flame-broiled—in another set of quasi-divine political intrigues was not a good idea.  I stood and backed toward the hanging cloth. 
 
    “I am.  But stay, please.” 
 
    “I really need to be hitting the trail.  Places to go, things to do.  You know how it is.” 
 
    “Very well.  Since I go to my death on the morrow, I bid you good fortune now and give you my thanks, for I think we shall not see one another again.”  I stopped where I was, puzzled. 
 
    “Hold it.  If you’ve got a god on your side, why do you think you’re dying tomorrow?” 
 
    “Tomorrow, I should be restored of my injuries.  Then I may enter battle once more with the creature which made them.”  The guy pulled the food close and started eating.  He didn’t seem suicidally depressed, merely matter-of-fact about it. 
 
    “Uh… but you know it’s going to kill you?” 
 
    “Of course.  I and my friends ventured into the lair of the dragon to slay it.  I am the only survivor.  If I slay the beast, the terrors of the monster will cease and my friends will be avenged.  If it slays me, then I have died in battle against a dark and terrible foe.  In either case, what more can a warrior of Namae hope for?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.  A long career of do-gooding springs to mind, maybe followed by years of passing on your skills and wisdom to a new generation of do-gooders.  But that’s just off the top of my head.” 
 
    “You are not a warrior of Namae,” he replied, smiling.  “Our ways are not your ways.” 
 
    “True enough, I suppose.”  I stood there and watched him eat for a moment, thinking.  Was that a glimmer of an idea?  I thought it was.  “Would it be wiser, though, to do everything you can to win, rather than go boldly forth and die?” 
 
    “Naturally.  Yet, my armor is rent, my sword and shield are gone, and I have no allies in this place.  What else is left to me save the strength of my faith?” 
 
    “Huh.  Okay, I guess, if that’s how things work around here… but out of curiosity?  How many dragons have been slain by faith?” 
 
    “All monsters are slain by faith.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes; I get it.  I was referring to something a bit more direct.  For example, can you tell me how many saints have wandered into a dragon’s lair and smited—smote?—beat it to death with their faith, rather than with swords?” 
 
    “None of which I am aware,” he admitted chuckling as he ate.  “There is a first time for everything.” 
 
    “How about going home?  You could get allies and whatnot.” 
 
    “I cannot.  Y’vin was our wizard.  Tindal was our priest.  By their gifts did we travel from shard to shard.” 
 
    “Shard to shard?” 
 
    “This place.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    My patient chewed thoughtfully as he considered how to answer. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he said, slowly, “if you are not determined to be on your way at this very moment, you might share with me your name?  It makes conversation awkward.” 
 
    “Call me ‘Vlad’.” 
 
    “A strange name.” 
 
    “It’s a very old family name where I’m from.” 
 
    “May I ask where your home is?  I do not do so to pry, but merely to try to understand how you cannot know upon which shard you stand.” 
 
    “I’m a traveler—a traveler to really far places.  Not always voluntarily.  Humor me and tell me about these shard thingies.” 
 
    “Very well, although I do not understand how a far-traveler cannot know these things… In the earliest days of the world, all the lands were one.  Then came a great cataclysm—its cause is unknown to me—which rent the world asunder.  Blasted into shards, these pieces of the world hurtled around one another for many years.  All the races struggled to survive the upheaval.  Every century or so, one shard would collide with another.  Often, this would cause rains of shattered stones to fall from the skies of other shards.  Rarely, two shards would touch more gently and crumble together, as great mountains of the sky collapsing on top of each other. 
 
    “At last, a great druid on the shard Kannevos gained wisdom in his study of the heavens.  He marked out the movement of each shard of the shattered world, charting their courses in the heavens.  He commanded great, enchanted stones be erected in precise alignment with each shard, these circles of stones to act as anchors in a manner beyond my understanding.  The druids did as he bid them, for these rings of stones have some power over the heavens.  Their power reaches across the sky to the shards of the world, touching and guiding them. 
 
    “Today, every shard is held in place, each relative to all the others, such that they cannot collide and bring more death and destruction upon us.  Or so I am told.” 
 
    “I see.  I think.  So, people live on all these shards?” 
 
    “Most of them.  Some are little more than jagged rocks and wastelands.  Those closest to the sky-fire are barren deserts.  Farther away, they are always icy, wintry places.” 
 
    “Got it.  And you come from a different shard?” 
 
    “Yes.  I was born on Trayvor.  Gorgar came from this one—Lamaeos—and we came with him to attend the wedding of his sister.” 
 
    “How big are these shards?” 
 
    “They differ considerably.  I am told there are many no larger than great boulders, although such as those bear no stone rings of their own.  The smallest with a ring is known as Sliver, a mountain range in the sky.  Others are so large they take many weeks to ride and sail across.  Many are single kingdoms, some greater, some lesser.” 
 
    “And this one, the one we’re on, is the shard where Gorgar’s sister got married?  Lamaeos?” 
 
    “Yes.  The town of his birth is Trinnian, some four days’ ride eastward.  It is at the edge of the dragon’s influence.  You can see the way the land grows more healthy and wholesome as the dragon’s influence wanes.  Closest by is the city of Pelamir, although it has diminished greatly.  I do not think it will survive the dragon’s presence for much longer.  Their crops fail and their spirits wither under the dark force of the dragon’s presence.” 
 
    “There’s my cosmology and draconic ecology lessons for the day.  Thanks.  Now, if I understand this right, your problem is you need more resources to successfully handle a dragon.  Which you can’t get, because you don’t have anyone or anything to get you from this shard to a shard where you still have friends.  Or can you?” 
 
    “One may travel through the stone circles to other shards, but it requires the powers of a priest or wizard to open the way.” 
 
    “How about a holy warrior of…?” 
 
    “Namae,” he supplied.  “No, my knowledge and my faith are insufficient for such a miracle.” 
 
    “What about a druid?  They built the things, right?” 
 
    “They dislike such travel, but permit it, in exchange for a small gift.” 
 
    “A bridge toll?” 
 
    “Exactly so, although they do not call it such.  Other than that, they seldom take action other than to assure the safety of the circles.  To buy their aid in opening a Skybridge would cost more—much more—than the customary gift.” 
 
    “And you don’t have the money for it?” 
 
    “In truth, if our campsite has been unplundered, it is possible I may have enough to buy my passage.  But all I have—all that is left of our wealth and gear—is yours, should you wish it.” 
 
    “Forget it,” I advised.  “I have everything I want.” 
 
    Firebrand’s snort of psychic laughter was brief.  I laid a hand over the pommel, covering the dragon-head and it did its best to be silent. 
 
    “Did you… I beg your pardon, but did you laugh as you spoke?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I would almost take my oath I heard laughter.” 
 
    “Maybe you did; I know I didn’t laugh.  But you left your stuff in a pile before going off to kill a dragon?” 
 
    “We left behind nonessentials,” he corrected.  “One does not carry everything one owns into battle.  Besides, it was unlikely to be disturbed.  Few venture this close to a dragon’s lair—if we yet remain upon the same campsite—and we made camp where we would not easily be seen.  Y’vin placed spells on most of the boxes and such, as well.  If the tent has not been taken—as I see it has not—I would guess nothing is stolen, although the horses may have wandered far afield.” 
 
    “Fair points.  Okay.  So, you need your wizard or priest to open the way, or you need a way to carry a ton of stuff to… where?” 
 
    “A circle of standing stones marks the foot of a Skybridge.  There is always a town or city nearby.  The one we passed through on this shard is called Bridgetown.  It is many days’ ride.” 
 
    “Hmm.  A ride to Bridgetown isn’t out of the question,” I mused.  “Still, ‘teach a man to fish,’ and all that…” 
 
    “I already know how to fish.” 
 
    “It’s a saying from my homeland, or near enough.  Give a man a fish and he’ll eat for a day.  Teach a man to fish and he’ll never go hungry.  Something like that.” 
 
    “What do fish have to do with it?” 
 
    “It’s—no, nevermind.  Can I persuade you not to go Heroing or a-questing for dragon heads until I have a chance to do some wizardy things to help?” 
 
    “I am in your debt,” he told me, completely seriously.  “I have been rescued by your hand.  You have guarded my sleep, tended me in my infirmity, and accepted nothing in return.  You have but to ask of me and I shall do all within my power to grant it.” 
 
    “While I’m not sure I like the blanket agreement, I empathize and approve of the nobility of character it indicates.” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “No problem.  You finish eating.  Would you mind if I took a look at your armor?  It looks a bit hammered.” 
 
    “Whatever you wish.” 
 
      
 
    I spent much of the rest of the day cooking and keeping my patient from being too active.  His name was Aramon, generally Sir Aramon, Knight of the Church of Namae, Holy Warrior in the service of Light, but he was content to let me skip the titles.  I was amazed at his recuperative powers until I recalled Someone was helping him.  His wounds were at least a week along in the first day, and some of his broken bones were completely mended.  I’m not sure why some were fixed and some weren’t, but I conjecture it’s better to completely repair a bone than to half-repair several and risk breaking them again. 
 
    I learned a lot about the world from Aramon.  When questioned in return, I told him what I knew about Karvalen.  It seemed easiest. 
 
    Late in the afternoon, I helped him to a camp toilet and bedded him down again in the tent.  Since I’m not exactly an attractive nurse, I cast a cleaning spell in lieu of a spongebath.  He was duly thankful.  I left him to his nap and went off to body-bag my way through the sunset. 
 
    Nighttime. 
 
    The first thing I did—well, the second thing, after some personal cleaning spells—was look up at the sky.  Bronze stood next to me and I scratched her forehead absently as my inhumanly sharp eyes focused on the far stars. 
 
    They weren’t all stars. 
 
    “Well, spank me rosy and call me Suzie.” 
 
    Why would anyone do that? 
 
    “It’s an expression of surprise.  There really are a bunch of world-chunks up there, complete with blue fringes of atmosphere, clouds, oceans, the lot.”  I sighed.  “Gravity is obviously even more weird here than elsewhere.  I think I can say we’ve got another candidate for gravity variables.  It’s not a straight alteration in the gravitational constant, obviously.” 
 
    You mean it’s almost as if the rules are different everywhere we go? 
 
    “Oh, shut up.  I’m examining a massive magical working.” 
 
    I’m not the one doing the talking. 
 
    “I can see the lines of force,” I continued, ignoring the comment.  “They look like spatial distortions rather than actual vector lines.  They all connect to… that one.  Must be Kannevos.”  I squinted at it for a moment, wishing I had a serious astronomical instrument.  I could just barely see some weather in the sunshine and wondered how the whole celestial mechanics thing worked here.  Do the shards rotate independently?  Does their sun run on a track around the shards?  I felt the beginnings of a headache. 
 
    “It doesn’t look very big.  Compared to some of the others, I mean.” 
 
    Are we going there? 
 
    “No.  I’m not even staying here very long.” 
 
    Just long enough to interfere? 
 
    “Only a little.  I’m almost done helping.  I feel bad for the guy.” 
 
    You wouldn’t feel bad for him if you’d passed on by. 
 
    “What you say isn’t wrong, but it’s also not right.”  I ran the tips of my extended talons through the fur on the side of Bronze’s neck.  She snorted and extended her neck.  Even in the body of a Black, her long mane lifted itself and flipped over to the other side, clearing the way.  Interesting. 
 
    Which means you agree, but you still don’t think you made the wrong choice.  Right? 
 
    “Yes and no.  I agree, and maybe I did make the wrong choice.  But helping—or trying to—is a habit I don’t seem to be able to shake.  Another brick in the road to Hell, maybe—good intentions and suchlike.” 
 
    And you do it anyway because you’re a sucker. 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    So, what’s on your agenda for further interference? 
 
    “First, I’m going to see what I can find in the underground area where I found him.  As we go, we’ll drag what’s left of the guys who tried to rob us.  I’d rather not attract predators to Aramon while he’s wounded.  After that, I’ll finish mending some of his dragon-damaged gear.” 
 
    And what else? 
 
    “Depends.  I may have a brilliant idea.” 
 
    I’d like to see that. 
 
    “You know what?” 
 
    Shut up? 
 
    “Good guess.” 
 
    I eyed the mountain, trying to pick out where I found Aramon.  Fixing him up and sending him back to tackle a dragon all by himself seemed counterproductive.  Still, his companions were dead.  If local custom demanded… hold on a minute.  Just how dead are they?  Recently dead?  Recently enough, maybe?  I guess it all depends on whether or not they were consumed like sacrifices or simply killed like enemies.  Presumably, their deaths were sudden and violent, and occurred in a high-magic zone… 
 
    I swung up into the saddle and Bronze whisked me away into the night. 
 
      
 
    Going back down the mountainside to Aramon’s little tunnel was no trick at all.  Finding my way through the caverns wasn’t too terribly difficult, either.  I can see perfectly well in absolute darkness, and Aramon, dragging his armored self along with one working arm, left a trail even on raw rock.  The blood-trail alone would have done it for me, even under the oily, sulphurous scent of dragon on the underground draft. 
 
    On the other hand, I didn’t go too quickly.  If the locals were to be believed, there was a wounded dragon somewhere nearby.  So I walked quietly and carefully, with every cloaking and stealth spell I had. 
 
    I found Aramon’s sword.  It was dinged up and dusty.  I tried to pick it up and suppressed a yelp.  It burned like a holy artifact.  At least Aramon wasn’t holding it.  I don’t want to know how much it hurts when it’s plugged in to a divine source.  I wrapped it in a corner of my cloak to insulate it from my hand.  Neither the cloak nor the sword seemed to mind, which suited me. 
 
    The blood trail ended where I found the sword.  It took me a minute to figure it out.  He didn’t come from farther down the passage.  He came down through the crevice in the ceiling.  From the look of it, he bounced off two or three outcroppings on the way before hitting bottom about where I stood. 
 
    Ouch.  Even in armor, ouch.  No wonder he had so many broken bones. 
 
    I listened intently.  Anything breathing up there?  No? 
 
    I climbed—very carefully!—up the crevice, ears open like a rabbit near a fox’s den.  Or like a vampire entering a dragon’s lair.  I stuck my head up to look around.  No, nobody home, but there was a nice pile of loot.  Firebrand grumbled. 
 
    Problem? I asked. 
 
    No. 
 
    You seem upset. 
 
    I’m not. 
 
    You still seem upset.  What’s wrong? 
 
    It’s not… I just… Look, I remember being a dragon, okay?  Collecting shiny things was…  
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    Yeah.  So am I. 
 
    You miss being a dragon? 
 
    Sometimes.  It’s strange, remembering.  It’s who I was, not who I am.  What I was mixed with who you are, then got bound up in what I’ve become.  It’s hard to explain. 
 
    Anytime you want to talk about it, I’ll listen. 
 
    Thanks.  I’m not into the whole self-analysis thing. 
 
    I slithered up over the edge and sat down, still listening.  Nothing.  No sounds of scales on stone, no huge inrush of breath, no leathery shifting of wings, no scrape of claws on stone, no clinking of gold and silver as a head lifted from the pile.  All good negatives. 
 
    I’m not much of a necromancer, but I know the drill.  I also knew their names from Aramon.  Gorgar, Tindal, Fliss, and Y’vin. 
 
    I got to work.  It was going to be a busy night. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Unnamed World with Dragons and Boojums, Day 3. 
 
      
 
    On second thought, I’ll call the place “Shards.” 
 
      
 
    Shards, Day 3 
 
      
 
    It was a bit of a struggle to get what I wanted and exit the dragon’s lair before it came back.  The hardest part was gathering up and defragmenting the patterns of the individual ghosts.  Technically, they weren’t in too bad a shape.  The patterns themselves were fairly coherent, but the energies that would normally make them functional ghosts were surprisingly low.  An effect of a draconic presence, maybe?  Fortunately, they didn’t have much competition in the free-roaming vapor department.  It didn’t seem as though the dragon brought live prey into its lair for dismemberment.  It also shot down my theory it was eating spirits along with the flesh.  Maybe the withering effects of its presence were the mechanism, instead. 
 
    I heard it when it started down the main tunnel—the only tunnel into the chamber big enough for a dragon.  An old lava tube, I think.  I stuffed myself down the crevice, dragging a cleaning spell after me to hopefully eliminate any scent. 
 
    Rather than wait for a blast of dragonfire to inform me of any failure, I booked it down the passage, headed out.  I didn’t hear or feel any pursuing flames, so maybe I got away with it.  I didn’t disturb so much as a copper piece in the treasure pile, so maybe. 
 
    I finished up my necromantic spell work back at camp.  I also did some mending on Aramon’s combat gear, mostly his armor.  Those tooth-holes were annoying, but a repair spell started fixing them.  Firebrand helped by heating the metal, allowing it to flow more easily.  I threw repair and cleaning spells at his sword without touching it.  It didn’t seem to mind, but it didn’t seem any more friendly, either. 
 
    Then it was back to work on the spirits of the dead.  Fortunately, the heroes had a pretty decent pile of stuff they didn’t take into battle, including valuables of various sorts.  I stole four of their gems—well, borrowed—but I suspected they wouldn’t mind. 
 
    Then I worried Aramon would mind, considering what I did with them. 
 
    Well… bridge to blow up when I get to it, I guess.  I stacked his stuff in the tent, quietly, and worked on another gem. 
 
      
 
    I did my undead burrito impression while the sun came up.  I cleaned up and returned to the camp in time to see Aramon emerge from the tent, armored, sharpened, and raring to go.  Whatever else his personal deity had going for it, it did a bang-up job of putting him back together.  He eyed Bronze with a peculiar expression.  Bronze nodded at him, ears perked forward.  She liked Aramon. 
 
    “Breakfast?” I asked, sitting by the fire. 
 
    “Yes,” Aramon agreed, not taking his eyes off Bronze.  “You have a very black horse.” 
 
    “She’s also a very friendly horse, unless something’s trying to kill us.” 
 
    “She’s trained for battle?” 
 
    “In the interests of avoiding a long explanation, how about I say ‘yes’ and leave it there?  Come sit down, please; I have something for you.” 
 
    Earlier, I cut sections of a log into seats.  Aramon noticed them and cocked his head in puzzlement as he ran fingertips over the smooth-cut upper surface.  I handed him a bowl and the ladle to distract him.  
 
    “Now, correct me where I’m wrong,” I started, “but your friends were Gorgar, Fliss, Y’vin, and Tindal, right?”  Aramon nodded, filling his bowl.  “Okay.  Gorgar was a brawny guy and a good fighter.  Fliss was on the short side and very fast.  Y’vin was the spell-working guy.  Tindal was a priest of a sun-based deity.  Still tracking?” 
 
    “If by ‘tracking,’ you ask if you are correct, then yes, you are tracking.” 
 
    “Okay.  You’re aware I’m a little bit of a magic-worker?” 
 
    “If you are a ‘little bit’ of a magic worker, a shipwreck is a ‘little bit’ damp.” 
 
    “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I blinked at him.  He simply looked at me. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    Yes? 
 
    He’s not upset.  He takes magic in stride.  I know you think you’re being subtle, but you’re not. 
 
    I need to work on that. 
 
    Like a legless man needs work on his sprinting. 
 
    “Oh.  Uh, well, as I was saying… I don’t mean to offend.  Like I said, I’m not from around here, so if what I’m about to tell you is, in your opinion, in any way improper, I want you to simply say so.  I’ll undo it immediately and apologize, both for my ignorance and for offending you.  Fair?” 
 
    “An offense given without intent is one for which no offense should be taken.” 
 
    “That sounds remarkably wise.” 
 
    “Book of Namae, chapter two, verse eleven.” 
 
    “I may have to read it.” 
 
    “There should be a copy in one of the chests, in the tent.  You are welcome to it.” 
 
    “You can find it when you dig through your stuff.  What I was getting at was the gems I found.” 
 
    “We did not think it needful to bring gold and jewels into battle.” 
 
    “Agreed.  But some of bigger ones caught my eye.” 
 
    “They are yours, if you wish.” 
 
    “Oh, no!  No, no, no.  They were large enough to give me an idea—an idea for something you might find… um… improper?  Maybe offensive?  That’s what I’m getting at.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    I unlaced the pouch at my belt and handed it to Aramon.  He opened it and looked inside. 
 
    “I still do not understand.” 
 
    “Well, I could pack up all your stuff and give you a ride to Skybridge—” 
 
    “Bridgetown.” 
 
    “Right.  Bridgetown, the place with the Skybridge.  Sorry.  Or, instead of giving you a ride and sending you on your way, I thought I might give you something to help you with the whole process of getting people together for your next dragon-hunt.” 
 
    “This?” Aramon asked, holding up the pouch. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Pick out a gem.”  Aramon did so.  “Hold it in your hand and think of one of your friends.  Which one are you thinking of?” 
 
    “Y’vin.” 
 
    “What now?” asked Y’vin’s voice, from within Aramon’s closed fist.  Aramon dropped the gem and it landed in the dirt between his feet.  A misty vapor billowed out of the jewel and rose like smoke.  In a matter of moments, the smoke filled out and took the form of what had to be his wizard.  In all respects, he seemed like a wizard—robes, pouches, long walking stick, sheathed wand, and sour expression.  He was a misty, translucent figure, but unquestionably there. 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said.  “It works.” 
 
    “What are you staring at?” the faded wizard demanded, glaring at Aramon.  “Haven’t you ever seen a spiritual manifestation before?” 
 
    “See,” I went on, ignoring the commentary, “I wasn’t sure if you wanted to consult with your friends or not.  If you like, we can simply break the gems and they’ll go back to whatever afterlife journey they were on, no harm done—” 
 
    “Touch my stone and I’ll turn your eyelids to salt!” Y’vin shouted.  The ghostly wizard snatched at the gemstone, but his hand went right through both the gem and the ground, leaving trails of spectral mist and a mystified expression behind. 
 
    “They have no power at all over their spiritual containment matrix,” I added. 
 
    Aramon watched the ineffectual wizard grumble and poke through the gemstone. 
 
    “Is it all right?” I asked.  “I don’t know the local customs on summoning the spirits of the dead for advice.  I don’t usually need to know, since I don’t usually do it.  I do know some people get touchy about it, and if that’s the case here, I apologize.” 
 
    “You have done so now because you believe I require the advice of my former companions?” 
 
    “Hold hard a moment,” the ghost demanded.  “I may be dead, but I’m still your companion.  Or you’re my companion—we can sort it out later.  I’m here, I’m angry, and you’re going to need my help to lay that quadruply-damned dragon in its grave!” 
 
    “Essentially, yes,” I agreed. 
 
    “The other three gems…?” 
 
    “Gorgar!” I called, directing my word at the pouch. 
 
    “Huh?  What?” Ethereal mist flowed through the pouch to form a human shape.  Tall, broad-shouldered, powerful, the shape of a brawny fighting man coalesced, complete with armor and sword, his ghostly shield still strapped to his back. 
 
    “If you say their names, the gems cause them to manifest,” I told Aramon.  “It’s an act of will and a word to guide it.” 
 
    “I see,” Aramon said, faintly.  Y’vin nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Where am I?” Gorgar asked, looking around.  “What happened?” 
 
    “Let me get a mallet and try to drive the explanation into your head…” Y’vin threw an arm around the broad shoulders and guided his insubstantial friend away. 
 
    “Admittedly,” I went on, quietly, to Aramon, “the first plan you tried didn’t turn out so well.  Now you guys know a lot more about the dragon, the lair, and so forth.  With better planning and some preparation, maybe you stand a chance.” 
 
    “Indeed we may.  I am not comfortable with this… necromantic aid, however.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured you might have a problem with it,” I admitted.  “Uh… Thing is, the spell doesn’t work… unless… uh, unless the spirit has unfinished business on the mortal plane.  They were… going to haunt the lair.  Yeah.  This just lets them finish their mortal business so they can… do whatever people do afterward.  It… uh, it doesn’t work on people who want to pass on.  This gives them a chance to finish their business and pass on in peace.” 
 
    “That is something of a comfort, I suppose,” Aramon admitted, relaxing slightly.  “I would not be comfortable with the idea they were unquiet dead, doomed to haunt the place of their passing.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Yes.  That’s exactly right.  Yes.  So, do you think this will help?  I mean, they can’t actually do much, but they’re your friends and maybe they can come up with an idea or two.  You can at least talk it over, right?” 
 
    “I shall.  If they wish to take up once more the quest to slay the creature, I shall welcome them, destroying their soul gems only when we succeed—and wear them into battle so if I am slain, they may be destroyed with me.” 
 
    “I heard that!” Y’vin snapped, from beside the tent. 
 
    “Then you know you are in no danger!” Aramon snapped back.  He caught himself and smiled ruefully.  “He is certainly Y’vin.” 
 
    “Glad to have helped.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve poked my nose into your business for long enough.  I should get back to minding to my own.”  I stood up and Aramon rose with me. 
 
    “Please, can I not persuade you to remain?  A master enchanter such as yourself would surely prove a great asset in the battle to come.” 
 
    “I would love to help, really I would, but I’ve already stayed here too long.  I’ve got business of my own to attend to, and I’ve been goofing off here.  Time waits for no man.  Neither rain nor sleet nor huge green things with big, pointy teeth shall stay these couriers.  All that stuff.  I only hope I’ve helped, at least a little.  That’s all I can reasonably hope to do.” 
 
    Shut, up, Firebrand. 
 
    I didn’t say anything. 
 
    Just getting ahead of the curve. 
 
    “If such is your wish,” Aramon agreed, bowing slightly.  “I shall remember you in my prayers.  If we achieve victory, I will see your name is raised up with ours.” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything, really.  I was nothing more than a good Samaritan—I hope.” 
 
    “Samaritan?” 
 
    “A country famed for its helpful inhabitants.  No thanks, no glory for me.  You go carry on as if I wasn’t involved at all.” 
 
    “It seems hardly fair.” 
 
    “Maybe, but you’re going to have to live with it.” 
 
    “Since you are adamant, I again must bow to your wishes.”  Aramon extended his hand and I started to shake hands.  He clasped wrists instead.  “Good fortune on your travels.” 
 
    “Same to you.  Goodbye!” 
 
    I swung into the saddle and waved.  Bronze reared, turned in place, and carried me away. 
 
    Successful escape, Boss.  Now what? 
 
    “Now we go back to Apocalyptica and develop better ways to spy on other worlds.  This jumping into alien cultures is starting to get on my nerves.” 
 
    Must be tough, hunting Boojums. 
 
    “It is.  I was expecting a generic vampire type everywhere we go.  Obviously, I was wrong.” 
 
    Yeah.  So, do you think these hero types will be able to do anything about the Boojum-dragon? 
 
    “I hope so.  If Aramon is any indication, they’re certain to try.  I’m hoping the dead ones can keep him from going off on a kamikaze attack.  With luck, they’ll persuade him to get together a real party of dragon-slayers and come back. 
 
    “My real worry,” I went on, “is the Sarevos guy.  I don’t know if the Boojum is establishing itself as a religious figure—a dragon cult, for example—or if it just wants to suck up the local energies without attracting too much attention from the local gods.  That’s what I think is going on in Flintridge.” 
 
    I don’t follow. 
 
    “There are vampires in Flintridge.  Vampires reproduce geometrically.  I could start somewhere—say, a small town that won’t be missed—and turn everyone into vampires.  Then, dispatching three-man teams to major cities, have them create vampires in groups of three.  The first twelve vampires they create—four groups—are immediately sent to other cities, then the original team starts infesting their city.  This spreads the infection drastically and starts building up a massive force in the hometown.” 
 
    I don’t get the part about geometry.  Isn’t geometry about shapes and angles and stuff? 
 
    “Oh.  Sorry.  I mean they reproduce with incredible rapidity.  Even if we assume they require the traditional three-day dormant period—bite someone and drain them to start the process, wait three days, boom, vampire—the person doing it isn’t required to wait three days before biting someone else.  In one night, a team of three vampires can go through a whole neighborhood.  If they’re trying to be subtle, they can go through a whole apartment building and remove the bodies to someplace safe for the transformation.  The second night, they can do it again, and the third night, do it again.  On the third night, there are suddenly a hundred more vampires helping.  Next night, there are two hundred.  Then three hundred.  After that, the numbers get ridiculous—ten thousand vampires are up and around by the end of the first week.” 
 
    Okay, that’s… ten thousand? 
 
    “Assuming everything goes according to plan, yes.  No doubt some things will not go according to plan, so the number will be lower.  But the world is full of people who don’t believe in vampires and won’t accept there are vampires roaming the night.  It’ll slow their reaction.  Besides, any witnesses are likely to join the undead club.  So, yeah, ten thousand in the first week, maybe a million within ten or twelve days.  Whole cities can turn into graveyards, emptied in short order as they all make tracks in the night to find fresh blood.” 
 
    You know how I’ve always maintained dragons are the most dangerous creatures ever created? 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    I’ll consider taking it back. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    So, why hasn’t the Lord of Light—excuse me, The Boojum—done it? 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that very question.  I think it’s the angels.” 
 
    Do I get to meet one? 
 
    “I think you did.  I’ll explain.  The local angels—well, the ones watching over the parallel, multiple Earths—say they have a mandate to keep chaos out.  They watch over the order of the universe.  They have some sort of restrictions regarding humans, so I’m not a valid target.  I still have a soul, or I’m not all dead, yet, or whatever.  But these Boojum-vampires should be.  They’re dead, all the way dead, and can be smote.  So the black-hearted vampires have to keep a low profile.  If they spread too much, the fiery eyes of Heaven glare meaningfully at them and they crumble to dust, or something.  Maybe an angel with a flaming sword descends and gets to work.  I don’t know. 
 
    “My suspicion is the Boojum has his feeding fangs in the world and is leeching away what he can get without risking divine wrath.  Thus, the vampires aren’t trying to take over, just trying to get away with whatever they can.” 
 
    Two things:  You mentioned I might have met an angel, and I know there’s a world where the vampires did take over.  Explain those. 
 
    “Dracula’s World,” I agreed.  “Those aren’t Boojum vampires.  I’d class them as typical mystical monsters, not deeply connected conduits to a hungry quasi-deity.  My hypothesis is the vampirism of that world isn’t a higher-order issue.  It’s like local wizards, mutated elephants, or human cruelty.  It’s not connected to a higher—or lower—power, just a fact of life.  I don’t think it’s part of the angels’ mandate to stamp it out, but I haven’t tried to interrogate an energy-state being in that particular world.” 
 
    So, they don’t bother with local phenomena, just with big picture stuff? 
 
    “That’s only a guess.  I think it’s a good guess, though.” 
 
    All right.  And the angel I met? 
 
    “The Lord of Light.  Well, the Boojum, disguised as the Lord of Light.  On the road through the Darkwood.  Remember?” 
 
    Oh, I remember!  But that’s one of the gods of Karvalen, not an angel.  Isn’t it? 
 
    “From what I’ve seen, he bears more of a resemblance to an angel than to the local gods.  From a practical perspective, there’s not much difference.  Both types are powerful energy-state beings.  His structure, the fabric of his essence, is different from the so-called gods.  The gods of Karvalen are formed—I think—by a process of belief taking shape.  It’s an organic process, where the being starts out small and slowly grows into what they think of as a god.  The Boojum is a created thing, assembled and built like a phenomenally complex spell.” 
 
    So, who created it and can we get him to take it apart? 
 
    “Those are questions I can’t answer.” 
 
    Why not? 
 
    “Because I suspect whoever created it also created the other angels, and they have a mandate to keep the chaos outside from coming inside.  I’m infected with that chaos.  The angels don’t smite me because I’m still human.  Human-ish.  Kinda.  I don’t think their architect is going to have the same programming fault, so if I attract its attention by complaining, it could not only evaporate me but correct the protocol restricting the angelic things.  Not that I’ll care if it fixes things or not, since I’ll be an expanding cloud of various high-temperature gases.” 
 
    Hmm. 
 
    “Come on.  Let’s go back to the residence.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Thursday, October 16th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    By comparison, my trip to Boojum World #2 was darn near boring.  I popped in for a quick survey.  I found a vampire living in a castle and lording it over a town and some local villages.  It was almost stereotypical.  From what I gathered, the nobility of the kingdom were vampires, the eternal rulers.  It was just the way things were.  Other kingdoms, other nobles.  I presume all the vampire overlords were Boojum bloodsuckers, but I didn’t get around enough to check.  Just one was enough. 
 
    It strikes me as odd there are so few universes where the vampires won.  I mean, you’d think there would be more.  Then again, maybe there are more than I think.  There are a number of dead worlds.  They may have thousands of starving, comatose vampires buried in deep caverns for all I know. 
 
    There’s a disturbing thought. 
 
    At least the vampires on Boojum World #2 weren’t being Evil Overlords.  From what I could tell, they were doing a pretty decent job of maintaining their human ranches.  There was surprisingly little oppression or tyranny.  There was adequate food, a decent standard of living, and so on.  It said something positive about a well-run dictatorship. 
 
    Population control measures, on the other hand, were fully in force.  The weak, the sick, the old—and the rebellious, traitorous, religious, or simply contemplating the overthrow of their vampire masters—were dinner.  It said something negative about dictatorships run by blood-sucking monsters. 
 
    I didn’t stick around long.  The place made me uncomfortable.  I did take note of possible avenues of attack, assuming we wanted to chop off the Boojum’s feeding, but upsetting the entire social and political order of a whole world is not something to undertake lightly. 
 
    After my initial survey, I returned to Apocalyptica.  I sat in the media room, watching the feed from our latest-model stealth drone and reflecting how scrying spells aren’t all that different. 
 
    While the technological device whisked through the skies of a magical world, I had time to wonder.  Why is it worlds with magic tend not to be worlds with higher technology?  I’m not sure.  We haven’t yet found any exceptions, but we haven’t searched them all, either.  The highest technological development I’ve seen in a magic-heavy world is usually on par with the Renaissance.  Mary’s place with the Greeks—Arcadia, that was it—was edging up close to the Steam Age in some ways, making it exceptionally advanced for technomagical development. 
 
    I suspect the lack of scientific advancement stems from a case of magical thinking.  Where would we be if Galileo’s experiments with falling objects gave him results based on what people believed would happen?  Heavier objects would fall faster than lighter ones, at least when someone who thought they should behave that way was watching.  It’s hard to conduct rigorous scientific testing when your expectations might change the result! 
 
    This is a no-good way to science.  I can see how it might have a serious impact on any budding Newton or Galileo or other brilliant thinker. 
 
    The other issue, I think, is the fact of magic.  It changes the attitude toward developing technology.  I don’t need to find a better way to pump water out of a mine if I have a wizard.  The investment of time and energy and money into researching some non-magical “steam” gizmo is stupid.  Why would anyone bother to go to all that trouble?  Zap!  Problem solved.  Wasn’t that cheaper, easier, and quicker? 
 
    Just my idea on why.  I can’t prove it, but it makes sense to me.  It’s as logical as heavier objects falling faster than lighter ones.  Who was it that said, “Logic is an organized way to go wrong with confidence”? 
 
    Anyway, Diogenes and I watched while the drone flew an expanding spiral search pattern.  This place was no different from a bunch of other magical universes.  People lived in hamlets, villages, towns, and cities.  Farmers clustered together, surrounded by their fields.  Industry clustered in cities.  We watched a representative of the local vampire lord come into town and select someone.  There was crying and a bunch of farewells, but they seemed willing to accept it as much as any death from “natural causes.” 
 
    “Professor?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Mary is on the line.” 
 
    “Hello, Mary.” 
 
    “Hello, sweetie!  I’m about ready to close up shop, here.” 
 
    “Already?” 
 
    “There are a few more things to do, and there will be a bit of a delay while I wait for mail to stack up.  Then some final signatures, a couple of checks, a briefcase full of rare earth metals, and we’re done.” 
 
    “Have I mentioned you’re awesome?” 
 
    “On occasion.” 
 
    “This is an occasion.  Where do you want to go while you’re waiting for mail to pile up?” 
 
    “I get to pick?” 
 
    “You did the work.” 
 
    “I’ll have to think about it.  Anything you want to finish up in Flintridge?” 
 
    “No, I’m… I take that back.  Yes, there is one thing.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I have to take a road trip to Kansas.” 
 
    “What’s in Kansas?” 
 
    “A used car lot.  At least, I kind of hope it’s there.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Don’t try.  I’m being geeky again.” 
 
    “Oh.  All right.  Road trip?” 
 
    “Yes.  I’ll clean out the trunk of the Impala and vacuum the interior.” 
 
    “There’s not a lot to see between Los Angeles and Kansas.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  There are the Rockies, the Painted Desert—” 
 
    “Before you itemize, let me remind you of the big, flat, empty desert, too.” 
 
    “Bronze won’t mind.  She loves to run.” 
 
    “Fine, but bring some extra cans of gas.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Tuesday, October 21st, 1969 
 
      
 
    Bronze, Mary, and I hit the highway. 
 
    It was a good trip.  I travel by horseback, shift-booth, and gate spell a lot.  It’s not often I get in a car and go on a real journey.  Maybe it’s a nostalgia thing, harking back to childhood days and family trips. 
 
    True, things were a trifle different back then.  Now, Bronze did the driving, I did the spells to keep her off the radar, and both Mary and I had to make pit stops for body-bagging.  All these were minor things, not something to spoil a road trip.  We rumbled along at a little over the limit during the days, sprinted like hell at night, played loud music, ate deliciously bad food, and only once had to eat somebody. 
 
    I was inside the gas station, paying for the snacks and the gas.  When I came out, Mary was in the back seat instead of the front.  She was also holding a man down in the floorboards with a particularly unpleasant arm lock.  The toe of one shoe was in his mouth to keep him quiet.  I raised my eyebrows and she smiled at me.  The engine started and rumbled eagerly, so I climbed in and pretended to drive. 
 
    “Okay, now that we’re on the road, what gives?” 
 
    “He asked me if I had any change.” 
 
    “Not normally a kidnapping offense,” I observed. 
 
    “When I handed him a quarter, he got all grabby.  I suspect he planned to hit me, stuff me in the back seat, and steal the car.” 
 
    “Wow.  Some people have the worst luck.  Does he have a wedding ring?” 
 
    There was a muffled grunt, groan, and yelp. 
 
    “I don’t see one.” 
 
    “Probably not a full-time father, then.  He might not be missed.” 
 
    “When we get into the middle of nowhere, can we put him in the trunk?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    And there was our evening snack. 
 
    Aside from that, it was an uneventful drive.  Even though it was uneventful, it was fun. 
 
    Sometimes, it’s the simple pleasures I miss.  Why did I bury myself in quiet obscurity for so long? 
 
    I don’t know if the rumble of an engine counts as an answer, but I took it as one. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Wednesday, October 22nd, 1969 
 
      
 
    Lawrence, Kansas, at the time, was a nice little place.  It boasted about forty thousand people, but it felt smaller.  It had that small-town, almost Mayberry feel to it.  I liked it.  I consulted the Yellow Pages in a phone booth, found destiny intended to amuse me today, and climbed back into the car. 
 
    “What’s the grin for?” Mary asked. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this, off and on, ever since Bronze occupied the Impala.  It deeply appeals to my geeky nature.” 
 
    “Dare I ask?  Or is it a secret?” 
 
    “I’m selling the car.” 
 
    “O-kay.  Did you clear this with Bronze?” 
 
    The exhaust rattled like laughter.  I grinned. 
 
    “Yes.  She likes the Impala, but it’s just another suit of clothes to her.  I do have to get her out of the car so I can sell it, though.  We’ll have to find a rental place.” 
 
    “What’s all this about?” 
 
    I took the wheel and Bronze let me.  I knew where I was going. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can explain in the next ten minutes.  I promise I will, though.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    We rented a car, Bronze jumped into it, and I drove the Impala onto the lot of Rainbow Motors.  I sold it to them for a song—possibly Carry On My Wayward Son, by Kansas.  I could have driven a harder bargain, but even a used-car salesman deserves a chance to make a living.  Besides, if there was any chance at all… well, maybe the guy who would someday buy it could haggle him down to something reasonable.  We went inside to do paperwork and I signed the name “Sal Moriarty” before I rode away with Mary.  All we left in the car were some food wrappers and the same two boxes of bibles we found in it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Friday, March 2nd, Year 9 
 
      
 
    Before I headed to Karvalen, I was in The Manor.  Mary was minding our business arrangements in Flintridge and other worlds. 
 
    It was a nice day in The Manor.  I enjoyed some quiet time and listened to Trixie sing.  She doesn’t sing like a human.  She trills, maybe warbles—I’m not sure of the difference.  Vibrato?  Something like that.  It’s a fluctuating sort of sound, very high-pitched.  It makes me think of birdsongs, only with a melody. 
 
    Diogenes also reported on the skyguard laser.  Six German planes in various directions mysteriously blew to pieces while I was away.  None of them were closer than twelve miles.  I considered the skyguard system a resounding success and complimented Diogenes on his workmanship. 
 
    I also did some inspecting of the campus buildings.  The apartments—grr.  The flats were in good shape and given high marks by the people living in them.  The rest of the buildings at least deserved the name—buildings—and were perfectly adequate as long as you didn’t demand much from the interior.  They were finishing the plumbing, but the heat, electricity, and lights were in working order.  Classes were in session despite the work still going on. 
 
    All things considered, I was pleased. 
 
    Then Diogenes delivered a message to me, informing me of a request from the Queen. 
 
    “How the hell did she get your number?  Wait.  Which queen?” 
 
    “Lissette.” 
 
    “Oh.  Right.  Elizabeth is post-war… sorry.  What does she want?” 
 
    “She requests an audience with the King.” 
 
    “Did she say ‘King’ or ‘Demon King’?” 
 
    “She used only the title, not the qualifier.” 
 
    “That’s a good sign.  I’ll head right over.” 
 
    Of course, that meant driving to Maryport, since I didn’t know how long I’d be gone.  Still, it wasn’t an unreasonable delay.  It can take longer to find someone in the Palace and tell them they’re wanted.  Even with a dash through Wardrobe, Bronze and I were stepping through a gate within the hour.  Then we had to step through another gate, this time from the mountain to the capitol, and then gallop from the arrival point to the Palace. 
 
    I should make a secure target gate for the Palace. 
 
    It was daytime, so I was wearing the full armor.  It’s not that I—oh, hell.  Yes, I am scared of being assassinated.  There.  I said it.  And I’m going to go on being overcautious and paranoid and scared, all right? 
 
    We frightened a few people by emerging from the doorway of the Carrillon Temple of Shadow.  It’s not every day god comes out to take a walk.  I felt the appreciation and amusement from my altar ego.  The gods of Karvalen do love attention.  They eat that stuff up. 
 
    We didn’t have any trouble at the Palace gates, either.  There was much bowing and saluting and some kneeling, but nobody gave us any hassle.  I was shown through the maze to the royal chambers and offered refreshment.  I declined on principle and settled into a nice, heavy-duty chair.  Lissette would get to me when she was ready. 
 
    By the way, Firebrand... 
 
    Yo. 
 
    Anybody planning to inform their masters of the presence of the King? 
 
    Just the usual, boss.  Check the dungeons for a list of people waiting on the King’s Justice, in case you’re here this evening.  Make sure there’s an extra roast cooking in case you’re hungry now.  Air out the dungeon chambers and change the bedding.  All the things people do when you show up.  Nobody planning on killing you, as far as I can tell. 
 
    I am comforted.  Thank you. 
 
    And I am disappointed, but I’m glad to help. 
 
    I put my feet up on the footstool, the helmet on a spiky projection at the top of the chair back, and laid Firebrand, scabbard and all, across the chair arms.  I waited. 
 
    They put me in a nice room, at least.  It had a good view south, over the harbor, and I wondered at the number of ships.  Was it more than usual?  An army doesn’t march across an ocean, after all.  A gate spell might work for tactical operations—a few dozen, maybe a hundred men—but not for ten thousand men and all their gear.  Fighting men alone are not enough.  There’s also the baggage.  Camping gear, food, water, spare weapons and armor, tools for upkeep and repair of other gear… the list goes on and on. 
 
    The harbor did look a trifle busier than usual, I decided. 
 
    One of the doors creaked open, so I rose and turned, ready to greet either Lissette or the flunky sent to fetch me.  Instead, I was met by wide brown eyes half-hidden behind a mop of brown curls.  She was probably eight years old and, I suspected, taking advantage of the “secure” royal chambers to dodge a nanny, tutor, or other authority figure. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” I said, by reflex.  She curtseyed at me. 
 
    “Well met,” she replied.  She was well-trained in polite manners, at least. 
 
    “Don’t stand in the doorway,” I suggested.  She stepped inside, swishing a long skirt away as she closed the door.  It was a nice dress.  The sky-blue suited her skin and the gold-wire belt was a good highlight.  Give her another ten years and she would look perfectly at home at a court function.  I saw some of Lissette in her face, which was much better than the traces of Thomen. 
 
    “My name is Halar,” I continued.  “What’s yours?” 
 
    “Selais.  Are you really Halar?” 
 
    “Yes.  Are you really Selais?” 
 
    “Silly.  Of course I am.” 
 
    “Good.  Did you come to see me or to avoid someone?” 
 
    “I don’t want to do more needlework,” she stated. 
 
    “Ah.  I presume you’re avoiding whoever is supposed to be teaching you needlework.” 
 
    “Velait.  She’s mean.” 
 
    “Adults can be like that, sometimes.  What would you rather do?” 
 
    “I want to use a sword, like Mom!” she exclaimed, face lighting up.  “Trael and Traen sometimes let me practice with them, but they’re lots better than I am.” 
 
    “Who are Trael and Traen?” 
 
    “Malena’s daughters.”  Selais cocked her head at me.  “Didn’t you know?” 
 
    “I’ve been gone for a while.” 
 
    “I know.”  She found herself a seat on a low couch.  “Mom says you’re my father, and that makes me a princess, and I have to marry a prince, or maybe a duke, or somebody noble.” 
 
    “You’re certainly a princess,” I agreed, holding my tongue about Thomen.  Selais must be the youngest of the bunch.  She was the right age.  “I’m surprised your mother won’t let you learn swords.” 
 
    “She says I have to wait until I’m bigger.” 
 
    “Oh.  Well, that’s fair.  Some swords are quite big and heavy.” 
 
    “Malena’s sword isn’t.  It’s a girl’s sword.” 
 
    “So it is.  But Malena is also a lot bigger than you, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, girl’s sword or not, it’s still a grown-up sword.” 
 
    “Liam got a sword before he was a grown-up.  Terrel, too.” 
 
    “Interesting.  No doubt your mother has a good reason.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s fair,” she complained. 
 
    “Maybe she’s waiting until you finish learning other lessons—like needlework—before starting with sword lessons.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Are you done learning needlework?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then how do you know?” 
 
    “Huh.”  She thought about it.  “I hate needlework.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It hurts my fingers,” she replied, holding up one hand.  Her fingertips were red. 
 
    “Have you told your mother?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    “How heavy is your sword?” she asked, switching back to her favorite topic. 
 
    “Pretty heavy.  Here.”  I drew Firebrand and held it out to her.  She hopped up and grabbed the hilt with both hands. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I told her, still holding Firebrand by the flat of the blade.  “Don’t just go swinging it around.  You have to be gentle with it.  Lift it, don’t throw it.  Move it slowly, carefully, so you cut only what you want to cut.  Place it where you want it, don’t just wave it around.” 
 
    She tried again, more carefully, and I let her take the blade out of my hands.  She grunted as she hefted it, but she was careful.  She had to use both hands, one up near the guard, the other on the pommel.  Firebrand suffered it with good grace, I think. 
 
    She finally laid the blade on my hands again and let go.  She wiped her hands on her skirt. 
 
    “It’s too heavy,” she observed. 
 
    “That’s because it’s not only a grown-up sword, but a grown-up sword for strong grown-ups.  You’ve seen knights with big swords, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.  There are also knights with little swords.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Torvil and Kammen and Seldar all have little swords.” 
 
    “So they do,” I agreed.  “Other knights have big swords.  It’s not always the size that matters.” 
 
    I was profoundly glad Mary wasn’t with me.  I could easily imagine her reply.  “Every man is going to tell her that.  No need to start so early.”  Or something like it, anyway. 
 
    Further conversation was curtailed by the opening of the door.  Malena entered first, followed by Lissette and a gentleman I didn’t recognize.  He was obviously Malena’s partner in guarding the well-being of the Queen.  Lissette sighed when she saw Selais, but seemed too tired to scold her. 
 
    Lissette shooed her off the couch and flopped in a rather undignified fashion on it.  A servant entered a moment later, bearing a tray with refreshments—tea, little sandwiches, cookies.  The bodyguards took up station at either end of the couch.  Selais climbed up my lap, much to my surprise.  It surprised Lissette, too. 
 
    “Selais.” 
 
    “Yes, Momma?” 
 
    “Don’t pester him,” she ordered, and sat up.  She started eating, slowly. 
 
    “He doesn’t mind,” Selais pointed out.  Lissette sighed and focused on her food. 
 
    I kept my mouth shut.  It was true, I didn’t mind, as such.  You’d think I’d be used to the weird way children seem to like me.  I didn’t want to be involved in a mother-daughter argument, however, when the mother was the Queen and had already summoned me to her presence. 
 
    Yes, I know I’m the King.  What does that say about our relationship? 
 
    So I bounced Selais on my armored knee and tickled her a little.  She repaid me by climbing up on my shoulders and putting my helmet on her head.  Lissette chomped, grimly determined not to say anything.  I thought I detected Malena resisting the urge to smile.  The other guy just stood there, not sure what to make of it all. 
 
    “How do you see in this?” Selais asked, muffled. 
 
    “It fits me better,” I told her.  “The faceplate is too low for you.” 
 
    “Can I have one?” 
 
    I glanced at Lissette.  She obviously noticed.  It was hard not to.  She also didn’t have the energy to argue.  Kids and kingdoms can be exhausting. 
 
    “Maybe when you’re older.  You have to grow a lot before it’ll fit.”  I handed her a cookie.  She couldn’t figure out how to raise the faceplate, so she put her hand up under the helmet and munched, sending crumbs into my hair. 
 
    When Lissette finished her afternoon tea, she sent Selais to find her tutor.  Selais didn’t want to go, with predictable results.  Lissette swatted Selais’ backside personally.  I approved.  There’s something about the idea of having one’s bodyguards do the spanking that seems wrong to me. 
 
    With calories and kid disposed of, Lissette resumed her seat.  I sat up, hung my helmet on the back of the chair again, shook crumbs from my hair, and smiled at her. 
 
    In my head, I was thinking, How can she look so much older?  The grey strands were more obvious than I recalled.  Lines crept around her eyes like hoarfrost on a window.  How did she get older so quickly?  Kids?  Kingdom?  War? 
 
    “You called.  I came.” 
 
    “Yes.”  She sipped some tea.  She didn’t seem disposed to continue.  I leaned back in the chair, extended my legs, and waited.  I did try to smile encouragingly.  I don’t know if I succeeded. 
 
    “What are your plans?” she asked, finally. 
 
    “I’m not sure I have any plans.  What do you mean by ‘my plans’?” 
 
    “I’m going to war with three kingdoms and a religion.  Your holy knights kept trying to volunteer until recently.  All at once, they stopped.  Now your temple is keeping its warriors close at hand and has forbidden them to damage themselves in practice.  Don’t try to tell me you’re not going to be involved.” 
 
    “Oh, those plans.  Yes.  Well.  I was thinking of maybe keeping an eye on the straits of the Fang Rocks, maybe destroying the strong points where ships get attacked, things like that.” 
 
    Lissette sighed and rubbed her temples.  It’s a bad sign. 
 
    “You could ask if I have already thought of this.” 
 
    “Have you?” 
 
    “Yes.  I have entered into negotiations with the Lord of the Fangs to allow—” 
 
    “With who?” 
 
    “It’s what he calls himself!” she snapped, tired and exasperated.  “He’s the nominal ruler of the islands of the Dragon’s Teeth, but his control is mostly over the Straits.  He’s a bandit king, or a pirate king, not a real ruler.” 
 
    “He picked a bad name,” I muttered. 
 
    “I agree.  It was mentioned as part of the negotiations.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “He doesn’t want to make either side into a real enemy.  Mentioning his self-appointed title put him on the defensive, thinking he’s already offended one of them.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, you don’t need me to blow up the strong points in the Strait of the Fang Rocks?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Then I’ll stay out of it.  Actually,” I continued, “I’m kind of relieved.  I don’t like ocean adventures.” 
 
    “What about land adventures?” 
 
    “I’m more at home with those, yes.” 
 
    “Perhaps you plan something on the outer continent?  With a few thousand Knights of Shadow?” 
 
    “Uh… well, I hadn’t thought so far ahead.  I was more worried about the whole naval evolution and the landing.  It strikes me as the most vulnerable time of the campaign.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “So, what would you like me to do?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Um.  Nothing?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she insisted.  “Stay out of it.” 
 
    “I think I could—” 
 
    “—disrupt the carefully-laid plans of the Queen, her generals, her advisors, her magicians?” 
 
    “Ah.  Yes.  Yes, exactly.” 
 
    “Stop looking so glum,” she ordered.  “I know you want to help, and you feel some of your greatest strengths lie in this arena.  You have not been privy to the plans we have laid nor the preparations we have made.  Your ‘help’ would only interfere.” 
 
    “There must be something I can do.” 
 
    “Aside from stay out of it?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    Lissette sighed and reclined on the couch again.  Malena handed her a damp cloth from a nearby basin.  Lissette applied it to face and forehead. 
 
    “Right now, I don’t have a wartime use for you,” she admitted.  “I don’t doubt there will come a time when something… unexpected… untoward… unfortunate occurs.” 
 
    “No plan survives contact with the enemy,” I quoted. 
 
    “Exactly.  Exactly.  If that happens—when that happens—I may require the Demon King.  We have a plan of campaign and I believe we have a good chance of victory.” 
 
    “And you just want me to not screw up your plans?” 
 
    “I would not phrase it so, but you have the essence of it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Lissette handed the cloth back.  Her brow furrowed and her eyebrows drew together. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I repeated, “for not being here to help you.” 
 
    “Don’t think of it,” she commanded, waving a hand to dismiss the idea.  “You have done much, suffered much—I think I understand some part of the way the demon rode you, from my experience with Thomen.  Your sacrifices are different from mine, but I think I appreciate them all the more for knowing… knowing you are still watching over me.” 
 
    “I still feel bad about what you’ve had to go through,” I admitted. 
 
    “For what I had to go through?” she asked, startled. 
 
    “I abandoned you.  It wasn’t right, or kind, or… no.  It was the best of all the bad ideas, but it was still a bad idea.” 
 
    Lissette chuckled and pressed the back of her hand to her lips. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, mastering herself.  “Nothing at all.  You will continue to watch over the armies when they set sail?” 
 
    “Of course.  By the way, did I hear correctly that Liam is going as the ranking representative of the Crown?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is he up to it?” 
 
    “He is his father’s son.” 
 
    “So, no.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “There’s no way I would have been up to it at his age.  He better take after you in a big way.” 
 
    “We will see.” 
 
    “I guess we will.” 
 
    “That will be all.” 
 
    I blinked at her for a moment.  I’m not used to being dismissed and it took me a moment to realize I was.  Still, I rose, recovered my helmet, bowed slightly to her, and left. 
 
    Outside, Liam waited in the hall.  I paused to belt Firebrand on properly and he took the opportunity to buttonhole me. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Well what?” 
 
    “Have you come to take command of the armies?” 
 
    I spent a few seconds adjusting belt and baldric as a cover for thinking. 
 
    “That’s not why your mother summoned me,” I replied.  “On the other hand, if you can’t convince me you’re a wise and capable commander, I’ll have you back in the Palace so fast you won’t even glimpse the ocean going by.” 
 
    Liam clouded up. 
 
    “How am I supposed to be a wise and capable commander?  How?  I’ve never gone to war.  It’s not fair!” 
 
    “Actually, it’s pretty simple,” I told him, which cut off the beginnings of a tantrum.  He checked himself. 
 
    “It is?” he asked, perplexed. 
 
    “It is.  Walk with me, son, and I’ll pour a bucket of wisdom on you.” 
 
    He hesitated, then fell into step beside me. 
 
    “The real trick to being a good commander—or king, or queen, or anybody in charge—is to listen a lot.” 
 
    “Listen?” 
 
    “Listen.  The Queen has a council for a reason.  You’re going to have generals for the same reason.  They all have ideas, experience, knowledge—wisdom.  You can’t understand everything, be up to date on every detail, know every fact you need to.  You have to let other people keep track of their specialized areas and handle their details.  Then you have to listen to what they say, listen to their recommendations, listen to their reasons and reasoning, before you decide what to do. 
 
    “If you’re lucky, you’ll have one guy who knows his stuff—someone who knows all the things you do not.  If he’s the expert of experts, you turn him loose and simply nod whenever he asks for your permission to do something.  Seldar leaps to mind.  If you’re not lucky, you’ll have to choose between two or more equally sound-seeming courses of action.” 
 
    “So, if I’m lucky, I’m a figurehead.” 
 
    “Sure, if you want to be.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You can think of yourself as a figurehead and sulk all you want.  It’ll keep an impulsive, oversensitive boy from ruining all the best-laid plans of the army.  Or you can pay attention to everything, learn quickly, ask for advice, and wind up understanding how to run a war.  Of course,” I added, “the second way has one key problem.” 
 
    “I don’t think I like where this is going.” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “All right, what’s the key problem?” 
 
    “You have to admit to yourself you are not the best man for the job.” 
 
    “But I am the Prince of—” 
 
    “Do you want to even set foot on a boat?” I interrupted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you want to leave this palace and set foot on a boat?  Or do you want to spend the whole war in the royal chambers, waiting for news from the fighting front?  Because if you want to be forbidden from the war, all you have to do is finish that sentence.  Now, either choose to be a figurehead, or admit you both know nothing and want to learn.  Which way do you want to go?” 
 
    Liam stepped in front and rounded on me.  He raised one finger, pointed it at me, opened his mouth, and I grabbed the finger in my fist.  I locked eyes with him and gave him my deadliest glare.  I smiled my best teeth-baring smile—it’s not a smile, per se, more of a predator display. 
 
    “Think very carefully, son,” I said, softly, “about what you’re about to say and to whom you are saying it.” 
 
    “I…” he began, and swallowed heavily.  “Do you…” he tried, and stopped.  He considered his words carefully.  “How do I learn to fight a war?” 
 
    I let go of his finger and thought about the question.  Aside from grabbing a couple thousand people and having at it, how do you train a general? 
 
    “I tell you what,” I offered.  “You know how to play sicaricudo?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “It’s a game for training a bodyguard.  There are other games for learning how to fight a war.  I’ll bring you one.” 
 
    We started walking again.  After a moment, I realized I was lost.  Damn palace maze. 
 
    “Where are we, anyway?” 
 
    “Second floor, near the Tower of the Stars.” 
 
    “Show me to Seldar’s chambers, please.” 
 
    “You don’t know your way around your own palace?” 
 
    “This is Lissette’s palace,” I countered.  “Mine is farther east.” 
 
    “Oh,” he replied, flustered.  “So it is.” 
 
    We proceeded to find Seldar.  His face lit up when Liam showed me into his office.  It was a nice office, I had to admit.  Rather than a single desk in the middle, it had three worktables occupying the back wall and part of the sides.  Four chairs surrounded a medium-sized table in the center.  Maps were all over the walls, mostly hand-drawn, but a mural on one wall was a magically-reproduced picture of a high-altitude scrying spell.  I liked the reproduction.  It reminded me of a satellite view.  Not necessarily as useful as a real map, but accurate.  Not too helpful for navigation, but quite nice for gauging the size of cities, the forest borders, and the width of rivers.  The hand-drawn maps were on par with stick figure art—okay if you only want a road atlas, not so much for details.  Between the two, it wasn’t half bad. 
 
    How much work would it take to create a live, real-time illusion on a wall?  Sort of a satellite view of the world?  If I placed scrying sensors along the inner surface of the Firmament, looking down, how many would it take to get a good look at the whole world?  This half of it, I mean. 
 
    “Sire.  I am delighted you found time to visit.” 
 
    “Always happy to see one of the big three,” I replied.  “Is there anything I need to know or do?” 
 
    “Not of which I am aware.  The Bright Queen has the kingdom and its preparations for war well in hand.” 
 
    “Good.  She said as much, but I wanted to make sure she wasn’t about to blindsided by something unexpected.” 
 
    “You are ever considerate in this way, Master of Irony.”  He hefted a box from beneath one of the worktables.  “The materials you requested, Sire.” 
 
    I opened the box.  There was no scabbard, but there were scales, a couple of teeth, some leather, and several stoppered vials.  I couldn’t identify the fluids on sight, but I didn’t doubt their origin. 
 
    “Thank you, Seldar.” 
 
    “It is my honor and pleasure to be of service, Sire.” 
 
    “What’s in the box?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Dragon bits,” I replied.  “I’m a wizard, remember?” 
 
    “Dragon bits,” he repeated.  “For a spell?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but close.  Seldar?  If you’ll excuse us?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Let’s find the front door,” I told Liam.  He frowned, but led me through the maze again.  Once outside, Liam came down the steps with me as Bronze came around the side of the building.  A stableboy and two hostlers followed her, not daring to stop her and not certain how to try.  I waved them over and explained how Bronze would do exactly as she pleased.  Feed her like feeding a fire—wood, coal, lamp oil, whatever—but never presume to lay a hand on her without her permission. 
 
    They didn’t like it.  I guess horses are supposed to be more agreeable.  Although Bronze is probably the most agreeable horse in the universe. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Do you truly have a… a game?  One to teach me about war?” 
 
    “It won’t teach you everything.  It won’t teach you to lead men, for example.  What it will do is help you to understand strategy, tactics, and logistics.  The rest you have to learn through actual experience.  It’s a good start, but not all there is to know.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I do what I can.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you can’t do more.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    I leaped aboard Bronze and we were off. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Friday, October 17th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I gave Diogenes the box of dragon-bits and his robots started analyzing draconic biology.  I don’t know if he can clone a dragon, but we’re going to find out.  I just hope he doesn’t need me to bring him a live one.  I have no good memories of facing dragons. 
 
    As for Liam and his generalship, Diogenes had access to a number of different systems of wargames.  He stamped out detailed plastic miniatures, printed up several Rethven-language translations of the rules, and fabricated a footlocker full of terrain features.  I read through the rules for translation problems, but I should have known Diogenes wouldn’t make that sort of mistake.  I sent it to Seldar, not Liam.  Seldar would read and understand the rules and explain how to play the game to Liam. 
 
    The game alone wouldn’t be enough.  Then again, there’s no way to adequately prepare someone for a war.  It’s like sex or swimming.  You can explain it all you want, but sooner or later you have to get wet.  Some people take to it instantly, some don’t.  There’s no way to tell for sure until they try it. 
 
    I was in the whirlpool after a hearty lunch when Diogenes spoke up.   
 
    “Professor, I have an observation regarding the activities of the lunar inhabitants.” 
 
    “Oh?  What is it?” 
 
    “My observatories have noted spacecraft taking up geosynchronous station over the Kenya space elevator.  Based on their lens arrays, I infer them to be spy satellites.” 
 
    “So, the Moon is interested in the thing.  Good.  Maybe we should draw out the words ‘space elevator’ on the ground in big letters.” 
 
    “I will task an earth mover.” 
 
    “Thank you.  How’s the progress on your cyborg humans coming along?” 
 
    “I am still in the adaptive stage of the project.  Several human clones have been recycled due to improper computer interface implantation, but that procedure is no longer a problem.  A number of medical implants are being tested, but they are not designed for complete control of a human body.  Some functions require trial and error testing, since we are attempting to adapt medical assistive devices to more rigorous uses.” 
 
    “So, no Diogeclones, yet?” 
 
    “Not yet, Professor.” 
 
    “Next week?” I asked, half-heartedly. 
 
    “Highly unlikely.” 
 
    “Oh, well.  Keep me posted.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Monday, October 20th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I put Beltar and Seldar on notification duty.  They were each to contact me when the fleet set sail.  My altar ego was also apprised of my desire for information.  He agreed to make the third in my informational trinity. 
 
    Mary was off doing her businesswoman thing.  At least, I presume she was.  No doubt there was also something out there about to be stolen, but everyone needs a hobby. 
 
    Diogenes informed me the repairs to the Niagara exploration bunkers were complete.  They were all back on-line and continuing their methodical examination of new worlds. 
 
    I didn’t have anything to do.  At least, nothing I could think of at that particular time.  I suppose I could have gone Boojum-vampire hunting, but I hadn’t yet worked out a spell to sever the link between a vampire and the Boojum.  I suppose I should have immediately started research on it once I found a Boojum-infested dragon… 
 
    It bothered me that the Boojum could manifest in different ways in different worlds.  I had hoped he was a one-trick pony with no imagination.  By and large, he appears to be.  Vampires are his go-to method.  But that dragon bothered me.  Maybe he was experimenting, trying out a new tactic. 
 
    Still, I didn’t have anything pressuring me to get to work.  Under normal circumstances, I would spend my time in The Manor, quietly reading and watching it rain.  Now, though, it didn’t appeal. 
 
    Bronze suggested we go for a run.  I accepted. 
 
    An hour later, after tearing along forest trails, leaping gullies, and planting dish-sized hoofprints in mountain rock, we thundered up one of the access roads to Cybertron.  —Denver.  I mean Denver. 
 
    We slowed to a walk and she headed to the area where Diogenes set up storage for her unoccupied bodies—mostly Blacks, but I wasn’t surprised to see a couple of cars.  I was surprised to see another life-sized statue of Bronze. 
 
    “Bronze?” 
 
    She twitched an ear.  It’s good to have a spare body.  She still remembers the last time. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Professor?” 
 
    “She might also want some combat units.  A tank, perhaps.  Maybe some sort of aircraft.  I don’t know if she knows how to fly, but she can get in some practice.” 
 
    “Of course, Professor.” 
 
    Bronze was dubious, but willing to give it a shot.  She moved toward a trough of diesel fuel.  I dismounted and left her to it.  I took the booth to the residence. 
 
    “I have an update on the Foothold backup site,” Diogenes reported. 
 
    “Oh?  Good.  How’s it going?” I asked, heading for the bath again.  I need to use a deflection spell when Bronze gets up to speed.  Bugs.  Think about it. 
 
    “The main base is complete,” Diogenes reported.  “Resource extraction is on schedule and a viable, self-sustaining infrastructure should be in place within the year.” 
 
    “How’s it looking as a new base of operations?” 
 
    “In which scenario, Professor?  Total loss, rapid evacuation, or change of flag?” 
 
    “Bullet point them for me.” 
 
    “In a total loss scenario, where you and/or Mary are the sole evacuees from Apocalyptica, provisions have been made for your survival until the main infrastructure comes on-line.  It will require a shift in production priorities, building smaller, independent production facilities rather than relying on the Apocalyptica factories.  It will delay the planetary reclamation effort considerably. 
 
    “In a rapid evacuation scenario, where the two of you and limited resources are transported to Foothold, the same basic process is observed.  The time involved is materially lessened, however. 
 
    “The same applies in the change-of-flag scenario, where anything practical to move to Foothold is so moved.  However, the timetable for Foothold is much advanced as the bulk of the Apocalyptica resources will be directed into that world instead of expanding on this one.” 
 
    “So, there’s nothing to stop us from simply telling everyone here to go to hell while we walk all our stuff through Foothold’s cargo shifter?” 
 
    “Nothing of which I am aware, Professor.  Note that some of the larger components of local production facilities will not fit in the cargo shifter.” 
 
    “I can improvise something,” I assured him. 
 
    “Are we moving your flag from Apocalyptica to Foothold?” he asked.  I started peeling out of my clothes, eyeing the whirlpool.  For someone who hates swimming, I sure got used to swirling water.  On second thought, I don’t hate swimming.  I hate sinking.  I hate drowning.  Swimming is fine. 
 
    “No.  Not yet, anyway.  I’m not sure how this world is going to cope.” 
 
    “May I ask about your concern, Professor?” 
 
    “I have several.  We have a small culture of post-apocalyptic survivors and a lunar population.  I don’t know if they’ll get along, assuming the Moon ever talks to them.  I’m also concerned about a multi-universal entity using soulless vampire corpses as feeding channels.  He might find this place and decide to invade, wiping out the human population in a sudden feeding frenzy.  I don’t know how he gets into a universe and makes an initial vampire, and it worries me.” 
 
    “I regret I do not have useful information on these subjects.” 
 
    “I understand.  Come to that, though,” I mused, “do you regret?  Or is it still just an algorithm determining an appropriate response?” 
 
    “I am still working on being a person,” Diogenes confessed.  “The random correlation program seems to be helpful.” 
 
    “Any good ideas come out of it, yet?” 
 
    “Does ‘Make doughnuts for the refugees’ count as a good idea?” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did it cost us anything we’ll care about?  Did anybody complain?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then it wasn’t a bad idea.” 
 
    “Professor?” 
 
    “Diogenes, there’s plenty of room between good and bad for subtle shades between.  People generally think of something as ‘good’ if they like it.  If they dislike it, they think of it as ‘bad.’  But if it doesn’t provoke a strong opinion, how do they tell?  That’s not a definition of good and bad, only the basest opinion.  I’m using it as an example.” 
 
    “Understood, Professor.” 
 
    “My point is, if you can’t do good, at least try to avoid doing bad—or no more bad than you have to do to do good.” 
 
    “Noted.  As an aside, I have resynchronized with my Foothold processors.  Shall I redirect more resources to the Foothold bunker in anticipation of needing it?” 
 
    I leaned back again, resting my head on the edge of the tub.  Foothold is not a pleasant place.  On the other hand, this world was already infested with humans—technically, the Moon was infested, but I compounded the problem by transplanting those pesky people near where I live.  Given another year, ten years, a hundred years, there could be a whole nation of them running around, bothering me and Diogenes. 
 
    I’m immortal, in theory.  I ought to think long-term. 
 
    “Okay, we are going to relocate to Foothold,” I decided.  “Not right away.  We’re going to finish a space elevator and any power plants currently under construction, certainly.  I may continue to live here until the local population becomes annoying.  More annoying.  But we’ll definitely have Foothold ready as a backup residence and industrial center.”  I pondered for a moment.  “Remind me.  How’s Foothold fixed for magic?” 
 
    “Poorly.” 
 
    “I’ll launch a self-replicating conversion panel and set up the power supply spell.  You can add more technomagical transformers to it if we have excess electrical power.  And how well does solar power work on Foothold?” 
 
    “Not well.  There is a high concentration of water vapor acting as a greenhouse gas, along with carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide, chlorofluorocarbons, and other pollutants.  The depleted ozone layer does let a higher level of some ultraviolet rays reach the surface, but overall solar efficiency is lower than normal.” 
 
    “We’ll work on it.  I’ll get the panels started as soon as the sun goes down.” 
 
    “May I ask why you have decided to relocate to Foothold?” 
 
    “Because people.” 
 
    “People, Professor?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I suspect they’re going to be a problem in the future.  We may as well get started now.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Foothold.  No calendar reference. 
 
      
 
    There’s a cliché, or a trope, or something or other.  Probably several, in fact.  The general gist of it is the ancient, powerful whoever walks away, or retires, or vanishes into the mist, or whatever it is ancient, powerful whoevers do.  Somewhere very far away, this mythical figure then gets to sit on the beach, sip margarita juice, watch the pretty girls—or guys—play volleyball, and wait for the Chosen One to make a perilous journey to present themselves for consideration as the final pupil. 
 
    I’m not too sure about the final pupil business, but I think I’m on track for the rest. 
 
    Foothold is an unpleasant world by most measures.  Aside from the runaway pollution and greenhouse effects, it’s not so bad.  It used to have forests and grass and all that stuff, so, as planets go, it’s pretty decent.  Consider Venus.  It’s hotter and corrosive.  Mars is frigid and nearly airless.  The Moon is a barren rock and will either fry you, freeze you, or boil your blood in vacuum.  And those are the most hospitable places in the Solar System. 
 
    Foothold used to be an inhabited Earth.  Unfortunately, the extinction-level event that hit the human race was humans. 
 
    The planet has seasonal polar ice and never much of it.  The summer temperatures at the equator routinely pass a hundred and sixty degrees Fahrenheit—that’s around seventy-three Celsius.  The noctilucent cloud layer is dense enough to be a white-and-grey haze that dims the sun.  Even so, the stripped ozone layer lets in enough of the nasty ultraviolet bands to cause permanent eye damage in less than an hour.  The air has a strong sulphur taste to it, and the carbon dioxide and carbon monoxide are high enough to cause headache and nausea in short order, followed by respiratory or cardiac failure on top of an acute case of asphyxiation. 
 
    This is not to say there is no life on the planet.  Some bacteria thrive on this sort of thing.  When you get down to the Antarctic, it’s cool enough for many kinds of plants, insects, and even some animals.  There is also a possibility, however remote, that humans have some deep-buried bunker with life-support systems.  But the ecosystem of the world is about as well-developed as Thrag the Caveman’s plan on what to do with fire just after he saw it. 
 
    It’s as close to an abandoned world as we’ve found.  I think it counts as a place suitably far away from everyone.  If the hypothetical pupil shows up on my doorstep there, he deserves something for his efforts. 
 
    We coordinated the nighttime movements so I could drop in without worrying about breathing on the surface.  I helped Diogenes set up the magical transformers while his robots shuttled back and forth with the portable power supplies.  Once we had a couple of them going, I carved on a handy rock face for a while. 
 
    My original magical experiment with self-replicating solar conversion panels paid off quite well.  I felt I could improve on the process, hastening it. 
 
    The carving was a capacitor-based spell.  A transformer would charge it up until it reached a critical level.  It would then produce a pre-programmed solar conversion panel.  This would absorb sunlight to power itself while it slid north or south—it was set to alternate on every casting of the spell—and assume a position relative to the Earth’s magnetic field, the incidence of sunlight, and the other panels.  Basically, they would form a gigantic, fan-shaped array above the magnetic poles.  Given time, they would slowly fill their way into forming a giant, planetary ring, like Saturn’s rings, only angled to catch the sunlight.  As with the previous panels, they would self-replicate, as well, until they made contact.  When the north pole fan of panels met the south pole fan of panels, they would quit replicating and start pumping power down onto the planet. 
 
    I spent half the night producing a dome-shaped power conversion field.  This would feed the diagram I carved, increasing the frequency with which it produced a planetary panel.  Even if Diogenes needed the power generator, the spell would still keep firing.  Besides, the faster the thing did its job, the faster the space-based panels would do theirs. 
 
    My plan?  Someday, I would order them all to shield the planet from the Sun.  Even blocking four percent of the sunlight would cool the planet markedly.  It would help in terraforming the place back into a green, habitable world again. 
 
    Assuming I wanted one.  If I make it a pretty place, people will drop by to bug me.  I’m still thinking it over. 
 
    I had a couple thousand square meters of solar power farm set up and running.  There’s no starlight and not much moonlight through the permanent overcast, but all that surface area still produced a trickle of converted energy. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor? 
 
    “Think we can set up some reflectors to maximize the energy going through the dome, here?” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied, then followed immediately with, “Alert!  The skyguard system in The Manor has gone offline.” 
 
    “Say what?  When?” 
 
    “Just now.” 
 
    “What happened to it?” 
 
    “The sensors on the skyguard system are specific to air threats, Professor.  The limited close-proximity information from those sensors indicated the presence of humans just before the system went offline.  I surmise they are responsible for the disconnect.” 
 
    I sighed.  Humans.  Give them a button marked “End of World Button” and half of them would press it just to see what it did.  Maybe over half. 
 
    “I’m headed there now.” 
 
    “May I suggest a change of clothing?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your clothes are anachronistic and contaminated with a number of compounds known to be somewhat toxic, as well as offensive to the human olfactory system.” 
 
    “I stink.” 
 
    “I surmise this to be the case, but, lacking a nose, I cannot know.” 
 
    I went inside the Foothold bunker and headed to the shift-booth, followed by a drone, still talking. 
 
    “You’ll have noses on the Diogeclones.” 
 
    “Interpreting the data from organic sensors is one of the problems, Professor.  There is no publicly accessible scientific literature on the project.  I am functioning primarily by trial and error.” 
 
    “That must use up plenty of clones.” 
 
    “I use the information at my disposal to simulate possible outcomes before attempting the experiment.” 
 
    “Do you also attempt experiments when you know they will fail?” 
 
    “Why would I do that, Professor?” 
 
    “A failed project can give you more information to use in your simulations.  It’s sometimes helpful to see how it fails, which tells you why, which gives you a lead on how to make it not fail” 
 
    Diogenes was silent for several seconds.  I know for a fact he doesn’t need to take that much time to parse anything I say.  He’s usually got his answer ready before I finish speaking.  I think he’s learning to use dramatic pauses.  If this keeps up, he’ll even get the hang of sarcasm. 
 
    “I had not considered using outcomes from experiments with a low probability of success as sources of information,” he admitted. 
 
    “Now you can.  Just figure out what sort of experiment would give you the most data, do it—or them—and add that information to your stockpile.” 
 
    “I shall begin immediately.  I apologize for not utilizing this technique sooner.” 
 
    “It’s okay.  Nobody’s perfect.  Although you do come close.” 
 
    “Thank you, Professor.” 
 
    I went through the bathroom, shed my clothes, scrubbed, and headed to Wardrobe to change. 
 
    “You want to come, Firebrand?” 
 
    I’m good.  Your boring English countryside doesn’t appeal to me.  Besides, your pet pixie doesn’t like me. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.  She likes you fine—at a distance.  Steel and iron make her queasy.” 
 
    I’ll pass. 
 
    “Fair enough.  Hmm.  I was about to hand you to a robot and say, ‘Take it wherever it wants to go,’ but you can’t talk to them, can you?” 
 
    You’re just noticing this now? 
 
    “It hasn’t been an issue until now.  Furnace?” 
 
    Furnace. 
 
    “Diogenes, please place Firebrand somewhere it can be exposed to large amounts of thermal energy.” 
 
    “Right away, Professor.” 
 
    I handed Firebrand to the robot, adjusted my tie and my freshly-transformed black vest, and headed for the door. 
 
    “Time?” 
 
    “The skyguard systems went off-line at nineteen-oh-seven, local time.  The micro-gate connection also went down at that time.  Barring time-slippage, the sun is down.” 
 
    “Roger that.”  I stepped into the booth and shifted. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Thursday, December 7th, 1939 
 
      
 
    I paused in the closet for a moment.  Nope, no sudden resurrection.  Good enough.  I emerged from the shift-booth in the manor house and came to an immediate halt. 
 
    Something—several somethings—were very wrong. 
 
    The first thing I noticed, because I’m sensitive about being in burning buildings, was the smell of something badly overheated.  There was the scent of smoke, but mostly the air carried the odor of something hot, too hot, hot enough to burn.  A scorched smell. 
 
    The other things I also noticed.  A tinge of ozone to the air.  Some sort of loud party going on out on the lawn—unusual, but fine.  A powerful sense of magic all around, even higher than Karvalen’s normal level.  I also smelled blood, but I couldn’t tell where.  My nose is sensitive to blood, yes, but this was enough to permeate the house. 
 
    I checked outside the window.  The last time I had a magical containment rupture, pixies by the dozens came out of the woodwork.  Another containment rupture would account for the local magical environment, so I assumed, given the ozone and the burnt smell, that a transformer went kerflooie. 
 
    Out on the lawn, though the whole faerie court woke up and decided to party.  There were standing stones where none had been before.  A carpet of flowers bloomed all over the lawn.  There were two medium-sized trees I didn’t remember.  And the people—oh, yes, the people!  Dressed in a wide variety of costumes—leafy clothes, silks, shining armor, leather, you name it and it was probably down there—they also came in all sizes, from the flittering, glittering things like burning moths to a ten-foot-tall, ten-foot-wide thing with stony, grey skin and arms that reached the ground.  It knuckle-walked like an ape, but it also stopped to speak to people.  Magical lights, like falling glitter, illuminated the scene and seemed to pulse and swirl in time to the strange, haunting music. 
 
    There’s a faerie rave going on in my yard.  There goes the neighborhood. 
 
    All right, if I’ve had a magical containment rupture, that might account for it.  Where did I leave my electromagical transformers?  Oh, yes. 
 
    Trixie’s pixie diorama habitat was mostly intact, but the transformers were fried.  The spell to contain the magic, concentrate it, had obviously overloaded and released a massive wave of power.  In much the same way a garden hose isn’t too awful by itself, but when you use it to fill up the pool… and then the pool gives way and floods everything… Yeah, okay.  Burning smell, ozone, and magical environment.  What about the blood smell? 
 
    I jerked the power cords out and cut the current to the sizzling transformers.  Diogenes could recycle the material— 
 
    Is that Trixie’s sword? 
 
    I examined the mess more closely, this time with less concern for the electrical malfunctions.  What was left of Trixie’s sword was stuck in the coils of one of the transformers.  There was a small pile of dust around and under it.  In the dust was a necklace and a knife, both pixie-sized. 
 
    Something in my chest went cold. 
 
    My first word was not something to repeat in polite company.  It’s probably not something to be repeated in any highly-charged magical environment, either—the drapes caught fire.  The Trixie dust swirled in the sudden draft and I gestured sharply to snuff the curtains.  I gathered her dust with another gesture, swirling it into my hand, careful to get every grain, every microscopic bit.  It was only a couple of tablespoons, no more, and glittered slightly—sparkled slightly?—in the electric lights. 
 
    I refrained from further harsh language, but it was a struggle.  I bit my tongue, knowing it would heal.  The pain helped me focus. 
 
    Rather than carry her remains around in my hand, I searched through some leftover stuff from the previous owner.  There was a silver snuff-box, as I recalled, and a brief cleaning treatment made it pristine.  I poured Trixie’s dust into it, snapped it closed, sat down to regard it. 
 
    I don’t know how to resurrect a fairy.  I don’t know if they can be resurrected, reconstituted, rehydrated, or what-have-you.  All the legends I know of say once a fairy quits, it stays quit.  I don’t even know if I can clone one from a live body, certainly not from ashes. 
 
    How long I would have sat there, regarding a silver box of pixie dust, is uncertain.  The distractions were all too intrusive.  There was still the smell of blood in the air and music in the front yard.  The two don’t go together, especially when the music is so lively and upbeat.  If there’s blood in the air, the music is supposed to be heavy, somber stuff.  Dark ritual chanting, maybe.  Organ music.  Tribal drumming.  Not cheery pipes and strings with a dancing melody. 
 
    Something happened here.  Quite a lot of something.  And I missed it. 
 
    I regarded Trixie’s ashes amid the smell of blood and electrical scorching. 
 
    I don’t know what’s going on, but I am damn well going to find out, even if I have to rip someone’s brain out and run it through a strainer. 
 
    I put the silver… coffin?  Urn?  Probably urn.  I put it in my pocket.  I went downstairs and out into the main part of the house.  As I crossed toward the front door, I was shot. 
 
    I glanced down at the place where the bullet hit me.  It missed my vest and punched a neat hole in my shirt over my left pectoral, and would probably have taken the top off my left lung if not for my underwear.  It’s flexible armor, though, so it still stung.  I raised my glare to the shooter.  He was a grey-garbed fellow, probably between twenty-five and thirty, holding a rifle with a folded bipod.  His eyes, easily visible under his helmet, grew wide. 
 
    What, I asked myself, is a German soldier doing in my house? 
 
    My next inner question was, Did this son of a bitch just shoot me in my own damn house? 
 
    Then I ripped his throat out, drank his blood, and consumed every spark of his essence.  At that point, the answers to both questions were obvious and redundant, but I felt a little better. 
 
    Two more troopers came through the doorway from the front hall, presumably to investigate the shot.  I killed them quickly, before they could cause more gunfire.  I didn’t bother drinking their blood.  Anything that didn’t catch up to me I would walk over later.  For the moment, at least, I only wanted to check the house for more vermin.  I stalked through the halls, checking rooms, and reaching through the walls with tendrils. 
 
    There were six Germans, counting the first three.  They were in one of the front sitting rooms, covering the doors and looking out the windows, presumably having taken cover in the manor to avoid the faerie revel.  One guy was guarding a bedroom next door to the sitting room.  Several children were in it, either prisoners or hostages.  I made sure the body wasn’t in their line of sight, shushed them, told them to lock the door and hide, and closed the door.  They didn’t seem too upset about that.  There’s a big difference between being locked in by a German soldier and being told to hide by the nice guy who owns the house. 
 
    I didn’t send them anywhere because I didn’t know where would be safer than the room they were already in.  Besides, it was more convenient to have them stay put.  I wanted to question the German officer. 
 
    He wasn’t in a mood to cooperate, even after I appeared out of the darkness and tore heads off the two soldiers guarding him.  He swore at me in German, calling me a monster, shooting me twice with his sidearm, accusing me of being some sort of English terror, declaring no true German would ever give in to terror tactics, and so on. 
 
    I replied in German. I speak German badly, but sucking the life out of a few native speakers in under two minutes helped a lot.  I’m not fluent in many languages, but I know a dozen or more well enough to get by. 
 
    “Friend, you’ve picked the wrong house.  You have no idea.” 
 
    “English dog!”  He fired another two rounds into me.  “Die!  Die as you should!” 
 
    I took the Luger away from him, almost taking a finger with it.  I pinched the end of the barrel closed and handed it back to him.  He snatched it back and stared at the barrel.  At least it derailed his train of thought. 
 
    “I want to know two things,” I told him.  “First, why are you Nazi bastards in my house?  Second, what the hell is going down on my lawn?” 
 
    “You will get nothing from me, English!”  He drew a knife.  It was a nice knife.  Had the SS logo on it and everything.  Wicked-looking.  Very cool.  I took it away from him.  I didn’t intend to break his arm, but I might have bent it a little farther than strictly necessary.  Like, ninety degrees farther.  Okay, maybe I did intend to break his arm. 
 
    I plunked him down in a big chesterfield chair and held his wrists to the arms of it.  He spat in my face. 
 
    Ten points to House Nazi for stunning bravado.  Minus several million for lack of good sense. 
 
    I turned off my amulet’s nighttime disguise illusions.  My vest rippled outward and upward like wings, like rents in the fabric of space.  I showed off my teeth, extended my tongue, licked the spittle from my cheek and spat it back at him. 
 
    He didn’t take it well.  He started screaming and I wrapped one taloned hand around his throat to quiet him.  With my other hand, I drew a talon across one cheekbone to draw a little blood. 
 
    “Now, here’s what’s going to happen,” I said, leaning close and whispering with my cold breath tickling his ear.  “You explain to me why a bunch of the Führer’s soldiers are bothering a private school.  I want to understand.  Make me.  If you fail to do so, you won’t even taste your severed fingers when I stuff them down your throat.  I will, of course, because I’ll bite them off for you.  You may now speak.” 
 
    I leaned back enough to look him in the eyes and relaxed my grip on his throat enough to let him breathe.  It’s interesting to watch someone try to make eye contact when I don’t have irises and pupils.  The blank, black orbs make it hard to tell where I’m looking.  I think it adds to the creepy factor.  Running the tip of my long, tentacle-like tongue along the cut on his cheek might have helped, too. 
 
    He explained. 
 
    German High Command noticed a pattern.  On their map of the British Isles, their aerial reconnaissance flights overflew pretty much everything.  Their latest jet-powered, Condor-class aircraft could circle the whole of the islands and stay above a Spitfire’s ceiling.  They could see anything they pleased, albeit from high altitude.  Except, of course, for one spot up in the lake district, around Keswick.  When you put a pin in the map everywhere you lose an aircraft, it’s not hard to see the circle of death. 
 
    These aircraft were lost without report, sometimes in mid-sentence.  They flew at high altitudes, well above the expected engagement ceiling.  Whatever was shooting them down, it was deadly.  If the British could produce them in quantity, the German air superiority was, shall we say, shot down. 
 
    The High Command therefore ordered this überweapon investigated and captured.  German spies reported nothing unusual in the towns, but massive construction efforts were being made at a local manor.  The owner was an American, or claimed to be, and admitted to being an electrical inventor.  Two plus two plus two makes six, possibly eight or ten if we missed something.  So a company of paratroops rained down on the “secret base.” 
 
    When I growled “son of a bitch!” it was directed mostly at me.  Fortunately, that doesn’t generally react with high magical background levels.  If you tell a wizard to watch his language, it means to pick a language. 
 
    “What did you do with the überwaffe?  The one on the roof?” 
 
    “We took it apart and bagged the components.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “Over there.”  He nodded toward a corner of the room.  I nodded. 
 
    “Fine.  What’s your extraction?” 
 
    “Extraction?” 
 
    “You have a way off the island.  You’re trying to take the thing home with you.  How do you intend to leave?” 
 
    “We were to commandeer a boat and meet with a naval group in the Atlantic.  At least, that was the plan until they showed up.” 
 
    “They?  The faeries in the front yard?” 
 
    “Yes.  First it was just the one, the little one with the stinger.  That horrible, atrocity-filled vermin killed Fritz, but it flew away after Klein hit it with the barrel of is weapon.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you even saw her.” 
 
    “Germans soldiers are more perceptive than lazy English.” 
 
    “Maybe so.  What happened after you hit her?  After Klein hit her.” 
 
    “Nothing.  It escaped.  It was several minutes later when there came an explosion without an explosion, then bright lights and horns.” 
 
    “An explosion without an explosion?” 
 
    “I do not know how to describe it.  It was without sound, yet it was felt.  It was like nothing I know.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Then what happened?” 
 
    “Most of my men were caught outside when the event happened.  Terrible things befell them.  Tall, shining figures cut them down with swords.  Monsters surrounded them, overpowered them.  Two were transformed into trees.  Others became stones, rocks.  I do not know what happened to them all.” 
 
    “Well, I killed the six in the house.” 
 
    “Six?  There are only—” 
 
    He was probably about to say he only had five soldiers in the house with him, but he didn’t have time. 
 
    I straightened my clothes as my cloak shrank down, wrapped around, and resumed being a cloak. 
 
    “What, not a vest?” 
 
    It remained a cloak.  I shrugged and headed out the front door, allowing any neglected blood to slither over to me. 
 
    The faerie revel was in full swing, reminding me forcibly of an underground rave I once attended by accident.  Magical lights flashed and sparkled.  Strange afterimages followed many of the moving figures.  Music seemed to come from everywhere, no matter how many or how few musicians were actively playing.  Everyone danced—one leg, two legs, or some multiples, it didn’t matter.  The party limited itself to the grassy areas rather than the driveway or under the portico. 
 
    I hesitated, blinking against the chaotic lights and otherworldly din.  I raised a hand to shield my eyes and half-turned away.  That’s when I noticed Mister Gillespie sitting, leaning against the wall, beside the door.  He held his hands to his chest, but couldn’t stop the blood.  My presence only made it worse.  At night, I shouldn’t be doing first aid for bleeding wounds. 
 
    Nevertheless, I knelt next to him, fingers already moving through the gestures necessary for a quick-and-dirty bandage.  If I closed the skin, the bleeding might not be so bad.  At least if it was all internal, it could be directed back into his own veins.  There were five holes—four went in, one came out. 
 
    “Squire,” he muttered.  “Bloody Huns shot me when—” 
 
    “I see.  Hush.” 
 
    “Too late.  Too old,” he continued.  “Not comin’ back from this one.”  He coughed blood and it soaked instantly through my sleeve, vanishing. 
 
    I decided he might be right.  His life was ending quickly.  I was surprised he was still alive at all.  Bullets in the chest generally don’t leave room for anything else.  Still, the human body can be amazingly resilient.  I searched inside him, found the bullets—four of them; one passed completely through—and realized he was absolutely right.  He wasn’t going to survive.  Maybe if I had him in Apocalyptica we could freeze him, clone some spare parts, and get an operating room ready, but out here on the lawn… 
 
    “Fiona,” he muttered.  “Fiona…” 
 
    Fiona?  Fiona Gillespie.  Of course. 
 
    I wrapped him in a cocoon of forces, drawing in magical power and pumping vitality into him.  I might not save him, but I could keep him alive another five minutes come Hell, high water, or toxic waste. 
 
    “I’ll get her,” I assured him.  He nodded and lowered his grey-haired old head.  I don’t think he heard me, but he understood. 
 
    I thought of Mrs. Gillespie standing on the front step of the manor house, backed the thought with power, and released it in a pulse of magical energy.  It’s the most primitive and power-intensive of spellcasting, but it’s quick and it’s hard to ignore.  If she was anywhere within a thousand yards, she knew where she needed to be. 
 
    As I finished conjuring, one of the fairy-folk scampered up.  He was an ugly little fellow, scrawny and wrinkled and about the size of James.  His head was disproportionately large and covered in wiry, wild grey hair.  He stared at Mr. Gillespie with eyes wide and jaw slack for several seconds before throwing himself down beside the dying figure and gathering up one hand. 
 
    “Oh, my little Angus!  What’s become of ye?  T’was but a moment past ye were skipping about the stones at home!  How have ye come to this?” 
 
    “You know Mr. Gillespie?” I asked. 
 
    “Aye, so I do, ye doddering Dullahan, for he’s my Angus, who played about the castle ruins.  Brave little Angus, who never knew to fear a thing, not man nor beast nor grumpy old spriggan!”  He rubbed Mr. Gillespie’s hand between both of his and moaned in despair. 
 
    The light around us grew brighter and the sounds of the revel began to fade.  I looked around.  The light was from the lanterns on a carriage, sitting there under the portico like it had been there all along.  Somehow, a four-horse coach managed to sneak up on me.  On me.  At night.  I suspected magic. 
 
    The coach itself was black where it wasn’t made of bones.  The lanterns were made of skulls, of course.  The horses were almost skeletally thin, with black, sunken eyes and a wraithlike mist obscuring their hooves.  The driver was headless, or almost.  His head sat on the bench beside him.  He held a whip or flail in his left hand.  It seemed to be made out of an awful lot of human vertebrae and topped with another skull, this one unlit. 
 
    I sensed this might be a significant moment in Angus Gillespie’s life.  Probably his last. 
 
    “Spriggan?” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Go find his wife.  Fiona.  Bring her here right now.” 
 
    “Ach, what use?  He’ll be—” 
 
    “Fine,” I snapped.  “Be useless.” 
 
    I stepped down from the entryway, pausing beside the left-rear horse.  The beheaded coachman regarded me with narrowed eyes—a disconcerting effect if ever I saw one.  The closest horse turned its head and regarded me.  The other three followed suit.  Then the first one lowered its head and nudged me with its nose, clearly asking me for a scratch.  I sighed and obliged it.  The coachman held up his head for a better look and stared, eyes wide. 
 
    “What?” I asked, still skritching a forehead. 
 
    He turned his attention to the entryway.  His hand extended, holding the coach-whip of spine.  He pointed at Mr. Gillespie and spoke in a voice both deep and dark, “Angus Gillespie!” as some power reached out from him. 
 
    I leaped to the stairs and into the path between the coachman and Mr. Gillespie.  Whatever the force reaching for Angus, it didn’t kill me.  I think it tried to grab my soul and pull it out, but, at night, I’m not as mortal as most men.  I can’t say I enjoyed the experience, but I took it a lot better than Mr. Gillespie would have, I’m sure. 
 
    “Who are you to deny me?” demanded the coachman, still using the Voice of Doom. 
 
    “Nobody,” I admitted.  “I wouldn’t dream of denying you.” 
 
    “Stand aside!” 
 
    “I’m only asking you to wait two minutes.  His wife is right there, rushing through the dancers.” 
 
    “You may not command me.” 
 
    Mrs. Gillespie finally staggered through the reveling throng and into the clear space beneath the portico.  Quite a few of the faerie-kin took an interest in the events of under the portico and gathered around it.  Mrs. Gillespie ran straight to Mr. Gillespie, but I didn’t pay much attention to their farewells.  I was arguing with the death coachman. 
 
    “I’m not commanding.  I’m asking.  And all I’m asking for is two minutes.  No, make it one minute.  Is one minute so much?” I asked, reasonably.  “Now, we can fight about this if you want.  Mind you, I don’t want to.  If we fight, it’s going to be awful for someone, possibly both of us, and will last at least one minute.  Or you can show something of the legendary patience of death, knowing you’re going to get what you want because it’s as inevitable as… well.” 
 
    The coachman swung his whip of spine at me and I caught the skull in both hands, thumbs in the eyesockets.  Whatever force it carried, it had no effect on a dead man.  We matched stares along a stretched set of vertebrae.  He seemed surprised.  So was I.  I could see he was something more powerful, more elemental, more primal than a human being.  I expected worse and realized it might yet be. 
 
    Yeah, this might be an ugly, ugly fight—and one I should avoid. 
 
    “Please?” I asked, quietly.  “Is death not known for the occasional mercy?” 
 
    He relaxed a trifle.  I released a little tension on the spine-whip.  By stages, we dialed it down and he got his whip back.  Behind us, I heard the Gillespies finishing their farewells.  The coachman and I continued to regard each other.  I silently thanked the forces of chaos for not letting me sweat at night. 
 
    “I grant you your minute,” he said, finally. 
 
    I turned and knelt by the Gillespies.  The spriggan knelt on the other side, rubbing Mr. Gillespie’s hand between both of his.  Mr. Gillespie seemed asleep, but I knew better. 
 
    “It’s his time to go, Mrs. Gillespie.” 
 
    “Aye, and I know it.  And I’ll be thanking you later for what you’ve dared and done.” 
 
    “I doubt it.  Spriggan?” 
 
    “Aye, I’ve bid farewell to my Angus.” 
 
    I took Angus by the hands and let them fall, still holding his ghostly hands.  I lifted Angus from his body. 
 
    “What—?  What is…?” 
 
    “It’s time to go, Mister Gillespie.”  I ushered him toward the coach. The door of the coach opened by itself.  The coachman kept his face forward, not looking at us. 
 
    “I never thought I’d see it,” he murmured.  “I never thought I’d ride the actual coach.” 
 
    Angus climbed into the coach without hesitation.  The coachman flicked his reins to get his horses’ attention and I stepped aside.  A moment later, the whole thing, horses, coach, and all, galloped away in perfect silence and vanished within a hundred paces. 
 
    I have got to learn that trick. 
 
    As the coach vanished in the night, a small procession of tall figures came from the other direction—elves! 
 
    And what elves!  Tolkien wasn’t kidding around!  These were not the elves of Karvalen, although that unearthly, inhuman grace and poise were present.  The strange, non-human beauty, too.  But the expressions on their faces were not cruel.  Not kind, either.  They were unreadable faces, formed in another age of the world, or another world entirely.  Alien faces, for all they had the usual features.  The things looking out of those faces were not human. 
 
    The fairy or spriggan or whatever he was leaped to his feet, sprang down to the side of the driveway, and bowed.  I stood my ground.  The two in the middle wore fanciful circlets, almost crowns, and walked hand in hand.  They kept their eyes on me as they approached.  I presumed they wanted me for something, possibly a reprimand for interfering with the Order of Things.  And, if not, their progress was stately enough that I felt I could jump out of the way if they didn’t halt at a conversational distance. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” the spriggan asked, when they were still twenty feet away.  I turned to look.  He was addressing his King, of course.  “What’s to become of my Angus?  Could we not keep him?” 
 
    The procession continued to approach and came to a uniform halt a little less than ten feet from me.  The shining king turned his visage toward the spriggan and spoke in a voice as melodious as silver bells. 
 
    “He was mortal, little one, and so could not remain with us forever even in the Pleasant Plain.  Being of Nuada’s blood, he goes now to Tír na nÓg, there to dwell until the end of all things.” 
 
    “May I ask a question, Your Majesty?” I asked.  He directed his attention at me and I realized I couldn’t define the color of his eyes.  I mean, they were eyes, yes, with whites and irises and pupils, but I couldn’t tell what the color was.  It wasn’t that they didn’t have a color, because I could see them.  But it was a color I didn’t recognize, if that’s even a thing. 
 
    “Indeed you may, for we are much amused.” 
 
    “What of his wife, Fiona Gillespie?” 
 
    “She is well-known to us.” 
 
    “I suspect Angus will be unhappy, wherever he is, without her.” 
 
    “She will go where he goes, now and forever, for there is no power we know of that might sunder them.” 
 
    “But not yet,” added the Queen. 
 
    The widow Gillespie stood up from beside Angus’ body.  She curtseyed to the royal pair, tears running down her face, and couldn’t speak.  The Queen smiled and the King chuckled. 
 
    “Go,” he commanded.  “You shall see him again.” 
 
    She went inside.  I resisted the urge to follow her, which was weird.  A voice of command? 
 
    “And you, our gracious host,” continued the elf-king.  “We wonder why you have summoned us here.  To smite your enemies?  To offer us a grand revel?  To make gifts of a hundred children?” 
 
    “None of these.  And please, call me ‘Halar’.” 
 
    “As you say.  You have our leave to speak of us informally.” 
 
    “You are gracious.  I do not know for certain how you came to this place,” I admitted, “but I suspect it has something to do with a pixie.  She fought… well, she fought evil and faced iron.  She gave her life, I believe, to release powers that opened the way for you.  From what I’ve been able to gather, she couldn’t defeat the… the invaders, so she summoned someone who could.” 
 
    “Indeed!  We find this most remarkable for a pixie.” 
 
    I didn’t like the way he said it—dismissive.  As if pixies were beneath his notice.  Maybe they were.  He was a king of the faerie.  Nevertheless, it rankled. 
 
    “She was a knight in my service,” I replied, trying to keep my tone level.  “I am the King of Karvalen—a land far-distant from this place, but still a king.  And she fought things that terrified her, fought to defend the things she loved, and gave her life—no, more than that.  She sacrificed her life to do so.” 
 
    I don’t know how the elves of the faerie court express surprise, but the sudden silence—sudden, eerie, and total—was either a good thing or about to be an extremely bad thing. 
 
    I drew out the silver box and handed it to him. 
 
    “That’s the dust left from her,” I finished.  He opened it, nodded, closed it, handed it back. 
 
    “Indeed it is.  Power beyond the dreams of men resides there, for it is the dust of faerie, where dreams may become real.  What will you do with it?” 
 
    I turned the silver box over and over in my hands, considering.  Incineration meant there was nothing to clone.  The magical surge would have eradicated any latent signatures.  And if there was the ghost of a pixie anywhere within a hundred miles, she would have been on my shoulder by now. 
 
    “You take it,” I said at last, and handed him the box again.  He was definitely surprised. 
 
    “You offer it to us?  Such power as would spread a kingdom across half the mortal world?” 
 
    “I won’t use her ashes as a path to power.  They… they would burn my feet and scorch my heart.  No.  I don’t care about power.  I care about Trixie.  She was my friend, and I loved her.  Bring her back to life.  Reconstitute her.  Or, if that’s beyond your power, do whatever it is the faerie do with the remains of heroes.  All I can do is bury her.” 
 
    The faerie king and most of his court regarded me with their eerie, unsettling gaze, still in utter silence.  I realized, with a start, that none of them blinked.  Ever. 
 
    “No,” said the Queen, softly.  “Once a faerie is destroyed, there is no restoration.  But you say she was your friend?  A mere pixie?” 
 
    “I know I was her friend.  I believe she was mine.” 
 
    The Queen held out her hand for the silver urn.  I placed it on her palm and she turned her head toward the King.  The King nodded, once. 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    The Queen opened the box and blew into it, making a glittering cloud.  It billowed up unnaturally high, shimmering and shifting, and whirled between us before shrinking to a dust-mote model of Trixie.  The ghostly form of glittering dust fluttered in the air, dipped before the Queen, and flew to me, landing on my shoulder. 
 
    “We are very much surprised,” said the King.  I couldn’t tell.  “I had not thought a pixie could love so much.” 
 
    “This should not go unrewarded,” the Queen added. 
 
    He beckoned the dusty pixie back into the box and it closed with a snap.  They both regarded me carefully. 
 
    “It is not often any creature of faerie loves, for we are creatures of passion,” the King told me.  “We are the objects of devotion, not the devotees.  This is known to us, for we are the King, and we know more than most about the hearts of men.  And, as the King, we know pity.  We pity you.  Yes, pity.  For though you wear the body of an immortal, we see your heart is yet human, and broken.” 
 
    “You may be right.” 
 
    “Herald,” he said, gesturing with one finger.  An elf-knight in white, enameled scale mail stepped forward.  “Sound the call.” 
 
    The herald blew a silver horn.  Instead of one note, it sounded a whole chord, echoing like a wave rolling into the shore.  The party immediately broke up, scattering in all directions, fading as they did so, leaving behind the mortals hidden in the mass.  The humans collapsed, exhausted or enspelled, right there on the lawn.  In less than a minute, there was only a field of flowers between two rows of buildings, a long street through the middle, and pockets of snoring people. 
 
    “It has been most pleasing to visit once again in the realms of men,” he told me.  “We thank you, and your friend, for the opportunity.  Now the night grows old and blood of dawn rises in the cheeks of the eastern sky.  Before we are gone again into the everlasting lands, perhaps it is meet we should leave a parting gift, and something by which your friend may be remembered.” 
 
    He whistled.  White horses emerged.  They came around pillars like some special effect.  They came from between buildings.  Some probably blinked into existence, only out of my line of sight.  It was disconcerting and a little disturbing.  All I’m accustomed to seeing appear out of thin air are demonic Things from beyond the world. 
 
    The faerie court mounted up.  The whole cavalcade took a turn around the circle portion of the drive.  They kept riding in a circle, around and around, and slowly began to spiral upward.  The king opened the silver box and sprinkled Trixie’s fairy dust all over the gillyflowers and the fountain.  Wherever the dust touched, the gillyflowers closed up, wrapping their blooms into tight bundles.  With that, he tossed the box aside, laughing, and the whole horde of them rode away into the western sky to the fading sound of bells and laughter. 
 
    Silence settled on the school, broken only by quiet snoring. 
 
    Faerie folk.  Nice enough, if somewhat alien and a little creepy.  But who am I to talk? 
 
    I sighed and walked along the driveway.  People were snoozing peacefully among the flowers.  I wondered if they would wake up at sunrise or sleep for a hundred years.  Probably the former.  I didn’t see anything in the way of enchanted slumber spells and the magic in the area was diminishing rapidly. 
 
    I also checked out the two new trees and the smallish standing stones.  The trees did have a distinctly human-ish shape to them, with feet in the roots, a body, a bark face, and two upthrust limbs.  The stones were less definite, with more of an impressionistic face, screaming, if viewed from the proper angle.  The remnants of magic clung to both trees and stones, like water dripping off someone after being hit with a waterfall. 
 
    A deep bark, as from a giant dog, attracted my attention.  A tall, broad-shouldered man—man-like being—with antlers on his head and a spear in his hand strode up the drive.  He was surrounded and followed by a pack of bone-white hounds, their mouths dripping green fire the same color as their master’s burning eyes.  I recognized him. 
 
    “Hail and well-met, stranger,” I called.  “Long time no see.” 
 
    He chuckled as he approached.  He grounded the butt of his spear and half-leaned on it as his gaze swept over me.  I remembered him as being taller.  In Karvalen, perhaps he was.  Some of the dogs surrounded us.  Others roamed, sniffing at everything, particularly the former German soldiers. 
 
    “You seem none the worse for wear,” he observed.  He spoke aloud, this time, rather than projecting his thoughts.  I preferred his voice to his psyche. 
 
    “I got better.” 
 
    “Indeed.  You’ve spread to other worlds, I see.” 
 
    “As have you.” 
 
    “Not in the way you mean,” he replied.  “I am a creature of the shining realms, not one of the things your kingdom calls gods.” 
 
    “Oh?  Aren’t you one of the things my kingdom calls a god?” 
 
    “Touché.  My origins are different from most of them.” 
 
    “That’s fair.  So what are you still doing here?  Didn’t the bus already leave?” 
 
    “I came when the court of faerie came, for men believe me part of it.  I shall return when it suits me to do so.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I can interest you in some dead Nazi troopers as dog food?” 
 
    He shrugged.  The dogs padded quickly toward the manor and in through the front door. 
 
    “Will you be hunting them?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the proper term.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I’ll be killing them.” 
 
    “Ah.  Yes, that is quite different,” he agreed, nodding his horned head. 
 
    “However, if you’d like to hunt down anything wearing a German uniform anywhere on the isles, I won’t stand in your way,” I added. 
 
    “I would, but I cannot remain for long.  A day or two, at most.  The flowers are drinking deep of what magic is left after the faerie have departed.” 
 
    “It is getting a bit thin,” I agreed.  “What are the flowers doing?” 
 
    “If Auberon did not see fit to tell you, I shall not.” 
 
    “That’s fair, I suppose.  Did you stop by for a reason?” 
 
    “Only to greet you, and to pass on a message.” 
 
    “A message?  Who from?  And what is it?” 
 
    “The Lord of Light you face in Karvalen is not the true one.  The first one, the original one, was almost destroyed by the Devourer, but he lives again.  Right now, his worshipers are few, but their number is growing.” 
 
    “I’ve been told, but thank you for confirming it.” 
 
    “Do you wish me to hunt the followers of your old enemy for you?” 
 
    “My old enemy?” 
 
    “He would have hunted the Lords of Night to extinction.” 
 
    I thought about it. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.  But wouldn’t taking sides like that be against the rules?” 
 
    “The first Lord of Light hunted your kind almost to destruction, until the last of them fled through the Gate of Shadows in Zirafel.  That is not proper for a hunt, and hunting is My domain.” 
 
    “Ah.  I do thank you for the offer, truly.  I’m grateful.  But isn’t it possible he’s learned his lesson?” 
 
    The Hunter snorted. 
 
    “And,” I added, “when I break the church of the current Lord of Light, maybe he can make a comeback—and maybe he’ll remember who made it possible.  If he owes me a favor, maybe we can work out a balance.” 
 
    “He may also resent you.  He was never known for his tolerance.” 
 
    “Then, if you’re willing, you, me, Reason, and the Mother of Flame can all look him in the eye and suggest he learn some tolerance.” 
 
    “You have very little respect for the gods,” he observed. 
 
    “Most of them haven’t earned my respect.” 
 
    “Most?” 
 
    “There are a few,” I admitted, and winked.  He chuckled, a rumbling thing that reminded me of cement mixers.  “But on the subject of the other gods, you’ve been around longer than many, right?” 
 
    “Longer than you, yes.  Longer than others?  Perhaps.  Time is a slippery concept when applied to universes that do not treat it in the same way.” 
 
    “But you’ve been around the block a few times, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask you a more serious question?” 
 
    “Are you prepared to be answered?” 
 
    I had to think about that one for a second. 
 
    “No, but I feel the answers will be a net benefit in the long run.” 
 
    “You are learning,” he replied, amused.  “Ask your question.” 
 
    “You act like a god in Karvalen, but you mentioned the shining realms and something about how men think you part of the faerie court.  I don’t understand what you are and how you relate to the things I think of as the gods of Karvalen.  Is it possible to dumb it down enough from my quasi-mortal mind to comprehend?” 
 
    The Hunter was thoughtful, idly rolling his spear in the circle of one hand.  The spearhead flickered madly as it reflected various lights around the estate. 
 
    “You are in a peculiar position,” he stated, still thoughtful.  “You are not truly the Lord of Shadow, nor his avatar, yet…” he trailed off.  “I do not see the harm in telling you what you could discover for yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You will owe me a favor,” he cautioned. 
 
    “One in keeping with this favor,” I agreed. 
 
    “Done.  You know of the many worlds, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There are many that lie adrift in the void between the worlds, single islands of life within the chaos.  There is also this world,” he gestured, taking in our surroundings.  “This one is unique, for it grows.  It splits, it branches.  It is a world-tree, constantly becoming more of itself as long as you must follow the line of Time, like sap through the wood.” 
 
    “Like some sort of Yggdrasil, the world-tree in Norse myth?” 
 
    “It is not so much a myth,” he cautioned, “and Heimdall can see anything he chooses to look at.” 
 
    “Like some sort of Yggdrasil,” I repeated, “the world-tree of the Norse religion?” 
 
    “Better.  Yes, for it is a truth behind the mortals’ understanding.  The other worlds do not branch and fork in their realities, but this one spreads like a jungle canopy.” 
 
    “How does this relate to the gods?” 
 
    “Do you want to ask questions, or do you want me to tell this?” 
 
    “I’ll be quiet,” I promised. 
 
    “Within the other worlds,” he resumed, “attendant planes exist, formed not of matter.  These surround the material islands in polar array.  Life exists there, born of thought and will and power.  These grow, over time, into the things men believe in.  They are different between there than here.  Here, this world has a legion of creatures created when the world was created.  Similar, but not the same.  Perhaps equal in power, but integral to this world.  Men have called them angels, gods, and demons, depending on how they were greeted.  Yet they have less concern with men than the gods of Karvalen, for example, for these angelic things have their own purposes and powers drawn from the many-branched world, itself.” 
 
    “So, just to be clear, let me try and tell you what I think I heard.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “Angels exist in this multitude of worlds and belong here, being created along with it.  The gods of the other worlds grew there after the worlds came to be.  Angels don’t need the belief of men, but the gods do.  Have I got it?” 
 
    “Passably so.” 
 
    “But the current Lord of Light—by title—seems more like an angel than one of the gods, right?” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “He’s feeding on the faith of men, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “How?  Why?” 
 
    The Hunter chuckled. 
 
    “That is far more than one question,” he observed. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s an important chain of questioning.” 
 
    “I agree, but we have spoken enough of such matters.” 
 
    “And you’re going to be all enigmatic and vanish on me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not immediately.  I am going to remind you again:  if you would strike your old enemy, now is the time.  His followers are few in number and he is weak.  Are you certain you do not wish to take this opportunity to see them eradicated?” 
 
    “I’m certain.  And thank you for not fading away suddenly.  That sort of thing is rude and deeply annoys me.” 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “I accord courtesy to all those I respect.  And I anticipated your answer, but I had to be certain.  For a creature of chaos and destruction, you are surprisingly merciful.” 
 
    “Creature of chaos and change,” I corrected.  “Change does not always require destruction.” 
 
    “Does it not?  Perhaps.”  He whistled and the dogs scrabbled out of the house.  One held a dismembered arm in its mouth, greenish flames licking around the jowls. 
 
    “Thank you for hosting our revel,” the Hunter said.  “It has been a pleasure.” 
 
    “And it’s been a pleasure to have you.” 
 
    The Hunter turned without another word and ran off, his pack baying and howling around him, until they vanished into the woods. 
 
    I went into the house and cleaned up.  The dogs made quite a mess. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The Manor, Friday, December 8th, 1939 
 
      
 
    I spent the latter portion of last night cleaning up and cleaning out.  Anachronistic anything went through the closet—messes were acceptable, but futuristic or magical artifacts were not.  This included the semi-portable reactor from the basement. 
 
    They’re gonna need a bigger power line. 
 
    I wondered about the flowers around the fountain, though.  When the King of Faerie says he’s handing out a reward, the one thing you do not do is ignore it.  I don’t know what’s going on with the flowers, but they have a terrible appetite for magic. 
 
    I gathered up the enchanted discs I’d built and took a jog around the property.  At various points, I dug down and buried one, setting them in the proper alignment around the edge of the estate.  Once activated, they would raise twin domes of power over the place.  I didn’t have enough power lying around to simply activate them all, though.  I had to cheat a little. 
 
    Starting with a solar-conversion spell over each of the discs, magical energy would flow into them.  The ones in the outer ring, when they had enough charge, would produce a small, triangular piece of the dome and lock it into the others.  Together, they would slowly build a geodesic dome, bit by bit.  Once completed, it would feed the second set of discs, charging it up until it could activate.  It would form a power containment shield, keeping the magical level inside higher than outside—about halfway between Karvalen’s magical environment and the normal level for this place, if I did it right. 
 
    I watched the thing working, absorbing a trickle of moonlight.  That was in good shape, so I added to it by hand until it fired.  The triangle of force appeared and integrated into the system.  Everything seemed to be on track. 
 
    Back by the fountain, the flowers were still gulping down whatever power they could get.  I added a conversion panel over the fountain area, just because.  I’m sure it has something to do with Trixie, but I don’t dare guess what a fairy king might consider a good idea. 
 
    Then came my least favorite chore:  Clean up the electro-fried mess Trixie made. 
 
    The biggest of the electromagical transformers was fried completely, shorted into a quasi-molten lump.  The current alone couldn’t have done it, so I presume there was some sort of magical feedback loop involved—probably a bloody damned determined pixie who wouldn’t let go of her sword. 
 
    Damn Nazis!  And damn me, while I’m at it, for not thinking!  Shooting down German planes?  What did I think was going to happen?  They would ignore it?  They wouldn’t notice? 
 
    What I did wasn’t thinking at all.  I didn’t plan.  I didn’t anticipate.  I just drew a circle around my spot and destroyed anything that crossed it.  Of course they investigated!  The Germans figured out there was an auto-kill zone in enemy territory.  They had to find out why! 
 
    What I wanted to do was get Firebrand and Bronze, drop in on the German High Command, and see who took over from the charred, crushed remnants.  Then drop in on the new High Command and repeat the process until nobody wanted the job. 
 
    Trouble is, there’s no shortage of power-hungry lunatics who think, “It can’t happen to me.”  I would never run out of people.  It would disrupt the war effort, yes, but the generals in the field would still cause untold amounts of damage.  And what if I did succeed?  What if the latest set of rulers decided to stop the war?  Germany would be a major power, occupying far more area than it should, possessing far more resources.  Yes, I could conceivably stop the war.  And in ten years?  Twenty?  Once they sorted themselves out, would a Nazi Germany truly stop?  Or would they wait, build themselves up, and prepare for the next phase of a global war?  This time with a competent leader, instead of a charismatic madman? 
 
    What would stop them then? 
 
    I’ve listened to Diogenes review the histories of multiple worlds.  In every world where the second world war took place, there had to be a complete victory.  There had to be a crushing defeat.  There had to be a final, definite end.  Without that, it was first world war all over again—the defeat was nothing but a setback to the Axis powers, and every bloody death was in vain. 
 
    Atrocities were committed.  Death, torture, brutalization and barbarism.  It all had to happen, because it’s a key war across countless Earths.  It decided which way the world would swing.  True, there were other decision points afterward, but the second world war was a major event.  In every case where it didn’t decide—forgive me—decisively, it all went to hell in a handcart. 
 
    Reduced to simplest terms, the world had to look into the face of evil, recognize it, acknowledge it, and give it a fistful of freedom and brass knuckles.  Being wishy-washy let it smile and bide its time. 
 
    I feel certain that with six months, a couple of cargo gates, and a little help from me, Diogenes could crush the German army like a tank rolling over a soda can.  They don’t have the technology to detect his stealthier drones.  The things they can detect, he can build too tough to hurt—kind of like shooting a battleship’s armor with a handgun.  You attract a terrible amount of attention and far too much firepower.  The whole German army simply doesn’t have the technology to handle Diogenes in full-on Skynet mode. 
 
    But now I’m thinking.  Dammit.  What happens if I unleash Skynet-level hell on the Axis powers?  True, the Nazi regime goes kaput in record time… and the opportunity for mankind to come face to face with its own evils evaporates. 
 
    It’s hard to see something terrible and still know it’s right.  Not good, no, but right in the sense that it’s necessary.  I hate that. 
 
    This is what it’s like to know the future.  To know how sacrifices made today lead to a better tomorrow.  It may look as though the world is on fire and falling apart, but the good things that are burning are taking bad things with them, and both are allowing something new to grow. 
 
    I hate knowing it.  Millions will die.  Misery will walk like a god across the face of the world.  If I stop it, if I interfere, if I change it… I’ve seen examples of worlds where the war ended quickly and easily, either with Germany regrouping as an intact nation, or with Germany obliterated.  The results are different, but they’re still ugly. 
 
    Is this the nature of humanity?  Does every generation or so need to have a… a… a trial by fire? 
 
    Oh, god.  Is this what it’s like to be a parent?  A real parent, I mean, not the fake version I am.  To see someone young rush toward disaster and not stop them?  Save their life, sure.  Keep them from breaking anything important, yeah.  But let them discover for themselves—to learn the lessons that can’t be told, only taught? 
 
    Sometimes I hate knowing too much.  The rest of the time I hate being ignorant.  I’m ambivalent about the whole thing. 
 
    On the other hand, I can’t sit back and do nothing.  I can’t.  Not after what happened at the school.  Not after Trixie.  Not after Angus Gillespie.  It’s just not in me to let those things go unanswered.   
 
    I hauled out the Diogephone. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Talk to me about armed stealth drones.” 
 
      
 
    Then I was on a motorcycle, scorching the road on the way to London.  They could keep the car and truck.  They weren’t anachronistic and might be useful.  I was sorry I didn’t get around to giving the school all the bicycles it would need, though. 
 
    After a brief stop to body-bag my way through sunrise, I finished my trip and hit London like a litigation blitz.  War or no, the lawyers—the solicitors—were still in business.  Businesses were open, after a fashion.  The city was still a city, working away at being a city with all the machineries of civilization. 
 
    There was enormous paperwork to handle.  Assets needed to be allocated and placed in trust.  A formal charter for a school needed drawing up.  Contracts, pay scales, tuition, fees, exceptions, scholarships—there’s more than just homework in the paper chase of academia.  It’s all about the paper.  Some say civilization is founded on farming, others say it’s the cities that make a civilization.  I’ve always said a good measure of a civilization can be taken by its plumbing.  Maybe all that is true, but the blood of civilization is paper.  Well, it’s really information, but for much of human history, that means paper. 
 
    I despise paperwork.  I’m no lawyer.  I’m not that kind of vampire.  I’ pretty sure I still have a soul. 
 
    Money is often a kind of paper.  I spent piles of it.  I signed almost as many documents. 
 
    As a result, late on Friday afternoon, Applewood Hall was Applewood Academy and a legal entity.  Two trust funds supplied it.  One was a regular fund, paying part of its profits to the running of the school.  The other was more secret, left to grow without withdrawals until it might be needed.  There was a school charter, listed rates of pay, instructions for wartime management, a statement of principles, a method of establishing a supervisory board, requirements for teachers and administrators… 
 
    Aspirin has been around for quite some time.  I was glad of it. 
 
    Yesterday, Angus Gillespie died.  It was also the last day anyone saw the Squire of Applewood Hall.  There are doubtless numerous rumors.  Maybe they’ll think I killed Angus.  There certainly aren’t any Nazi soldiers around to take the blame.  Maybe they’ll remember something of the faerie revel in the yard and wonder.  I have no idea how it works.  All I know is Mrs. Gillespie has a note granting permission to bury him anywhere she likes on the grounds, assuming she doesn’t want to send him home.  I have no doubt he’ll be buried in the garden and that she’ll someday join him there. 
 
    As for the mysterious lord of the manor, I only hope they’ll assume he’s gone with the faeries, wherever it is they went.  In the meantime, they have a new school.  Graves and Blake will sort themselves out, I feel sure.   
 
    I will regret missing Angus’ funeral, though. 
 
    After sunset, it was off to Liverpool and the cargo-shift building.  Diogenes had a prototype stealth combat drone ready. 
 
    “Self-powered?” 
 
    “It recharges through solar power.  The service life should be in excess of five years.” 
 
    “Plenty of time,” I decided.  “How does it stack up against combat aircraft of the period?” 
 
    “It has a higher ceiling, is practically invisible, and can shoot down an enemy airplane at twelve kilometers.” 
 
    “Good.  How does it do as an anti-personnel or anti-armor unit?” 
 
    “Professor, it is not designed for these purposes.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah.  How does it perform?” 
 
    “In simulations, it serves adequately as an anti-armor unit against tanks of the period, but the heavier armor reduces the number of kills before entering a recharge cycle.  Also, due to greater numbers of tanks and personnel, its effectiveness is more limited.” 
 
    “Can it pick out officers on the ground?” 
 
    “No.  However, I can upgrade the sensor package to include enhanced optical reconnaissance.” 
 
    “Good.  Send this one up and let it patrol the Channel.  Any Axis aircraft with a jet engine, blow it out of the sky.” 
 
    “What should they do regarding prop-driven aircraft?” 
 
    “Not a thing.  Assuming the Germans catch on and start using their older designs, the Brits can handle those.” 
 
    “As you say, Professor.” 
 
    “The next two drones can sweep over Europe picking off Axis officers and sergeants.  Put another drone on resource destruction duty—hunt down and destroy things like fuel depots, ammo plants, train engines, and the like.  Anything giving off a radiation signature needs to be hit hard.” 
 
    “The drones are incapable of winning the war, Professor.  Ground forces will be required.” 
 
    “We’re not going to win the war.  We’re going to put a thumb on the scales of the war, tipping it in the Allies’ favor.  They’ll still have to fight.  They’ll still have to sacrifice.  They’ll still have to man up, look evil in the face, and spit.  But they will kick the teeth out of those uncivilized Evolutionsbremse even if I have to come back here and run Firebrand through Goering’s guts.  I’m taking the assault on the school personally, Diogenes.” 
 
    “I have noticed, Professor.  With the addition of the combat drones, if the rest of the war goes according to the most common schedule, the probability of Allied military victory approaches unity.” 
 
    “Good.  Keep an eye on the place and let me know if things don’t go our way.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Thursday, October 30th, 1969 
 
      
 
    Mary has almost everything wrapped up and ready to go.  I signed a stack of papers and helped her mail them off.  Diogenes has finished transferring most of the bulkier goods through the cargo shifters.  We won’t account for every dollar, but, all things considered, the place turned us a profit on resources.  We should be gone forever come the weekend. 
 
    On the other hand, it’s Halloween tomorrow night. 
 
    I admit it.  I have a weakness for dressing up on Halloween.  I was deprived as a child.  Sue me. 
 
    The reason I gave for staying in Flintridge wasn’t Halloween, however.  I promised Ted I’d get him a better grade of vampire detector—Boojum-type vampires, anyway.  I bought a pocket telescope and got to work on it.  Mary, meanwhile, followed up on the phone number they gave her after the vampire kidnapping.  It wasn’t Ted’s number, but the people on the other end knew his number and were willing to give it to her.  After that, it was only a matter of tracing down the new address.  There are good points to being in the pre-cellular age. 
 
      
 
    Once the sun went down, Bronze occupied another rental car—a metallic-blue Chevy Camaro, vintage 1968.  She revved it a bit, flipped up the headlight covers, and settled into a low rumble.  She liked it, therefore I liked it.  Someone had kept the body and interior in good shape, but the engine had a few problems.  Bronze started repairing it and I fed her my power crystal to hasten the process. 
 
    “Problem?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Rings and valves, mostly.  A little bit of transmission.” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it.  It’s a lovely car, Bronze approves, but the rental place probably bought it from someone who didn’t treat it well.  It’ll be fine in an hour.” 
 
    Bronze rumbled. 
 
    “But the mileage is going to be awful for the first tank of gas,” I added.  “Let’s go fill her up.” 
 
    We stowed everything in the trunk and Bronze roared off down the road.  With a hundred miles of metallic regeneration behind us—and two tanks of gas, not just one—Mary gave us directions to Ted’s new place.  I felt a little superfluous, sitting behind the wheel and not touching anything.  We need someone sitting in the driver’s seat for appearances, but if you’re not doing the driving, the pedals and the wheel are kind of inconvenient.  Maybe next time we’ll get a car with tinted windows.  That might work out. 
 
    Bronze parked at the curb in front of Ted’s new house.  Mary started to get out, but I stopped her. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m thinking.” 
 
    “It happens.” 
 
    “Quite a lot, actually.  Why did Ted pack up his family and move?” 
 
    “Because his house was identified.  He can’t raise a family in a target.  No matter what charms he’s got on the place, someone’s going to do something awful.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?  Afraid we’re going to lead the Boojums to his door?” 
 
    “No, we’ve all got the full cloaking package running.  I doubt anything can find us at the moment, even things actively hunting us.” 
 
    “So?  Where’s the problem?” 
 
    “We’re the problem.  If I go knock on his door, he’ll have to deal with his wife.  I’m a vampire and he’ll know I know where he lives.  Then he’ll have to pack up and move again and that’ll make his wife want to kill him.” 
 
    “Ah.  Feeling a bit of sympathy for the husband?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.  Could be I’ve been thinking about how you would react.  Shop for a house, pick one, do paperwork, box up everything, hire a moving van, haul it all, sort it into the various rooms, start unpacking, and immediately have to do it all over again.” 
 
    Mary nodded along at each step, right up to the last one. 
 
    “Ow.” 
 
    “Ah, you see my point.” 
 
    “I think so.  What’s the solution?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking about.” 
 
    “Think while we move.  If you want to be inconspicuous, we shouldn’t park in front of their place.” 
 
    Bronze dropped into gear and gently drove away, cruising while I considered. 
 
    “Okay, I have a few ideas.” 
 
    “Hit me,” Mary said. 
 
    “Not now.” 
 
    “Later, then, when we have more room.  What’re your ideas?” 
 
    “I could drop off the package along with an apology for forcing them to relocate again, as well as a pile of money or valuables to make it easier.  They’d still move, but at least it wouldn’t be a major financial burden.” 
 
    “Sounds fair.” 
 
    “Thing is, they’d have to wonder how I found them.  It won’t do their peace of mind any good.” 
 
    “And you’re so big into making hunters feel safe.” 
 
    “It’s not that.  Ted was… well, originally, Ted was a pain in the keister.  He still doesn’t like me, but I think he respects me.  He got to observe the religious zealots up close.  I think he saw a little of his own attitude—taken to an even greater extreme—and didn’t like it.  He even warned me about the ambush in the facility.  Not because he disagreed with it, in principle, but because—I think—he keeps his word.  We had a bargain, a deal, a trade.  The zealots wouldn’t hold to it, and he felt bad about it.” 
 
    “So you feel bad about making his life harder than it is.” 
 
    “I guess,” I shrugged.  “Maybe it’s a feeling that such behavior should be rewarded.” 
 
    “Fine.  Got any other ideas?” 
 
    “I could go to the Cosmo and ask for Ted.” 
 
    “You do know people there will detect you as a vampire, right?” 
 
    “Not if I do it during the day.” 
 
    “And they’ll want to discuss with you at length why you want to talk to one of their secret operatives, right?” 
 
    “Ah… yes, they will, won’t they?” 
 
    “Next idea.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I guess I could box up the Spyglass of Vampire Observation and simply drop it off at the Cosmo, with Theodore’s name on it.  He’d get it eventually, I suppose.” 
 
    “I like this idea better.  It’ll make the Cosmo’s secret society of vampire hunting hooligans nervous, though.” 
 
    “I don’t care about their peace of mind.” 
 
    “Oh.  Then, by all means, let’s go find a box.  Want to mail it or drop it off?” 
 
    “Trust a delicate scientific instrument to the postal service?” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
      
 
    Dropping off a package at the Cosmo was surprisingly simple.  I went up to the desk clerk, handed over the box, made sure he understood it was for one Theodore Reynolds—care of Lorenzo Castiglione—and walked back out. 
 
    Nobody tried to jump me.  It was almost disappointing.  Then again, I didn’t completely expect them to.  How many vampires brazenly walk into the place?  Neither side is interested in making a scene.  True, someone did try to follow us, but we pulled into an all-night gas station, got out, and waved at him.  I could see the look on his face as he realized a fundamental truth:  Discretion was the better part of survival.  He drove away.  We cruised around for a bit, but spotted no other tails. 
 
    These people need to up their game if they’re taking on vampires.  Could they simply not know enough?  I mean, stakes, yeah.  Beheading, yeah.  Sunlight, yeah.  But do they know anything more than that?  I’m guessing they don’t.  If they did have an extensive understanding of their enemy, they wouldn’t have wanted to take one apart so badly. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I jerked out of my reverie at Mary’s sharp word. 
 
    “What?  What?” I demanded, looking around.  We were cruising through some low-rent district with nothing exceptional in sight.  Bronze was startled, as well.  We both directed our attention to Mary. 
 
    “Whatever it is you’re thinking, no.  I’ve seen that look on your face before.  It’s a terrible idea.” 
 
    “You can tell my terrible ideas just from the look on my face?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I wanted to hand her a snap answer and couldn’t find one.  She might be able to do it. 
 
    “Don’t you even want to know what it is?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I was thinking of helping the Reynolds family learn more about vampires.  They could do a better job of hunting Boojums if they were better informed.” 
 
    “Good to know.  Now forget it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Let me think a moment.  They’ll never fully trust you and may give you away—by accident, perhaps—to other vampire hunters.  The Boojum may notice when its minions get slaughtered en masse, which will attract its attention—either to you or to them or to both.  Assuming you deal with the Boojum-vamps, do you branch out to other species?  Assuming this world has other species.  Just because we haven’t noticed them doesn’t mean they aren’t around.  Are you going to catalogue them all with the help of the vampire hunting club that wants you exterminated?” 
 
    “You raise disturbingly good points.” 
 
    “Just pointing out how bad your idea is.  They’ve been coping fairly well without you for the history of the world.  Don’t spoil it.  You’ve already given them extra information and some handy tools.  Know when to quit.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” I grumbled.  “Can we still stick around for Halloween?” 
 
    “Yes, provided we’re a long way from here.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    Oregon isn’t exactly the fun capitol of the world, but it’s a long way from Los Angeles and Las Vegas.  Far enough away, at any rate, to satisfy Mary.  Portland is the major city; it’s about sixteen hours away from Las Vegas when you drive like a law-abiding citizen.  It’s much quicker to let Bronze run the whole way with body bags for sunset and the occasional pit stop for gas. 
 
    I’m certain we passed some policemen sitting in speed traps.  Why they didn’t hit their lights and chase us, I’m not certain.  Bronze didn’t try to explain, but I had a distinct feeling of smugness from her.  I chose not to pursue that line of inquiry.  She’d just outrun it, anyway. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Friday, October 31st, 1969 
 
      
 
    We arrived in time for lunch at a couple of diners, then found a hotel.  The concierge was quite helpful in our quest to locate a Halloween party or three.  I avoided costume contests, since it’s hardly fair to participate.  Aside from the opportunity to go full vampire without anyone screaming, I like seeing what other people have done. 
 
    We gatecrashed a couple of sizable parties on the strength of our costumes.  The first party, Mary didn’t care for.  Not enough costume effort, not enough entertaining conversation.  The second one, I didn’t like.  Too loud, too crowded.  But the third party was fit for the littlest bear—just right. 
 
    Their venue started life as a warehouse by the river, was converted to a stage theater, then reconverted into an events establishment—weddings, formal dinners, that kind of thing.  The decorations were mediocre, but they didn’t require an invitation.  Food and drink were for sale inside, but there was no cover charge for those in costume. 
 
    I liked it.  It had, for me, a very retro feel.  The music was a combination of live musicians and someone playing actual vinyl records—a disc jockey in the original sense of the term.  It wasn’t as loud as I expected, either.  I didn’t have to enspell my ears to dial everything down.  I think it helped that the lighting was low-key and the only flashy thing in the room was the disco ball. 
 
    The costumes were more interesting.  These weren’t off-the-shelf, generic costumes.  People put something together rather than buy a kit.  Frankenstein’s monster was quite impressive, with high-rise shoes and extra shoulder padding.  He reminded me of Herman Munster.  Most of the vampiresses were themed on Morticia Addams.  The Mummy struck me as more Accident Victim than ancient corpse, but the Egyptian-themed jewelry sold the costume.  Besides, his date was an actual accident victim, on crutches, with a cast on her leg.  The additional bandages and fake blood turned it all into a good outfit.  There were angels of various degrees of authenticity and origin, a few devils and demons of the reddish variety, a couple of Greeks, a couple of Romans, a smattering of Olympian deities, and one Statue of Liberty. 
 
    Note for anyone thinking of trying a Statue of Liberty costume:  Be tall.  The spiky hat is a hazard. 
 
    Our own outfits were both complimented and lightly criticized.  Mary was a lovely ballgown-wearing Countess Elizabeth Báthory to my medieval Dracula.  Firebrand got lots of compliments, especially since the dragon-headed pommel was entirely appropriate for Vlad Dracul.  Our “makeup” was also universally admired, although the most common question was why I chose to have dark grey skin. 
 
    “Everybody knows vampires are medieval metaphors for disease, being all pale and thin, but if they did exist, would a nighttime predator show up well in the dark?” 
 
    Most people nodded thoughtfully and went with it. 
 
    The other complaint, if I can call it that, was from a couple of the more Dracula-literate.  They pointed out I lacked the proper crest of the House Dracul.  I agreed and sighed heavily, bemoaning the difficulties of finding a decent embroidery shop. 
 
    It was all friendly, however, much to my delight and surprise.  Nobody told me we were dressed “wrong.”  It was always, “Say, you know what would make it even more authentic?” or, “Have you ever considered…?” 
 
    Was cosplay a thing in 1969?  I don’t know, but it seemed to be on this world.  Plus, I liked these people.  It makes me want to try our outfits out at Comic-Con or some other major modern cosplay event.  Maybe with a little more preparation, though.  I mean, the fangs and the eyes are good, but the clothes make it work. 
 
    Strangely enough, what made me popular was a stupid bar trick. 
 
    A nice lady was having trouble opening a can of beer.  Her nails were long and it was awkward.  Her date was juggling both their plates and a beer of his own, so I took it from her, used one thumbnail like a church key, and punched out two holes on opposite sides of the can’s top.  She accepted the beer when I handed it back and her date laughed aloud, a whoop of delight, and asked me to do it again. 
 
    Mary pointedly failed to rescue me from the gathering crowd.  She stood off to the side and smirked. 
 
    I could have done it all night, of course, but eventually pleaded tiredness and aching thumbnails.  Guys, I don’t usually do this more than once or twice an hour.  Gimme a break… 
 
    Eventually, I rejoined Mary and we sat at a little, two-person table near the bar. 
 
    “Thanks for the rescue.” 
 
    “You managed.  It wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Good.  By the way, did you notice the nonhumans in the crowd?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted, quietly, “but I’m not sure what all of them are.” 
 
    “I’ve spotted the two other vampires, but no Boojums.  You were right.  There are others in this world.” 
 
    “Any idea what species they are?” 
 
    “Nope.  He’s a pretty good Elvis, but her Marilyn needs work.  Did you see that wig?” 
 
    “Now, now.  She’s got the legs for it.” 
 
    “And she keeps showing them off in that skirt.” 
 
    “You sound jealous.” 
 
    “I am not!” Mary snapped, then paused.  “Do I?” 
 
    “You can’t show off your legs in that gown,” I pointed out.  “On the other hand, you have more places to hide weapons, a better figure, and hair that doesn’t need to be pinned on.” 
 
    “All good points,” she agreed, leaning over to snuggle up to my arm.  “I guess I was comparing myself to her.” 
 
    “I wasn’t.  There is no comparison.” 
 
    Mary continued to snuggle up to my arm as we wandered around.  There were two other unusual spots. 
 
    “There,” she indicated with a nod of her head, “and there.” 
 
    I looked them over while pretending to sip a drink.  Both were men, standing at the bar—no stools here—dressed in matching lumberjack-werewolf outfits.  I wondered how much of the hair was built-in.  They were busy drinking, as though trying to drain the bar, and generally being loud.  They were hard not to notice. 
 
    On another level, they were equally hard to ignore.  Their spirits glowed brighter than usual, as though someone screwed a hundred-watt bulb into a forty-watt lamp.  They also had an odor, almost a musk, strong enough for us to pick out in a room full of people, booze, and excessive makeup. 
 
    “Werewolves?” I asked.  “It goes with their outfits.” 
 
    “Could be.  Never met one.” 
 
    “Me, either.  I think I saw one once, in passing.  Do we get along?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do vampires and werewolves get along?  Is there a history?  Or is it a case by case basis?” 
 
    “I have no idea.  They’re not making trouble and there are four vampires—us and the other two—here in the room.” 
 
    “Can they tell?” 
 
    “I’d guess all of them have a keen sense of smell and no desire to spoil the party.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Probably.  Go on.” 
 
    “I’d suppose it’s an individual thing, unless werewolves have some sort of racial grudge.  I wouldn’t think we come into contact too much, though.  They would prefer rural areas, wouldn’t they?  Vampires need more people around, so we would be city dwellers.  It’s all about the prey.  If they are werewolves, though, they’re out of their territory.” 
 
    “Or we’re in theirs,” I countered. 
 
    “Wouldn’t they have said something?” Mary asked, cocking her head. 
 
    “I’d think so, if they have territorial instincts.  I guess it depends on whether they think of us as competition.  Maybe they don’t care.  We don’t eat the bodies, just drain them.  It could work out as a partnership.  Besides, they look more interested in drinking and dancing than in pouncing.” 
 
    “Do we ask?” 
 
    “Nope.  We mind our own business.”  At her disappointed expression, I added, “If they speak to us, we can try to be friendly and agreeable.  I don’t know what a werewolf can do.  I don’t want to find out they grow to Sasquatch size and take heads off in a single bite.” 
 
    “That’s a disturbing thought.  Okay.  How about you pretend to dance with me?” 
 
    “Madam, I would be delighted to enjoy your dance while I shuffle around the floor.” 
 
    “Charmer.” 
 
    I wasn’t kidding.  Mary dances.  I don’t.  I do try, and it helps that our intertwined tendrils give us a psychic connection.  I never interfere with her movements and I’m always there to support her.  She dances.  I’m a mobile prop, pole, and ballet bar.  It works out. 
 
    We took another table—our previous table was occupied—and pretended to enjoy our drinks. 
 
    “I want to go talk to the werewolves,” Mary decided. 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Spoilsport.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to keep me out of trouble.  You go ahead.” 
 
    “You’re not trying to keep me out of trouble?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to sweep the ocean off the beach, either.  I’ll be here if you need me, though.” 
 
    “You’re sweet,” she told me.  She kissed me on the cheek and glided over to the bar and the faux lumberjacks.  The conversation went surprisingly well.  They leered rather more than was polite, but they also smiled and laughed a lot.  Eventually, Mary returned to our table, wearing an amused expression. 
 
    “No blood,” I observed. 
 
    “They’re quite charming, in a rustic, down-to-earth way.  They were surprised I wanted to talk to them, being a dead person and all.” 
 
    “So, are they werewolves?” 
 
    “Yes.  Not bad people, all things considered.  They don’t much care for undead, but humans are the same way.  These two are only here to have a good time, like us.” 
 
    “That sounds remarkably reasonable.” 
 
    “Sadly, yes.  No adventure there, unless we’re still here tomorrow.  These two enjoy the Halloween opportunity too much to spoil it.” 
 
    “Poor sweetheart.  Do you want to try and tango?” 
 
    “I’ll manage.  Will you?” 
 
    “If you help.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Friday, October 31st, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Yes, it’s Halloween again.  It’s always Halloween somewhere.  There are millions of worlds in the catalog, so the odds are good I can find an October 31st whenever I want one. 
 
    There isn’t much fun in Apocalyptica on Halloween.  The villages don’t go in for it and the residence silos need more people to make it worthwhile.  I suppose I could conjure up spirits or have Diogenes build a holographic haunted house, but it’s not the same. 
 
    I’ve been waiting for the Karvalen fleet to get its act together.  Apparently, it takes not only more time and effort to call up an army than I thought, but a lot more time and effort.  Fortunately, we’re done with Flintridge, so I don’t have many things demanding my attention.  I’ve goofed off a bit with my shift-booths and scrying mirrors, catching up on things without ever leaving the closet. 
 
    The Manor is one of them.  It seems to be chugging along just fine as a school.  There has been plenty of unusual traffic to and from, but the kids are still there and classes continue.  There have been police, some military, and quite a few civilians, but nobody’s shut the place down.  It’ll do.  I doubt I’m going to put in an appearance again. 
 
    Flintridge is also going well.  Sitting in the garage one afternoon, I tracked the spyglass and observed Ted using it to get bearings on a soulless bloodsucker.  It works by blanking out everything from view, leaving only a generic, undifferentiated whiteness.  The signature of the Boojum shows up as a humanoid black spot.  Ted mounted the spyglass on a surveyor’s tripod and, judging from the backpack radio-phone in the car, they were triangulating on a target. 
 
    I shouldn’t worry about them so much.  They were killing the things before I ever found out what spawned them. 
 
    Foothold is also a going concern.  Diogenes feels confident in his ability to switch our base of operations to Foothold without trouble.  We’re still focused on renovating Apocalyptica, but if Mary and I dive through a portal a half-second ahead of the Sun going nova, we’ll regard it as a setback, not necessarily a problem. 
 
    It helps that Diogenes keeps disconnecting from the Foothold universe.  He checks in and resyncs with it every twelve hours in Apocalyptica, but sometimes Foothold timeslips.  At worst, it makes no progress, but it can potentially leapfrog ahead by days, months, or years.  At the moment, it’s about six weeks ahead of schedule. 
 
    I also did something I should have done a long time ago.  I cranked up a scrying mirror and took a peek at the Moon. 
 
    There’s not a lot to see.  I mean, it’s pretty, in a black-and-white fashion.  It’s stark and barren and has heavy contrast.  But it’s, well… rocks, mostly.  Which is fine if you’re into airless wastelands with pale dust and harsh lighting, but it’s a niche market, not much of an advertisement for tourism.  It took a while to locate anything habitable.  Diogenes had to help me with a holographic map while I zoomed in and out. 
 
    The most obvious thing about the Moon is the Equatorial Highway.  I don’t know if that’s what they call it, but it seems like a good name.  A close-up examination of the thing revealed it to be exactly that:  A long strip of concrete pavement running all the way around the Moon.  It wasn’t there for frivolous reasons, though.  Running alongside the highway was a strip of solar panels on tracking mounts.  True, half of them would always be in shadow during the lunar night, but half would always be in sunlight, unfiltered by atmosphere. 
 
    Quick back-of-the-envelope calculation.  The equator of the Moon is about eleven thousand kilometers.  That’s as long as a highway stretching, roughly, from Cape Town to Anchorage.  Fortunately, the Moon doesn’t have any large bodies of water in the way.  If they have a row of solar panels one meter wide, that’s eleven thousand kilometers… eleven million meters… eleven million square meters of solar panels.  Half of them are in the dark, so only five and a half million are active at a time.  The occasional eclipse might be a problem, but those are predictable. 
 
    They didn’t stop with one row.  There are several linear arrays along either side of the highway.  Zipping along the highway with a scrying sensor showed me several moon vehicles on the highway, carrying loads of cargo.  A few were stopped in the parking lane, on the night half of the Moon.  These were the transports for space-suited figures doing maintenance on the arrays and adding more panels.  I envied them their ease of power production.  There are good points to living on the Moon. 
 
    I wondered again how living on the Moon might affect me.  The sunlit periods are about fourteen days long.  Sunrise and sunset might last—for me—up to seven hours.  Of course, all the housing has to be underground to protect against radiation hazards, so direct sunlight isn’t my first concern.  Seven hours of shakes and sweats and painful tingling during a slow, agonizing transformation… that’s my main concern.  It’s better than being suddenly slammed from night to day and catapulting from dead to alive, I suppose, but I strongly doubt I’d enjoy it. 
 
    I’ll stick to planets with sane rotational periods. 
 
    I continued to look around, tracking my way to one of their habitat areas.  It didn’t look like much on the surface.  I’ve seen municipal airports with more impressive setups.  There was a concrete—Moon-crete?—landing field for spacecraft, several dish antennae, a couple of telescopes, and a couple of domes with thick layers of lunar dirt.  The domes were mostly for cargo vehicles.  I didn’t see any person-sized vehicles.  The domes could also double as jumbo airlocks, but I doubted they used them much.  Most of the traffic went through smaller, more human-sized airlocks. 
 
    My sensor went right through the airlock doors, front and back, down a ramp, through two sets of emergency doors, and into the actual habitat. 
 
    Okay, once you get under the skin, things get a lot more interesting. 
 
    The corridors are large, both wide and high.  There’s easily enough room for the electric go-carts and pedestrians.  People bustle about in their jumpsuits, going wherever people go, doing whatever people do.  They seemed mostly normal to me.  Suspiciously so.  They made me think of a bunch of actors playing the part of lunar colonists in some late 70’s, made-for-TV sci-fi movie.  It made me worry about forced eugenics programs and the possible sterilization of “undesirables.” 
 
    From a human rights standpoint, that’s unacceptable.  From a survival standpoint… well, it’s the Moon.  I’m not saying it’s a good thing, but it could be the right thing if conditions were brutal enough.  I just hoped I wasn’t dealing with a culture that examined babies for defects and flushed “inferior” ones into the hydroponics farms. 
 
    Another oddity—perhaps—was the strange ethnicity of the lunar people.  There were no characteristically “white” or “black,” “Asian” or “Indian.”  Their features were an amalgam of many races, blended together and averaged out.  Oh, people had distinguishing characteristics—his nose is bigger than the other guy’s, her hair is a bright red while the other one has brown, all that—but most of the regional extremes found on Earth were blunted to the point of homogenization. 
 
    I’m not sure it’s an improvement.  The people look somewhat generic, at least to me.  Then again, it’s got to be difficult to be racist in such a society, so there’s that. 
 
    The jumpsuits also added to the low-budget sci-fi feel.  They were obviously uniforms, with names, numbers, and insignia on the shoulders, chest, and back.  They were form-fitting and had some sort of attachment points at neck and wrists.  I suspected they were either vacuum suits in their own right or undergarments for use with larger, bulkier vacuum suits.  Either the people were constantly ready for a major breach or they simply didn’t wear anything else.  Maybe they didn’t have the resources to waste on a fashion industry. 
 
    Everything of importance was underground.  Housing, hydroponics, work and play areas, all of it.  At least their standard of living was high.  Food was abundant and possibly free.  People went up to a machine, inserted an ID card, punched order buttons, and a tray emerged.  Everyone had at least a bedroom and bathroom to call their own, too.  I don’t know if that’s normal.  The outpost I searched through might be a military installation, not a city.  I don’t know how their society is set up. 
 
    I saw no children, which also made me wonder if the habitat I found was a military installation of some sort.  Then I recalled something about raising children in simulated gravity.  It’s bad for a child to grow up in low gravity.  It causes all sorts of health problems.  Given the relatively normal appearance of the Lunar inhabitants, they must have grown to maturity under gravity.  On the Moon?  Doubtful. 
 
    I searched for a space habitat.  Diogenes already knew where they were, but I had a harder time zeroing in with a scrying spell.  If I’d had something to work with, some sample of it, even a person who grew up in it, I might have hit it and looked around.  As it was, I gave up.  People don’t often comprehend how hard it can be to locate something as small as a space station in a few million cubic miles of space.  Diogenes has radar, telescopes, and inhuman levels of precision.  I have eyeballs—albeit good ones—and a vague notion of “over there.” 
 
    Maybe some other time. 
 
    I still wonder, though, about their social and political setup.  Are they a military dictatorship?  Do they have a civil authority?  Is El General also El Presidente?  I don’t know.  I’ve only seen one town.  I haven’t had enough of a look to tell.  I don’t even know if the habitat is a small town or a bustling lunar metropolis. 
 
    Farther afield, our probe gates checked over a number of other worlds, nailing down the Boojum vampire presence.  Sadly, they’re only nailed down in a metaphorical sense, not a literal one.  None of the worlds in question has an overwhelming number of such vampires.  I think they’re deliberately keeping a low profile to avoid both human hunters and supernatural backlash.  I certainly would.  I mean, it’s one thing to wear a cloaking spell to hide you from the notice of celestial Things.  It’s quite another thing to stand there, look one in the eye, and deny your own existence. 
 
    Everything I’ve seen these angelic Things do leads me to believe they directly manipulate reality in some fashion.  It’s just a working hypothesis until I can analyze it more carefully, but, if it’s true, it’s possible an angelic Thing can deny your existence and make it stick. 
 
    I don’t intend to find out. 
 
    What I do intend to find out is more about the military force in the kingdoms of H’zhad’Eyn, Praeteyn, and Ynar.  I did some preliminary looking from the relative safety of the Temple of Shadow in Karvalen—I didn’t even leave the shift-booth.  Just eyeballing the cities of those kingdoms doesn’t give me numbers, but it does reassure me regarding their preparations for a war.  Sort of. 
 
    Siege engines take time to build.  They haven’t.  Taken as a whole, they do have infantry, and lots of it.  They can also field comparable numbers of cavalry.  I suspect Karvalen will be outnumbered, overall, but we should be by far the better equipped.  I’m tempted to say we might even fall a little short in the magician and wizard department, mostly because the citizens of the enemy kingdoms all live in a slightly higher-magic environment, but I don’t know how they teach their magic-workers.  On the other hand, for the past couple of generations we’ve had people attending wizard school.  It might even out. 
 
    I don’t know how to call this.  In a straight-up war, I don’t know where to put money. 
 
    On the upside, the fleet has assembled at Carrillon, Tolcaren, Maran, Formia, and Baret—most of the cities on the southern coast.  The muster is going well, and, from what I can see, the people of the Dragon’s Teeth aren’t making any special preparations for it.  Maybe Lissette’s negotiations will see the fleet safely through the Straits of the Fang Rocks. 
 
    It’s not even my war and I’m nervous about it. 
 
    That’s when I decided to take the day off.  I can’t—or shouldn’t—watch over everything and everyone.  It’s no fun for me and is probably rude and offensive to them.  Nuts to this, I decided.  I’m done. 
 
    Mary, busy with her own larcenous hobbies, elected to remain in the residence.  Bronze occupied her statue, I fetched Firebrand from the furnace, and we went for a run.  It turned into a hunt for mutant elephants—Diogenes directed me toward a clan of the things growing beyond its foraging range and encroaching on one of the settlements. 
 
    I’m not overly fond of the things.  They’re not as intelligent as a human, but they’re as smart as a good dog.  They should be able to learn not to approach humans or human territory, but they don’t.  Or they won’t.  Maybe it’s a territorial instinct.  Maybe it’s an apex-predator thing.  Maybe their mutant evolution included bloody-minded stubbornness at the genetic level. 
 
    It can be a survival trait.  If they don’t overcome it in regard to human beings, it won’t be. 
 
      
 
    I stood in the middle of the herd and waited.  Blood crawled to me from every corpse, slithering and snaking its way through my clothes to soak into my skin.  One shoulderblade made a deep popping sound as it clicked back into position.  On the left side, my upper arm and two ribs finished knitting themselves back together.  I shrugged, rolled my head back and forth, and stretched.  Good to go. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Thanks. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    I’ve been wanting to have a good fight forever. 
 
    “You’re quite welcome.  It did feel good, I admit.” 
 
    You spend too much time being a wizard, Firebrand informed me.  You’re a killing engine.  You need to get out more. 
 
    “Maybe.  And maybe that’s what I am.  Doesn’t mean it’s what I want to be.” 
 
    I contemplated the hills of warm meat.  A metallic Bronze nosed at one, sniffing it as though considering a bite.  She finally tossed her head and decided against it.  If she’d been in the body of a Black, it would have been a different story. 
 
    I had to admit, getting into a stand-up fight with a bunch of hostile, dangerous animals was refreshing.  It was different, certainly, and isn’t that the key to any experience?  The contrast?  Novelty?  Maybe I have spent too much time in the lab, making shift-booths, conversion panels, Boojum-finders, whatever.  When I do get into a fight, it’s usually with vampire hunters—a very different type of combat.  This was a straight-up, no holds barred slaughter. 
 
    I enjoyed it thoroughly.  I’m sure that should worry me, but it doesn’t.  There was a time when not worrying about it would worry me, and before that, a time when enjoying it would worry me.  I guess we all change over time, and I have all the time in the world in which to change. 
 
    I sat down on a pile of dead elephant and stuck Firebrand into it beside me. 
 
    Whatcha thinkin’ about, boss? 
 
    “You can’t tell?” 
 
    I don’t want to go to that much effort.  Reading your mind isn’t hard.  It’s loud enough to hear a long way off.  Making sense of the blast furnace roar is another story. 
 
    “Ah.  You mentioned something about this.” 
 
    Yep.  So, thoughts? 
 
    “I’m thinking about joining in the war effort.” 
 
    I don’t want to sound overeager… Firebrand began. 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    Jerk.  When do we leave? 
 
    “I don’t know.  I think I want to see how the fleet does.  Going through the Strait of the Fang Rocks will be tricky.  They pretty much have to sail through in single file.  If they get past that, they should be able to land anywhere they like.  Once this turns into a straight-up land war, I’m thinking you, me, and Bronze may pay a visit to the army and see what we can do.” 
 
    They’ll tell you not to go out there, Firebrand stated, positively.  You’re the King, remember?  No front line for you. 
 
    “I’m the Demon King,” I replied, “and they’ll let me do anything I damn well please.” 
 
    I begin to see why Mary likes you so much, Boss.  You talk sexy. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Bronze nosed my shoulder and I scratched under her chin.  She was perfectly willing to participate in a land war.  Naval actions, not so much.  I agreed wordlessly. 
 
    I saddled up and we headed back to Denver. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Wednesday, March 14th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    The Demon King is in residence in the Palace of Karvalen.  There’s a flag at the upper courtyard gate with my crest on it, flapping in the wind.  You’d think when Bronze—excuse me, a resurrected Bronze—goes trotting into the dragon-mouth of the Kingsway, hooves chiming like deep-voiced bells, carrying a rider all in black to the top of the mountain, people would feel adequately informed.  But no, they seem to feel a formal observance is in order.  I try not to argue with them too much, just let them do their ceremonial thing as long as I can comfortably ignore it. 
 
    I’ve been spending time with my sand table, both using it and modifying it.  It displays wonderfully clear sand sculpture in vivid color, but now it also displays a sort of false-color image of the Boojum’s characteristic signature.  It’s like a thermal camera in some ways.  A cloud of colored sand surrounds or permeates areas like a foggy halo if they have such a signature, with the color signifying the intensity of the signature. 
 
    Once I had the Boojum detector wired into the sand table, I started a methodical search of the southern kingdoms.  There might be a thousand places where Lissette’s troops could encounter military resistance, but she made it clear they were her troops and her war.  My concern was what sort of quasi-divine surprises might be waiting for them. 
 
    Strangely enough, not much.  There were temples to the Lord of Light, of course.  There were even a few priests with the appropriate aura.  For the most part, though, there wasn’t much to be found, which confused me at first.  Then it hit me. 
 
    The aura—the fingerprint—of the Boojum is caused by it reaching out and touching something.  The vast majority of people still think they’re worshipping the Lord of Light.  They send out their energies of prayer and faith toward an inadequately-defined deity.  They don’t have a detailed signature.  They don’t have an exact frequency.  They broadcast on a fairly narrow band, but one wide enough to also hit the current holder of the title. 
 
    Maybe that’s why the original is feeling strong enough to make a comeback.  Did their ongoing power projection reconstitute him from the original signature on the energy plane, much like my altar ego was formed?  Or was he not entirely destroyed by the Devourer in the first place?  Either way, it would seem old gods die hard. 
 
    If a god gets killed, can it be resurrected by the faith of its followers?  I suspect so.  I mean, how do you kill an idea? 
 
    The places with a Boojum signature are people or things where the Boojum has done something, exerted itself, utilized its power.  Temples, obviously.  Holy ground is a vital part of any religion.  They’re the kitchens of the gods, where most of the food is prepared.  There may also be some objects specifically empowered by the Boojum, but those are probably in the temples.  There just aren’t that many people who have had personal contact with the current Lord of Light. 
 
    If he’s still restricted by the other local gods, good.  Maybe we won’t have fire from the heavens and pillars of salt during the war. 
 
    Crap.  That reminds me.  He’s still slowly feeding on other universes while viciously sucking up power in this one. 
 
    Okay, decision time.  Do I focus on stopping him here, or do I focus on stopping him in other universes?  If I focus on stopping him in Karvalen, he’ll have all the power drawn from other sources to use.  If I focus on cutting off the flow from other universes, it’ll take more time, but it will limit him to local resources and make him easier—eventually—to defeat. 
 
    I decided to focus on cleaning up Karvalen.  Going on vampire hunts in other universes would probably be easier, but there was a time factor.  The Boojum was, as far as I could tell, grabbing for whatever he could get, not farming for the future.  If he’s trying to get whatever he can, as quickly as he can, maybe we could make it unreasonably difficult.  There has to be a break-even point where the effort of maintaining his connection and control is as expensive as the power gained from it.  If we can push him past that point, he’ll be losing power.  This world will become a bad investment.  Moreover, there are other energy-state beings who are restricting him, making Karvalen an annoying place to be in the first place.  I doubt he’s pleased to be there. 
 
    I feel better about this.  I don’t have to kill him, just make staying so troublesome he leaves. 
 
    I feel better.  That doesn’t mean I feel good about it. 
 
    Adding to my list of things to feel not entirely good about was the lack of military preparations.  Cities almost always have a wall somewhere.  Depending on the nature of the kingdom and the surrounding states, it may be almost entirely enclosed by wall or have a central area within the wall and an urban sprawl outside it.  Coastal towns—at least, in this world—are almost always entirely walled, since you never know who is going to use the ocean as a highway. 
 
    The towns and cities of Ynar, Praeteyn, and H’zhad’Eyn conformed to this general pattern.  I could see it from a scrying-sensor flyover.  What I did not see was a military buildup.  I expected there to be an army, somewhere, on maneuvers.  Recruits training with shield and spear.  Cavalry practicing with sword, lance, or shortbow.  Maybe a phalanx or two trying to march and getting bawled out by sergeants for screwing it up.  I couldn’t even find any stockpiles of oil for the anti-ship catapults.  At least, I assume the few barrels I did find aren’t the actual stockpile. 
 
    I spent quite a while checking for illusion magic, scrying-diverting spells, all that.  Several private residences and whatever passed for the local palace of government had defenses of that sort.  But guard stations, defensive towers, armories… nope.  What I saw was, for the most part, what was happening.  Which is to say, not much. 
 
    They couldn’t be unaware of the upcoming war, could they?  I mean, seriously.  Even if the Boojum is restricted from telling them stuff—and I’m not sure he is—they have wizards with magic mirrors, crystal balls, augury bones, visions in smoke, all that jazz.  Every city has to have a magician or the local equivalent on staff.  Basic scrying would be, at most, a second-year course at a magical university.  Between the Church, the nobility, merchant houses, whatever, there must be no fewer than a dozen magic-workers keeping an eye on Karvalen at any given moment.  A high priest, a prince, a king, a council of wizards, someone has to realize what’s going on! 
 
    So… why aren’t they preparing for an invasion?  They have days—a couple of weeks at the absolute most—before our ships start landing troops on their shores.  You don’t ignore this kind of thing.  You lay in supplies, issue armor and weapons, dig ditches and moats, drill recruits, and prepare. 
 
    In war, if the enemy does something you don’t understand, it isn’t good news for you. 
 
    I didn’t like it.  I didn’t like it one bit. 
 
      
 
    I sat by my sand table, scrolling over the southern shores and eating something.  A servant showed up, once, to bring me food.  After that, a Knight of Shadow always brought it in.  I think I usually managed to say a thank-you to whoever did it, but I might have missed a few. 
 
    I scrolled my viewpoint on the sand table over to Ynar and the city of Iyner.  It was about as far west as one can go and still find a major coastal city.  From an invasion standpoint, it had appeal.  If we could take it, we would basically be starting an invasion from the west.  A clear battle line could be drawn.  Landing in the middle would mean establishing a foothold surrounded by enemy territory and with our backs to the sea.  This did not strike me as a good idea.  Any line of advance would be flanked by the enemy, unless we expanded in a circle, outward from the landing site.  That, sadly, was impractical.  It would take hundreds of thousands of men to proceed in all directions and fight a multi-front war. 
 
    No, as I saw it, there were only three real places to land.  Iyner was a good one.  Take the city, establish a base of operations, and sweep eastward from it, conquering territory as you go.  The other option was a nowhere little village on the eastern edge of Praeteyn, almost on the border of Kamshasa, and sweep west.  That would bring us more quickly to the city of Salacia, possibly the largest population center in Praeteyn, but it would also mean not operating from a fortified base. 
 
    Hmm.  Where do they have the big temple to the Lord of Light?  I want to say I saw it once, but I don’t recall where it was.  If we took that, it would be a major blow to morale.  No, wait; better idea.  Where do they have the deveas or prophates of the Church?  Taking them prisoner—or simply killing them—would set the faith back.  Something to look into. 
 
    The third place for an invasion was more awkward, but certainly more surprising.  H’zhad’Eyn is an elongated kingdom and runs along the western edge of the world, down to the burning desert, and back eastward, south of Ynar and Praeteyn.  It was still being consolidated under the rule of the Church, so we might find more allies there to add to our forces in the process of kicking the Boojum’s people out. 
 
    I had no idea what Lissette was going to do and I wasn’t going to ask.  I do like to plan ahead, though. 
 
    I turned my attention to the south and considered what was to come. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Thursday, March 15th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    Shortly before dawn I realized I was hungry.  I worked hard at operating the sand table, the scrying spells, the sensor filters, all that.  Blood wasn’t the issue.  I need that mostly when I’ve been exerting myself physically.  Thing is, I haven’t been eating people with the same carefree abandon I used to.  Eventually, I have to, but I try not to let it get to that point.  As for exerting myself, well… no matter how much magic is in the air, exerting myself on a spiritual level will make me spiritually hungry. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    Fortunately, it was only a mildly peckish feeling, akin to wondering if it was time for lunch.  Nevertheless, this is a bad sign.  I still recall the aftermath of being starved.  It is an experience I have gone out of my way to prevent.  Hopefully, there was someone in the Karvalen dungeons awaiting the Demon King’s attention, or at least the King’s justice.  I know they used to send most of those guilty of capital crimes to the gladiatorial pits in Stadius, but they also occasionally sentence people to the larder.  If I recall correctly, didn’t I alter that?  I should write this stuff down. 
 
    The Knights of Shadow on bodyguard detail assured me there were prisoners condemned to await my evening meal.  I thanked them and refused dinner.  If I needed it, tomorrow night would be soon enough.  It’s good to know we have snacks, but it’s also good to practice feeling hungry now and again, to get used to it. 
 
    Next on my list was finding a way to stick a sensor inside an actual Temple of Light.  They were defended against such intrusions, but I thought I might be able to work my way around them. 
 
    Beltar and Dantos showed up after the sunrise.  I was sitting back, feet up, fingers steepled, thoughts grinding along.  They entered the room, swung the pivot-door closed, and politely waited until His Fearsome Majesty, the Demon King and Lord of Shadows deigned to notice their presence. 
 
    I hate when they do that. 
 
    “Come on in, have a seat, tell me all your troubles,” I invited.  They moved seats up to the sand table and we sat there over a map of the Lord of Light’s territories. 
 
    “Shall we start with the war?” Beltar asked. 
 
    “It is kind of the elephant in the room,” I agreed. 
 
    “Elephant?” 
 
    “Sorry, wrong metaphor.  The war is the demon on the doorstep.” 
 
    “Ah!  Yes, I understand that one.” 
 
    “Excellent.  You start and I’ll make appreciative noises,” I told them.  Beltar raised an eyebrow, but started things. 
 
    “Yes, well, the Knights of Shadow are, by and large, maintaining a presence around the various Temples of Shadow.” 
 
    “By and large?” 
 
    “Some of them—Shields, mostly—feel it appropriate to offer their services as guardians in noble households who may have depleted their manpower for the invasion.” 
 
    “Seems reasonable.  How many are we talking about?” 
 
    “Close to a hundred, no more.” 
 
    “I shudder to think what could go through a hundred of the Order of the Shield.” 
 
    “They are not all together, my lord, but scattered among noble holdings.” 
 
    “Of course.  Do continue.” 
 
    Beltar paused, thoughtfully. 
 
    “My lord, I hesitate to ask, but I fear my curiosity is too great.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven.  Ask away.” 
 
    “Do you… how can I say this?  You are two, not one.  There is the spirit of the Lord of Shadow and you.  Do you… hmm.  It is known you sometimes use the Brazier of Oz to speak to yourself, as it were…” he trailed off. 
 
    “Hold it.  Who calls it ‘the Brazier of Oz’?” 
 
    “You do.  Or, rather, the giant face of smoke speaks of it in those terms.” 
 
    I rubbed along my jaw, noting I needed a shave.  Giant face of smoke acting as though he were all-powerful.  A smoke generator crafted by a wizard from another world.  Yes, I could see his point.  I decided to let it go. 
 
    “All right.  What you want to know is why I don’t just know these things when the Lord of Shadow is a god, and I’m partly the Lord of Shadow?” 
 
    “That is the essence of it, yes, my lord.” 
 
    “We divide our efforts,” I told him.  “The spiritual manifestation of the Lord of Shadow does things best suited for a spiritual manifestation.  I do the things best suited for a physical entity.  And wars can get… quite physical, if you catch my meaning.” 
 
    “Indeed, and it speaks well to my understanding of why you are physically here.  May I ask what you wish done with your troops, my lord?” 
 
    “Nothing, yet.  I want to see what Lissette has in mind with hers.  If she can win this war, so much the better.  If she can’t, well, I don’t want it to appear I’m swooping in to save her.  I’m hoping if things go wrong, she’ll ask for help and we’ll be well-prepared to give it.  I’d rather it appeared as if she held the Temple of Shadow troops in reserve, rather than… whatever it is she’s doing.” 
 
    “I may have some answers to that last part,” Dantos informed me. 
 
    “Oh, good.  She doesn’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “Of course not,” he agreed.  “She is afraid.” 
 
    “Afraid?  Of me?” 
 
    “While it can honestly be said you are terrifying,” he agreed, “it is also fair to say the Bright Queen does not fear you.  She fears hurting you further, for she is well aware of how deeply your departure wounded you.” 
 
    “Back up.  Put the war on hold.  How do you know all this?” 
 
    Dantos looked guilty.  I could feel my eyes widen.  Dantos?  Dantos looked guilty?  The world was ending. 
 
    “My lord, if I might have a private word?” 
 
    “Beltar, would you excuse us?  Dantos and I need to have a talk.” 
 
    Beltar glanced back and forth between us, clearly disturbed.  He nodded and hurried from the room.  My eyes never left Dantos. 
 
    “Dantos?” 
 
    “With your indulgence, my lord.”  He gestured three times, establishing a privacy perimeter spell.  It was a good one, too.  Economical gestures, good use of energy, well-defined space, everything.  It would take real effort to breach.  Once he finished, he spoke quickly. 
 
    “The spell cannot be trusted to last long.  I work with Sir Kammen and report to him.  I must not say more in a flimsy defense such as this, but entreat you to discuss such matters with him rather than risk compromising the secrecy involved.” 
 
    I wondered about that.  How would Kammen know so much about Lissette’s views?  And why would it be so vital to keep it a secret? 
 
    The obvious answer hit me.  He is rather popular with the ladies, from what I gather.  Lissette isn’t under a vow of chastity.  She’s a queen.  She’s a woman.  She has needs her husband—her absent husband—can’t fulfill.  If a king can have a concubine, consort, or a harem, can’t a queen have at least a couple of sideboys?  I understood the concept perfectly, but I could see why it might be kept a closely-guarded secret.  People tend to be conservative where they aren’t reactionary, and the predominant attitude toward women is still a long way from equality and a short walk from property. 
 
    I just hoped the reputation of the Bright Queen wasn’t endangered by any breakage from the social mores.  And Kammen was a good man.  As long as Lissette was happy with the arrangement—and Kammen, of course—I couldn’t think of any complaint.  I wished it could be different—maybe I had just the tiniest bit of irrational jealousy—but you work with what you have.  In short, if it was good to them, it was good to me. 
 
    “All right,” I agreed, “but didn’t you already give away the fact there was a secret?” 
 
    “My lord, I thought you knew!  Not about the Bright Queen’s views, but about…” 
 
    “Ah.  Right.  Okay, fair enough.  I’ll discuss it with him.” 
 
    “I thank you, my lord.” 
 
    He unwound his spell—which, I noted, had taken some hits during the discussion; someone wanted to poke a scrying nose in.  Someone inside the Palace of Karvalen, apparently, since the Palace’s defensive shields were still up.  Interesting.  Spies?  Or just people too curious for their own good about the Demon King?  Possibly both. 
 
    Damn.  Spies.  It didn’t even cross my mind we would have people in Karvalen, Carrillon, pretty much every major city, all reporting back to whoever was in charge of the Church of Light.  Oh, double damn.  How many other nations are interested in what’s going on?  Not just Church of Light spies, but how many more?  After all, why scry when someone can eyeball the situation and tell you?  Scrying sensors can be blocked or deceived over a limited area.  Observing a fleet assembling is a scrying job.  Listening in on the plans about what to do with the fleet is a spying job. 
 
    No, that’s the wrong way to think about it.  Why not make use of every possible means to gather information?  Scrying sensors, spies, turncoats, oracles, divine revelations, all of it.  If you’re going to throw a war, you want to know two major things:  what you’re doing, and what the other guy is doing.  Sun Tzu had something to say about that, I think.  I ought to re-read The Art of War, and soon. 
 
    Which only begged the question of why the Church of Light wasn’t making more preparations.  No, again, that’s wrong.  Why aren’t the people, as a whole, making preparations for war?  Or is the Church planning something devastatingly effective?  Divine intervention, despite anything the local gods have to say about it, maybe? 
 
    I need to pay some serious attention to the temples and find out what’s going on in there. 
 
    Dantos let Beltar back in and they resumed their seats. 
 
    “I trust all is well?” Beltar asked. 
 
    “Perfectly.  Aside from a few minor things like my growing appetite, the upcoming war, conflicts among the gods, and a mild headache, of course.  How are things with you?” 
 
    “My health is excellent and my appetite somewhat less than yours,” he admitted.  “Shall I send for food?” 
 
    “You know what?  No.  Let’s send for something to eat and head to the council chamber.  It has more privacy spells.  How’s that sound?” 
 
    “Eminently satisfactory, my lord.” 
 
    We trooped out, escorted by the trio of Shadows, and a runner sprinted off to summon breakfast. 
 
      
 
    Once we were suitably settled and somewhat fed, Beltar brought up the matter of the Knights of Shadow again. 
 
    “My lord, I understand the basic premise of wishing to hold a reserve and so be prepared to defend Her Majesty’s plans.  I do not understand some of the logistics involved, however.  We have, perhaps, two thousand knights, or almost.  We can field at least three thousand men, counting the trainees who are ready to stand in battle.  These are scattered, however, among a dozen major temples and all are within the kingdom.  If I may say so, this is hardly the best position for them if they are to be dispatched to rescue—excuse me.  If they are to be dispatched to support the troops of the Crown.” 
 
    “It’s only a trip of, oh, say two thousand miles, tops,” I pointed out.  “Okay, maybe more if we have to go to the eastern or western border of the Church-held territory.  You believe this to be a problem?” 
 
    “Since you evidently do not,” Beltar replied, “I no longer do.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that.” 
 
    Just like that, added my altar ego.  Beltar did not respond, so I assumed it was only meant for me. 
 
    I put down my utensils and leaned against the back of the chair. 
 
    Before we go any further, this room is warded and shielded from mortal eavesdropping.  Is the Boojum poking his highly-luminous nose into this? 
 
    Nope.  He’s… well, he’s bigger and stronger than any of us up here, but, collectively, we can beat him down like an anvil on a tomato. 
 
    Don’t you mean, “a tomato on an anvil?” I asked.   
 
    I do not. 
 
    I thought about it for a moment.  An anvil on a tomato.  It did make for an interesting mental image. 
 
    A while ago, he went on, we laid a restriction on his power usage in this world.  He hasn’t broken through it. 
 
    Good to know.  Hey!  You’ve mentioned the restriction before, but I have a question.  Can he talk to his priests? 
 
    Of course.  There’s a difference between working miracles—answering prayers, in the sense they ask for a favor and he grants it—and simply praying for guidance.  Talk is cheap.  Miracles take work. 
 
    So, he could look at the world and tell them the fleet is coming. 
 
    Yes, but I would know it.  The connection between priests and gods is not secure.  We’re having a private conversation.  When the Mother of Flame speaks to one of the lesser priestesses, I can eavesdrop.  See the difference? 
 
    I think I get it.  Oh, well.  There went a good hypothesis. 
 
    For what? 
 
    Why the southern kingdoms aren’t arming up for a war.  If they were depending on him to tell them about any catastrophes—and he couldn’t—that would explain why they’re goofing off.  But you tell me he can. 
 
    Yes, he can.  But they aren’t preparing? 
 
    You sound surprised. 
 
    You are.  Besides, I’ve been politicking up here when I’m not trying to track the Boojum’s movements.  Mortals are mostly your responsibility. 
 
    Fair point.  I’ve been looking them over with a sand table and I can’t find signs of preparations.  Oh, there’s some fighting still going on in the southwest—H’zhad’Eyn? 
 
    That’s the place, he agreed.  They just moved in recently. 
 
    Right.  That one.  From what I can see, the Church is quashing any remaining military resistance to their power.  There are a couple of towns under siege and some guerrilla-slash-rebel activity, but I don’t see the Church finishing those off, turning the moderate-sized forces involved around, and being in time to meet the fleet at some undefined point on the coast. 
 
    Now you mention it, neither do I.  Any thoughts? 
 
    Lots of thoughts, none of them good.  Do you see any hanky-panky up there that could be a nasty surprise? 
 
    Nope.  I’ll double-check, though.  I don’t see how there could be.  Too many people up here don’t like or trust the present Lord of Light, especially now that the original Lord of Light is capable of… huh.  There’s no good word for it.  Manifesting?  Communicating?  He’s no longer too weak to transmit—how’s that? 
 
    I get it.  So, the other gods aren’t fond of him? 
 
    If Mary died, how would you feel about some stranger who wore her favorite outfit and hung around in your home? 
 
    I think I see. 
 
    The current Lord of Light is an usurper and a foreigner who slid into the original’s shoes to steal whatever he could from our garden.  That put the mongoose in the snake pit, let me tell you!  He doesn’t seem too perturbed about it, but there’s a lot more divine hostility than there was, now that the original is hanging around again.  Nobody likes the idea of being supplanted, and we have a constant reminder that Someone actually did it—and might not mind picking fruit from other trees, as well. 
 
    All good to know.  Keep up the good work. 
 
    You, too, he told me.  And keep a close eye on the fleet.  Once they set sail, they’ll be more vulnerable than at any other time. 
 
    I know. 
 
    Carry on. 
 
    I opened my eyes and sat forward again, resuming my ravenous devouring of anything organic set in front of me.  Dantos and Beltar were kind enough not to interrupt my pause for thought or my two-fisted eating.  Once I slowed to one-handed eating, Dantos took up the dialogue. 
 
    “My lord, I have heard on many occasions how you intend the rulership of your kingdom to be in the hands of the Bright Queen…” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “I have—many have—questions about the succession.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been giving that some thought.  It’s not like Liam can be a king when his father is still alive.” 
 
    “Exactly, my lord.” 
 
    “However, I’m also told it is either a serious breach of manners or actively forbidden by the gods for an avatar of any deity to take up rulership in the mortal realm.  Am I wrong?” 
 
    “Uh, I do not believe I am qualified to venture an opinion on the matter.  Beltar?” 
 
    “Traditionally?” he asked, taking up a goblet.  He rolled it between his palms while casting his eyes high up on the opposite wall.  “There are precedents.” 
 
    “There are?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “There are.  I have studied many of the books of many other religions, as you instructed.” 
 
    I instructed, came the mental whisper.  I sent back the mental equivalent of a nod. 
 
    “And what have you learned?” I asked aloud. 
 
    “Surprisingly little.  They are long on praise and poetry, but not terribly informative regarding the principles by which one must live in order to have a good life and a positive reception afterward.” 
 
    “I’m surprised.  I would think more priests would phone up their god and ask for a clarification or two.” 
 
    “My lord, for all your terrors and deadly habits, you are, I believe, the most willing of all the gods to have a polite conversation.  Polite in human terms,” he added.  “The other gods may be as polite as their nature allows, never having been born of man and woman.  Their etiquette may not apply.” 
 
    “Politeness,” I pointed out, “is a matter of accommodating oneself to the preferences and acceptable behavior of the other guy.  I try and fail regularly.  The point is, I try.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but your perspective is… more human?  The others do not regard mortals as peers, and so have no need of genteel behavior toward us.  You make the effort to remember what it is like to be mortal.” 
 
    You know, I think he’s right?  It’s nice of him to notice. 
 
    “Thank you,” I relayed.  “We appreciate your acknowledgement.  Back to our holy books and your research.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.  There are cases when one or more of the gods took up the mantle of rulership through an avatar.  The Twin Sisters, the Lady of Dawn and the Lady of Sunset, ruled in Tamaril and Zirafel, respectively, in some of the earliest days of the Empire.  The Lord of Winter, often known as the Ice King, ruled everything beyond the frost line to the north—he may, still, if the ice giants revere him.  I understand the viksagi acknowledge him as one of their gods.  They are rare, but there are other examples of an avatar ruling. 
 
    “Examples of a church ruling a nation are all but nonexistent.  While it has always been the case that temporal authority is influenced by religious figures and institutions, it has seldom come to outright challenge.  The proper order of things is to have a king, queen, or council to rule the affairs of men.  The priests rule those affairs where mortals traffic with the gods.  Unofficially, such as in the power play by the Church of Light in the last days of King Relven of Rethven, some churches have wielded power as though ruling, but only in the sense of fact, not of law.  At least, not until recent events.” 
 
    “So, the gods may rule a territory directly, with a god-king, but their religious institutions don’t seem to be approved as a civil authority?” 
 
    “I believe so, yes, my lord.” 
 
    Well? I asked, inside. 
 
    God-king-avatars are not exactly forbidden, but I’m told it is frowned upon.  It’s also more work than you think, he added.  Thing is, even if you screw up just a tiny bit, your reputation as a divine being suffers dramatically.  That’s never a good thing.  It prompts believers to question the whole nature of divinity and the need for gods at all!  It pisses off everyone up here, so it’s not a popular move. 
 
    Ha.  All you have to do when you’re in charge is be perfect.  I know how that feels. 
 
    I know.  There are still some of us who would do it, despite the peer pressure against it, but we generally don’t do the direct ruling thing.  I mean, you can handle your chickens in a chicken house, feed them by hand, harvest the eggs, all that, or you can turn them loose as free-range birds and let them take care of themselves.  Bad metaphor, yeah, but it gets the point across. 
 
    Got it. 
 
    As for a church taking over a kingdom, that’s usually not the goal.  Churches like having power, but with all the competing religions, you seldom get a king who is a strict devotee of one.  That’s how churches come to civil power, generally.  Nobody up here minds that, since it’s generally self-correcting in a generation or so. 
 
    And if it goes on too long? 
 
    It never has. 
 
    Maybe not, but this one might. 
 
    Hmm.  I’ll have to discuss this with some others. 
 
    Go ahead. 
 
    “So the Church of Light is shooting for a theocracy, a rule of mortal men’s lives by right of their god’s command.  That about sum it up?” 
 
    “It would appear so, my lord.” 
 
    “Why are we having this war, anyway?  Do either of you know?” 
 
    “Is this a trick question?” Beltar asked. 
 
    “Probably.  Give it a shot anyway.” 
 
    “We are having this war because the Church of Light threatens the Kingdom of Karvalen.  Their expansion and dominance will not stop with Praeteyn, Ynar, and H’zhad’Eyn.  They will eat up the small, independent cities along the western edge of the world, perhaps even spread east to conquer Kamshasa, Kolob, and Telasco.  At some point, when they feel they have overwhelming force, they will inevitably turn their attentions and armies to us.” 
 
    “Good thoughts, all.  Dantos?  Any ideas?” 
 
    “I agree with all deveas Beltar has said.” 
 
    “Anything to add?” 
 
    “I suspect there are more reasons, but his are sufficient.” 
 
    “What other reasons?” I encouraged. 
 
    “It is possible there is something of a personal nature in this conflict,” he said, slowly.  “I do not say it is so, but I doubt there is any weeping on the part of our King over the fate of the Church of Light.  Nor would the deveas or prophates of that Church weep if your rule was ended.” 
 
    “I can’t honestly deny either of those points.  On the other hand, I’m never pleased at the prospect of people marching off to die.” 
 
    “Very true.” 
 
    “Do you feel these are good and sufficient reasons to start this conflict?” 
 
    Beltar and Dantos answered together, without even looking at each other. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Most of my misgivings about the war—and I have misgivings about any war—evaporated.  I still don’t like the idea of sending people off to pick a fight and kill someone, but if these two absolutely agreed it was the right and proper course of action… 
 
    War is never a good solution.  Sometimes it’s the only solution.  That doesn’t make it good. 
 
    “All right.  I don’t have to like it, and I don’t.  But I’m convinced.  I won’t question whether we should be going to war.  From now on, the only questions are about how to win it.  What do you say?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said, nodding.  “We’re not in the loop, so it’s hard to plan ahead.” 
 
    “In the loop, my lord?” Dantos asked. 
 
    “It’s an idiom.  It means we’re not part of the inner circle—a loop of people—who are involved in the planning.  I intend to make sure Lissette knows I’m here for her, though, and to encourage her to yell for help if she needs it.  In the meantime… Dantos?” 
 
    “My lord.” 
 
    “How stands the city?  The eastern marches, I mean. Mochara, Karvalen, Plains-port, and whatever that place is up north.  You know, the one at the mouth of the tunnel to Stadius.” 
 
    “The eastern marches stand ready, my lord.  With the call for soldiers, the guard contingent of every town is diminished as they marched off to the west.  New recruits are being trained.  Food stores are laid in for Karvalen, Mochara’s defenses are being bolstered, and the tribes of the plains have been told of the possibility of foreign invaders.” 
 
    “So, if a hundred thousand men show up on the doorstep to Karvalen, how do you react?” 
 
    “I point and laugh.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I tell you the truth,” he assured me, “for unless they have more magicians than I can count or some new engines of war, they will not breach the walls.  If they have either of those things, I summon Beltar.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise and turned to Beltar.  He chuckled. 
 
    “And I will send forth prayers to the Lord of Shadow.  I feel certain He will send aid.  His avatar may even appear.” 
 
    “Ah.  Good point.  So, Dantos, you have no real worries about being attacked?” 
 
    “Right now, no.  Even if we were to be surprised at the gates and betrayed, no force large enough to take the city could approach undetected.  The city guard is also on high alert for infiltrators.  Saboteurs may enter, perhaps, but the infiltration of a military force, as in the previous invasion, will be difficult in the extreme.” 
 
    “That reminds me.  I want someone—preferably several someones—scrying at various points around the area.  Constantly.  Not just during the war, but every day, all day, all night, forever.  They can take it in shifts.  The point is, I want someone to scryball things we can’t eyeball from the mountain.  Park a scrying view in the harbor of Ashkenar, Iyner, and Salacia at least twice a day.  Take a look at the Dragon’s Teeth in various places and see if there’s anything unusual.  Check a couple of points along the great eastern road and the canal, see if there’s another force from the cities over there marching this way.  Wait—is the canal still there?” 
 
    “It is.  Trade with the Four Cities—Talmerian, Palmerian, Solacian, and Kalmerian—is not vital, but it is quite profitable.  The princes of Palmerian and Kalmerian have made inquiries about the possibility of a two-channel canal and a widening of the road.  None of them is anxious to give up their confederation to be part of Karvalen, but we have made it known they would not be unwelcome.  I have even received semi-official visitors who wished to view for themselves how the citizens live here.” 
 
    “Are those cities still under the thumb of the Church of Light?” 
 
    “I do not believe they ever were, at least in the sense you mean,” Dantos reflected.  “Their princes were certainly complicit in the invasion.  They supplied troops at the Church’s behest, but the reasons for such agreement are in doubt.  I believe they were not, are not, ruled.  Instead, they were influenced—blackmailed, threatened, browbeaten—into assisting with the crusade. 
 
    “To wit, I have spoken with several ambassadors and even made agreements under my authority as the Lord of the Eastern Marches.  If the Church of Light ruled them, they would not have agreed to my terms.” 
 
    “Oh?  What sort of agreements and terms?” 
 
    “There are chapels to the various gods of Karvalen, including the Lord of Shadow, in their cities.  In theory, these exist for citizens of Karvalen who may journey to or through their cities.  The princes agreed readily enough, which would not occur if they were pawns of the Light.” 
 
    “Huh.  I may have misjudged the situation during the invasion.” 
 
    “Those who came with the Church troops would, of course, give the impression of overwhelming devotion,” he pointed out. 
 
    “I guess.  I just hate being wrong about this sort of thing.  I seriously considered destroying all four cities.  Now I’m glad I didn’t.” 
 
    Dantos and Beltar glanced at each other. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” I added.  “He considered destroying whole cities?  Yes, he did.  But he didn’t do it.  I’ve considered it on a number of occasions and never done it, okay?  Now get over it and move on.”  
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Did we ever get the hills and tunnels put over the eastern canal?  For the plainsmen?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dantos replied.  “I saw to it.  The mountain understood my request and did so.  Those who wish to cross, whether man or beast, now find it easy enough to do so and are content.” 
 
    “Good.  Glad to hear it.  Now, back to the previous bit.  I want wizards doing scrying on things all the time.  I’ve spied extensively on the three kingdoms we’re worried about and they don’t seem to be preparing for war.  They’ve got time, I grant you, before the fleet arrives, but I would be putting things in order long before a major fleet finished assembling.  It makes me wonder if they don’t know what’s going on—which I find unlikely—but it also makes me think we need a formal spy system.” 
 
    “We have such things,” Dantos replied.  “Through the agency of the gods and the various spies and informants of the Crown, we are well-informed of doings both near and far.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take your word for it.  Now get some wizards on the job so we can look for ourselves, constantly, relentlessly, and thoroughly.  If the spies all die and the gods go silent, I want us to know who and where our enemies are.  For example, when ten thousand men start strapping on armor in Trader’s Bay, I want to know about it, who they are, why they’re there, and where they’re going—especially since I’m not sure exactly where Trader’s Bay is in the first place.  Got it?” 
 
    “No, but we will get it, my lord.  It will be done.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Beltar?” 
 
    “My lord.” 
 
    “I’ve got a new drill for the knights.” 
 
    “Oh?  What sort of drill?” 
 
    “A new item of training.  Find a nice barn somewhere.  Clear it out.  Have them lead their horses into the barn until it’s reasonably full.  Close the doors.  Then open the doors and have them exit the barn.  Get in and get out.  Practice doing it quickly.” 
 
    Beltar’s eyebrows drew together in puzzlement. 
 
    “Enter the barn, close the door, then open the door and leave the barn?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Quickly?” 
 
    “As fast as is humanly possible,” I agreed. 
 
    I was hoping he would ask why.  If anyone in the Church of Shadow was going to, it would be Beltar.  But, as puzzled as he was, he didn’t ask.  He merely nodded, not understanding, and agreed.  Darn it, I hoped for better than that. 
 
    “We shall begin drilling on this vital new maneuver immediately, my lord.” 
 
    Okay, maybe he didn’t ask why, but I did like the fact his tone was doubtful, lightly seasoned with sarcasm, and fried in a cast irony skillet.  I despise mindless fanatics, but Beltar isn’t mindless.  He’s loyal and trusting even when he doesn’t understand—which, come to think of it, might be better than questioning me all the time.  Jury’s still out on that one.  Maybe there’s a happy compromise between the two. 
 
    I nodded and dismissed them both before getting down to serious breakfasting. 
 
      
 
    Suitably nourished for the labors of the day, I returned to my scrying room and did my best to breach the defenses of the Church of Light.  All I wanted was a little crack to peer through, nothing major.  A simple peephole for observation would be fine.  But no, I was doomed to frustration and annoyance.  Something blocked me at every turn.  It wasn’t a shield as I understood shields.  It didn’t feel hard or offer resistance.  It was more passive, like a bright and swirling fog. 
 
    My only conclusion was there was something funky going on.  At a bet, it was some sort of divine manifestation.  I consulted with my altar ego and he confirmed it. 
 
    “You couldn’t have mentioned this at breakfast?” 
 
    You didn’t ask me about it at breakfast. 
 
    “You’re a mind reader!” 
 
    You hate that! 
 
    “Yes, I do!” 
 
    Well, then, fine! 
 
    “Fine!” 
 
    We sat in silence for a moment.  I sat in silence.  He existed somewhere, presumably doing the equivalent of sitting. 
 
    “It’s been a bad morning,” I admitted, finally. 
 
    I gathered.  You’ve been beating your head directly against the opposing will of a celestial being.  I’m not surprised you’re tempery. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how bad it sounds when you put it like that?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you do.  All right.”  I slouched in my chair and rubbed my temples.  “I want to know more about what goes on in those buildings,” I told him.  “I want to know how they come and go, how many priests they usually have, what sorts of ceremonies they conduct, what sacrifices, what offerings, how often they pray, the whole nine yards and the spare bullet.  Am I going to have to physically go there and pretend to be a worshiper?” 
 
    I wouldn’t. 
 
    “I didn’t say I liked the idea!” 
 
    Why not just ask Stomald?  He’s a professional priest.  He used to work there.  He would know, wouldn’t he? 
 
    Banged my head against the back of the chair.  Repeatedly. 
 
    Was it something I said…? 
 
    “I am an idiot.  A complete idiot.  Only I don’t get a box and a screwdriver!” 
 
    Okay… not following. 
 
    “I’ve been so focused on spying and scrying and prying into things a couple thousand miles away, I didn’t even consider just asking someone who was there to see for himself.  I forgot all about Stumbled.” 
 
    Stomald. 
 
    “Whatever!  I didn’t even think to use him as a source of information.” 
 
    Happy to help. 
 
    “Which,” I said, sitting up in the chair again, “you have done.  I’m sorry I’m a grouch.  I apologize for snapping at you.  My nighttime self is a bit hungry and it carries over into the day as a sort of irritability.” 
 
    Maybe you should wait until you drink dinner before you have a talk with Stomald, he suggested.  For his safety. 
 
    “That,” I said, slowly, “might be a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    Evening fell like a ton of bricks.  I was in the royal bathchamber, neck-deep in the water and meditating on the concepts of patience and time in relation to immortality, when the sun dipped below the western horizon—excuse me, below the edge of the world—and I shifted into dead mode. 
 
    It does not help my transformation process to be hungry while it goes on.  This is one of the reasons I try to stay topped up.  The other reason is hunger frenzy can be lethal to anything within a thousand yards.  At least, when I was younger.  It may be more dangerous, now. 
 
    I don’t want to experiment along those lines. 
 
    I moved to underneath the waterfall and waited out the internal changes.  It helps to have an external sensation, I think, like the falling water.  It’s something to feel besides the itching, tingling, stinging sensations.  I needed the help because I was also assaulted by a determined, deep-set, hungry feeling. 
 
    I shouldn’t have worked so hard during the day, darn it all.  Still, it’s good to remind myself what it feels like.  There’s something to be said for practice.  Someday, I might be ravenous and have to contain it for a while. 
 
    With my heartbeat nonexistent and my breathing completely stopped, I waited for the last few shivers and shudders and tremblors to quit. 
 
    Okay, time for breakfast. 
 
    Dantos was already on top of the breakfast situation.  Not knowing how hungry I might be, he had a couple of pitchers of fresh blood—dazhu—sent up to the royal chambers.  Those were nice, but terribly inadequate.  I didn’t need blood too badly.  I needed to feast on someone’s very being. 
 
    The blood did help, though.  It took some of the edge off so I could find Dantos and explain how I needed someone to suffer a horrible fatality. 
 
    “I have just the thing, my lord.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “This way, my lord.” 
 
    As we descended to the dungeons, I asked some questions. 
 
    “Do I want to know what they’re convicted of?” 
 
    “Rape and murder of children.” 
 
    “Ah.  That’s would be a ‘no,’ then.”  It was true I didn’t want to know what they were in for.  It did ease somewhat the thing I use as a conscience, though, since I knew what they were about to be in for. 
 
    Guards snapped to attention, saluted with one fist over their hearts, and opened doors for us. 
 
    “Dantos?” 
 
    “My lord.” 
 
    “Wait out here.” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “You don’t want to see this.” 
 
    “I would be honored to observe or assist, my lord.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would, but perhaps it is more accurate to say I don’t want you to see this.” 
 
    “As you will, my lord.” 
 
    I swung the pivot-door shut and lowered the ladder down the hole.  I felt the effects of a blocking spell, isolating the pit from the regular flow of magic.  I shut down my various spells before climbing down.  Three men were manacled to the wall. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked the healthiest-looking one.  He was probably the most recent addition. 
 
    “Don’t you recognize me?” 
 
    “I can’t see you.” 
 
    “I am the bearer of glad tidings.  Your captivity is at an end.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” 
 
    “The greater good, I hope.” 
 
    And then it was all over but the biting and the slicing and the ripping and the feeding. 
 
      
 
    Just in case you ever wondered, yes, it is possible for a vampire to burp.  It only happens when we gulp blood and swallow air, though.  For my particular species, it’s not a problem.  The blood absorbs, so a belch causes no mess, only an enhanced bloody odor in the air.  Other vampires, other problems. 
 
    I climbed back up the ladder and met Dantos in the outer chamber of the dungeons. 
 
    “Finished so soon?” 
 
    “Yes.  Thank you.” 
 
    “Shall I have the remains displayed?” 
 
    “If you think it appropriate, sure.  I plan to be in Carrillon shortly.  That is where Sto— Stom— where the priest is being kept, right?” 
 
    “Stomald.  And yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Thank you again, Dantos.  I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    He bowed. 
 
    “I look forward to it, my lord.” 
 
    “Before you go…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Where did I put my armor?” 
 
      
 
    Bronze ran like the wind, if the wind is a hurricane, on fire, and ringing four steeples’ worth of bells.  She left the sound on for her hooves and the lights on for her fire.  I tilted the world—metaphorically speaking—and activated a windshield spell.  I don’t know if there’s a manual for bridge guards or just a legend passed down from one shift to another, but they don’t ask us for tolls, they don’t cry “Halt!  Who goes there?” or any of that silliness.  They open the gates and get out of the way. 
 
    An unconditional right-of-way isn’t worth the rest of my reputation, but it is a nice perk.  I wish I could get traffic to do that in worlds with cars! 
 
    We were in Carrillon before midnight.  This new orichalcum body of hers has adapted extremely well.  Is it because of Diogenes, the material itself, or something about Bronze?  It could also be the high-magic environment… Oh, the experiments I have no time for!  Maybe in another decade… 
 
    Our progress slowed as we approached Carrillon.  Partly, we knew there was a city gate coming up and they would be less willing to open.  We took the ring roads around the cities between, but this was our destination. 
 
    Our main reason for slowing was the encampment.  A thousand or so men were parked between us and the city in tents, lean-tos, and whatever knock-together shacks they could manage.  Even more troops were encamped on the other side of the Dormer river, but I think someone specifically ordered troops to camp on this side.  My guess is they were meant to act as a blocking force in the event of a surprise attack from the east. 
 
    They all woke up and lined the road when the bells of Bronze rang near. 
 
    It was a little unnerving.  I mean, there are a thousand men standing along the road and sometimes shoving back to keep from being pushed into it.  A few are soldiers—sergeants or the equivalent—but most are civilians with weapons.  None of them wore helmets.  All of them stared. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    Yo. 
 
    The Demon King has come. 
 
    Seriously? 
 
    They’re not sure if you’re here to argue with the Queen or assure her success, though. 
 
    Damn it all!  I can’t even go out in public without people wondering what it means! 
 
    It’s the price you pay for being famous.  And powerful.  And scarce. 
 
    Scarce? 
 
    Well, if they saw you every day, they wouldn’t be so amazed when they finally do see you, would they? 
 
    Huh.  I guess.  I’m starting to think I should have traveled by gate. 
 
    Bronze would have been sad, Firebrand pointed out.  Bronze agreed.  I sighed and tried to look kingly.  My cloak did its unnatural, slow-motion, rippling-in-the-breeze thing behind me. 
 
    No one tried to stop us on our way.  The bridge-gate over the river dropped the drawbridge and opened up before we even reached it.  They lined our way through the gate with professional soldiers, all standing at attention, saluting.  We had a similar reception at both inner walls of the city.  And, of course, with all that warning, half the Palace turned out to watch, salute, kneel, or otherwise make me uncomfortable. 
 
    Bronze took it in stride.  When the duly designated stableboy came to take her away, Bronze nosed the kid in the chest, blew hot air down his collar, and nudged him toward the stables.  She walked beside him, keeping her head down so he could keep one hand on her cheek and pretend to lead her. 
 
    I had to deal with the crowd.  Fortunately, I have a reputation as the Demon King.  They expect me to be terse, curt, even rude.  I marched up the steps, snapped an order at the person on door-duty, and was immediately guided to the tower where they kept Stomald.  I was immeasurably pleased it worked. 
 
    Stomald had retired for the evening, but the Shields doing door-duty were only too willing to wake him.  I waited in what would have to be called a living room while he dressed.  They had him in a much nicer tower-suite.  I wondered if he was still a prisoner.  Or was it protective custody?  Or was he free to come and go? 
 
    Stomald came out of his bedroom in a hurry, still straightening his tunic. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he greeted me, and went to one knee. 
 
    “Greetings, Stomald, priest of the true Lord of Light.  Rise and be seated.  I trust you are well?” 
 
    “Very well, Your Majesty,” he agreed, moving quickly to occupy a chair.  “I have neither complaint nor criticism.” 
 
    “Would you tell me if you did?” 
 
    “Majesty?” 
 
    “Would you offer complaint or criticism if you had it?” I pressed.  “I’m the Demon King and I’m less than six feet from you.  Most people don’t feel comfortable complaining at me by messenger, much less in person.” 
 
    “I understand their feelings.  How may I be of service to Your Majesty?” 
 
    He still didn’t answer you, Firebrand pointed out. 
 
    A fact which has not escaped my notice.  It’s not so important. 
 
    “Right to business?” I asked.  “Very well.  I want to know more about the false god you repudiated, the services and forms of his worship, all that stuff.  I need to know what I’m dealing with, both from a divine perspective and from a mortal one.” 
 
    “You stand with one foot in heaven and the other in hell,” he observed, nodding.  Technically, the words were elisae (eh-LEE-say), meaning a state of holy union with the gods, and baratrus, meaning a state of emptiness, a sort of absolute oblivion of utter darkness.  I could sort of see it.  Lord of Shadow, one foot in light, one foot in darkness.  Not a bad evaluation of my altar ego, maybe, but I wasn’t going to explain the differences when I didn’t understand them too well, myself. 
 
    “Exactly,” I lied.  “Mortal men live in a world where absolutes of light and dark cannot exist, so we make do with the shadows of the world.  Now, tell me what you know from your experiences as a false priest.  Or, rather, a priest in the service of the impostor Lord of Light.” 
 
    And he did.  We started with the training of a priest, the schooling and the rites of dedication, followed by the varying grades of priests as they rose in the hierarchy of the Church.  Their duties were varied and based on their rank.  Those hoping to be priests performed the menial services in the Church.  Higher ranks had less unpleasant duties.  Study of the holy texts and prayer, however, were mandatory at any rank, usually occupying at least an hour a day, as well as time lying prostrate and chanting before some icon or altar. 
 
    Worship, for the common folk, was at a ceremony offered twice daily, six times on holy days.  At least, it used to be.  Now it was a full-time operation.  People came in, participated in the ceremony, and departed while a fresh crowd filled the seats.  The rituals went on from dawn to dusk, stopping only when the last light of day departed. 
 
    “At the close of day, if the latest sacrifice within the Crucible of the Sun has not expired, this person is given a swift death upon the altar.” 
 
    “Tell me more about this Crucible of the Sun.” 
 
    “I have seen only one, Your Majesty.  It is long and narrow, constructed of steel and thick glass, closed at one end.  It is half again the height of a man and large enough for most to stand within.  The base of it is surrounded by mirrors of silver, polished nightly by the faithful, arrayed around it like an unfolding flower.  A pair of priests attend it throughout the day, adjusting the mirrors so their reflected light bathes the Crucible at all times.” 
 
    “And the sacrificial victim roasts alive?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Got it.  How do they get him in or out?” 
 
    “The tube is mounted in a girdle of metal and can be tilted so the upper, open end is lowered, allowing anything within to be poured out and disposed of.  Placing a new sacrifice within the Crucible is seldom troublesome.  They are wrapped in linen, almost swaddled in it, and are given to breathe the vapors of the blue lily beforehand, which calms them as they go to their doom.” 
 
    “So the priests slide the swaddled victim into the tube, it tilts up again, and they adjust mirrors until the guy inside dies from the heat.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “How do they know he’s dead?” I asked.  “I mean, couldn’t he just pass out?” 
 
    “The wailing of the soul as it departs is quite obvious, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “It’s a literal wailing?  You can hear it screaming as it leaves the body?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Well, magical universe, religious ritual, formal sacrifice… I suppose it might. 
 
    “Okay.  Now, walk me through this worship process.” 
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    “I’ve never been to a ceremony.  I walk up to the doors and want to participate.  What do I do?  What happens?  Lead me through how it goes, one step at a time.” 
 
    Stomald was puzzled, but did his best.  The doors close, the incense is fanned, there are calls by the priests and responses from the crowd, there’s a ritual chant while all the praising and glory and whatnot goes on— 
 
    “Back up,” I interrupted.  “What sort of chant?” 
 
    “It is a chant in nine parts,” he clarified, “to call down the blessing of the false god.” 
 
    “It takes nine priests to do it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you know all the parts?” 
 
    “I do.  Every priest must take part and must learn to perform the blessing.  The faithful can be most demanding, and it is wearying to perform the rituals continuously.  We—that is, they are always training more priests for this purpose.” 
 
    “Write them down.” 
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    “I have a sneaking suspicion and I don’t want you to repeat the chants aloud.  Write.” 
 
    Stomald wrote.  I watched over his shoulder and reviewed the papers as he completed each one.  Long before he finished, I was sure my suspicion was right.  This wasn’t a prayer—that is, it wasn’t a formalized method of calling on the power of the entity being worshiped.  It was a spell, albeit one of a strange sort.  The Church of Light did things like this before, using their belief and ritual to focus magical power into prayer-like spells.  This was more of the same. 
 
    What disturbed me most, however, was the specific nature of the spell.  It didn’t simply lay a field of happiness on the crowd via a general psychic projection.  Oh, no.  It was a much more invasive, targeted spell.  It reached into the brain and stimulated it in specific regions.  The ritual gestures, when plotted out on paper, defined the shape of a brain and targeted the spell.  After stepping out to have a private talk with Diogenes, he thought it was aimed at the lateral hypothalamus, medial forebrain bundle, and the ventral tegmental area. 
 
    “And what does that mean?” I asked, using English. 
 
    “They are all involved in the reward response in the mammalian brain.” 
 
    “So, the pleasure centers.” 
 
    “In essence, yes.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  I folded the Diogephone away, went back in, ignored Stomald’s questioning looks, and returned to the study of the spell. 
 
    The spell gave these centers a heavy jolt to excite them and left behind a low-intensity aftereffect to keep the structures stimulated.  Without observing the process, there was no way to tell how long the aftereffects would last, but the power requirements would be minimal.  With nine priests doing the spellcasting, the initial jolt of joy might be well beyond anything generated by sex, drugs, or rock-and-roll.  It would be far more powerful than any regular sensation.  No doubt it was easily misinterpreted as truly divine ecstasy.  It couldn’t be maintained at that level, but the duration of the milder, ongoing effect could be hours, perhaps as long as days, even on a crowd of hundreds. 
 
    It was the perfect addiction.  No needles, no special paraphernalia, not even a chemistry set.  No fields of poppies, no harvesting, no packaging, no distribution.  Just run them into the church, do the chant, and run them out, happier than babies with candy, to make room for the next bunch of junkies desperate for a fix. 
 
    I hesitate to say it was devilish, but it sort of was.  Diabolical, certainly. 
 
    Stomald didn’t need to know the nature of the ritual.  He knew what it did—it was the ritual prayer of the bliss of light—but he wasn’t a wizard.  He didn’t understand how it worked or why, only that it brought overwhelming joy to all who experienced it. 
 
    “So, this happens to all the guards, the soldiers, the knights—all the fighting men?” I asked, hoping he would disagree. 
 
    “It is a regular part of the ceremony of worship,” he corrected, “performed for and by all those who come.” 
 
    “Everybody?” 
 
    “Everybody.” 
 
    “And how would you describe their devotion to this false god?” 
 
    “Absolute.” 
 
    I didn’t like the way he snapped the answer right back at me, wham, without so much as an instant of hesitation. 
 
    “Take a second,” I encouraged.  “Think about how you’ve seen them behave.  Consider carefully—” 
 
    “All of them,” he interrupted.  “All those who stand in the false light and partake of the unholy bliss of this creature are made into servile, helpless fools, even as I once was.  They will walk through water, fire, and blood to judged worthy to feel this false light glow once again inside them.  I know, Your Majesty, for once I would have done the same.” 
 
    I sighed.  Industrial-strength drug-addled fanatics aren’t what I signed up for. 
 
    “And everyone, everywhere, in all the cities of these kingdoms…?” I prompted. 
 
    “Not all, certainly.  Most.  H’zhad’Eyn will have many who have not yet partaken and succumbed.  There may be some in Ynar and Praeteyn who have never felt its touch, but they must disguise themselves by playing the fanatic while never once passing the doors of the temples.  Every man on the street I might meet, I would assume is a devotee from his teeth to his toes.” 
 
    “I can see you believe what you’re saying—” 
 
    “I have seen it.  I have felt it.  I have lived and breathed it, served it as eagerly and desperately as any.” 
 
    “—but I’m going to need to see something like this for myself.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I urge you to stay away.  To stand in the false light is to be lost to it.  It seduces.  It lures.  It offers the peace and contentment of the willing slave, not the rights and duties of men.” 
 
    “I don’t want to experience it.  I only want to see the effects of it on others.  I don’t need to go into a temple for that.” 
 
    “Oh.  Forgive me.  I know too well the power you face, and I fear it.  In my fear, I forgot…” he trailed off. 
 
    “Forgot what you were talking to?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.  I mean—no, I forgot who, not what…” he finished, flustered. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it.  You have no idea how hard I work at getting people to tell me what they think instead of what they think I want to hear.  I think I like you, Stomald.” 
 
    He blinked at me for several seconds, clearly unable to process.  I could sort of understand his dilemma.  Is it a good thing or a bad thing when the demonic demigod monster takes note of you on a personal level? 
 
    “Thank… you…?” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll let you get back to your rest.  I have things to do, places to be, and people to kill.” 
 
    “Of course.  Of course.” 
 
    I left him in his cell-suite.  Outside, more knights were present, obviously to be my bodyguards and escorts.  They made good guides, though.  I wondered if they studied the layout of the Palace of Carillon or if they were posted there long enough to get the hang of the place.  I decided not to ask. 
 
    With the mountain being spread through the stone of the city and the palace, you’d think I could find my way around in any building it’s taken over.  It doesn’t seem to work that way.  I get turned around like a dervish.  Maybe it’s because I slept in the original mountain for so long.  Maybe it’s the concentration of power in the mountain.  Maybe, if I took the trouble to link into the palace node in the network of stone, I could download the basic layout into my brain. 
 
    Maybe some other year.  Or not at all. 
 
    I almost made it out of the palace when two messengers reached me at nearly the same time, sprinting to catch me before I vanished. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” gasped the first, “the Queen bid me inform you she is ready to receive you at your convenience.” 
 
    “I, too, have been bid to so inform you, but it is the lord Seldar who awaits your pleasure, Sire.” 
 
    “Queens have precedence,” I decided.  “Lead on.  You, go inform Seldar I’ll be there as soon as my business with the Queen is concluded.”  The second messenger saluted and sprinted away.  The first one led us through the palace to the royal chambers.  She chose to meet me in one of the smaller rooms, one with fancy window-doors leading onto a balcony.  The chamber was actually part of a larger one, but a room-dividing curtain partitioned it from the main area, making it a cozy little spot to view the harbor. 
 
    Lissette was either still up or had risen, dressed, and prepared.  She was tired, but that’s normal, I suppose, for a monarch.  Liam was with her, still rubbing his eyes and yawning.  She gestured me to seat myself, nodded my escorts out, and poured herself a cup of tea. 
 
    She sipped and regarded me over the rim of the cup. 
 
    “A messenger found me,” I began.  “You sent for me?” 
 
    “Politely.” 
 
    “And I always appreciate it.  What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I notice the Knights of Shadow are still keeping close to the temples.” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “What are you planning?” 
 
    “For the worst.” 
 
    “Oh?” she asked, eyebrow arching.  “In what way?” 
 
    “I’m assuming Her Majesty the Bright Queen will be prepared for terrible reversals in her campaign against the Church of Light.  To that end, I feel certain she will refuse to bring the Knights of Shadow with her to the outer continent.  They may act as peacekeepers within the realm while her armies are abroad, but, if fortune should hand her armies a defeat, I feel certain her wisdom will be appreciated by one and all when she summons them as a ready reserve force. 
 
    “As for myself,” I continued, “I will be quite surprised at this, but will have no objection to her use of my own forces—a further sign of my absolute trust in the judgment and the authority of the Bright Queen of Karvalen.” 
 
    Lissette sipped at her tea and moved to the window, looking out over the harbor.  Lights on the masts gleamed like a forest of fireflies. 
 
    “Will you always watch over the kingdom so?” 
 
    “I don’t watch over the kingdom.  The kingdom has you to watch over it, and it is damned lucky to have you.” 
 
    “Then why are you doing this?” she asked, still facing the window. 
 
    “Because you’re important to me.” 
 
    Liam cleared his throat.  I glanced at him. 
 
    “You, less so.  I like her better.  But you show potential, if you can grow into it instead of being a brat.” 
 
    “I am not a brat!” 
 
    I sighed while Lissette shot a sharp glance at me. 
 
    “Liam,” I told him, “anyone who makes a statement like that, particularly in your tone of voice, has already proven himself wrong.  A general by the Queen’s grace you may be, a prince by an accident of birth, but a man?”  I shook my head.  “Go to bed.  Your elders are talking.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    I held up one finger.  I didn’t even extend my fingernail, but he shut up.  I pointed at the curtain and he left the room.  The outer door didn’t slam, quite, but shut rather heavily. 
 
    “You are hard on him,” Lissette observed. 
 
    “You aren’t.” 
 
    “He is a boy.” 
 
    “He was a boy.  Treat him like a boy and he will never become a man, much less a king.” 
 
    “He’s sensitive.” 
 
    “I’ve stayed out of the child-rearing business.  It seems to go hand in hand with not being a target for assassins, kidnappers, and so forth.  If I’m not here, if I’m not involved, then you and the kids aren’t put forward as potential leverage against me, which makes all your lives easier.  That being said, I think Liam is a coddled, pampered, mildly-spoiled brat who needs his britches taken down and his backside swatted on a regular basis.  In another time and place, I’d drag him out to the woods to help me chop down trees, build a cabin, and clear land for a farm.  He’d appreciate the difference between a freeholder and a king.” 
 
    “Is that really why you aren’t here?” 
 
    “Are we discussing good parenting or my lack of it?” 
 
    “Can’t we do both?” 
 
    “Uh, I suppose.  In answer to your question, yes.  My being here is an invitation to anyone who wants to come after my blood.  Grabbing—or threatening—you, Liam, or the other children is one way they can try to force me to do their will.  I won’t have you under threat simply because I’m present.  It’s better if everyone thinks of me as the mysterious monster the Queen can summon to save the kingdom.  It adds to your power and influence.” 
 
    Lissette occupied the padded chair Liam vacated.  She sipped at her tea again, holding the cup in both hands. 
 
    “I’ve never been… too clear on why, exactly…” she trailed off.  “I thought you were done with the kingdom.” 
 
    “I am.  Mostly.  It’s not my responsibility.  It’s yours.  But I’m still married to you, so I come when you call.  I also sometimes look in on your kingdom because you never do call.” 
 
    “I thought… I thought you were trying to hide from… from the people who want your blood.” 
 
    “I am.  The good news is those types don’t dare try to kill me outright.  They need me alive to make sure they can extract what they need.  A pile of ashes doesn’t bleed.  They need to capture me, and that’s complicated when they don’t know where I am or what I’m doing.” 
 
    “So, that’s why you aren’t in the palace?” 
 
    “I don’t go anywhere on a regular schedule,” I clarified.  “If they want to ambush me, they’ll have to set it up and keep it manned and ready for days, weeks, maybe years.  An ambush doesn’t work like that.  People notice, especially in secure areas like the palaces.” 
 
    “I was afraid it might have something to do with Thomen.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    Lissette gave me a sharp look. 
 
    “You know what he did.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You know about the children.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you’re… how do you feel about that?” 
 
    “They are your children,” I shrugged.  “Even Liam.  I can’t claim any of them are mine, in the sense I had anything to do with raising them.  Does it matter who fathered them?  They are who they are, and one of them will rule.  If you think one of them will do a better job than the firstborn, appoint that one the heir.  Liam might be happier as a wizard, anyway—or a magician.  I’m not sure he has the temperament to rule.” 
 
    “You don’t care that your only son might not inherit the crown?” 
 
    “Do you like being the Queen?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “There’s your answer.” 
 
    Lissette stared at me with a dumbfounded expression.  I offered to pour more tea for her and she drank off the rest of her cup before handing it to me.  I rose, poured, returned the cup to her and me to my seat. 
 
    “Do you mean that?” she asked, finally. 
 
    “I generally mean what I say.  When I don’t, it’s usually fairly obvious from the truckload of sarcasm I pour on it.” 
 
    “And when you lie?” 
 
    “I do lie,” I admitted.  “I try not to lie to anyone I care about.” 
 
    “What about yourself?” 
 
    “There’s a very short list of people I care about,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Am I on it?” she asked.  I felt my eyes widen. 
 
    “I suppose I asked for that,” I sighed.  “I don’t show I care.  I’m bad at it.  I don’t say it and I don’t act like it.  I could blame my upbringing, but let’s be blunt:  It’s the way I am, for whatever reasons. 
 
    “The answer to your question is, yes, I do care.  I remember crawling under the bed with you.  I remember when you wanted to go fight in a battle.  I remember everything between us.  And I remember thinking I could love you.”  I shrugged.  “Things… got complicated after that.  I’m sorry they did.  I’m not sure if I could have stayed, but I would have liked to try.  Now things are complicated in different ways, and the Demon King can hardly take up residence in the Palace of Carrillon again—not after what you’ve been through, certainly.” 
 
    Lissette sipped her tea and wouldn’t look at me.  Maybe she couldn’t look at me.  My face is the face of the Demon King, after all.  Intellectually, she knows the difference, but emotionally?  I could still see her terror, deep down, and the iron strength of will that locked it away.  There was something else, as well, a cloud of color around the whole complex of fear and determination. 
 
    “Is that what you brought me up here to discuss?” I asked, when the silence grew too long. 
 
    “No.  I was concerned about your plans for the war.  You wield a mighty force of men and magic.  I would be a fool not to consider it in my strategy.” 
 
    “Well, now you know.” 
 
    “I do.  It… it does please me to discover you are not as absent as I believed.  You do watch over me—and the kingdom—in your own way.” 
 
    “Yes, but only periodically,” I warned.  “I’m not constantly watching.  I just check in from time to time.” 
 
    “I understand.”  She sipped at her tea again.  We waited together in the silence. 
 
    “So,” I asked, when the fresh silence stretched too far, “when does the fleet leave?” 
 
    “In the morning.” 
 
    “Really!  I hadn’t expected it so soon.” 
 
    “Is this a problem?” 
 
    “Not at all.  I’m impressed at the efficiency and speed.” 
 
    “Give your congratulations to Seldar.” 
 
    “I will.  He wants to see me, too.” 
 
    “Ah.  Then I shall hold you no longer.”  She rose and I sprang to my feet.  She didn’t resist when I took her hand and bowed over it, brushing the back of it lightly with my lips. 
 
    “I am sorry we did not have a chance to… be other than we are,” I told her. 
 
    “As am I,” she agreed, looking at our feet.  “As am I.” 
 
    I exited, stage left, and the curtain closed. 
 
      
 
    The meeting with Seldar went far better, as far as I was concerned.  All the emotional discussion of feelings makes me uncomfortable.  Once the bodyguards were parked outside the door and my butt was parked in a chair, Seldar went straight to practical matters I could comprehend. 
 
    “Have you given any thought to the matter of what to do about potential rebel princes?” 
 
    I had to admit I had not.  He poured himself a cup of wine and seated himself, leaning forward intently.  I leaned forward to match him. 
 
    “It seems to me,” he went on, “this expedition will deplete the martial forces of the kingdom—at least, those of the Crown.  The levies upon the nobles will diminish their numbers, but I believe most of the men sent to the capitol are either the least fit or freshly conscripted.  Keeping their most experienced men at home will make the lords think of old conquests and old insults, perhaps now to be regained or repaid.” 
 
    “Hold on,” I argued, “isn’t the kingdom running well?  I thought things were prosperous all around.” 
 
    “They are.  Most of the lords bow to the will of the Bright Queen, albeit with some grumbling.  There are two I have no liking for nor trust in, with half a dozen minor lords who will take whatever liberties they feel they can.” 
 
    “All right.  Do they need warnings?” 
 
    “Warnings?” 
 
    “Hello, I’m the Demon King and I’m watching you.  Don’t screw around.” 
 
    “Warnings,” Seldar chuckled.  “Yes, of course.  Perhaps that will be sufficient.” 
 
    “Show me where I need to make an impression.  I’ll handle it while the fleet is in motion.” 
 
    “Certainly.”  Seldar shuffled out three large parchments, each with a crudely-drawn line map of the roads.  The mapmaking art of Karvalen is still not up to my standards.  Then again, I’m not much of a mapmaker, either.  I don’t know if I’d do any better with a pen, some parchment, and a magic mirror.  Maybe that’s why their mapmaking is so terrible.  A wizard can jump into the mind of a bird to go look, or use a mirror to see for miles.  Why bother to draw it? 
 
    “No, let’s look at the one on the wall,” I suggested.  Seldar and I regarded the magically-printed mural.  He used the road maps to find the places of concern—Socara and Peleseyn—as well as a few smaller towns which lacked a deep and abiding respect for the Queen.  I took a picture with my Diogephone and highlighted the locales.  Seldar didn’t ask what I was doing, merely waited until I was done. 
 
    “That concludes my concerns of state,” he finished.  “If I may ask for a more personal moment?” 
 
    “Anytime, Seldar.  Didn’t I appoint you to send word when I was needed?” 
 
    “You did, Frequently Appearing One.” 
 
    “Okay.  Personal stuff.  But are you sure there’s nothing else on the national level?  What about the fleet and the war?” 
 
    “Her Majesty has already made her arrangements—good and adequate ones, I believe—in those matters.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  What’s on your personal mind?” 
 
    “Are you aware that Carella and I are expecting a third child?” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t.  I’m aware now.  Congratulations.” 
 
    “I am pleased, indeed.  My request, however presumptuous it may be, is this.  It seemed inappropriate to request your presence for a personal blessing, given my former service as a priest of the Lord of Justice…” 
 
    “Say no more.  I’m here, and as long as I’m already here, you’d like me to bless your unborn child.” 
 
    “If it is no trouble,” he added, hurriedly.  “We can go to the Temple of Shadow again, if you wish.” 
 
    “I won’t hear of it.  In fact… hmm.”  I looked up and away for moment, thinking.  How hard would it be to arrange transportation to Apocalyptica?  Diogenes can do the whole medical workup on Seldar, Carella, and the kid, do a little gene-sequencing to make sure there are no unpleasant surprises—hemophilia, bad eyesight, whatever—and my altar ego can smack down an industrial-strength declaration of “Thou Shalt Be Blessed.” 
 
    Overkill?  Maybe.  But I like Seldar.  I will go to great lengths for him. 
 
    “Can I borrow you and Carella for a day or two?” 
 
    “Borrow?  Perhaps you have forgotten, Sire, in your various affairs, Imperious One, that you are the King of Karvalen, Your Majesty, and we are your humble subjects, Lord of the Realm.” 
 
    “Your sarcasm is noted, oh-so-humble subject.  Do you have duties to the Queen that conflict?” 
 
    “Am I going with the fleet, you mean.  No.  Her Majesty is sending Torvil as the captain of Liam’s bodyguards and Kammen as the Queen’s Champion, but only my regular duties as Prime Minister and Castellan tie me here.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  How about I let you continue with your duties here while I undertake a full-scale, personal blessing of your children?  Including the unborn one.  I invite them—and Carella—to my private fortress home for a day or two while I work my spells.  While I do that, you keep the kingdom afloat.” 
 
    “And give me a day or two to work without interruption or distraction?  My King, I regret I am unable to accept more quickly and even more deeply regret we did not have this conversation two days ago.” 
 
    “Busy time, setting up a fleet?” 
 
    “You have no idea,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Oh?  What makes you think I don’t?” 
 
    “You hate boats, Master of Sinking.” 
 
    “Okay, fair point.  When can they be ready?” 
 
    “I must consult with Carella.  Shall I wake her?” 
 
    “I hate to, but maybe you should.  Time hasn’t been known for its friendly, forgiving attitude.” 
 
    “I shall return.”  Seldar hurried from the room and I settled more comfortably in the chair.  I liked Seldar’s guest chair.  It was a block of wood carved into a comfortable seat.  I had no doubt thousands of backsides helped to polish and shape it, just as a I had no doubt he intended the thing to be a solid, massive chunk of furniture fit for a king.  A specific king. 
 
    As I sat, I thought about several things.  How to send a message to the lords of Socara and Peleseyn, for one thing.  I might also need a less direct and possibly less intimidating message to the lesser lords Seldar pointed out.  How to transport one lady and two kids to Apocalyptica.  Technically, one lady, two kids, a giant statue of a horse, and me to Apocalyptica.  Make a gate here in the Palace?  Head to the local Temple of Shadow?  Probably the latter… 
 
    Seldar rapped sharply on the door before opening it.  Very polite.  Or he was cautious.  Startling the undead monster can be hazardous.  I don’t know which it was.  Both, possibly. 
 
    “Carella is waking and readying Mellelia.  Tallin is at the Temple of Shadow.  Shall I send for him?” 
 
    “Does Carella ride?” 
 
    “Not by choice,” he admitted.  “She loves horses and dogs, but she does not sit a horse well.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Bronze and I can keep the two of them on board.  We’ll pick up Tallin at the temple.  Oh, and hold out your arm.” 
 
    He did so, curiously.  I took a toothpick-sized sample.  He didn’t ask, but he did give me a questioning look. 
 
    “It’s not much of a family blessing if I don’t bless Dad, now is it?” 
 
    “You have done so already, my King.” 
 
    “Shut up and take it.” 
 
    “As you command, Imperious Lord.” 
 
    Carella and Mellelia wasted no time in preparing for a trip.  I went ahead to get Bronze and explain to her.  Seldar brought them down to the front door.  Carella had a bag slung over her shoulder and Mellelia had an articulated wooden doll.  Carella was indeed pregnant, but only in the baby-bump stage.  A little horseback ride would be fine. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Mellelia asked.  Carella and Seldar both shushed her.  I went to one knee to be on eye level and explained. 
 
    “Your father wants me to see to your blessing, Mellelia.  Tallin’s, too, as well as the new brother or sister your mother is making.  Since I wasn’t here when you were born, I’m taking you on a visit to my home so I can do your blessing right.” 
 
    “Isn’t this your home?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s the Palace of the Bright Queen,” I corrected.  “I just live here, sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh.  Are we going to the mountain?” she whispered. 
 
    “Farther than that,” I told her.  Her eyes widened. 
 
    “How are we getting there?” 
 
    “A magic horse.” 
 
    The squeal was high-pitched enough that it hurt a little, but I didn’t mind. 
 
    I helped Carella up on Bronze.  Mellelia sat in front of her mother, ringing her heels on Bronze’s shoulders and playing with the wire of her mane.  Bronze kept flicking her mane about, as though trying—and failing—to avoid capture. 
 
    I wondered again how she sees.  I mean, her eyes are not in a good position to look at the base of her neck.  How does she know?  How does she sense anything in the first place?  It’s one of those things I always mean to look into and forget about.  Maybe it’s because Bronze isn’t worried about it, so it’s hard for me to be. 
 
    With me behind Carella as a backstop, I saluted Seldar and he returned it.  Bronze set off as a slow walk, gradually building up to the speed of a full-scale gallop—for a mortal horse.  The ride, as expected, was wonderfully smooth, a perfect paso fino gait, albeit with a rapidity not to be found in flesh and blood horses.  It took us a few minutes to reach the Temple of Shadow in Carrillon, but we weren’t in a panicked rush.  I helped everyone down and Bronze nosed me toward the doors.  She wasn’t going; she preferred to wait here.  It would be easier on me to transfer everyone in a smaller room, anyway, since there wasn’t an enchanted shift-booth in this temple. 
 
    Seldar called ahead for us.  I don’t know who he got on the mirror, but Tallin was up and waiting.  The four of us trooped into a little residential cell, I cast a space-transfer version of my gate spell, and poof, we were in the Temple of Shadow in Karvalen. 
 
    I ought to set up something like this between all the temples.  This is just too darn convenient. 
 
    We trooped out, down the hall, and into the closet shift-booth to Apocalyptica.  I was immensely pleased to find it was late evening, somewhat after sunset—at last, timing works in my favor.  Another short walk, another shift-booth, and we were in Denver. 
 
    Diogenes sent us a robotic car and I introduced everyone.  Tallin and Carella has misgivings about speaking to a disembodied spirit.  Mellelia didn’t mind a bit.  She chattered endlessly as Diogenes drove us to the medical building.  I spent the trip thinking at my altar ego. 
 
    Sure, he agreed.  I’ve got a pretty good foot in the Apocalyptica door, what with the prayer wheels and all.  The local worshippers are also helping.  I can handle a blessing. 
 
    Good.  I was hoping you’d say that.  I’m going to have Diogenes do a full medical workup on everyone and make sure we’re not looking at sickle cell, multiple sclerosis, or any of the other genetic nastiness. 
 
    That’ll save me some work, he replied, relieved.  If he handles the medical part, I’ll handle the spiritual part.  Sound good? 
 
    It sounds perfect.  Anything I, personally, need to do? 
 
    It’ll help if you lay hands on everybody.  You’re the most direct channel. 
 
    Oh.  Right.  Can do. 
 
    I’ll get things ready up here.  You carry on down there. 
 
    Our guests were suitably impressed at the sights.  Diogenes kept his answers on their level, avoiding vocabulary they didn’t have.  One doesn’t speak of computers and robots to a medieval mind.  Spirits, spells, and golems, on the other hand, are old news. 
 
    The medical facilities were strange to them, but the technology involved was still magic.  Carella stood in front of a scanner, Diogenes took pictures, and we repeated the process with Tallin and Mellelia.  I had to reassure everyone when Diogenes took blood samples, but they didn’t need much reassurance.  The idea of using blood in a spell to heal is almost as common as otherwise. 
 
    All in all, things were good.  Mellelia and Carella were likely to have osteoporosis in their later years and Tallin was a good candidate for a type of arthritis.  The unborn boy was also likely to have the same arthritis in his later years—say, sixty years in the future—but Diogenes whipped up the appropriate gene-editing viruses for each of them.  While he cooked it, I called up my altar ego and did the quasi-divine thing, channeling his energies into each. 
 
    As I did so, I noticed something.  The works of energy-state beings are incomprehensible to mortals.  They’re incomprehensible to me, too.  They appear to manipulate reality in a direct fashion.  I—and any other magic-worker I know—alters reality in a less direct manner.  We use spells, focusing magic on the specific feature we wish to change.  To that end, I try to work within the rules of the universe as I understand them.  Magicians, I believe, have spells designed to specify direct rewrites of the reality paradigm, each spell working to alter one specific thing in one specific way. 
 
    Energy-state beings don’t think like us.  They appear to have two things in mind:  How it is and how it should be.  As far as I can tell, they take hold of the area involved, permeate it with their forces—whatever those are; don’t get me started—and switch the ideas of “is” and “should be.” 
 
    Suddenly, what is, was, and what should be, is. 
 
    I still don’t know how to do it and doubt I can.  I can’t bend my brain into the correct shapes.  At least, I don’t think I can.  No doubt I’ll do better with magician spells when I have a chance to study them, now that I have a better understanding of what’s going on.  Nevertheless, the forces involved for energy-state beings aren’t things I perceive.  Well, normally—when I’m not acting as a divine conduit for a psychic copy of myself.  But it’s interesting to see the process even if I don’t understand it fully.  I feel better when I know what’s going on, if not exactly how it works. 
 
    I offered to let everyone have a nap while Diogenes cooked up the rest of the “blessing,” but everyone was too excited for that.  So we retired to a media room and I had Diogenes tell them some fairy tales.  Which is to say he played some Disney movies for them.  “Snow White” was good, but “Sleeping Beauty” was the one they loved.  To be fair, the fight with the dragon was pretty awesome. 
 
    While they watched movies, Diogenes also provided snacks and other creature comforts.  He loves doing that.  I think it stems from his original core programming, back in the days when he was just a jumped-up personal assistant application. 
 
    I snuck out to have my sunrise transformation and to privately discuss with Diogenes some things I wanted.  Long spears of black steel, suitably aerodynamic, and as wicked-looking as possible.  If I’m going to warn a couple of grumbly nobles, there are some traditions to fall back on.  I told him what to engrave on them and he agreed he could manage it. 
 
    The oddball item I wanted was a genetic upgrade for Seldar.  It was likely he was in danger of some of the same conditions.  Diogenes’ gene therapy could fix those defective bits of genetic code at the source, keeping all Seldar’s future children from having them.  If they didn’t have anything wrong with them, it would keep me from having to fix them for generations to come. 
 
    I’m lazy.  I went for it.  True, Seldar might have one of the rare reactions to the therapy, but none of them simply kill the patient off.  If he got sick in some fashion, I’d either fix it or dunk him in a regeneration tank.  I’d also keep an eye on him, just in case. 
 
    We resumed our medical process after the movies.  Diogenes hung IV bags while I did my best bedside manner.  We could have administered the genetic modification viruses in a single injection, but there’s always a slight chance of an unexpected reaction.  It’s best to do it in a controlled environment.  Of course, lying down after pulling an all-nighter—IV in the arm or no—meant people fell asleep.  I was okay with that.  It let Diogenes do his thing while I put together some complicated illusion spells and practiced with some flammable liquids.  I hoped the spears would be sufficient, but you never can tell how someone in authority will react. 
 
    With all the biometric readings looking solid, Diogenes green-lighted our patients.  My altar-ego green-lighted our supplicants.  I green-lighted my friends.  Waking them up was difficult, but I started with Carella so she could wake up—or carry—Mellelia.  I roused Tallin.  Then it was off to the shift-booth races again, Denver to residence to Temple One to Temple Two. 
 
    Whups.  New day. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Friday, March 16th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    I made sure the local temple knew Tallin had the day off.  They bowed a lot and agreed.  Bronze carried the rest of us back to the palace and I returned the ladies, somewhat sleepy, to their chambers.  Mellelia insisted on hugging Bronze before going inside.  I held her up so she could hug Bronze’s neck.  Then, inside, she insisted on hugging me before going to bed.  She raised an enormous fuss about it, which she need not have done.  I’m perfectly willing to be hugged.  Afterward, she went right to sleep. 
 
    Somewhere, Bronze was amused. 
 
    Once I made good my escape, I had my escorts escort me to Seldar.  He was on the roof again, hands on a pair of merlons, watching the fleet set sail. 
 
    “Mission accomplished,” I told him. 
 
    “I am deeply honored, Sire.” 
 
    “I disagree.  I am honored.  You trust them to my care.” 
 
    “Then we honor each other, as you trust the Queen and her children to my care.” 
 
    “I can live with that.” 
 
    “Good.  What do you think?” he asked, gesturing at the harbor.  I considered the ships. 
 
    “That’s a lot of sail.” 
 
    “There are many ships.” 
 
    “Wizards on every ship?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Anybody scrying on this mass seagoing exodus?” 
 
    “Doubtless there are half a hundred magical eyes hovering in windows and doors, a dozen disembodied spirits abroad over the piers, and perhaps half the birds in the air have eyes under another’s control—and all watching with interest.  But what can we do?  We cannot shield every ship in the fleet so as to make them undetected.  The very water itself will betray them.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Overlapping illusions of peaceful ocean, all interfering with each other… yes, I see the problem.  We could do one ship, maybe, or each of them once they’re out of the harbor and separated by more distance…” 
 
    “But to maintain such cloaks against sight for days?  And when they must pass the Dragon’s Teeth and the spies who surely dwell there?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not worth the effort.  They’ll know we’re coming.  Which reminds me.  I did some looking into the outer continent around Iyner and Salacia.  They don’t seem too worried.” 
 
    “Indeed?” 
 
    “In fact, I couldn’t find any signs of preparations at all.” 
 
    “Peculiar,” he mused.  “I have reports from our scrymaster to this effect.” 
 
    “You have a scrymaster?” 
 
    “Of course.  How else do you think we gain word of far-distant lands with any speed?” 
 
    “Spies?” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted, “but scrying mirrors also have their place.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  So, no preparations for the upcoming invasion?” 
 
    “Indeed.  I suspect the Church of Light has its own arrangement with the Lord of the Fangs, or believes it does.  Perhaps they expect the fleet will not arrive on their shores in any condition to be a threat.” 
 
    “Possibly.  I intend to keep an eye on the fleet’s progress.” 
 
    “Good.  And what will you do if they encounter treachery from the Lord of the Fangs?” 
 
    “Prove him a pretender to the title.” 
 
    Seldar shot me a look.  I did my best to look inscrutable.  Finally, he nodded. 
 
    “I see.  Well, for his sake, I shall hope for the best.” 
 
      
 
    Bronze took me back to the mountain-city.  I can work in the Palace of Carrillon, but most of my Karvalen stuff is in Karvalen, in Karvalen, in Karvalen. 
 
    I swear I’m going to rename something.  The context clues don’t always make the cut. 
 
    Anyway, we rang the road from Carrillon to Karvalen, hooves announcing us, and people cleared the way better than motorists dodging a police car.  I’m pretty sure no one ever published a notice to make way for the King, complete with a list of the characteristic warnings of his approach.  People just sort of caught on.  I’m impressed.  It’s not like I make the trip all that often.  Maybe I should ask Tyma if wandering minstrels have been making up legends. 
 
    Or maybe not.  She might still have a small club with my name on it.  I’m not looking forward to getting smacked.  Maybe I can outlive her and she’ll never get to use it. 
 
    Back in the mountain again, I checked the sand table and brought up an overwatch of the fleet.  They set out from at least five different cities, so they were headed for a rendezvous before braving the Straits.  Given their speed and the distance to the Teeth, I guessed they had at least two days before they entered the Fangs. 
 
    Hmm.  We have one name for a mountain, a city, and a kingdom.  On the other hand, we have multiple names for a group of rocks in the middle of the ocean.  I really don’t understand these people. 
 
    Is it their fault, or mine?  Oo, look!  Introspection!  Moving on… 
 
    Hang on.  I live in a mountain that’s alive and growing, spreading through the rock and stone of the world.  Has it reached out into the oceans?  Well, reached out under them?  Has it touched the Dragon’s Teeth?  Or has it stuck to the areas around old Rethven? 
 
    It’s troublesome to slow my daytime thoughts down to the mountain’s speed, which is why I usually use message spells.  I can record my question or request and play it back much more slowly for the mountain to hear.  It can even reply, sort of, taking all the time it needs, before I play the impressions back at human speeds. 
 
    Getting a feel for the mountain’s geography—anatomy?—is a much more complex thing.  It was an important question, though, so I decided to do it as soon as I finished my preliminary border survey.  I could wait until night, perhaps, but the sooner I started the sooner I would finish.  Or, rather, no matter when I started, it would take a while to finish. 
 
    I sighed and took another look at the major cities of concern on the outer continent’s coast.  Still no activity.  I sat there, elbow on the edge, chin in hand, fingers drumming, and thought dark thoughts for a while.  Eventually, I started looking farther to the west, hunting for a place on the border of H’zhad’Eyn where it approached Zirafel, or somewhere on the western border of Ynar.  It wasn’t obvious where the kingdoms ended and the independent lands began.  The people outside the kingdoms weren’t barbarian tribes, as such, but there was a definite movement from masonry and lumber to wattle and daub, from Middle Ages to Dark Ages. 
 
    I finally decided I would have to target Zirafel, itself.  But, before I started that project, I needed to mind-meld with the mother of all Horta, my pet rock.  I headed for the throne room and a trio of knights fell into step with me as I left the scrying chamber.  Well, they were bound to catch up to me sooner or later. 
 
    Up in the throne room, the place was exactly as I remembered it, from firepits to gold ceiling to gleaming veins of metal in the walls.  The dragon’s-head throne was still smiling at the room from the dais, eyes glittering with a ruby light.  It seemed pleased.  Intimidating, but pleased. 
 
    For the first time, I wondered why no one ever tried to steal the gems in the eyes, or even the ones in the walls.  There were no guards up here.  Anyone could walk up the Kingsway, around the courtyard, push open the outer doors, and simply pry gems out.  What stopped them?  Surely, something as high-profile as the throne room would have rumors, legends, and myths about it.  Or were the rumors, legends, and myths the sort of thing to dissuade would-be thieves? 
 
    I settled on the dragon’s head while my Shadows took station around the throne.  I reclined a bit more than I recalled.  It’s like the thing gets more comfortable every time I sit on it.  Is that the shape of the stone or the way I adjust to it?  Perhaps a bit of both? 
 
    Deep breaths.  Relaxation.  A gradual sense of slipping down into the stone. 
 
    It is odd to be a composite creature.  During the day, I am a living man.  Yet, I was also a living stone.  The mountain is the heart of the stone, burning bright with primal forces, roots growing all about, down and around and across and under.  A single strand to the east, a line north and south, and a thick mat of lines reaching west, like roots across the forest floor, spreading everywhere. 
 
    What is this I see?  Yes, a few tentative projections into the ocean to the south, tunnels and pipes beneath cities, leading far beneath the waters. 
 
    No, there is no line of stone beyond a few miles from shore.  There has never been the need.  How far would it need to go, to grow, to reach the Dragon’s teeth?  How many flickerings of the bright-dark, blinking on and off, to stretch so far?  A hundred?  Two hundred?  More?  Too long, too long.  Once I had a thought of a tunnel beneath the sea, from one continent to another, but did I ever ask for it?  No, apparently not.  Still, it didn’t matter.  It might have been nice to have the option, but there were other ways. 
 
    Up now, faster, feeling the heart of the mountain fall away as the heart of flesh beats like a hummingbird’s wings, slowing—or am I quickening?—as I return, revive, restore myself to full speed. 
 
    I sat up on the throne and rubbed my face. 
 
    “May I get you something, my lord?” 
 
    “No, but thank you.  How long was I down?” 
 
    “A few hours.” 
 
    “Not bad.  Let’s head back to the scrying room.  And send someone to find food, please—human food.” 
 
    “A human for food, or food for a human?” 
 
    “An important distinction,” I agreed.  “Food for a human.  Daytime food.” 
 
    “At once, my lord.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Monday, November 3rd, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I spent my morning with a Diogephone and a scrying spell.  It occurred to me I could mount a remote camera—including a micro-gate—in the ceiling of the sand-table room in Karvalen.  If I could connect the camera to the sand table’s simplified controls, Diogenes could watch the world, or most of it.  We might not need to send stealth surveillance drones into Karvalen. 
 
    I worked on some preliminaries and asked Diogenes about the weather balloon. 
 
    “I did send through a weather balloon for atmosphere research, didn’t I?” 
 
    “No, Professor.  You asked for plans, but you have not reviewed them.” 
 
    I growled something—probably at myself. 
 
    “Remind me after the war, please.” 
 
    “Reminder set.” 
 
    Mary, wearing a thick, white bathrobe, came into the magic-charged workroom, still toweling her hair.  I noticed she decided to be blonde again, a shade so pale as to be nearly white.  She sat down next to my workbench and watched for a bit. 
 
    “Have I mentioned how much I appreciate knowing you’ve got my back?” 
 
    “I vaguely recall something along those lines.  It’s my pleasure.” 
 
    “No, I’m serious,” she insisted.  “I don’t thank you enough for all you do for me.  I don’t know anyone else who would jump into the line of fire for me like you do.” 
 
    “I take hits better than you do.  Although, for the record, I’d rather your perfect streak was unbroken.” 
 
    “Me too, but if I don’t take risks, there’s no point.” 
 
    “I know.  It’s the way you are, and I’m delighted with the way you are.  And, knowing the way you are and taking note of this line of conversation, what do you want me to back you up on?  A particularly dangerous heist?” 
 
    “Maybe later.  You’re making something for Diogenes,” she observed, changing the subject, “but I’m not sure what the spells do.” 
 
    So I explained.  She frowned. 
 
    “Why does Diogenes need to use the sand table in Karvalen?  Is it a proof of concept?” 
 
    “No.  Well, yes, it is, sort of.  A remote camera with a built-in micro-gate for data transmission?  We have that.  What I’m working on is a sort of remote control for the sand table so Diogenes can manipulate it.  It’s not complex—six directions, one for each of the compass points, and a zoom in, zoom out—but I haven’t perfected it.  I want him to keep an eye on the outer continent, mostly to the south.  There’s a war on. 
 
    “As a secondary effect,” I added, “the continuous micro-gate will stabilize the potential time-slippage.  Now would be a bad time to have Karvalen skip ahead a year while I’m not looking.” 
 
    “Good point.  If you don’t mind my asking, how is he going to report what he sees to Seldar?  I assume he would report to Seldar.  Is there a way for him to send messages?  Oh, wait—Bob’s shift-box.  He can send reports through to him.” 
 
    “It’s Firebrand’s shift-box, and no, that’s not how.  Although, come to think of it, I’m not sure how many combatants Bob has sent to Lissette.  He is, technically, Duke of Vathula and the Eastrange.  I’ll have to ask.” 
 
    “Okay.  So how does Diogenes communicate to the Karvalens?  Karvalenites?  Karvalonians?” 
 
    “He communicates with me.  I’m not going to sit quietly while Lissette sends our son into a war zone.” 
 
    “I can understand that.” 
 
    “And how do you feel about spying on religious fanatics?” 
 
    “Depends,” she shrugged.  “Does their religion do anything for its fanatics?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I’m against it on principle.” 
 
    “Understood.”  I stood up and stretched.  “Have I mentioned I hate being a king?” 
 
    “Once, maybe.  Why do you keep doing the royal bit?” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “You’re defending the country against foreign powers.” 
 
    “Yes, but that doesn’t count.” 
 
    “It doesn’t?” she asked, cocking her head. 
 
    “Look, I’m not a king.  I just pretend to be one, now and again.  I make a good symbol—well, an evil symbol—but an effective symbol.  That’s all.” 
 
    “And cruise missile.” 
 
    “Okay, I do pretty well as a cruise missile, too,” I agreed.  Mary took my arm and half-hugged me. 
 
    “I know.  For a being of immense power and scope, you’re hideously insecure.” 
 
    “I am?  I mean, I am, but how do you mean it?” 
 
    “You don’t want to rule anyone because you’re afraid of doing it badly.  You’re afraid of being a full-time father because you believe you’ll screw up the kids.  You were even afraid to admit you care about me—mostly, I think, because you were afraid it would all end badly.” 
 
    “There were a couple of times it almost did.” 
 
    “Yes, but I caught on too quick for you.  You’re afraid of all sorts of commitments because you think you’re scum.” 
 
    “Well, now, hold on,” I protested.  “I’m not sure scum is—” 
 
    “Scum,” she repeated.  “Low-class.  A dirtbag.  A deadbeat.  You have a terribly low opinion of yourself and it makes you afraid to fail.  That’s why you have a wife you never see, a son you never visit, a hundred more kids you can’t acknowledge, and red-haired descendants you only occasionally waste an hour on.  You’re a deadbeat dad a hundred times over—not because you’re a bad father, but because you’re a coward.” 
 
    “I’ve admitted to being a coward on many occasions.” 
 
    “Yes, but your fear cripples you.  You could do so many grand things!  Between you and Diogenes, you can terraform worlds, eradicate disease, re-engineer the human genome—even what it means to be human.  I’m pretty sure you could turn off a sun or build a new one, given time.  Am I wrong?” 
 
    “Well, no.  Turning off a star would involve destroying it, probably by—” 
 
    “Stop!” she commanded, slapping a hand over my mouth.  “I do not want to know!  It bothers me intensely that you know how just off the top of your head!” 
 
    “Urph hmph?” 
 
    “My hand?  Oh.”  She lowered her hand and narrowed her eyes at me.  “Promise me you will never tell me how you plan to cause generalized destruction in any area larger than a city block.” 
 
    “Why a city block?” 
 
    “I can do that with conventional explosives.  Anything bigger is more than I want to think about.  You handle strategic bombing.  I’ll handle things on the tactical level.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Back to my point.  You can do so much, so many things, things people—some people—have a hard time even comprehending.  The only thing stopping you is your fear.” 
 
    I sighed and hugged her more fully while I thought about what I wanted to say.  I didn’t want to say anything, but Mary has always been important to me.  She needed to understand.  Come to that, maybe I needed to understand. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, finally, “but I think it’s a bit more specific than that.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right about me being afraid.  I won’t bother to deny it.  It’s not just being afraid I’ll be a lousy king or a lousy father or whatever.  It’s about being afraid for someone.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “If you weren’t as patient as a rock—no comparisons to the mountain, please—would you still be with me?” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Honestly,” I encouraged. 
 
    “Honestly?  Probably not.  I can’t say for certain.  You have tried my patience more than once, and badly.  If I were less patient,” she added, looking thoughtful, “I can’t say for sure, but I might have left you.” 
 
    “If that happened, who would feel worse?  You, for leaving, or me, for losing you?” 
 
    “That’s hard to say.” 
 
    “Because it’s a trick question.  You would feel bad for leaving—angry, upset, disappointed, all that.  I would feel bad for making you feel that way.  I’d also hope you would someday want to come back.  And I wouldn’t stop you from going.  I would also feel relieved you were finally free to find someone better for yourself.” 
 
    Mary half-pulled away and searched my face.  Her eyes scanned my features, hunting for something. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s wrong with you,” she said, “and I’m not sure even one of Diogenes’ brain implants could fix it.  Are you serious?” 
 
    “Am I smiling?  It’s usually pretty obvious when I’m smiling.” 
 
    “You are serious!” 
 
    “Not deliberately.  Not if I have a choice.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” she said, pulling away and placing a hand on my chest.  “You’re telling me you—wait, wait, wait.  So many things suddenly make… okay.  Okay.  Answer me this.  Are you a man or a monster?” 
 
    “Monster.  I also have human bits, if that helps.” 
 
    “Someone once told me there is no villain who thinks of himself as the bad guy.  Everybody does what they do because they think it’s the right thing.  How about you?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t do the right thing.  I’m not sure I know what the right thing is anymore, if I ever did.  I’m not sure there is a ‘right thing’ in the larger picture of eternity.  All I can do is try not to do too much harm.” 
 
    “Back up.  What do you mean, ‘anymore’?” 
 
    “I used to think I could tell right from wrong.  Thing is… here, let’s move into the sitting room and sit.”  I ushered her out the door and continued. 
 
    “My perspective on life in general is more of a long-term thing than it used to be.  I’m coming to grips with immortality, see?  It’s shot down my ability to have confidence in anything I do.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We’ve got post-atomic survivors out in little communities, right?  Rescuing them was a good thing, adding to a positive karma balance.  Fine and dandy.  But what about tomorrow?  Or next year?  The Lunites, Loonies, Moon-men, whatever, they may be planning to come back to Earth someday.  Now there are people on Earth who can argue about it.  Who’s to say there won’t be an artificial meteor shower to eliminate the competition?”  I held the hatch door for her and followed her into a sitting room. 
 
    “You wouldn’t let it happen.” 
 
    “What if I’m not there?  What if Diogenes catches a nasty virus and shuts down?” 
 
    “That cannot happen,” Diogenes interjected, as Mary and I sat down on a loveseat. 
 
    “I’m using it as a generic example for something that prevents you from helping.” 
 
    “Understood.  Please continue.” 
 
    “Thank you.  So, now we’ve rescued a bunch of post-apocalyptic survivors, set them up to rebuild their civilization, and left them happy, reasonably content, and unquestioned masters of the world.  Yay!  And now they’re dead.  Whoops!  My mistake.  Sorry about the irate neighbors.” 
 
    Mary rolled her eyes. 
 
    “It would hardly be your fault.” 
 
    “No?  I haul them away, give them hope, and someone bombs them into oblivion?  Sure, they lived longer.  Sure, they were happy for a while.  But who raised up their hopes before the big smash?” 
 
    “You, my dear sir, have a guilt complex bigger than Cybertron!” 
 
    “You mean Denver?” 
 
    “No, I’m talking about the original!” 
 
    “Possibly.  All I know is, while you may be right about me being afraid, it’s fear of how I’ve failed people.  I’ll go face-first into a house full of gangsters and tommy-guns for you, no problem.  What I’m worried about isn’t me.  It’s about letting you down.  It’s not courage that makes me look brave.  It’s fear of being a disappointment.” 
 
    “So that’s why you hate being a god!” 
 
    “Please.  Religious figure.” 
 
    I don’t mind her thinking of me as a god. 
 
    You shut up. 
 
    “You’re concerned about disappointing all your—I mean, you don’t want to disappoint all those people who think of you as a god,” Mary corrected. 
 
    “If it makes them happy and feeds the Other Guy, I’m okay with it.  But I don’t want to be involved if I don’t have to be.” 
 
    “So you have fear, guilt, and anxiety instead of courage, certainty, and confidence.” 
 
    “Anything sounds stupid when you use that tone of voice.” 
 
    “And you think of yourself as a monster.” 
 
    “But a good-natured one,” I added.  “Think of Fred, but with fangs and without the agoraphobia.” 
 
    Mary sat quietly and stared at me.  I waited for a reasonable time. 
 
    “What?” I asked.  “This surprises you?” 
 
    It surprises me, said my altar ego. 
 
    You should know how I think. 
 
    I do.  Mostly.  Sort of.  We aren’t the same, you know.  I’m your clone, not actually you, and my life has been extremely different from yours. 
 
    No kidding. 
 
    My point is, I’m surprised because I understand what you’re saying.  I’m not sure it applies to me as much as it does to you, since it requires a fair amount of ego and arrogance to play the part of a god.  Some, at least.  I’m going to have to think about this. 
 
    “Sweetheart,” Mary said, settling back against the arm of the loveseat, “I’m surprised at you pretty much every time we have a heart-to-heart talk.  I’m not sure if you’re the most interesting man I’ve ever met, or the most screwed-up.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I can do both.” 
 
    “No doubt.  All right.  I’m not sure how this changes my view of you, or even if it does.  I think it helps me understand you a little better.” 
 
    “I hope that’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Do you seriously live your life with nothing but the hope you don’t cause too much trouble?  I mean, that’s what it sounds like to me.  Are you sure you don’t want to establish a thousand-year Empire of Karvalen, bring the world into a unified whole, lay down laws and traditions for the good of human dignity, and usher in a golden age of prosperity and peace?” 
 
    “I could blindly go forth and do whatever I think is right.  Being cautious about wielding great power isn’t a bad thing, is it?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” she agreed.  “But with a little help, you could make Karvalen a much better place, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “A thousand years from now, when the Empire collapses, and they sink into a barbarian age, they won’t be able to feed the population, so there will be starvation, banditry, marauding, murder, mayhem, and generalized not-goodishness.  Books will burn for warmth, people unused to living outside a city will die in the countryside, little kings and princes will establish their personal fiefdoms, and slavery will again run rampant.  The Empire you envision will be shattered into smaller kingdoms, scattered villages, and ruined cities when everyone turns on each other.  Historians will look back on the golden age and curse it for making people soft and weak and corrupt, thus allowing the age of the barbarians to come—assuming there are any historians.” 
 
    “Holy shit.  You have no faith in humanity, do you?” 
 
    “Sure I do.  I have no doubt people want what’s best for them and usually for their children.  The vast majority don’t think beyond that, though.” 
 
    “I… huh.  I’m not sure how to respond.” 
 
    “Look.  I found a quote while I was researching politics—I once had the idea I should be prepared if I needed to be King, so I read a lot, okay?—and the quote was by John Adams, I think.  I don’t recall it exactly, but… Diogenes?  What did John Adams say about his studies of war and politics?” 
 
    “I must study politics and war,” Diogenes quoted, “that my sons may have liberty to study mathematics and philosophy.  My sons ought to study mathematics and philosophy, geography, natural history, naval architecture, navigation, commerce, and agriculture, in order to give their children a right to study painting, poetry, music, architecture, statuary, tapestry, and porcelain.” 
 
    “Thank you.  And, as I read that, it came to me that you have a cycle, here.  It’s kind of the rise and fall of civilizations all summed up.  A nation comes into being through war and politics.  It expands and grows into mathematics and philosophy.  Finally it reaches the level of poetry and porcelain.  Then one of two things happens.  It either dies, or it has to study war and politics again.  Vitality, maturity, decadence, and rebirth, I guess.  There’s human civilization in a nutshell.” 
 
    “I knew you were a pessimist, but I never thought of you as a cynic,” Mary admitted. 
 
    “I gave Diogenes his name for a reason.” 
 
    “He’s not a cynic.” 
 
    “No, but it will be nice if he can find an honest man.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be a problem,” Mary murmured.  More loudly, she went on, “I don’t think I like your philosophy.” 
 
    “That’s fair.  I don’t.” 
 
    “Has it occurred to you that you do lots of good things, as well as lots of bad things?” 
 
    “Sure.  Neither of them last forever.” 
 
    “Forget forever!” Mary snapped.  “You’re obsessed with forever.  You keep thinking like an immortal—fine, as far as it goes, but you’re forgetting to think like a person.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You try to stay out of… of big things.  Kingdoms, empires, religion… things with far-reaching consequences.  What’s that analogy you like so much?  About dropping pebbles in the pond.  You don’t want to drop buildings in the pond, but you’re fine with pebbles.” 
 
    “I worry about those, too.  For all I know, I give a bum enough money to afford a meal and he buys cut drugs, shoots up, and dies.” 
 
    “Will you stop, already?  You don’t know.  You can’t know.  You can effect great changes and you have a deep sense of responsibility.  That’s good.  But you can’t accept infinite responsibility without infinite knowledge.  If someone accepts a gift you give them, it’s their responsibility to use it well—not yours!” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “If I give you a new sword, am I responsible for any deaths you cause with it?” 
 
    “Am I worthy of a sword?” I countered.  “You’re the one choosing me for the burden of responsibility.” 
 
    Mary rolled her eyes and groaned. 
 
    “My point, you lunkhead, is you do your best to do a permanently good thing and sometimes you fail.  Any thoughts on why?” 
 
    “I’m not perfect, and I can’t see into the future to determine the ultimate outcome.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Are you agreeing I’m not perfect, or disagreeing with my answer?” I asked.  “A simple ‘nope’ is ambiguous.” 
 
    “No, that’s not the right answer.” 
 
    “Then I don’t know.” 
 
    “Because everyone else is imperfect, too.  You can’t control them, manipulate them, influence them into being good people.  You’ve done a spectacular job with the Knights of Shadow—partly, I think, because you have something constantly supervising them.” 
 
    Partly, I heard.  Mary jumped.  She stared at me for a moment, started to ask, changed her mind, stared for a second longer, and shook her head. 
 
    “Look, you have great power and great responsibility.  I’m glad you have a sense of that responsibility.  I’m pleased beyond measure you give a crap about the consequences of your actions.  You have no idea how much of a relief it is to see Skynet detonate a fusion weapon and know that sort of power is in responsible, capable, even noble hands!” 
 
    “That was an accident,” I protested. 
 
    “Shut up.  If it can be misused to kill people, it’s still a weapon.” 
 
    “Fair point.  Shutting up.” 
 
    “You cannot be responsible for the fate of worlds.  Well, you could—by destroying them.  You’re powerful, but not powerful enough to put them back together.” 
 
    “Well, if there’s a sufficiently-massive asteroid belt, some comets, and sufficient time…” 
 
    “Exactly as they were.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I’m not going to ask if you can build a planet.  You can destroy suns.  We’re not going to discuss how any of that works, ever.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
    “But can you persuade everyone on the planet to be always good, noble, upright, thrifty, clean, and brave?” 
 
    “Now we’re getting into free will.” 
 
    “Exactly!  Other people have it and you won’t touch it.  They’re going to take whatever you do and do whatever they think will benefit them—or, if they’re exceptionally good, whatever will do the most good in the world.  They’ll fail, too, because they’ll think they’re doing the right thing even when they’re not.  Remember how nobody thinks of themselves as the villain?” 
 
    I didn’t answer.  I am a villain.  I try to be a minor one. 
 
    “At this point, is it fair to say you could be viewed as a force of nature?” she pressed. 
 
    “No, a force of nature simply exists.  It doesn’t have intent.  The Rethven words of arhia and arhelu—” 
 
    “Screw intent!  When you show up in Karvalen, how do people react?  I’m guessing they look at you like they look at the weather.  They say some prayers about the tornado not hitting the house and they take the laundry in off the line.” 
 
    “Huh.  I hadn’t thought about it like that.  I mean, Seldar and Dantos don’t treat me that way.” 
 
    “They know you.  They’re friends with Thor and have no fear of tornadoes.  Everyone else rattles their beads and hopes the storm front moves on by without doing anything pyrotechnic.” 
 
    “Yeah.  I guess.  I don’t spend much time with… well… I hate to sound classist, but I guess you’d call them the common people.  Just saying that tastes wrong.” 
 
    “Don’t change the subject.  Do they—yes, the ‘common people,’—or do they not, regard you as more than just an heroic figure?” 
 
    I recalled faces as I rode Bronze through the city streets.  Reverence for the King?  The Lord of Shadow?  Or the good sense to not stand in front of the landslide?  It was something to think about, so I did. 
 
    “You may be right,” I admitted, finally. 
 
    Mary rubbed her temples and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Can I go back to my spell work?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I sat quietly and waited.  At last, she opened her eyes and sighed. 
 
    “You want to do nice things, but they keep turning to crap, right?  Or you’re afraid to do nice things lest they do so.” 
 
    “Pretty much.  I worry too much, I know.” 
 
    “You act as though there’s an ultimate endgame where everyone is happy.  Like the world—any world—can be turned into Utopia, where food is always plentiful, no one is sick, and everyone lives in peace and harmony.  Your big worry is how you’re dragging the world away from this ideal and making it harder to achieve.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Will it ever reach an endpoint where everything is fine and dandy?” 
 
    I hadn’t considered that.  There are lots of potential versions of paradise.  For much of ancient history, fertile lands, good weather, and a lack of disease was sufficient.  For some post-modern technophiles, living in a virtual reality while one’s body floated in a nutrient tank would be perfect.  All of them were good to those who thought them good, but would any of them ever be permanent?  Sooner or later the weather changes and the soil gives out.  Sooner or later some jerk with a code editor starts messing with the machinery of the world. 
 
    “Not for long,” I admitted. 
 
    “So, if there’s no endgame, what’s left?” 
 
    I was stuck for an answer until I remembered a comment by one of the gods of Karvalen: 
 
    The purpose of games is to play. 
 
    What if the game can’t be won?  Or can’t be lost?  What if it goes on forever?  What if it does end, but the winner is based on a score, not a final victory?  Do a thousand years of civilization count for more than the following age of barbarism? 
 
    “If there’s no endgame,” I said, slowly, “maybe I’ve been thinking about life all wrong.” 
 
    “Dear one, you are smart in general, brilliant in your chosen fields, and sometimes thick as bowl of oatmeal.” 
 
    “I’m clever enough to not argue with you.” 
 
    Mary scooted closer and hugged me. 
 
    “Yes.  And I hope I’m saving you in different ways than you save me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I admitted, hugging her in return. 
 
    “I know.  Oh, how I know!” 
 
    She kissed me thoroughly and stood up. 
 
    “As much as I enjoy these peeks into your thinking, they’re draining and emotionally exhausting.” 
 
    “They are?  Why?” 
 
    “Because every time we have one of these discussions, I’m forced to recognize I don’t understand you.  I love you, but I don’t understand you.  And I have to re-evaluate everything I thought I knew with what I now know.” 
 
    “Oh.  Yes, internal correlation is something of a headache.” 
 
    “It is?  Yes.  Yes, it is.  We’ll go with that.  Sure.” 
 
    “What did I say?” 
 
    “No, I’ve had enough of this talk.  You go do your spell stuff.  I have some things I need to find.  Warn me before you run off to the war again, would you?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She kissed me quickly but firmly before she headed off.  I watched her go, puzzled about many things.  At last, I shrugged off the mood and returned to my work. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Karvalen, Sunday, March 18th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    Diogenes is finally accessing the sand table without much trouble.  It was more trouble than I anticipated.  His changes of viewpoint are abrupt, much sharper than mine.  I think it has something to do with the binary nature of his interface.  When it has a command, it’s either on or off, never anywhere in between.  He can scroll the viewpoint at incredible speed, making the sand a fog of vibrating particles, but he doesn’t have the ability to call up an image of a specific place.  He has to scroll to it.  While I can decide to open the image on the table at, say, Salacia, he has to have someone start the table up for him, then zoom out, find the location he wants, and zoom back in on it. 
 
    Next time, we’ll include some extra interface functions.  I’ll rig it to turn the table on or off, at least. 
 
    While Diogenes carried on his examination of the Kingdoms of Light, I reviewed the potentially-rebellious trouble spots Seldar mentioned in Karvalen.  I used the mirrors, rather than the sand table, and had some assistance from one of my bodyguards—Sir Penza, of the Banners.  He was most helpful in finding the Karvalen cities of Socara and Peleseyn.  They were pretty far west, on the near edge of the Darkwood.  Socara was on the coast while Peleseyn was up north, a strongpoint on the Averill river.  Both were fortified, although Peleseyn’s defenses were less extensive. 
 
    I suspect Peleseyn was less than pleased with the Crown for one major reason:  The rising of the Averill.  Over the centuries, the Averill carved a canyon for itself.  This made it not just a cold, deep river, but a nasty barrier at the northern edge of the kingdom.  I asked the mountain to keep it as a river, but to also raise it, shallow out the gorge while keeping the gradient out to the western sea.  The water still flowed normally, but it was now only a few feet from the upper part of the banks. 
 
    Which, of course, meant the viksagi could cross anywhere they liked, pretty much whenever the liked, without too much fuss or bother. 
 
    True, most of the more violent of the viksagi clans made their way to Stadius, but there were still more incidents between our peoples than before.  Fewer invasions, though, since we were doing a lot more trading.  If we examined it mathematically, the loss of life and property was diminished by at least ninety percent.  Unfortunately, instead of a single, massively-bloody conflict every generation or so, it was now a periodic, bordering on persistent thing about stolen pigs, stolen women, and occasional murders. 
 
    Lissette already sent a conclave of the law—a curiate—to Peleseyn to settle these matters.  It wasn’t perfect.  The viksagi have their own system of justice and don’t take kindly to being detained and tried under ours.  There have been some tense negotiations.  It doesn’t help that the negotiations have to happen with every little town or clan or whatever.  The viksagi don’t have a central government, just the occasional giant conclave for eating, drinking, talking, and whatever passes for governing. 
 
    Things are better than before, but they’re still not good.  Peleseyn was especially unhappy, but at least I had some idea why.  Socara was more of a mystery.  I didn’t see any reason they would chafe under the Bright Queen, but Seldar said they were unhappy and I believed him. 
 
    So I snooped around, spied on the castle structures in each city, and considered whether to go with the fountains of fire or the rods from god.  Both structures had fountains, but none of them seemed well-placed for the visual impact I wanted.  Pity.  I did like the idea of a huge, flaming eye looking at people.  It makes an impression. 
 
    Oh, well.  The rods from god were more traditional, anyway. 
 
    Diogenes did a nice job on the spears.  I specified wicked-looking and he delivered.  They were a heavy, steel alloy, not quite black but very dark, with a collection of wicked barbs behind the main head.  They were somewhat larger than I expected, though.  I could throw one.  Torvil and Kammen could throw one.  Most of the Knights of Shadow could at least heft it and use it as a weapon.  Anyone else would be happy to set it against a charge, perhaps, or use it to brace a door. 
 
    I opened a brute-force gate—a small one—and dropped the first spear through.  The guidance spell made sure it reached its target.  The penetrator spell helped it go through the roof.  The illusion spell made it burn for a few moments, just to make a point, before the fiery light settled into the engraved message to make it glow like the One Ring on a lava flow.  The message was short: 
 
    “Don’t.”  (Literally, tunonvi, meaning, “You don’t want to do that.”) 
 
    Socara and Peleseyn each had one delivered, gravity express, straight into the receiving room of their respective palaces.  Once I finished, Sir Penza begged leave to ask a question. 
 
    “I’m tempted to deny your request,” I told him, “simply because of the way you asked.  Want to try again?” 
 
    “My lord, may I inquire?” 
 
    “Much less grovel-y.  I’m pleased.  Yes, you may.” 
 
    “I see the engraving upon each spear left much of it unmarked.  Would not a more elaborate message be of more utility?” 
 
    “Possibly, but I’m pretty sure it doesn’t need to be longer.  When they hear what happened—a spear from the sky descended into the palace, through wood and stone, to embed itself in the foyer—will they know who sent it?” 
 
    “Without question.” 
 
    “Put yourself in their shoes.  –hold it,” I corrected, looking up at him and holding up one hand.  “I meant, imagine yourself in their place.  The Demon King just dropped a personal message into your palace and told you ‘Don’t do it’ in a direct and, since he didn’t show up personally to deliver it, somewhat gentle fashion.  How do you interpret his message?” 
 
    “I have no way of knowing what it is he refers to,” Sir Penza replied, nodding.  “Whatever guilt lies on my conscience, I must now consider anew.” 
 
    “And when you find out the other potential troublemaker received the same message?” 
 
    “I believe your message will be taken to heart, my lord.” 
 
    “Good.  Maybe it’ll save me from ripping a few out.” 
 
    “On that subject, my lord?” 
 
    “You have hearts you want to rip out?” 
 
    “Not precisely.  It is said you are the master of life and death, the one who can cut the thread of a man from the Ribbon of Destiny.  I would ask your advice.” 
 
    I started putting mirrors back in their mountings on the walls, thinking dark thoughts. 
 
    “All right, but I’ll want you to explain some theology to me afterward.” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “I want to know what you think.  I know what I think.  I’ll ask questions to find out what you’ve been taught and if it’s been correctly communicated.  If it hasn’t,” I reassured him, “it certainly won’t be your fault.  I’ll have to go through the holy books and maybe do some editing.  Don’t sweat it.” 
 
    “As you say, my lord.” 
 
    “So, what do you need advice on?” 
 
    “I have an idea for an enchantment, but I… I find my skills are not quite up to the task.” 
 
    “Do you have the spell?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    So we sat down while Diogenes continued with the sand table.  Sir Penza showed me his idea. 
 
    The spells enchanted into most swords are fairly simple.  Unlike most heavy blades, Knights of Shadow sharpen their swords to as fine an edge as possible.  The enchantment is a fast-acting upgrade of a typical repair function, focused intently around the edges.  This keeps them about as sharp as a good kitchen knife.  Once enchanted into the steel, that finely-honed edge is locked in as the “correct” shape of the metal.  Blunt it, take a notch out of it, scratch it, whatever—the enchantment tries to “repair” the sword back into the original “correct” shape.  Another common spell is one to help hold the metal together, hardening and toughening it, making it much harder to break.  The two work pretty well together, once they’re synchronized with each other.  They have to be, or the toughening enchantment would resist the repair enchantment. 
 
    Penza’s idea was to project a field of force around the edge of the blade.  Much like the reverse of a medical spell—the one I used for welding flesh and bone together—this would seize on any matter near the edge and attempt to pull it apart. 
 
    “My thought was born in seeing a rope cut,” he told me.  “A single swipe of the blade severed the rope with ease.  I wondered if it would be so simple, so easy, if the rope were slack, lying on the ground.  Many evenings have I discussed these matters with others of my Order, but it was Sir Relcar of the Shield who suggested I start with the flesh of clay spell.  It works well in reverse, to part flesh, but what does one do with armor?  Or a door, or stone pillar?  A new spell was needed, and I believe I have one sufficient for this purpose.  Yet, it does not merge well with the magic of a Shadow’s blade.” 
 
    “Does it work when you cast the spell on your sword?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “It just doesn’t want to behave when you try to enchant it.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve already got two spells in your sword.  Other knights probably have more.  Am I right?” 
 
    “Some few of exceptional enchantment skill have three or four, my lord.  For the most part, these two, or variants of them, are all one will find.” 
 
    “My thought is you’ve got a conflict in there, somewhere.  One or the other enchantment is interfering with a component of your new pull-apart matrix.”  I rummaged around in the scrying room supplies.  “Here we go.  Show me your pull-apart spell and we’ll see if we can figure out why it won’t play well with others.” 
 
    He walked me through the spell.  I liked it.  It was power-hungry, though, since it directed forces at the target.  The amount of energy required to make a difference by trying to pull apart steel armor was unlikely to be available in worlds of lesser magical field strength.  I didn’t see any reason it wouldn’t work in Karvalen, though. 
 
    On the other hand, I thought there was room for improvement.  The separation spell worked as a radiant field from the edge of the blade, affecting everything in a axial cylinder segment.  It affected anything within an inch or two, with the strength of the effect increasing with proximity.  But blades don’t cut sideways; they cut best straight in.  By altering the directional component to the spell, the effect would be concentrated on a much smaller area, thus affecting less mass and fewer chemical bonds, vastly improving the effect. 
 
    We worked together on it for the better part of an hour.  It went quickly.  After all, he did most of the work already.  All I did was touch it up and edit a bit.  By the time we were done, he could cast the spell on a stick and put a narrow gash in the stonework with every strike.  It wasn’t a deep gash because it was too narrow.  The stick was too wide to fit in it. 
 
    “A sword’s edge will bite deeper,” I assured him.  “That will let the effect reach deeper.  I won’t be surprised to find you cut a man in half without feeling it hit.” 
 
    “I am gratified, my lord.  Yet, the enchantment?” 
 
    “That’s trickier.  We’ve got your spell cleaned up and slimmed down, but incorporating it into a three-way enchantment isn’t simple.  I can see how it conflicts with the toughening enchantment—one pulls apart, the other pulls together, and we’re trying to mount both generators in the same object.  That’s going to take some doing.  However,” I added, “I have a workaround.” 
 
    “I would be honored to hear it, my lord.” 
 
    “Got a power crystal?’ 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Mounted in the pommel of your sword?” 
 
    “No, my lord.” 
 
    “Enchant two crystals.  One needs to be a battery and the other should hold the pull-apart spell.  Mount them in the pommel and set them to cast the separation spell.  It’s not an actual enchantment on the blade—it only uses the blade as a point of reference, rather than being built into it.  You’ll have to turn it on to use it, rather than leave it running, but it occurs to me there’s another good reason to do it this way.” 
 
    “There is?” 
 
    “Yes.  It won’t cut through your scabbard and fall out.” 
 
    Sir Penza was startled, then thoughtful. 
 
    “I had not considered that.  I have never tried to sheathe my weapon while the spell was active.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’ve had a very similar problem.  This is worse, since it’s not limited to the actual, physical dimensions of the blade.  Anything immediately in front of the edge is likely to come apart.” 
 
    “I shall begin work on pommel gems immediately, by your leave.” 
 
    “Sure.  But, before you go, I’d like to ask some theological questions, remember?” 
 
    “Of course.  I will be pleased to give you my understanding.” 
 
    “Who is the Lord of Shadow and what is his purpose?” 
 
    “Purpose, my lord?” 
 
    “You know the Mother of Flame.  Fire goddess, sort of a sun goddess, blazing light of life, all that.  The Lord of Shadow must have something along those lines.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  The Lord of Shadow is the Lord of Mortals.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Go on?” he asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Look, sit down.  My neck is starting to hurt.”  We sat down.  I leaned forward and gestured for him to continue.  “Pretend I’m from some tiny kingdom so far away they haven’t even heard of money.  Explain to me about this Lord of Shadow.” 
 
    Sir Penza was a bit stumped for a moment.  I suppose it’s hard to wrap your head around the idea of explaining beliefs you never think about.  I mean, I would have a hard time explaining how I know the Earth orbits the Sun.  I could cite examples of how it can be proven, but I haven’t done any of them personally.  I take it on faith someone would have pointed out any errors in the theory by now. 
 
    Of course, I’m standing on a flat world where the sun turns on for the day and turns off for the night.  Maybe not the best example. 
 
    “The Lord of Shadow,” Sir Penza said, carefully, “is the Lord of Mortals.  Being neither things of pure light nor pure darkness, we are mixtures of the two.  At either extreme, there is a purity no mortal can achieve.  Those are the realms of gods.”  The word he used was numenae, which meant something similar to the arhia or arhelu, at least in the sense it was an immaterial creature.  The numenae are creatures of terrible power and incomprehensible motives.  I wish I’d heard the term before calling them simulata.  In short, the gods. 
 
    “While other gods rule the air or the fire, the Lord of Shadow is the god of Men.  His is power over the flow of destiny, to raise up or cast down, to watch the unwinding thread of life or cut it short.  He is not a deathgod, although many worship Him as one.  He is the one who guides mortals to live worthy lives, that we may prove we are worthy of the gifts of minds and hearts and hands, to use them for the betterment of ourselves and the world.  He is a god of building, of creating, and of destroying to build better.  He does all of this through us, to teach us, to help us grow.”  Sit Penza shook his head.  “I find it difficult to express what I am trying to say.” 
 
    “As a Banner,” I pointed out, “you should have this all sorted out already.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my lord.  I find I am unprepared for such questions.”  He shrugged, a palms-up gesture.  “Everyone I have ever met already knows of the Lord of Shadow.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it.  Just… the next time you have a discussion with other Banners, consider the idea someone might not have any notion at all who the Lord of Shadow is.  How do you talk to them?  How do you explain?” 
 
    “I see now the lack in my preparation, my lord.”  He bowed and saluted.  “I thank you again for Your guidance.” 
 
    “And thank you for your help.  You may go.” 
 
    He rose, towered over me, bowed like a tree about to fall on me, then backed away and departed. 
 
    They do grow them big in the Church of Shadow. 
 
    “All right,” I said, once the pivot-door swung shut.  “Don’t tell me you weren’t listening.” 
 
    I was. 
 
    “What’s the deal?  That’s not what I recall from Karvalen Religion one-oh-one!” 
 
    I’m sorry, but I’m still evolving.  I may have sprung full-formed from a crack in your skull, or near enough, but I’ve been growing and changing, adapting to circumstances and the expectations of our worshipers!  The sea-folk think of me as their fire-god, and I’ve had to adapt to that, as well as adapt to the under-mountain tribes regarding me as a soul-eating, hungry god of death, and to the humans with their varied notions of how a god of neither-light-nor-dark-but-still-pretty-monochrome works!  I think I’ve done an absolutely stellar job, thank you very much! 
 
    “Oh?  How so?” 
 
    The sea-folk accept me as a god of fire, but also as a god of knowledge and growth.  The under-mountain guys are slowly moving away from purely death-god feelings and into the idea of me watching them with a stern and commanding eye, prepared to snuff them if they don’t adhere to my idea of destiny.  And humans—well, I’m doing what I can with humans, and being a father-figure who wants them to help them grow up—individually and as a race—is about the best I’ve managed. 
 
    “It never came home to me how many different hats you wear, or how difficult it might be to reconcile being multiple deities squished into a single one.” 
 
    You have no idea, he assured me.  I’m still evolving, not only from a theological perspective, but personally.  I’m… not who I was in the beginning.  If you had remained up here and survived—a virtual impossibility, given the multiple conflicting inputs—you might have become the who I am now.  We’re different people, but we’re like one person meeting his alternate-timeline self. 
 
    “We’re a lot alike up until the divine ascension.  Then we diverge.” 
 
    Pretty much. 
 
    “How bad is the polyphase deification input you mentioned?” 
 
    The three main religious viewpoints are now no longer so… dissonant.  Out of phase.  They’re coming into closer synchronization and not giving me major headaches from the off-pitch, discordant energy frequencies.  I’m three different notes, but I’m not yet a decent chord.  Eru Ilúvatar would not be pleased with me.  I’m working on it. 
 
    “Their views of you are coming into closer alignment, so their choirs of faith are singing closer to on-key?” 
 
    Not a bad analogy.  I’m still working on their tuning and some of them have no idea what rhythm is. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I didn’t realize it was a problem.” 
 
    You drink blood, I drink faith.  You eat souls, I eat worship.  You don’t ask me to dump heretics and sinners in your dungeon—although it wouldn’t be a problem!—and I don’t ask you to avatar for me. 
 
    “I do hate to avatar, but if you need me to…” 
 
    I might take you up on it, but I know how much you hate it.  I won’t ask unless it’s important. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    What’s next for you? 
 
    “More of the same, I think.  Diogenes will look for signs of military preparations while I get ready to drop the Knights of Shadow into unexpected places.” 
 
    I suspected something like that.  I’ll tell you right now, the Shining One doesn’t seem worried. 
 
    “I figure he’s done here.  At least, I’m hoping so.  I suspect he’s taking what he can get before the rest of you kick him out.” 
 
    You think so? 
 
    “It fits what I know, but I’m not observing him up there.  He might intend to stay.  If that’s the case, he’s ramping up to take all of you on and own the world.  He’s got fingers in other pies, though, so he might not care too much about this one.” 
 
    I wish I knew.  He hasn’t been talking to anyone on the ground.  He doesn’t have anything like you and I do, and he doesn’t have anything like Sparky and the redheads, either.  I’ve been listening and I don’t hear him exhorting the priesthood to greater histrionics. 
 
    “Hold on,” I protested.  “How is he giving orders, then?” 
 
    For my second wish, I again wish I knew.  Is it possible the Church of Light came up with all this on their own? 
 
    “Humans inventing the idea of broiling people alive in the Crucible of the Sun for the greater glory of their god?” 
 
    I’ll take that as a definite “Yes,” he decided. 
 
    I wanted to tell him humans wouldn’t perform such atrocities on each other without divine—or infernal—guidance.  Sadly, the words stuck in my throat and refused to emerge.  Humans do get awfully creative when it comes to doing awful things. 
 
    “All right,” I said, instead.  “Got anything you need from me at the moment?” 
 
    I don’t think so.  Anything you need from me? 
 
    “Peace of mind?” 
 
    Fresh out. 
 
    “Youthful optimism?” 
 
    You’re too old. 
 
    “Cake?” 
 
    We’re all out of cake.  How about death? 
 
    “I’d rather have the chicken.” 
 
    If you insist.  Later, though.  You’ve got a sunset coming up. 
 
    “What are you, my mother?” 
 
    No, I’m trying to help out with common sense and maybe a conscience.  It’s a tough job, but somebody has to do it. 
 
    “Thanks.  I’ll hit the waterfall and start work on some portable barns.” 
 
    Don’t forget to discuss the logistics with Seldar, Dantos, and Beltar.  You might want to get Nothar in on this, too. 
 
    “I have a better idea.  I’ll tell all four of them to talk amongst themselves while I stay out of their way.” 
 
    That might work better, yes. 
 
    “Glad we’re in agreement.  Ciao.” 
 
    Fī amān Allāh. 
 
    “You’re not as funny as you think you are.” 
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    Over the next couple of days, Diogenes ran the scrying table like a virtual spy satellite network over the Kingdoms of Light.  He didn’t find any suspicious activity, either, although a lack of suspicious activity was, in itself, still suspicious—as was I.  Suspicious, that is. 
 
    Church of Light troops continued to garrison strategic points in H’zhad’Eyn and to hunt down guerrilla fighters.  Ynar and Praeteyn, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have much of a military presence.  Aside from constant traffic through the temples, everything seemed pretty mundane.  Diogenes did get accurate population counts, military deployment, road network, economic and climatic data, though.  I don’t know if I’ll ever need or want to know the per-capita consumption of wheat in Salacia, but he knows. 
 
    I, on the other hand, spent the time with a couple of electro-flex tents and a bunch of BNC wands.  The tents were the usual type.  They could either squeeze themselves down into compacted bundles or expand into stiffened structures.  Compacted, they were about the size of a rectangular bale of hay, only with easy-carry straps.  Expanded, they had a footprint large enough for a dozen horses, two doors, and a domed ceiling.  Getting the things tuned to each other wasn’t too difficult, but I had serious questions about which shift-spell to use. 
 
    A point-to-point spell takes a minimal amount of work.  A universe-to-universe spell needs a whole lot more.  Did I ever foresee a time when it might be good to have a set of portable shift-booths suitable for transporting a dozen big horses or fifty people?  From Carrillon to Ynar, yes.  From Carrillon to… Denver?  Or Flintridge?  Or Arcadia? 
 
    Perhaps more important, if I build inter-universal troop transport tents, will I want to use them?  By making the things, I’ll make them an option.  I might think, “Well, I could just bring in a couple hundred armored knights and stomp the problem.” 
 
    Something deep inside me resists this idea.  I don’t know why, and I’m not going down there to look. 
 
    I built them as point-to-point shift-booths. 
 
      
 
    I finished my troop transport preparations and stretched.  I try to do most of the energy-intense work at night.  Some of the finalizing and fine-tuning happens afterward, so it was still early morning when I had Diogenes take away the last set.  I headed for the dining room in the residence complex and scaled a mountain of waffles, struggling through deep drifts of scrambled eggs and a small avalanche of crumbled bacon. 
 
    Mary was already there, skating pancakes through a plate of syrup and butter.  It struck me as a good idea. 
 
    Later, after the chomping and slurping died down to more dignified chewing, she cleared her throat.  I forked some more eggs into my mouth and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Go ahead and eat,” she told me.  “I just want to talk at you for a bit.  Okay?” 
 
    I nodded in reply and continued to shovel. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said.  The part about not wanting to disappoint people.  It’s why you do what you do and why you’re afraid to do anything.” 
 
    “Not anything,” I corrected, around a mouthful of French toast. 
 
    “Eat and listen.  The impression I got—and I’ll accept corrections after I’m done, so shut up and stay shut up—is you see yourself as a monster.  As far as the universe is concerned, you’re a villain.  A lesser evil, maybe, but still on the wrong side of the line.  I can live with that, mostly because you don’t want to be a monster.  In many ways, you remind me of Frankenstein.  He was viewed as a monster, but he didn’t want to be one.  He just wanted to be loved.” 
 
    I held up a hand to stop her, finished chewing, and swallowed. 
 
    “Frankenstein was the scientist.  You’re thinking of Frankenstein’s monster.” 
 
    “First,” she replied, ticking off points on her fingers, “any well-read individual knows Frankenstein wasn’t the monster.  Second, a moral individual knows Frankenstein was the monster.” 
 
    I had to think about that one for a moment, but Mary continued. 
 
    “Also, I told you to shut up.  I’m trying to work through some personal issues of my own, some of yours, and one of ours.” 
 
    I hunched down in my chair and continued to eat.  Mary exhaled, puffing out her cheeks, and settled back in her seat. 
 
    “Now,” she said, more quietly, “I get that you’re a monster.  Even to other vampires—any of the three tribes, anyway—you’re a terrifying thing.  Your tongue, all by itself, is way too much like a tentacle for comfort.  It would be unnerving even to me if I didn’t like it so much.” 
 
    I choked on a bite of waffle and hurried to wash it down.  Mary smiled. 
 
    “But monsters qua monsters aren’t necessarily bad.  Fred is a pretty decent monster.  He misses you, by the way.  We talk every so often before I go to sleep.  I could cite others, but I trust I’ve made my point.  ‘Monster’ doesn’t equal ‘evil.’  Having said that, I’m now going to stab you with a couple of points, so sit still and take them like a man.” 
 
    This should be good, said my altar ego.  I felt his attention on us. 
 
    Yeah, what he said, Firebrand added. 
 
    I felt myself hunching a little lower in the seat.  The last thing I wanted was an audience for this. 
 
    Don’t you two have other things you could be doing? 
 
    I’m still watching for movement on the Boojum. 
 
    I’m just leaning against the table.  Don’t mind us. 
 
    Yeah.  We’re good. 
 
    My next thought was rude, but I didn’t project it. 
 
    “My first point,” Mary began, “is about being evil.  While I admit there may be a ‘pure’ evil, anything less than evil for the sake of evil is relative.  You’re not as evil as some humans, possibly most humans.  Don’t we measure a monster by comparing it to ourselves?  —don’t answer.  It was rhetorical.  My point is, you’re a better person than you think. 
 
    “Second, and more important, is this thing you have about cowardice and disappointment.  You say you go into terrible situations for people because you aren’t brave.  You’re too afraid of disappointing them to be a proper coward.  But that’s not cowardice.  That’s love.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “You love people.  Some people.  Okay, a few people.  You’ve demonstrated you’ll go into danger for me.  You’ll do it for Amber, too, and you’ve done it.  No doubt you will for Tianna and Tymara, as well.  Bronze, obviously.  Lissette.  Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar.  Maybe Dantos or Beltar.  Maybe T’yl.  I don’t know about Bob, but I doubt it.  If any of the others was trapped at the bottom of a pool of water, you would go in after them despite your aversion to sinking.  Not because you’re afraid to fail them, but because you’re afraid to lose them.  You love them and you won’t allow them to be harmed when you can do something about it.” 
 
    I thought about it for a while.  She had a point.  I don’t know about good and evil.  I’m kind of stuck in the middle and can’t see either end from here.  But love?  Do I do that?  Maybe?  I guess I do.  I don’t express it worth a damn, but it’s there. 
 
    “You may be right,” I admitted, slowly. 
 
    “You’re darn tootin’ I’m right.” 
 
    “I’m more afraid of losing the people I love than I am of disappointing them.” 
 
    Mary replied with a screaming groan of frustration. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant and you know it!” 
 
    “Yes, I do know it.  I’m also horribly uncomfortable with this discussion and I’m trying to deflect.  Is it working?” 
 
    Mary’s expression abruptly shifted from frustrated to concerned. 
 
    “You’re that bothered by this talk?” 
 
    “Sweetheart, I will happily discuss ‘us,’ if that’s what you want to do.  I’ll blather on about relationships and feelings or even whether you prefer a welt or a bruise.  I’m reasonably comfortable with all that.  This, however, feels… feels… feels as though I should be lying on a couch while someone with an Austrian accent asks about my mother.  I don’t want to go through psychotherapy.  I’m not offended, I’m only uncomfortable.  Intensely uncomfortable,” I added. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.  I didn’t realize.  When you told me about how you felt, I was worried for you.  I don’t like the thought of you living your life in such pain.” 
 
    “Pain?” I echoed, surprised.  “There’s no pain involved.  That’s simply the way I exist.  It’s how I think, or part of it.  It’s just me.  A more deep-down me than most people will ever see, in fact.  Is that a problem?” 
 
    “No.  I’ve given this some thought, and it explains a lot about you—things I didn’t quite understand.  I don’t think it changes how I look at you, how I feel about you… or not much.  Maybe there’s a little… I don’t know.  Pity, maybe.  Sadness.  You’re not only a dark hero, you’re also a tragic figure.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
    “Being a tragic figure?  I find it incredibly attractive.  I’d like you to be happy in the way I understand happy, but if you’re content with being a tragic figure, I’m totally on board.” 
 
    “Good?  I think?” 
 
    “Finish your breakfast.  You’re going to need your strength.” 
 
    “Oh, so it’s that kind of attractive.” 
 
      
 
    It was late in the afternoon when Mary let me escape her seductive clutches.  I’m not sure how that works.  She’s the one who likes to be tied up.  Apparently, I have a lot to learn when it comes to dealing with women. 
 
    I checked in with Diogenes.  The fleet was still making for the Dragon’s Teeth—the weather wasn’t cooperating, but that’s a sailing thing and not my speed.  I could either chew my fingernails down to the wrists, or find distractions to keep me occupied.  Bob wasn’t the most delightful of my options, but he was on my list of people to see.  I debated whether to call Bob or drop in.  Each had good points.  I finally settled on calling him.  The idea of being able to hang up and go about my business seemed best.  Interdimensional mirror calls aren’t possible, at least so far, but I had an idea. 
 
    Scrying spells through a gate tend to become distorted as the point of focus moves beyond the gate opening.  Over short distances, they work fine.  So, if a mirror has one of a micro-gate pair to let the scrying connection reach another, identical mirror, the scrying spells on the second mirror should be able to link like a call-forwarding function.  It’s a lot like the Diogephone.  Electronics send a signal through a micro-gate.  The other micro-gate feeds that signal into more electronics, which then connect to the communications network.  Admittedly, the scrying mirrors don’t have a major cellular network to support them, but if cell phones had planetary range, we wouldn’t have cell networks, either. 
 
    It took a little while to set it up, as well as a brief trip to Karvalen to establish the scry-forwarding setup, but it worked. 
 
    Bob answered the mirror himself. 
 
    “Dark One,” he greeted me, bowing from the neck.  If he tried a full obeisance on a mirror, he would drop out of view. 
 
    “Good afternoon.  How go things in the under-mountains?” 
 
    “The duchy is as well as can be expected,” he informed me.  “The inhabitants are unwashed, uncouth, and unpleasant, but they are orderly and largely obedient.  They have learned their lessons well in regard to trade with other races.  As for the visitors, the vast majority of them are in Stadius.  There are always difficulties, but the order and well-being of the city are firmly in hand.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.  And how stands the kingdom?” 
 
    “If I presume incorrectly to understand your question,” he replied, carefully, “my hope is that I shall be gently corrected.  The kingdom has one primary external enemy.  Against this enemy, much of the Queen’s forces are now committed.  Those discontented with the rule of the Bright Queen have been cautioned against any unwise maneuvers in what might they might deem an opportune moment.  In my opinion, the kingdom is vulnerable from such internal threats, but those same threats firmly believe the cost of any victory will prove disastrous, possibly catastrophic.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Now, I notice Lissette has sent several thousand men southward.” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Lord?” 
 
    “I did not note any soldiers of the other races, most notably the galgar, orku, or the elves.” 
 
    “That is true, Dread Lord.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The Bright Queen made neither demand nor request.  She levied no troops from the Duchy of Vathula.” 
 
    I felt my face scowling.  I put it back into neutral. 
 
    “Any thoughts on why?” 
 
    “I cannot fathom the mind of the Queen.” 
 
    “Good to know.  But I asked if you had any thoughts on the matter, not whether or not you could read her mind.” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Lord.  I believe she is loath to mix men and other races.  They do not ally readily in their daily affairs.” 
 
    “I can see that.  It’ll be a serious job of discipline to keep them from fighting each other.” 
 
    “I believe that is her thought, as well.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll keep it in mind.  Thank you.” 
 
    “Dread Lord, if I may ask?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What progress is there on returning my people to the celestial orb?  I would be most disappointed to find we are returning before the conclusion of your Queen’s war.” 
 
    I tried to gauge Bob’s expression, but I might as well have tried to read a scroll in Sanskrit.  No, the Sanskrit would be easier.  I’m sure I’ve consumed the spirit of someone who understood it.  I scrutinized him carefully, but he was inscrutable. 
 
    I didn’t like the way he juxtaposed my task and the war.  Was it to remind me of my promise?  Was it to suggest he thought I was delaying until the war was over, in case I needed a hundred elven assassins?  There was a plethora of implications and possibilities in what he said, none of which I liked. 
 
    Bloody damn elf. 
 
    “I haven’t found a way to open a gate directly to it, so I’ve investigated the shell around the world and the void beyond it.  At the moment, I think I’m going to have to build a boat to sail the void.  I’ve figured out how to build a tiny firmament and a boat, but I haven’t figured out how to sail the void.  Rest assured, I haven’t forgotten and I haven’t given up.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dread Lord, for being mindful of your promise.  All the First Elves await your success with deep gratitude.” 
 
    “That’s another question.  How many First Elves are there, roughly?  Do I need a big boat or a small boat?  Or will I need to make several trips?  Or what?” 
 
    “There is no clear accounting, but I would estimate our numbers to be approximately seven hundred.” 
 
    “So, either a big boat or multiple trips.  Got it.  I’ll plan accordingly.” 
 
    “We perpetually thank you, Dread Lord.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    I cut the connections, both scrying spells and gate.  Then I sat and brooded for a bit.  I’ve gotten quite good at it. 
 
    I did promise to get the elves off the world.  Well, I promised to find a way.  Opening a gate to the moon was one option, but it wasn’t a good option.  I don’t know what prevents me from establishing a gate connection—or even a scrying connection—but it’s powerful.  I haven’t been able to finesse my way through it and brute-forcing through it promises to be Herculean in scope.  I’ve even tried circumventing it by dialing in from another universe.  It’s a solid barrier, not merely a shell. 
 
    If Rendu built it, he might be the only one who can take it down, or at least open it up.  That, however, would involve ringing the doorbell on the Spire of the Sun.  Which could, in theory, wake a whole passel of Heru—primal entities of chaos, apparently—from their nap, and that strikes me as a can of worms.  Or Wyrms.  The void-sailing boat was pretty much the only… 
 
    Crap. 
 
    What happens if a physical object approaches the moon of Karvalen?  Does the barrier—or the lunar firmament, or whatever it is—affect it?  It blocks magical intrusion.  It might also block physical intrusion, but I don’t know. 
 
    Grumbling, I consulted with Diogenes.  Yes, I had plenty of time before the first ships reached the Straits.  I got off my butt and headed to Zirafel to test the lunar firmament.  As I went to the main gate room—there’s no shift-booth in Zirafel—Bronze decided she wanted to come along.  That suited me. 
 
    Diogenes reported daylight at both ends, so we opened the gate, stepped through the Great Arch of Zirafel, and proceeded to my infinity bridges. 
 
    I regarded the void through the bluish tinge of the Firmament. 
 
    If I stick something through the Firmament, it dissolves.  Well, it comes apart and dissipates as though dissolving.  But if I stick my hand through the Firmament, it stays intact as long as I’m paying attention to it.  Is that because it’s part of a living being, because I’m paying attention to it, or because my hand is partly composed of chaos energies? 
 
    Before I stick my hand through during the day—and risk losing it—maybe I ought to conduct a few more tests. 
 
    It’s surprising how much science is done by poking things with sticks. 
 
    Zirafel doesn’t have much deadwood lying around, but there are some tough vines, various forms of shrubbery, and a few small trees.  I tested pieces of plant and long splinters of stone.  Alive or dead didn’t seem to matter.  How much attention I focused on them was the sole criteria.  If I stuck half a bush out into the void, it started to disintegrate.  The more I focused my attention on it, however, the slower it disintegrated.  I couldn’t get it to stop, but I could slow the disintegration almost to a standstill.  Is that because it isn’t a part of me, a piece of myself?  Or do I just not believe I can control it that extensively, so, therefore, I can’t?  Or is it purely a matter of focus?  Or a combination of things?  And would my attention be any more effective at night? 
 
    Tough questions. 
 
    So, armed with some idea of what the void did to material objects, I could test my firmament spell.  I took my time and built it carefully since I never cast one outside my headspace simulations.  It seemed to work, so I gently pushed a rock with its own firmament out into the void.  Once beyond the blue-tinged wall, it floated there, perfectly content to sit in nothingness, surrounded by a faint orange halo. 
 
    I’m not sure why there was an orange halo, but the rock didn’t dissolve.  The magical firmament seemed to be working.  To be sure, I turned away and started working on a second rock, diverting my attention from the first one. 
 
    When I had the second rock ready, I turned back to gauge the progress of the first one.  Instead of a rock, there was a demon.  It was elongated and thick, like a fat boa constrictor in mottled grey and olive.  The tail had a needle-like stinger and the head was a permanently-open mouth, resembling a lamprey’s.  A tongue like a tentacle emerged from the center of the mouth and retracted, like a snake’s tongue tasting the air.  The body of the creature writhed constantly as it floated out there.  I didn’t see any eyes. 
 
    I turned to Bronze. 
 
    “Did that Thing just eat my rock?” 
 
    Bronze didn’t know.  She was trying to focus on other things so as not to spoil my test. 
 
    It did, Firebrand supplied.  I felt its presence as it approached.  I saw it eat the rock.  Swallowed it whole, in fact, orange glow and all.  I would have said something, but you were in the middle of your spell. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I regarded the serpentine demon.  It seemed to regard me in return, despite the blurry, distorting effect the Firmament has on the view into the world. 
 
    I flicked a pebble out into the void.  The Thing snapped it up. 
 
    “Oh, goodie.  Some of these Things seem to regard any normal matter as snacks.” 
 
    Does that mean you’re going to make it a pet? 
 
    “Hell, no!” 
 
    Just asking. 
 
    We continued to regard each other while I thought hostile thoughts.  It didn’t seem to notice or care. 
 
    “Firebrand, is there any way you can tell this Thing to go away?” 
 
    I’m not sure I can tell it anything.  It doesn’t have thoughts the way you and I have thoughts. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    That’s… hard to explain, boss. 
 
    “Please try.” 
 
    The Thing doesn’t… It’s more of a… hmm.  All right, how about this.  You and humans and whatnot all think.  Some better than others, some louder than others.  If your sort of thought is like… like roads on a map, every thought leading to another juncture where you can continue, or divert to another thought… Does this make any sense? 
 
    “I’m with you so far.  Thoughts like a road, each leading to another thought.” 
 
    If that’s the thinking we’re familiar with, that Thing thinks like a… like a boiling pool. 
 
    “Okay, you’ve lost me.” 
 
    You think like a road.  It’s stone, it goes somewhere, and it’s got a definite direction.  Your thinking may not be a straight line, it may branch a lot, but it has a definite progression even if it only goes in circles for a while.  That Thing thinks like something boiling.  It’s going in every direction at once, doesn’t have a destination or goal, and it burbles. 
 
    “Does it go whiffling through the tulgey wood while it’s burbling?” 
 
    I told you it was hard to explain. 
 
    “Not to Charlie Dodgson.  My takeaway on this is it doesn’t have linear thought processes.” 
 
    That’s true enough.  I can’t make sense out of it at all.  I only know it’s there, not what it’s thinking. 
 
    “Got it.  So, how do we make it go away?  Kill it?” 
 
    If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather you didn’t stick me into the void. 
 
    “I’m not planning to.  Can we blast it from here?” 
 
    I don’t know.  Will a dragon-blast go through the barrier? 
 
    “From this side?  Maybe.  Let’s try it.” 
 
    I aimed low and to the right.  Firebrand burped a burst of fire.  As with most things, it exited the Firmament without fuss.  Apparently, going out is easy.  Getting in can be the challenge. 
 
    However, before we could set our sights on the Thing outside, it writhed around and… swam?… away from us.  It’s form lost definition as it departed, becoming less a material Thing and more a formless entity of the void as it gained distance. 
 
    “Did it not like the test fire?” 
 
    Got me.  It’s not a mind I understand. 
 
    “I’m not a mind you understand.” 
 
    No, I understand yours.  Sort of.  I can hear you thinking and, when I do read your thoughts, they make sense.  The problem with you is how many thoughts you have.  It’s picking one voice out of a crowd.  Thinking of thoughts as voices in a crowd, that Thing has a collection of clicks, whistles, and hums going on all the time.  You have the babble of a group. 
 
    “I’ll bear that in mind.  Do you have any sense of others nearby?” 
 
    Nope. 
 
    “Then I’ll get back to work.  Warn me, please.” 
 
    I’ll do my best. 
 
    I got down to spellcasting and tossing rocks. 
 
      
 
    By sunset, I established a number of things.  Yes, my home-made firmament spell would protect a rock in the void without any help from personal attention.  It didn’t last long, but it worked.  Adding a power crystal extended the duration considerably, but it didn’t have any magic to draw on out there.  I think the only reason Karvalen has magic at all is because magical energy is a side effect, a byproduct, of the Firmament.  As for my own version, I couldn’t figure out how to get the thing to draw in power from the void and turn it into usable energy. 
 
    So, in theory, I can raise shields around a void-sailing ship and it’ll be fine until the power runs out. 
 
    I’ve also confirmed the lack of gravity on the outside of the main firmament.  Rocks simply float and drift.  If I drop one over the Edge, it vanishes into the distance, downward.  Presumably, it eventually shoots out the bottom of the Firmament and sails away into the void.  But if I gently reach out and place a rock beyond the Firmament, it sits there, drifting slightly, and does so until the chaos eats it away. 
 
    In a way, this is good.  The worst part of any Earthly space program is the gravity.  Getting from the ground to orbit is hard.  Here, all we have to do is step off the edge of infinity and the bridge to nowhere.  I don’t need to come up with some sort of Saturn-V rocket system to propel a ship to the moon.  A relatively minor thrust, over time, should be enough to propel a ship out to match the moon’s orbit. 
 
    Which, of course, raises the question of how the hell a moon orbits the world.  If there’s no gravity beyond the Firmament, what keeps it from wandering off into the void?  Charisma?  Curiosity?  A whole lot of invisible rubber bands? 
 
    I hate this place.  I hate the physics, I hate the ballistics, I hate the religions, I hate the idiots, I hate the world. 
 
    Okay, maybe I don’t hate everything about it.  It does upset me something awful, though. 
 
    I went off to hide from the setting sun. 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure which I like more, the Imperial Family’s residence or my quarters in Apocalyptica.  The converted missile silos have a very safe, cozy feel to them despite the oversized hallways, and they’re as comfortable as technology will allow.  But the Palace in Zirafel, for all its faded glory, is still opulent and luxurious where it’s not outright decadent. 
 
    I find it amusing how Bronze walks up to the maintenance golems and gets in their way so they’ll give her a good clean-and-polish.  Apparently, it tickles.  It’s also interesting how the palace defense golems don’t challenge her when she enters.  I’m not sure what their trigger conditions are.  How do they decide if something is alive or not?  Organic versus metallic?  Or do they only react to things of reasonably human shape? 
 
    Once I finished my own cleaning routine, I returned to my firmament-examining spot and considered what I knew.  Defending a material object against the forces of the void?  Check.  But how about the Firmament of the moon?  It’s the sole survivor of seven moons, or so I’m told.  How is this one different? 
 
    Well, I wasn’t going to equip a rock with a shield and see how fast I could throw it. 
 
    While I can’t open a gate onto the local moon, I can open a gate into the void.  Admittedly, it’s done with brute force and determination, but there are ways around that.  The process isn’t easy, but it is fairly straightforward.  Establish a scrying lock just outside the lunar shield.  Open a brute-force gate from here to there.  Push through a small ring-gate with a mini-firmament shielding spell to keep it from dissolving.  Let the brute-force gate close, then connect to the ring gate. 
 
    Now I could keep it open long enough to learn something.  So I did. 
 
    Dropping a void-proofed rock through the gate—or, rather, pitching it like a record-breaking fastball—got the rock, firmament spell and all, from the ring gate to the lunar barrier.  The rock didn’t stop at the barrier, but it did slow down markedly.  This was a distinct change from what I knew of the world’s firmament.  The moon has a much better shield.  Maybe it’s the upgraded, latest version of a firmament before Rendu locked the tower of the gods. 
 
    The rock, meanwhile, although slowed by the shield, gained speed again as gravity took over and sucked it down to the lunar surface.  It took quite a while, which told me some things about the atmosphere. 
 
    Okay, so, that’s settled.  Getting through the barrier shouldn’t be a problem.  With a gate opening just above the shield, we might even bypass the whole void-sailing ship idea.  Oxygen gear and parachutes, maybe?  It wouldn’t be easy to send elves through one by one, but it’s not like they were reproducing faster than I could send them. 
 
    I did like the idea of a void-sailing ship.  The gate and parachutes method struck me as a more Wile E. Coyote method.  Strangely, it was probably more practical of the two.  Assuming, of course, the atmosphere, temperature, pressure, and other factors allowed for it.  I’ll need to talk to Diogenes about environment probes.  Weather balloons, maybe, with the appropriate sensors and telemetry systems.  It’s not keeping my word if I send the elves back only to go splat.  Technically, I guess, but I don’t like keeping a promise technically. 
 
    Anyway, I want sever gadgets, so it’ll take some time for Diogenes to build them. 
 
    In the meantime, I headed off toward the potential slave-camp of colonists to check on them.  Last time I was here, I told them to get out and stay out, but I get the impression they were religious nuts looking for a place to settle.  Never argue with religious fanatics.  They’ll pull you down to their level. 
 
    True to form, they were still parked where I last saw them.  There didn’t seem to be anyone new, but they renovated and rebuilt, turning broken-down old ruins into a thriving little village.  They were placed in a good spot from a farming standpoint.  A stream ran nearby and there were two large parks they already cleared and plowed and planted.  More ground was being reclaimed as they pulled up paving stones and hauled away rubble.  Not at that exact moment, of course—it was nearly midnight.  But the signs of their labors were clear. 
 
    At least no one came by to kidnap or kill them.  Yet. 
 
    Bronze thought it might be a good idea to steal them, drag them off to Apocalyptica and make them rescued refugees.  I leaned forward and patted the side of her neck. 
 
    “You can’t rescue stupid, sweetheart.  Hopefully, not all of them are stupid.  The survivors—if there are any—will find somewhere else to go.  Besides, I don’t like the idea of adding religious nuts to the Apocalyptica garden.  There are enough blooming idiots there already.” 
 
    Bronze was dubious about there being survivors, but didn’t make an issue of it. 
 
    Just to be certain of their current safety, Bronze took me through a wide arc around their village.  Nobody lurked in the woods, nobody came down the road, nobody yelped in terror and ran.  I would say I was disappointed in nobody, but that’s not exactly true. 
 
    We went back to the Great Arch.  Since I had my Diogephone on me, we could leave through the Arch.  It doesn’t dial out to anywhere but Tamaril, but it makes a perfect locus for incoming gates.  A transfer of the micro-gate connection works perfectly.  Once it settled down, Bronze and I went back to Apocalyptica. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Friday, November 7th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Seldar is quite pleased with the peace and contentment of the nobility.  It’s almost as though they’ve all decided to stand together, shoulder to shoulder, backing the Bright Queen in this time of our nation’s crisis.  Solidarity, that’s the word I want.  They love her.  Just ask them and ignore any forehead sweat. 
 
    It’s likely the word from Socara and Peleseyn got around.  Most of the current nobles were witnesses when the Demon King announced a ruling Queen.  There’s an old adage about not attracting the attention of anything immortal and every one of them knows it. 
 
    Torvil and Kammen are enjoying the miniatures and the wargame.  Liam isn’t too good at it, but he’s learning.  I should look into publishing the thing.  The rules aren’t too intuitive and the mechanics fairly complex, but the accuracy is quite high.  One drawback is the paperwork involved.  It’s more complicated than Warhammer.  Tracking the elements of every unit is tedious.  It would go better as a computer-based game, not a board game.   
 
    Torvil is pleased with the game.  It takes his mind off being seasick.  Kammen finds this amusing.  When I spoke to them on the mirror, Kammen kept chuckling and chomping away at a strip of dried meat while Torvil turned green.  There’s nothing quite like your best friend mocking you in your misery. 
 
    Everything was going well, so I did my best not to screw it up. 
 
    Still, when the fleet started to navigate the Straits of the Fang Rocks, I called Mary.  We got into our fighting gear, loaded up on weapons, and moved our base of operations to the Niagara site.  If necessary, we could target a variable gate to land either or both of us on a fortress. 
 
    We watched the hologram Diogenes provided of the sand table.  We watched intently as the first ship started through the passage.  Activity on the spires and pillars was higher than usual, but a fleet was going by, single-file.  That’s to be expected. 
 
    The lead vessel rounded a slight turn and passed by the first of the island fortresses.  Then the second ship passed it by.  Then the third. 
 
    And nothing happened.  Four, five, six… fifteen, sixteen… thirty-nine… forty-two… a hundred and nineteen… 
 
    Maybe the second fortress? 
 
    Nope. 
 
    Third fortress? 
 
    Also nope. 
 
    The fleet spent a couple of days winding their way through the Straits of the Fang Rocks.  Nobody launched so much as a thrown rock.  Not an arrow, not a single flask of oil, nothing.  The pirate king either kept his word or Lissette’s secret assassin squads—the ones even I don’t know about—took care of things.  I doubt that last part.  We didn’t see corpses, just people watching the ships go by.  A few of them waved.  The fleet didn’t even get attacked by any magical forces from the kingdoms of light.  The worst the fleet encountered was some tough sailing due to the way the wind whistled between the island-pillars. 
 
    The passage was uneventful. 
 
    When the last of the ships headed for the final island-fortress and open water, Mary turned to me and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well.  That was certainly… anticlimactic,” she observed.  She sheathed both knives. 
 
    “What?” I asked.  “They kept their word and didn’t attack anybody.  It’s not my fault.” 
 
    “We’ve been sitting here for the last day and a half, armed and ready to go, and it’s all a false alarm?” 
 
    “It’s not my fault,” I repeated.  “I had no idea.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to blame you anyway,” she decided. 
 
    Me, too!  Firebrand added.  I was looking forward to a melee! 
 
    “Lord of the Fangs, indeed!  If you weren’t so terrifying, he would have tried something.” 
 
    Yeah! 
 
    “Hold it, both of you.  First, I’m not terrifying.” 
 
    Mary snorted derisively and folded her arms.  Firebrand emitted the psychic equivalent of a snort. 
 
    “Second, I didn’t do anything to intimidate him.” 
 
    “Not directly,” she countered.  “Do you think he might be worried the fact the wife of the Demon King contacted him about passage?  Maybe he considered who he was supposedly dealing with?  And maybe Lissette mentioned something about his title vis-à-vis the Demon King?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  Now you mention it, I do seem to recall she mentioned mentioning it.” 
 
    Ha! Firebrand laughed.  There you go! 
 
    “All right, all right.  Fine.  Mea culpa.  Mea maxima culpa.  I apologize for being a horrifying creature of darkness and accidentally scaring the pirate king of the Dragon’s Teeth into keeping his word.” 
 
    “That’s better.  Now, they’ve got two more days before landfall?” 
 
    “Something like that, depending on the weather.” 
 
    “Good.  Then we can go out to dinner.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Day and a half,” she interrupted, “sitting here.  Being bored.  Waiting.  Waiting patiently,” she emphasized. 
 
    “Paris?” I suggested. 
 
    “Paris will do.” 
 
    What about me?  I don’t care for your civilized dinner and night on the town. 
 
    “Elephants?” 
 
    I could kill some elephants. 
 
    “After dinner,” Mary suggested. 
 
    Deal. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Sunday, November 9th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Mary was right about her patience.  She did spend a day and half watching boats sail with nothing exciting to show for it.  I appreciated her support and her willingness to simply wait with me.  Taking the trouble to go on a mundane trip—“Let’s fly to Paris!”—was a romantic gesture, and one she appreciated. 
 
    We went to Harper Valley for our trip to Paris.  It’s quite a nice world.  The local year is 1981 and seems pretty much identical to the world I grew up in.  It has the usual problems, of course, but from my perspective, they seem pretty much under control. 
 
    Since it would still be days until the fleet made landfall, there was time to pop through a shift-booth, charter a flight, and make the round trip before watching the invasion. 
 
    Flying isn’t my favorite way to travel, but at least we were in a commercial jet instead of an unlicensed supersonic rattletrap with more loose rivets than the pilot.  I managed to ignore most of the flight by getting Mary to talk about some of her favorite thefts. 
 
    It wasn’t easy to ignore how we were getting awfully far away from this world’s shift-booth.  I don’t like to be so far from being able to suddenly depart for Karvalen, so I brought a portable wire gate and some power crystals in our luggage. 
 
    Paris was lovely, though.  Even in Harper Valley’s 1981, it’s a city of lights and it caters to tourists.  The miniskirt and minidress were in fashion, which I thought Mary wore exceptionally well.  Judging by the appreciation from everyone we encountered, my thinking was correct. 
 
    I did finally notice a peculiarity about Mary and myself.  Language, at least for Mary and I, changed somewhere along the line.  “Dinner,” to most people, usually means the main meal of the day.  For me, it always meant the evening meal, after work and/or school.  It does still mean that, sort of, but can also include the after-food, after-sunset hunting.  We have a few terms to differentiate between “real” food and bloody meals.  Late breakfast.  Late lunch.  Midnight snack.  After-dinner drinks.  That sort of thing.  But I’ll never hear the word “dinner” in the same way again. 
 
    Sometimes I notice how strange things are now compared to how things used to be.  The dissonance between who I was and who I am can be disturbing. 
 
    After a lovely meal in a formal restaurant—Mary does love the finer things—we retired to our hotel, changed for the sunset, and went out again for another course.  It wasn’t too hard to find someone who insisted on relieving us of our money and was willing to use violence to do it.  Mary got most of the blood and I sucked up anything she spilled.  I also drained the living essence out of him, realizing as I did so that it really hit the spot.  I spend too much time living on cloned blood from Diogenes’ medical facilities.  I need to make it a point to hunt down more people. 
 
    Is that a reflection of how much energy-based work I’ve been doing?  Or am I getting hungrier as I get older?  I don’t know, but I hope it’s the former.  The second option could be disastrous.  Either way, though, finding people to eat isn’t usually a problem. 
 
    One advantage of a high-tech, computerized society is the ability to find someone worthy of being food—for example, sexual predators.  Find me a child molester and I’ll look into his soul to see if he’s been falsely accused or if he needs to be put down.  Hell, turn me loose down death row and I’ll see who the unrepentant, murderous evildoers are.  It’ll save the State a fortune in electricity costs. 
 
    On the other hand, one disadvantage of a high-tech, computerized society is I can’t stay in it for too long.  Data builds up over time—murders, blood bank heists, unexplained plagues of fatigue, all that stuff.  It’s not too bad in a lower-tech environment, but once they start putting everything into computers, it simply becomes a matter of asking the questions.  Questions vampire hunters would ask. 
 
    Given a choice, I’ll stick to worlds echoing a period before 1990.  Preferably well before. 
 
    After our dinners, we returned to our hotel, spent the night, and took the plane back across the Atlantic.  No sense in leaving customs officials confused about how long we remained in their country.  We might want to visit that Paris again.  Mary certainly had a good time, and that’s the important thing. 
 
    Back in Apocalyptica, I checked the holographic display of the sand table.  Diogenes would have updated me on any significant changes, but I like to see. 
 
    The fleet deployed well to the east of Salacia, almost on the eastern border between Praeteyn and Kamshasa.  I wondered if the Kamshasans were going to be a problem.  They might think a major military force deploying on a beach a mile or so from the border might be cause for concern.  Maybe Lissette called ahead and reassured them.  They were more likely to listen to her. 
 
    I sat, I watched, and I waited. 
 
    What I know about amphibious assaults—that is, attacks from the sea—is admittedly limited.  I can’t swim, despise boats, and I’m allergic to drowning.  Even while I’m dead, I dislike going into the water about as much as I dislike the way I smell in the morning.  Nevertheless, I do go into the water when necessary, and I have learned a little bit about attacking from sea to land. 
 
    The main points of an amphibious assault consist of getting the ships to the landing area, getting the troops off the ships and onto the beach—whether it’s a beach or a cliff or whatever; getting them on the ground instead of the water—and holding that position against any opposition. 
 
    The Karvalen forces managed all that without the slightest trouble. 
 
    The fleet sailed into the shallows, dropped longboats, rowed troops ashore, and sent the boats back for more.  They shuttled men and materiel from the ships to the shore for most of the day, spreading out slowly, establishing a picket line around their base, putting out scouts, and, if the wizards’ tent was any indication, scrying everywhere for the opposition forces. 
 
    Personally, I’d have brought along some pre-made pontoons for a floating dock.  The first wave of troops could hit the shore, mount the thing so it doesn’t float away, and everyone else simply marches off the boats.  Maybe I should mention the idea to Seldar.  It would also be a boon to a retreat, if the enemy showed up in force while trying to disembark. 
 
    Thing is, the opposition declined to oppose. 
 
    I’m no expert, but it seems to me the easiest and most obvious place to oppose an invading force is at the shoreline.  It’s hard to mount a cavalry charge unless your horses are amazing swimmers.  Infantry has a similar problem when it comes to marching ashore.  Even a few dozen men on the ground, firing arrows, suitably supported by wizards, can take a dreadful toll.  The people in the boats don’t have much choice.  They’re nothing but targets until they either hit dirt or they’re dead. 
 
    Yet, the Kingdoms of Light—in this case, Praeteyn—did zip, zilch, zero, nada, swabo, nothing.  I’m not sure Praeteyn even had anybody close enough to look at the landing zone with naked eyeballs. 
 
    There were two things I thought about this.  Three, if you count the whole “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    Mostly, I thought Praeteyn and the Church of Light were doing one of two things.  They might not care at all that they were being invaded and about to be conquered—unlikely, but possible if this whole Church setup was viewed as disposable.  The other idea was they might have a Secret Weapon, something to defeat everyone and everything. 
 
    I didn’t fully believe the Boojum regarded this place as disposable.  Well, not yet.  No doubt he would toss it aside in due course, but not until he sucked everything he could out of it.  As a result, I gave some thought to what sort of secret weapon it might be.  I hadn’t seen anything like machine guns or artillery, so a simple military superiority was out.  They might try to weaponize the blessing of bliss spell, but the number of wizards per capita in the Karvalen army is ridiculously high.  Magical defenses run all over the place.  The blessing spell might work here and there, like splashes of oil against a shield wall, but it wasn’t going to break them.  If there was some super-secret hole card waiting to be played, I couldn’t imagine what it would be. 
 
    Which meant a siege.  Probably several. 
 
    To conquer a kingdom, you have to conquer the cities.  That’s where you find the temples, the palace, the nobles.  Cities have all the specialized craftsmen and all the money.  Kingdoms are ruled from the cities.  The roads and canals are the veins and arteries, but the cities are the beating hearts that make it all live. 
 
    But what if you can’t take a city?  If you camp around it, seal it in, and sit there?  The other cities keep on beating, sure, and your forces sit there like a big target.  The locals abandon the region, leaving you with no one to steal food from.  And, if your forces are extended—say, across an ocean with a perilous region in the middle—you have a hard time resupplying them.  If you don’t take the city, you eventually have to pack up and go home. 
 
    Could that be their strategy?  Sit there behind city walls and outwait the army?  It did have some merits.  They could continue to carry out their human sacrifices while they waited.  The people wouldn’t have much of a morale problem, not with the blessing of bliss keeping them artificially happy.  And this was a preemptive war, not a retaliatory one.  Lissette had troops out in the field because she ordered them out there, not because they were responding to an attack.  And how long would things be calm and quiet in Karvalen when most of Her Majesty’s soldiers—and a goodly number of men from their farms and freeholds—were off in some distant land?  Even if they lay siege to a city, how long will they be at it before they take it?  Then how long will it be at the next city?  How many cities can they take before things fall apart?  Two?  Three? 
 
    It made a disturbing amount of sense for them to simply wait until Lissette got tired of it and ordered her men back to Karvalen.  I didn’t like it and expressed myself in private. 
 
    Diogenes pointed out I wasn’t supposed to use that sort of language.  I shut up and settled in to brood some more.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Monday, November 10th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    I’ve been watching the progress of troop movements through Diogenes and the sand table.  They finished deploying from the ships, established themselves on the beach, sorted out their people and gear, and immediately headed west along the coast road.  If I didn’t have the larger view, I’d say they were marching along some tropical island.  It was a beautiful strip of countryside, I must say. 
 
    They hit a little fishing village like a Sledge-O-Matic™ hits a watermelon. 
 
    My guess is they sent their greenest troops into that fight.  They didn’t kill as many people as they could have.  They sent most of them running away.  I’m not sure about the wisdom of this, although I applaud the gentle sensibility of it.  The survivors would flee west, spreading word of the army, resulting in either the fortified defense of towns and villages, or the virtual abandonment of them.  Given the Church of Light had to know we were coming already—and didn’t prepare defenses—it seemed reasonable the people would flee rather than fight. 
 
    Meanwhile, the army sacked the village for every bit of food, set fire to it and the fishing boats, and continued west. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Tuesday, November 11th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    Liam isn’t in a hurry.  I say Liam isn’t in a hurry because Liam is nominally in charge.  I see something of Torvil in the way they advance. 
 
    The troops are on the march, but they’re proceeding at a cautious pace.  He’s got wizards scrying far ahead, scouts for closer in, and everyone is armed as though about to be attacked.  In the mornings, farmers with weapons are drilled for an hour while the camp is struck by the real soldiers.  In the evenings, they’re drilled again before the final meal of the day.  If the war goes on long enough, they’ll be soldiers.  Right now, they’re so green they turn to face the sun.  Maybe they won’t be completely useless. 
 
    Their wizards aren’t even trying to hide the army.  It’s too big, too spread out.  They’re doing a decent job of concealing Liam, though, as well as shielding his war councils.  I haven’t tried to penetrate their workings, but I’ve examined the shielding.  Not bad. 
 
    I’ve been looking ahead, along the road—such as it is—and thinking about how I would try to stop them.  I’ve got lots of ideas.  Destroy bridges, dig holes in the road— 
 
    Let me add, here, that there are roads all along the outer continent, many of which are paved with stone and in good condition.  The Empire built roads to last, and they knew what they were doing.  But not all the old roads were left alone when the locals wanted stone to build with, nor were all the roads leading to places they still wanted to go.  Many of the roads are now hard-packed dirt with lots of wagon-ruts, and probably a nightmare after a good rain. 
 
    Anyway, I could see a dozen low-cost ways to slow down or temporarily stop the troops.  The local citizens did some of them.  Miles ahead, in a wooded area, some adventurous woodcutters felled trees, dug up the area to partially bury them, and left them as makeshift barricades on the road.  True, clearing them was simple enough, but it took time. 
 
    More directly, someone gathered several archers together—hunters, by the look of them, rather than soldiers—and at least one wizard.  They found themselves a good ambush site along a rocky piece of land, cloaked themselves, set up camouflage against scrying, and waited.  As the army tromped by, they loosed shaft after shaft from their position near the top of the hill.  They quit when the return fire started.  They withdrew immediately, falling back over the irregular terrain and running for it.  But the whole army stopped for a while as they sorted themselves out, tended to wounded, and the like. 
 
    I kept expecting an army to come marching the other way to meet them.  No such luck.  Salacia, the major coastal city in Praeteyn, simply sat there like a big, fat target, welcoming refugees inside its walls. 
 
    Was that the idea?  Have them march all this way only to be stopped at the walls?  If the city was Karvalen, it would be a good strategy.  The place is a fortress.  I’m not so sure I’d trust Salacia’s walls against an army, but they knew their city better than I did.  Maybe they were more confident. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Apocalyptica, Wednesday, November 12th, Year 11 
 
      
 
    More of the same.  They camp, drill, march, drill, camp.  They’ve got another few days on the so-called road at this rate, but I don’t see anything stopping them from reaching Salacia. 
 
    Mary came in with an armload of leather-bound folios and watched the holographic map with me for a bit. 
 
    “How long?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m guessing they’ll arrive Saturday or Sunday.” 
 
    “Our Saturday or their Saturday?” 
 
    “Ours.” 
 
    “I see.”  She considered the disposition of the troops.  “And you’re going to sit here and watch over them like a dark and terrible god?  Or sit here and watch over them like an anxious hen?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided.” 
 
    “Well, the psychic you does better at the dark and terrible god bit, so you’re likely to take the role of chicken.  How about you let Diogenes do what he does best while we do other things?” 
 
    “I’m concerned about how this plays out.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re not doing anything.  You’re watching and worrying.  That’s not helping them and it’s not helping me and it’s definitely not helping you.” 
 
    “You have a better idea?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I sat back from the hologram and frowned at her. 
 
    “All right, I’ll bite.  What is it?  Does it have something to do with the papers you’re carrying?” 
 
    “These?  No.  These are a present.”  She put them on the table and spread them out. 
 
    “What are they?” I asked, opening one carefully.  It was ancient. 
 
    “Notebooks from another big brain.  Leonardo da Vinci’s.  I thought you might appreciate them.” 
 
    “Where did you get these?” 
 
    “One of the worlds with a British Museum.  They were on display for a while, but when it came time to pack them up, they somehow got lost.” 
 
    “These are fantastic!” 
 
    “I’m glad you like them.  So, do you want to look through them or do some work?” 
 
    “I’d happily do work if I had some to do.  The war is going surprisingly well without me.” 
 
    “True,” she agreed.  “On the other hand, you could be finding a way to cut off the vampire-siphons in other universes.” 
 
    “That’s… a very good point,” I admitted, looking up from a folio.  “I don’t think it’s going to be too much of a problem.” 
 
    Mary sat up straight and lost her amused expression. 
 
    “It isn’t?  What have you got in mind?” 
 
    “I’ve given some thought to the nature of the connection between the Boojum.  The conduit between any specific Boojum-class vampire and the Boojum, itself, has to have an extradimensional component.  Energy is leaving one universe for another.  Since it’s a connection to an entity on the energy plane, this transfer has to be one-way, through some sort of mystical equivalent of a diode or check valve.” 
 
    “If it’s one-way, how do those vampires have any powers?” 
 
    “From what I’ve seen, they consume part of the power they take in and send the rest on.  This makes them more hungry than us.  Remember how they don’t do well on animal blood for long?  And the way Stan was eager to drink everything that came his way?” 
 
    “All right, I can see that.” 
 
    “So, my ideas are two.  First and most obvious, cut off the supply from these vampires.  Kill them, contain them, or cast a spell on them to prevent the outflow of power, whatever.  Just as long as they can’t send energy on to their patron.  The second idea is more complicated but probably more likely to be useful.” 
 
    “I already like the first one.” 
 
    So do I, Firebrand interjected. 
 
    “The second idea,” I went on, ignoring them, “is to break through the check-valve in the energy circuit and suck energy out of the Boojum, grounding it out into whatever universe the vampire is in.” 
 
    Mary blinked at me, expressionless. 
 
    “Did you just suggest opening a fallen angel’s artery and letting him bleed to death?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but it’s not a bad analogy.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of arteries.” 
 
    “Given the amount of energy we’re talking about, there’s a lot of bleeding to be done.” 
 
    “My point,” she went on, “is there are some unreasonably large number of vampires to handle.  Do you have a spell to hit them all?” 
 
    “No.  I don’t have a spell for it.  At least, not yet.  I see some ways it might be done.” 
 
    “Ah.  But you’re sure it can be done?” 
 
    “Well… yes, sort of.” 
 
    “Sort of?” she pressed.  She laced her fingers together and leaned forward, smiling.  “Let me guess.  You don’t know how, but if you had another vampire to examine, you could do it?” 
 
    “Maybe.  I think so.  I’m sure it’s possible to do it, I’m just not sure exactly how.  Nor if it will be practical.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you check for this when we had one?” she asked. 
 
    “Because I didn’t think of it then!  I had my hands full just imprinting a detection matrix so I could identify them.  If the local maniacs hadn’t interfered, I’m sure I could have extracted even more information.” 
 
    “So we go somewhere, grab a vampire, stuff him in a missile silo, and you experiment on him until he melts.” 
 
    “I don’t want them in Apocalyptica.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “There’s an inter-universal energy connection.  My concern is the Boojum will be able to follow it back to Apocalyptica and us.  I have no doubt it can hunt us down if it wants to exert itself, but I’d rather it had to exert itself.  I don’t want to give it a free anything, much less lunch when any of us might be on the menu.” 
 
    “Your point is well-taken.  All right.  So, are we kidnapping another bloodsucker, or can you do this without strapping them to a table?” 
 
    “I—” began, and paused.  “I’m not sure.  I haven’t tried it.  I have spell research to do before I can even begin to analyze the connection.  I’ll probably need help from my altar ego.” 
 
    Did someone mention Me? 
 
    Mary jumped.  So did I. 
 
    “I hate it when you do that,” she observed. 
 
    Sorry. 
 
    “Please build him a telephone,” Mary requested.  “This divine voice thing is…” 
 
    “Disturbing.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll handle it.  In the meantime, could you please focus your conversation on me?” 
 
    Done. 
 
    “Better?” I asked.  Mary nodded. 
 
    “Do you two want to be alone?  I have other things to do.” 
 
    “Sure.  But please remain available.” 
 
    “I know, dear.  You have a war on.  I’m not starting anything I can’t drop at a moment’s notice.”  She kissed the top of my head and breezed out through the hatch. 
 
    Do you want My help in building a communications brazier?  Or do you want to go Boojum-hunting? 
 
    “Boojum-hunting will take time.”  I closed and stacked all the folios, anticipating a long day of slow, careful reading.  “I don’t know how long it’ll take to analyze their connection.  I don’t know how long I’ll have, either, before someone might notice me.  All I’m looking for right now is a distraction until the main event in Karvalen.” 
 
    You mean Karvalen-the-world, not Karvalen-the-kingdom?  Because the army is marching through Praeteyn. 
 
    “Dammit, we need more specific names!” 
 
    Like what?  Flatland? 
 
    “Mr. A. Square doesn’t live there.” 
 
    Discworld? 
 
    “It’s not a disc, and I doubt it’s on top of elephants.” 
 
    True.  It’s not on top of anything.  It just floats there. 
 
    “I remember seeing a world with five elephants and a turtle.” 
 
    Yeah, but not this one.  This one is an irregular shape, has a flattened dome for a Firmament, and drifts in the void. 
 
    “Nice to know, I guess.  So, what do we call the stupid thing?” 
 
    We could call it the world of Rethven, the kingdom of Karvalen, the city of stone, and the Living Mountain. 
 
    “Or it could be the city of living stone and we could call the mountain ‘Arthur’.” 
 
    Why Arthur? 
 
    “I don’t know.  It just popped into mind.  It’s more than a mountain.  Maybe it deserves a proper name?” 
 
    Okay, yeah, I get that, but… Arthur? 
 
    “What’s wrong with Arthur?” 
 
    It’s a mountain, not a king. 
 
    “All right, you come up with a name!” 
 
    Uh… 
 
    I waited.  He didn’t answer. 
 
    Drawing a blank here, he finally admitted. 
 
    “Fine.  Then the mountain shall now and henceforth and forevermore be known by the kingly name of ‘Arthur.’  I have spoken.” 
 
    You know people are going to call it “Mount Karvalen” or something, right? 
 
    “It’s my pet rock.  I can name it whatever I want!” 
 
    Melodramatic, aren’t we? 
 
    “Yes.  Now, you want to help me build a vox dei?” 
 
    I guess.  You can take it with you wherever you go? 
 
    “If we do it right, yes.” 
 
    You know I won’t be able to do much in worlds where they don’t know me. 
 
    “The point of the exercise is to keep me occupied for a couple of days, all right?  Besides, Mary may want to talk to you without having to go to the Temple in Karv—the Temple in the city of living stone.” 
 
    Ah.  Got it.  Although I think we need to name the city something proper, too.  After all, “Karvalen” does mean— 
 
    “I know!”  I grumbled to myself for a moment, trying to think of something to name the city. 
 
    Philadelphia, he suggested. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Quebec? 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Come on!  You named the mountain. 
 
    “Fine, but no existing city names.  The idea is to decrease confusion.” 
 
    Hmm.  How about “Vios?”  It’s Greek for “life.” 
 
    “That’s… not half bad.  Arthur, the living mountain, is the center of Vios, the living city, in the kingdom of Karvalen, on the world of Rethven.” 
 
    Wow.  That sounds pretty good.  Aside from the name “Arthur.” 
 
    “Don’t start again.  Diogenes, note the nomenclature for future reference.” 
 
    “So noted, Professor.” 
 
    “Now, let’s build the Voice of God.” 
 
    Could you say “Holy telephone, vamp-man!  To the temple lab!” please? 
 
    “It’s my lab, which makes you the sidekick.  Come along.” 
 
    Spoilsport. 
 
      
 
    This kept me occupied for hours.  About six of them.  I took a break for sunset and let Diogenes do some software work, calibrating it to the psychic signals through the I/O interface. 
 
    It went surprisingly smoothly.  I already built the smoke-face brazier.  Enchanting a smartphone-like device to process signals from my altar ego was merely building on that base.  The key element was nothing more than a specialized alloy for the antenna, enchanted to receive the proper psychic wavelengths and turn them into electrical signals.  My altar ego and Diogenes had to learn how to talk to each other, of course, but with some added software and rendered video from Diogenes, he even had a face and voice. 
 
    “This is weird,” he said, now a face—my face—on a screen. 
 
    “How so?” I asked, looking into the phone.  “It’s weird for me because it feels even more like talking to myself.  How is it weird for you?” 
 
    “Looking at you through the camera isn’t like looking at you normally.” 
 
    “Normal for a person with eyes, or normal for an incorporeal entity on another plane of existence?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Just trying to clarify.  You’ll have to get used to the signals this thing sends out.  It’s like a baby has to get used to hearing and seeing.  You’ve got a head start since you’re not having to generate most of the actual talking and video.  The software is an expert system and is learning with you to communicate.  It can’t help much with interpreting the signals the phone sends to you.” 
 
    “It’s doing pretty well at duplicating anything I say and repeating it back to me.  Diogenes is one smart computer.” 
 
    “Don’t get him started,” I advised. 
 
    “Can you mount the thing on a robot and have it wander around?  I’d like to get a feel for shapes and spaces.  My visual cortex—or what passes for one—isn’t used to this.” 
 
    Diogenes was kind enough to help out.  My altar ego-phone rode around on a drone while I turned my attention to the army. 
 
    Nope, still on their way.  Nothing new, nothing different. 
 
    You’d think a war would be more exciting.  Apparently, war consists of long periods of boredom punctuated by bouts of terror.  We haven’t got to the terror parts, yet. 
 
    So, what do I do? 
 
    I collected a pile of stuff, loaded it all up on Bronze, and we took the variable gate to Zirafel.  I put an expanding gate through the existing ring-gate so we could transport bigger things to the moon of Rethven.  To wit, I dumped through a weather balloon with a micro-gate communicator. 
 
    The telemetry cut off the instant they crossed the lunar firmament, of course.  I swore in several languages. 
 
    “Get me a basic radio transmitter.  Maybe they can broadcast a signal beyond the Firmament.  We can put a receiver outside and get telemetry that way.” 
 
    So we tried dropping a radio and listening for it.  It didn’t work.  Whatever the barrier around Rendu’s favorite moon, it wasn’t cooperating. 
 
    Fine.  Wormholes can’t cross the barrier.  Radio and microwave transmissions can’t, either.  Visible light can, though.  Laser communications, maybe? 
 
    Diogenes told me it would take more time.  A laser communicator and receiver on a moving platform would require sophisticated servomechanisms and targeting.  Building such a system would take a couple of hours. 
 
    On the other hand, we had two gates—one large, one small—and could drop stuff onto the moon.  Simply watching the rate at which things fell, as well as how the winds affected them, could provide valuable data for parachutists.  With a mini-firmament around a telescope package—and a spell to keep it in one place, relative to the moon-shield—Diogenes could take readings on the one weather balloon, even though it wasn’t sending back data. 
 
    I chucked through a wide variety of things, some heavy, some light, some dense.  How they fell, how they accelerated, their terminal velocity, their changes from a straight-line fall, all these things were useful. 
 
    I felt a little like Galileo, only without the house arrest. 
 
    The trouble, as I saw it, was we ran out of things to toss down the gravity well.  Oh, we could keep chucking rocks and sticks and whatnot for hours on end, building a better baseline, but we already established the base parameters and Diogenes was building new sensor packages and balloons for those. 
 
    Now what? 
 
    Maybe I’ll get Mary, go out for an evening, and we can observe Boojums.  Who knows?  Maybe I can examine the connection between a vampire and the spirit animating him without anyone noticing. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Flintridge, Thursday, January 22nd, 1970 
 
      
 
    Since we don’t have any concerns in Flintridge anymore, it seemed like a good place to start.  I know there are Boojums there, and if they get all uppity we’re not losing anything by simply vanishing.  Of course, the date was a bit farther along than I anticipated, but what’s a month or two when you’re not looking? 
 
    On the other hand, we don’t have the convenience of a shift-booth there anymore, either.  It’s full-fledged gate traffic or nothing.  It’s not so bad for Mary and I to step through, but Bronze is huge.  She insisted on coming along, though.  Something about facing horrible monsters without her.  I gave in not only because she was right, but because she could keep Firebrand occupied.  If I’m facing horrible monsters, I want both of them nearby. 
 
    Rather than go back to Rainbow Motors to get the Impala back, Mary and I went ahead and bought a car for Bronze.  The 1969 Dodge Charger is also quite a cool car.  We brought a very nice black one back to Apocalyptica at close to ninety miles an hour—the gate was only open for a second—and came to a halt practically under Bronze’s nose.  She approved of her wardrobe, leaped from statue to vehicle, and we turned around to charge right back through a fresh gate. 
 
    If we get the timing right, we save power on larger gates by only opening them for a moment.  The tricky part is not ripping whatever’s going through the gate to shreds.  It’s not so bad with Diogenes handling the timing. 
 
    Since Los Angeles and Las Vegas knew us too well, we decided to try our luck farther east.  We wouldn’t—or shouldn’t—be as well-known in New York. 
 
    New York wasn’t as well-known to us, either. 
 
    The New York of 1970 is very different from New York of the early 21st century.  Parking is easier than I expected, but traffic is still awful.  We arrived shortly after sunset, but people were still crowding us.  Still, all things considered, Bronze navigated the not-so-rapids of Manhattan with relative ease while Mary and I played with maps, compass, and straightedge. 
 
    We got some very funny looks from other drivers.  I forgot to get tinted windows. 
 
    Eventually, we narrowed down our search.  I kept getting strong signals from a private club about half a block from the Roxy Hotel and almost directly across from the Tribeca Synagogue. 
 
    Does it amuse someone to have a vampire club across the street from a religious institution?  I don’t know and I doubt I’ll ever ask. 
 
    We drove past the place two or three times, plotting our entrance.  It was one four-storey unit in a building row, but the only one with an awning and a doorman.  The doorman and a valet handled all traffic through the front door.  The doorman was obviously—at least to us—a guard.  The valet gave no sign of being anything but.  The clientele were all expensively dressed, however, which necessitated a brief delay while we appropriated appropriate attire for ourselves. 
 
    Beyond that, there wasn’t much to be seen. 
 
    I asked Bronze to play dumb as we pulled up in front of the club.  The doorman opened the car door for Mary and I tossed the key to the valet.  We entered, arm in arm, to check my hat and both our coats.  The girl in charge of such things took them away, leaving us in formal evening wear.  I look okay in a three-piece suit, but Mary looks stunning in a long, black dress and mink stole.  There’s a fine line between elegantly sexy and slinky, and she walks it in spike heels. 
 
    The room was a marble-coated lobby.  It had a few deep, comfy chairs, a low table, and a courtesy phone.  It didn’t look like a holding area for guests, nor like a buffer zone against intruders.  On the other hand, the outer door was heavier than usual—the doorman handled it to avoid making it obvious—and the inner door was wood veneer over steel.  Running tendrils through it and the wall around it, I decided I didn’t want to kick it down if there was another option. 
 
    “Memberships?” asked the uniformed gentleman behind the counter. 
 
    “We would like to apply for membership, if you please.” 
 
    “Certainly.  Do you have any relatives who might be member references?” 
 
    I thought it a loaded question.  I smiled widely as I answered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” he agreed, not batting an eye.  He was human, but he was obviously in on the joke.  “I regret to say there is a not-insignificant financial arrangement, regardless.” 
 
    “How much?” I asked, reaching for my wallet. 
 
    “Ten thousand dollars a month, sir.” 
 
    “I’ve heard things were more expensive in New York,” I replied, unhanding my wallet, “but that’s rather steeper than I expected.  Is that for both of us?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  The membership on a per-person basis is five thousand.” 
 
    “Ah.  That’s somewhat better, I suppose.  I don’t happen to have—” I broke off, intending to continue with have that much on me, but Mary opened her black-sequined handbag and drew out a stack of bills.  It thumped heavily on the counter.  It still had a bank wrapper with “$10,000” clearly printed on it. 
 
    I sometimes wonder what else she’s carrying on her person.  I’m not sure if I’m afraid to ask or afraid of the answer.  I mean knives, yes.  Money, yes.  Maybe a gun.  Maybe strangling wire.  Possibly explosive earrings.  Nerve gas pellets?  Smoke bombs?  A concealed diamond cord-saw in her necklace?  Lockpicking tools in her hair?  Batarangs?  And how many grenades can she hide in a mink stole? 
 
    No, I’m not going to ask.  It’s like getting an explanation of a stage magician’s trick.  It spoils the magic. 
 
    The gentleman behind the counter accepted the bundle, thumbed through it, riffling the hundred-dollar notes, and put it away somewhere under the desk.  He drew out a ledger, a quill pen, and an inkwell.  With a careful hand, he wrote the date and asked us our names. 
 
    “Larten Crepsley.” 
 
    “Selene Crepsley.” 
 
    He also asked us to choose a number and a password, which he dutifully wrote down in the same calligraphic style next to our names. 
 
    “It is a pleasure to have you.  Please, enter and be welcome.” 
 
    He buzzed us through the inner door and we went. 
 
    We entered a large chamber with several tables, all occupied.  Music came from a stereo console—not a jukebox—rather than live musicians.  Stairs led both up and down and a pair of swinging doors led into what was probably a kitchen.  The décor was all black with crimson highlights.  The lighting was subdued with a slight amber tinge to it. 
 
    As we took in our surroundings, a tall, handsome man, quite alive, stood up and offered his hand to the slim, pale lady—the undead lady—at his table.  She took it and he led her up the stairs. 
 
    “Feeding time?” I asked, softly.  Mary nodded, once. 
 
    We walked through the room, passing several tables.  As we approached each table, the human at it sat up straighter, smiled wider in invitation. 
 
    I selected the empty table, instead, and we sat down together.  Next to us, a Boojum bloodsucker escorted a human upstairs. 
 
    “Thoughts?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s more refined,” Mary admitted.  “The room, the outfits… it’s got a certain Old-World air to it.” 
 
    “I can’t say I’m a fan of the color scheme.  Why is black and red always so…” 
 
    “Stereotypical?” 
 
    “Yes.  Why aren’t there vampire hangouts with decent lighting, pastoral scenes, and a brighter color scheme?” 
 
    “Like a faux plantation house on the top floor of a hotel?” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    I squeezed her hand as a young man approached us.  She glanced over her shoulder and fell silent. 
 
    “Good evening,” he greeted us.  I nodded.  “My name is Alex, and I’m told you’re new to the Night Club.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “May I join you?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Once seated, he clasped his hands on the table and smiled. 
 
    “The Club offers many services, but the majority of them revolve around the drinks.  Of course, if you only desire to drink and go, you are welcome to order whatever you like.  Most of the clientele prefer to engage in a more leisurely dining experience.” 
 
    “A bit more theater?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Whatever is your pleasure, madam.  For your convenience, there are several private dining rooms where one may enjoy a drink.  These range from gothic bedrooms to graveyards, dungeons, even ruined chapels.  Of course, there are more contemporary themes, as well.  The teenager’s bedroom—either gender—is quite popular.  All of which are included in the dining experience that comes with membership.” 
 
    “And is there an additional fee for a… picnic?” Mary asked. 
 
    “If you wish to take a drink with you, of course, that is perfectly acceptable, provided the container is returned, ah, intact, if you take my meaning.” 
 
    “I see.  May I ask who is the owner of this establishment?” 
 
    “I regret, madam, that I am unable to answer that question.  I do not know the owner.  I am but a lowly employee.” 
 
    “I only ask because I find it somewhat unlikely there are enough… drinks?” Mary asked.  The young man nodded encouragingly.  “Drinks to supply the thirst involved.  I would think the containers run dry with some regularity, causing difficulties in the supply.  It would be inconvenient to rely on the club for dinner and find its suppliers are unable to meet demand.” 
 
    “A worthy concern.  However, rest assured.  While the staff have no need to know the particulars, there are a number of suppliers throughout the region.  Once typed and cross-matched, fresh beverages are poured into the club’s containers.” 
 
    “But we could,” I suggested, “get something ‘to go,’ in a less conspicuous, more disposable container?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I turned to Mary. 
 
    “I like this place.  What do you think?” 
 
    “I think I’m going to like it, but we don’t have time tonight to… indulge ourselves.  Perhaps a quick drink to go?  We can plan for a more relaxed evening tomorrow.”  She turned to Alex again.  “Is there a dress code?” 
 
    “Not as such, madam.  However, the rules of the house require a certain level of decorum and subtlety.  Turn up in formal wear or in denim, as you wish, but do not attract attention by your comings and goings.” 
 
    “I think I can do that.  Dear?  Shall we go?” 
 
    “As you wish.  Young man, if it isn’t too much trouble, two drinks to go—any type, as long as it’s negative.” 
 
    “I will return momentarily, sir.”  He rose, made a small half-bow, and disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    “What I just heard,” Mary said, once he was gone, “was the staff are ‘drinks,’ they get regular transfusions, and you can either take one of them upstairs for a feeding or take one home, as long as you bring them back alive.” 
 
    “And a blood bag is to be had—of human blood, not just animal blood—if you’re in a hurry.” 
 
    “That takes organization.  Contacts in the medical profession?” 
 
    “Probably.  It wouldn’t even require telling anyone about vampires.  Pay a doctor to falsify a positive result on a routine disease screening at the blood bank.  Pay someone to miscount the blood inventory at a hospital.  Lose two units a night at an emergency room and multiply that by the number of hospitals in the greater New York area alone…” 
 
    “At five thousand a month, multiplied by the number of patrons, it’s probably quite profitable, too.” 
 
    “In 1970’s dollars, too.” 
 
    The young man returned with a pair of tall, insulated cups.  He placed them on the table. 
 
    “Two O negative, sir and madam.  How else may we serve?” 
 
    “Tonight?  That will be all.” 
 
    “We look forward to you patronage again.” 
 
    We accepted our drinks and worked our way back out, regaining coats and hat, while the valet brought Bronze around to the front. 
 
    Once in the car and moving, Mary took the lid off her cup—a mistake in close proximity.  It crawled right out and splashed its way to me, soaking through my clothes and skin.  Mary shot me a dirty look. 
 
    “Don’t blame me,” I told her.  “I can’t switch it off.” 
 
    She grumbled a bit but was more careful with the second cup.  She simply bit through the plastic lid.  Fangs are useful like that. 
 
    “Human,” she observed.  “I’m not tasting anything unusual.” 
 
    “I didn’t notice anything weird, either.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?  There weren’t many vampires in the serving room and they didn’t seem too interested in personal interaction.” 
 
    “They came to a restaurant, not some grab-a-burger place,” I agreed.  “It’s a pleasant night out, not a hunt.” 
 
    “How close do you need to be to examine one?” 
 
    “At the next table would do, but I’ll have to concentrate on them.  It won’t be obvious in the flashing lights and shimmering auras sense, but I’ll be a weirdo staring at them and occasionally making strange gestures.” 
 
    “We could disguise you as a crazy person.” 
 
    “Easily.  But people don’t like having a crazy person so close.” 
 
    “True.”  Mary pondered.  “How about we kidnap one, strap him down, and you do your thing?” 
 
    “Brutal.  Simple.  Effective.  I like it.” 
 
    “I was kidding.  We went to how much effort to make the last vampnapping look like the work of mortal hunters?” 
 
    “That was because I was being cautious about dealing with something I didn’t understand.  If you don’t know if it’s radioactive, you put on the lead suit and use the tongs until you find out.” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    “Now, I’ve had a good look at one of these bloodsuckers.  While I’m sure the Boojum has some influence in animating and directing them, they’re mostly independent entities operating autonomously.  With adequate cloaking spells, we should be able to avoid attracting notice from the Boojum or from the local vampires.” 
 
    “Unless we have the bad luck to literally bump into one or the other?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” I agreed.  “With that in mind, we’ll need a place to work, with good defensive position and at least one escape route.” 
 
    “Escape route?  How about a gate?” 
 
    “I’ve pulled that trick.  I’ll set one up, but I don’t want to rely on it.  If we do attract attention, I’m not sure how much of a higher-order reaction we’re going to get.  I don’t even know how much energy it can project into a low-magic world like this.  It might not be able to do anything directly, or it might possess every bloodsucker in the Five Boroughs and send them after us.  It might not even be able to do that, but I worry about these things.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  I’ll find us something.” 
 
    “Just let me know how I can help.” 
 
    “Keep a lookout.  I’ll do the breaking and entering.” 
 
    It didn’t take her an hour to find a disused basement.  The whole building was closed up, unoccupied.  She also found some lumber and whittled it down into sharpened stakes in nothing flat.  I built a temporary gate spell around an old tractor tire.  Why there was an enormous tractor tire in the basement of a Manhattan building, I have no idea.  I’m not even sure how they got the thing inside, but it made a nice portal we could dive through in an emergency.  If we had to use it, Bronze would simply drive away and we would rendezvous later. 
 
    As for kidnapping a vampire and dragging his carcass into a secluded basement, that was slightly more difficult.  We lurked near the club on the theory of what goes in must come out.  Several vampires did, in fact, enter the place.  It was quite a while before any came out, though.  Apparently, their version of dinner theater involves less dinner and more theater. 
 
    Artsy vampires annoy me.  They’re kind of like wine snobs.  If you like wine, you like wine.  Does it matter so much if it’s a particular vintage?  Maybe I’m not equipped to understand their sort of thinking.  I mean, I can identify the various blood types by taste, now that I’ve tasted them, but they’re all blood.  Maybe there’s a whole world of subtlety I just don’t appreciate.  I wouldn’t be surprised.  I’m about as subtle as a brick through a windshield. 
 
    Speaking of a lack of subtlety, the plan to kidnap someone was bold, brutal, and mostly Bronze’s idea. 
 
    Our target—Vampire X—came out of Club Noir, settled into his car, and drove off.  Bronze, Mary, and I pulled up behind him.  In city traffic, even at three in the morning, this isn’t usually cause for comment.  We tapped his rear bumper ever-so-lightly, and Bronze leaped from her Charger into his Buick Skylark.  This didn’t do anything nice to her front bumper, but it did get her in the driver’s seat, so to speak. 
 
    The Buick roared, cornered, accelerated.  Vampire X wrestled with the wheel.  I saw the brake lights come on, but I doubt they had any effect.  I’m sure he also pulled the key, for all the good it did. 
 
    Bronze came to an intersection, didn’t quite make the turn, crossed it diagonally, and rammed the corner of a concrete-and-stone structure.  This caved in the Buick’s front end rather drastically and proved a point:  Always wear your seat belt.  Vampire X was not wearing his. 
 
    Since we followed fairly closely, what happened next took only a couple of seconds.  I drove up, bumped the Buick as we screeched to a halt, and Bronze leaped back into the Charger.  Mary and I grabbed the badly-mangled Boojum vamp as he was picking himself up off the hood.  I slammed his head against the mangled front end of the Buick to occupy him while Mary rammed a wooden stake through his heart.  Once immobilized, he was easy to stuff in the back seat.  Mary sat on him to avoid accidents.  Bronze drove us away.  I sat behind the wheel and pretended I was useful. 
 
    Bronze waited outside while Mary and I parked our prisoner in the basement.  I wore Firebrand over my suit while my cloak changed from jacket to cloak again.  The swordbelt was out of place, but I wanted Firebrand readily to hand.  It could also listen for anyone thinking invasive thoughts at us.  Mary sat on the basement stairs to watch the whole room and keep an ear—and tendril—on anything on the first floor. 
 
    Once we had the prisoner secured with salvaged ropes and wire, I left him face-down on a dusty, musty old couch and proceeded to examine him for extradimensional connections. 
 
    Thanks to Degas, I had some idea what I was looking for and how to go about it.  I also had plenty of dusty surfaces for symbol work and plaster walls for more permanent designs.  It’s not my laboratory in Apocalyptica—it’s not even my workroom in Karvalen—but I’m good at improvising. 
 
    Once I located and identified the connection between the physical body and the spiritual entity, I very carefully didn’t touch it.  If there wasn’t anything coming back down the line at me, I wanted to keep it that way as long as possible.  Instead, I got a grip on the local end of the connection and examined it.  There’s a lot to be learned with passive sensors before moving into active scanning. 
 
    The spiritual connection between the corpse and the empowering spirit had two things in my favor.  First, it was a minor aspect of the Boojum, itself.  Second, it was far simpler than the symphony of patterns necessary to identify the Boojum.  If I were trying to do what the Boojum was doing… It was as though I had a tendril extending across universal boundaries to latch on to the body, although on a vastly larger scale.  Analyzing it was simpler than I expected.  Having a solid pattern lock on the Boojum as a whole made it almost easy. 
 
    I tested my understanding of the connection by trying to suppress it, like kinking a garden hose to cut off the flow to the sprinkler.  Instead, it was more like a plastic pipe instead of a hose, and I shattered it, severing the connection entirely. 
 
    Two things happened immediately.  First, the remains of the pipe—the connection to the vampire—disintegrated.  If it had been an actual pipe, it would have shattered to dust like one of Prince Rupert’s drops.  It’s a good analogy, I think.  The central force is the Boojum, the tail is the long, thin connection to the vampire in question.  I doubt I can hammer the head, but I can snip the tail.  Sadly, I suspect the analogy breaks down there.  I don’t believe the Boojum suffers any more harm when the connection is severed than I do if something destroys a tendril. 
 
    The other thing was the effect on the vampire.  It crumbled rapidly.  The forces contained within its flesh escaped through the ruptured connection, venting invisibly in the spiritual spectrum.  As they poured out, the physical integrity of the animated corpse diminished, starting with the outside and working its way inward.  Its skin crackled and turned to dust, followed by layer after layer, working down to the bones.  Even the bones split and splintered, fractioning down to fine powder. 
 
    The wooden stake was unharmed, as were the clothes. 
 
    Mary said something unladylike. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” she finished. 
 
    “Dying vampire,” I replied.  “What did you sense?” 
 
    “A huge rush of energies, almost audible.  It put me in mind of a banshee screaming in the distance.” 
 
    “It heralded his death, that’s for sure.  I think the difference between killing one of these things and severing the connection is some sort of spiritual thing.  The connection dwindles and disappears when you kill one, so it takes a while before it starts to crumble.  When you cut it off suddenly, it falls to dust suddenly.  At least it looks—” 
 
    Mary cleared her throat and derailed my train of thought.  I switched to another track. 
 
    “Oh.  Yes, dear.  I’ve got what I came for.  Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “You think the glowy thing noticed?” she asked, opening the door and holding it for me.  I headed up. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed.  I waved a hand at the tractor tire, removing the marks chalked around the opening and the mystic forces around it.  “I’m just not sure if he noticed it in terms of ‘Oh, some random idiot died,’ or ‘Ow, something just bit my finger!’  I’d rather not find out by being at ground zero.”  We left the building and Mary politely locked the door behind us. 
 
    “So we grab another bloodsucker?” 
 
    We entered Bronze’s Charger.  I held my answer until the doors were closed and we were moving. 
 
    “Not right now.  Right now, we run.  For all I know, every vampire in New York is headed for our position.” 
 
    Mary patted the dashboard. 
 
    “Faster, sweetie.” 
 
    Bronze obliged.  Negotiating pre-dawn traffic was even easier than late-night traffic, so we made excellent time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Rethven, Tuesday, March 20th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    Once we made some distance, I built a temporary spell-gate and we drove through it into Apocalyptica.  Bronze added the Charger to her wardrobe collection.  Diogenes added some orichalcum accessories to make changing outfits that much easier. 
 
    I wanted to hunt down a Boojum-bloodsucker and test my new Sever the Dark Powers spell on it, but the schedule didn’t work out.  The Queen’s troops—well, Liam’s troops—were closing in on Salacia and I wanted to watch. 
 
    Okay, to be fair, I wanted to watch and maybe be ready to do something if horrible disaster struck.  Or something horrible if a more mundane disaster struck.  There would doubtless be horrors and disasters, but which one went where was up for grabs. 
 
    On the other hand, if they laid siege to the place, maybe I could talk to Lissette—or Liam—and find a way to help. 
 
    Bronze, in her statue form, accompanied me through the gate in the mountain and watched over my shoulder as I took control of the sand table. 
 
    Early in the afternoon, Liam’s forces crossed through a forested region just east of Salacia and came into view of the city proper.  The city waited in a delta with a medium-sized river flowing into and through it.  Judging from the fortifications, the hole in the wall letting the river into the city was not the weak point.  Someone in the city’s history—possibly several someones, over the course of centuries—decided to make it very clear that the river entry was a traditional weak point, they knew it, and they took steps against it.  A barbican, additional towers, portcullis, permanent gratings, and several enchantments to keep prying eyes out of those defenses—It wasn’t a way in or out and they fortified it as such.  I wouldn’t go in there on a dare. 
 
    The rest of the city—well, most of the city—lay behind a simple curtain wall with towers.  The wall had an overhanging battlement along the top.  The inevitable slums and poor districts outside the walls remained vulnerable, but the populace was already safely inside. 
 
    Salacia had two more inner walls and a citadel, reflecting its growth, like rings in a tree.  Most of the people were between the outermost wall and the second.  The second wall marked a sharp divide between people living on the streets and people merely doubling up in the inns and homes.  Inside the third wall, there were far more guards and large, singular houses.  That region was merely sold out, not standing room only.  And, of course, in the middle of it all, the citadel—strictly the nobility and military. 
 
    Except, in this case, the central citadel had all the fancy vestments, as well. 
 
    I swooped my viewpoint in for a closer look and the sand collapsed into a flat, level surface.  Shielded, darn it all.  I restarted the sand table and focused on the region again. 
 
    Liam deployed his forces—okay, okay, Torvil and Kammen deployed them.  I’m sure they did most of his planning, but Liam was in command.  So, Liam deployed his forces into the area with some caution.  Cavalry scouts ranged far ahead on the road.  Infantry scouts moved through the farmland on either side.  I don’t know what they were growing out there, but some of it was tall enough to conceal troops.  The main body advanced and formed up for a fight.  Shields were strapped on, packs shed, weapons readied, armor donned or tightened. 
 
    The troops advanced in good order toward Salacia. 
 
    For their part, Salacia did what one might expect.  Bells rang, horns blew, people shouted, and much running around ensued.  Priests came out to calm the packed masses of the outer city while the professional soldiers manned the walls, hauled in supplies, started fires to bring the oil and pitch to a boil. 
 
    I sat back as I watched the city prepare to defend itself.  They brought in their supplies, sure.  They called in their citizens, sure.  They even had enough arrows on hand to make a difference.  But why didn’t they do any of this yesterday?  Or last week?  Maybe they did, in a small way—a single squad of soldiers assigned to haul barrels of oil to the top of the wall could easily be missed by an aerial scan.  The thing I wondered about was why they didn’t do anything… well… organized. 
 
    They were doing it now, though, which made me wonder.  Who was in charge of telling them what to do?  Or, perhaps more relevant, who was in charge of telling them anything at all?  Priests, probably.  A representative of the church, certainly.  Perhaps a politically-significant organization within the Church of Light?  Such as… the Hand? 
 
    I’m suspicious by nature and paranoid from experience. 
 
    Liam’s forces approached the arrow-line—an imaginary line as far from the walls as a bow was likely to shoot an arrow—and spread out, tearing down hovels to clear a battleground before the outer wall.  Wagons—most of them commandeered along the way—rolled from the tree line while men with axes started chopping wood.  They didn’t bring a ram or other siege engines, so they set about building them.  Even the torn-down slums turned into resources.  Within an hour, they had dozens of trees felled, stripped, and hauled down to the camp to aid in construction. 
 
    I’ll say this much.  Someone down there knew their business when it came to siege engines.  Maybe they brought Flim or one of his sons to boss the work.  Frames took shape for trebuchets surprisingly quickly.  I suspected the plan was to bombard one of the city gates until it was rubble and go charging over it.  They even picked a good gate for it.  The outermost wall was pretty new, but not all the doors into the city had gatehouses.  They were parked outside one without a gatehouse, only some foundations for future construction. 
 
    The slums continued to fall apart into materials as the catapults took shape.  Siege ladders formed, as well, much more quickly and by the dozens.  Nobody fired arrows from the walls to disrupt the looting of the troops, though, despite frequent foraging within bowshot of the walls. 
 
    The sun started to go down, but I didn’t go for a shower.  I set a cleaning spell going and continued to watch. 
 
    They hauled the trebuchet arms down, loaded up, and launched.  The first few shots were flammables, both to potentially set the wooden gates on fire, but also, I suspect, to illuminate their target.  The magical interplay was interesting to watch.  Spells and counterspells danced back and forth.  The defenders tried to deflect or destroy the pots of oil while the attackers tried to keep the pots on course and unharmed until they hit.  Other spells tried to extinguish the flames, more spells tried to enhance them.  The magical superiority was clearly on the Karvalen side, but the local wizards were surprisingly proficient. 
 
    Public education is so important to a nation. 
 
    After that, the shots were either single rocks to start breaking apart timbers or oil jars to get the gates going more thoroughly.  I was wrong about battering the gates to rubble.  They were mostly going to burn, but there would be some hammering involved as the fire weakened them.  Bowmen on the walls started shooting back, but the range was extreme.  With assistance from their wizards, they did plink a few flaming arrows down on the troops and the siege engines, but it wasn’t for long.  Karvalen wizards quickly put a stop to it.  Still, the expenditure of power on the Karvalen side was probably all the defenders wanted. 
 
    The magic-workers in the city started the process of putting out the flaming gates while more mundane measures included water and sand.  They had proximity going for them, but the Karvalen wizards kept up a steady barrage of counterspells.  The trebuchets launched a fresh load of missiles to refresh the flaming oil, tar, and other accelerants splattered on the gates. 
 
    After the volley, Salacia attacked. 
 
    The gates boomed open like the flaming mouth of Hell.  Someone blew a horn and the big, double doors swung inward.  I zoomed out, widening my field of view.  Two of the city’s other gates—each a quarter-mile or more to either side of the burning gate—flew open.  Drums sounded all along the wall, rattling out a rapid-fire beat.  A sound like ocean waves breaking on rocks responded.  Men on the wall above the burning gate dumped loads of dirt, smothering a path through the fire.  Men and horses charged out, dragging chains, hooks, and rakes to catch fiery debris and sweep it out of the way.  People—not soldiers, just regular people—poured out over the steaming mud.  The other gates had no such problems and a flood of people surged through them.  Horns sounded in the Karvalen camp and people scrambled to their places. 
 
    They had plenty of time to form up and prepare.  The people of the city flooded out through the gates and flowed toward each other, forming a loose mob between the city and the army.  The mass of them kept growing as more and more people continued to charge out to the drumroll.  I didn’t see any actual soldiers in the mob, just regular citizens, all armed with whatever they could find to hand.  Hatchets, knives, cleavers, clubs—not formal weapons, perhaps, but if someone is hacking at your face with a meat cleaver, the distinction is irrelevant. 
 
    Someone had the bright idea to fire the trebuchets again.  The troops hauled and cranked the things back down, reloaded, and launched.  Rocks and burning oil descended on the mob, killing a few people outright and wounding many more.  Horns blew on the walls and the drums fell silent. 
 
    The mob screamed as with one voice and charged.  The Karvalen troops set spears, braced behind their shields, while the archers behind them started a steady rain of arrows.  The mob didn’t care.  Karvalen wizards lobbed a variety of spells into the charging wave, but aside from stopping a few people, they had little effect on the human wave as a whole.  By and large, the mob simply ran as fast as it could, sprinting across the open wasteland like a wave rushing up a beach. 
 
    The leading elements hit the spears and didn’t give a damn.  Some died instantly.  Most fought on, taking their wounds and grabbing at the weapons.  Many fought to pull the spears away from the wielders.  Several, pierced through by the spears, pulled themselves up along the spear-shafts to reach the men holding the shields. 
 
    Those were only the ones at the front of the mob.  More and more kept piling on as fast as their legs would carry them.  Dead and dying men weighed down spears.  Living men trampled them underfoot to slam into the shield-bearers.  Swords flashed among the soldiers, but bodies by the thousand mobbed the shield line, climbing over each other and over the shields as the army tried to hold its line. 
 
    There was no science to it, no tactics, not even any control that I could see.  Thousands of men and women of all ages rushed out of Salacia and charged into the army.  They ignored minor considerations like pain, suffering, and death.  It was a human wave, like the ocean pouring over rocks, and holding them back was just as futile.  In a matter of minutes, the battlefield was littered with thousands of corpses, most of them from Salacia.  The wounded were trampled underfoot or crawled forward, still trying to attack. 
 
    The dead bought their fellows the chance to break the lines.  Shield-men went down, followed by swordsmen and spearmen.  Archers took a toll, firing at will into the mass of the mob, but their arrows could no more stop the screaming wave of attackers than they could stop the sea.  I saw one man with no less than sixteen arrows in him grab a broken spear-shaft, using it as a club, and splinter it to pieces with a single, one-handed blow that killed a Karvalen infantryman.  This from a lunatic bleeding profusely, soaked in red from the chest down.  He was dead—well, dying—but it didn’t appear to bother him.  An arrow through the eye brought him down before blood loss could. 
 
    Karvalen horns sounded.  The army began to fall back.  The mob howled all the louder, attacking like frenzied, drug-fueled maniacs. 
 
    It came to me, one thing after another, click-click-click!  That was exactly what they were.  With the pleasure centers in their brains stimulated to the point of overload, they wouldn’t mind being shot, stabbed, or set on fire.  They might not even notice little things like sucking chest wounds until the blood loss forced their brains to shut down.  They were like some particularly bloody version of fast-moving zombies.  They had no fear, no pain, and the ability to exert themselves—albeit temporarily—to the physical limits of flesh and bone. 
 
    And why were the priests in the outer areas of the city?  To preach to the faithful?  Yes, but also to prepare them for battle. 
 
    Why were the slums allowed in the city at all?  When a besieging force comes down the road, you don’t want thousands of extra mouths to feed.  You do want soldiers.  You want cannon fodder.  And if you can turn beggars, whores, and homeless into screaming maniacs for The Cause, why not?  Who cares about a butcher, baker, or candle-maker?  If they die to kill an enemy soldier, it’s a good trade.  They’re only commoners, after all.  The nobility certainly wouldn’t object, even if they weren’t brain-addled happy-addicts, themselves. 
 
    Salacia had no need for preparations.  They already prepared.  They easily had six times as many combatants as the Karvalen troops.  True, relatively untrained and wielding improvised weapons, but stronger and faster than most humans, as well as immune to fear, pain, or any failure of morale.  They were organic robots, charged up, programmed, and sent out to kill or die or both. 
 
    The Karvalen troops—the professional soldiers, anyway—retreated.  They fought, killing anything that came near enough to attack, defending themselves and each other as they gave ground before the advancing waves of bodies.  If the whole of the army could have stayed together and done the same, it would have been a costly, bloody battle, but it very well might have ended in victory.  The Karvalen troops could have relieved some of the pressure by backing away, killing as they went, leaving a carpet of bodies for the rest of the mob to navigate, slowing the onslaught to something more manageable… 
 
    It didn’t work out that way. 
 
    The levies—the draftees, the recruits—broke and ran.  The flood of so many, the sheer mass and pressure of bodies was too much.  They broke, the lines crumbled, and the Salacian mob gave chase, killing them as they ran. 
 
    Without the support of the levies, the numbers of the professional soldiers were simply not enough.  The mob, unwilling or unable to execute a flanking maneuver, simply charged straight in.  When the lines crumbled, some charged past the disciplined troops, like water between rocks.  Tight pockets of resistance formed, circles of shields and swords, once it became as dangerous to retreat as to hold ground.  But even these were overwhelmed, buried under the waves, the solid masses of hostile flesh and bone. 
 
    The Karvalen forces brought relatively few horses across the sea.  They captured more, of course, after they landed.  Now those horses carried survivors away from the melee.  Some others would survive, I felt sure, being highly motivated to be fleet of foot.  Their slower fellows would also delay the leading edge of the attacking wave. 
 
    Over ten thousand men landed on the outer continent.  Perhaps a thousand survived the attack on Salacia. 
 
    The enemy dead were even more numerous.  Twenty thousand?  Thirty?  More, once the fighting was over and the wounded had a chance to finish dying.  But what did the Church care?  Beggars, the unwashed poor, shopkeepers, street sweepers, vendors in market stalls—so what?  They were all low-class scum.  Who would miss them?  Besides, what are worshipers for if not to die for the faith?  What are citizens for if not to die for their nation? 
 
    I wanted to find Liam, as well as Torvil and Kammen.  You’d think locating a pair of semi-giants on some of the largest organically-grown horses in the world would be easy to spot, but no, they were obviously covered in cloaking spells.  They certainly weren’t lying dead on the field of battle.  I would have spotted that.  No, they would be near Liam to protect him.  If I couldn’t scry them, maybe nobody else could, either. 
 
    Do they still carry those personal scrying mirrors?  And did they remember to set their cloaking spells to allow for communications?  It’s more complicated to allow the equivalent of a coded channel through.  Well, one way to find out.  I breathed on a small mirror, flicked it with a fingertalon, and concentrated on Torvil.  The fog cleared from the mirror and Torvil slid his visor up to regard me. 
 
    “Sire!” he greeted me.  From the movement, I concluded they were riding somewhere at a trot or better. 
 
    “I’ve been watching.” 
 
    “Good.  I’d hate to have to explain.” 
 
    “You’ll have to explain to Lissette, not to me.” 
 
    “Damn!” 
 
    “Two questions.  Is Liam alive, and what does he plan to do next?” 
 
    “He’s fine, although a little upset.  Right now, the plan is to fall back and regroup.  By the time we have a headcount, he may have a decision.” 
 
    “Under the circumstances, I’d say that’s fair.” 
 
    “Agreed, Sire.” 
 
    “I’m available if you need me.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “More importantly, tell Liam I’m available if he wants me.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him, Sire.” 
 
    “Good man.” 
 
    He closed the mirror case and terminated the connection.  I set my mirror aside and regarded the sand table.  The city wasn’t going to sort through the bodies tonight.  They lay wherever they fell.  Come dawn and the morning light, no doubt the vultures would come to join the ravens. 
 
    I sat back and pondered. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Rethven, Wednesday, March 21st, Year 9 
 
      
 
    After sunrise—and Firebrand’s kindly incineration of the resulting goo—I asked one of the black-armored bricks outside the scrying room to see if there was anything to eat.  He saluted and assured me I would be fed. 
 
    Bronze snorted.  I had them send for a pile of coal, as well. 
 
    I returned to my sand table and scrying mirrors.  Rather than a formal meal or three, they brought me a variety of dishes suitable for munching on.  Finger foods.  Fruit slices, a cookie-like biscuit stuffed with meat paste, other things easy to eat while concentrating on more important matters.  For Bronze, they wheeled in two wheelbarrows of coal.  She crunched into her breakfast with enthusiasm. 
 
    I snacked and scried and swore. 
 
    Liam did the only thing he could do.  He sent for the fleet—or part of it—while his remaining force made for a coastal village.  They’d already marched through the place once.  It had a dock suitable for loading and unloading without recourse to the smaller boats, as long as they were careful and only did one ship at a time.  Between the dock and the ships’ boats, it drastically hastened their evolution from shore to ship. 
 
    I was watching all around the place, hoping I wouldn’t find another mob of happy-heads pursuing them.  In that much, at least, my hopes were fulfilled. 
 
    Looking back toward Salacia, I also saw the aftereffects of their quasi-religious high.  The survivors in the mob, the unwounded ones, pretty much universally turned out to be injured anyway.  The majority were prostrate, still exhausted, and the few who were willing to move around did so only with special care and obvious pain.  Of the thousands who survived, most simply lay wherever they fell when their bodies’ reserves were exhausted.  My guess is they pushed the limits of flesh and so damaged themselves.  They ran too fast, hit too hard, jumped too high, and tore, sprained, strained, and pulled… well, everything.  If they couldn’t feel pain, there would be nothing to stop them from overdoing it, even to the point of breaking their own bones. 
 
    It made them dangerous.  Unlikely to survive, not exactly useful in the long term, but dangerous.  Still, they were nothing but weapons for their masters, and they did their job.  The human wave attacked the army, swamped it, killed most of it, and made it impossible to effect a siege.  Now whoever called the shots seemed content to let the survivors crawl home, tails tucked. 
 
    I would.  After all, if they go home, they can tell everyone about the horror they encountered.  It’ll be a generation before anyone wants to test the resolve of the Kingdoms of Light.  After all, even their beggars will fight like badgers on meth.  It’s not worth it. 
 
    One of my mirrors rang.  It was the main communications mirror.  I was surprised.  I wasn’t expecting a call. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked, as the image rippled into focus.  “Oh.  Hello, Lissette.” 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    “Is it?” I asked.  She hesitated. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What seems to be the trouble and how can I help?” 
 
    “Can you destroy the kingdoms currently occupied and controlled by the Church of Light?” 
 
    “Yes.  I would rather not, though.” 
 
    “No?” she asked, eyebrows rising.  “Why not?” 
 
    “I’m not really a Demon King.  I just play one on TV.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I mean the persona of the Demon King isn’t really me.  He would destroy everything living in those kingdoms.  I dislike the idea of generalized mass slaughter.” 
 
    “I know.  I was wondering if you were willing.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Ouch?” 
 
    “Do you think I like slaughter?” 
 
    “No,” she agreed, instantly.  “You hate it.  But as a king, you sometimes must do what you abhor.” 
 
    I blinked at her.  She sounded sincere.  I was expecting a note of satire or sarcasm or something. 
 
    “Well… yes.  You’re right.  Uh, since I’d rather not crush our enemies quite so brutally, do you have any second choices?” 
 
    “Before we get into that,” she said, hesitantly, “may I argue for the brutal crushing, as you put it?” 
 
    “You can argue any point you like.  I’ll always listen.” 
 
    “Every time you say something like that, I want to believe you.  I think I do believe you, or mostly.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We can talk about that later,” she decided, waving a hand.  “I called you because the kingdom has a problem.  The Church of Light is dominating national entities, invading the political plane from the religious one.  We’ve tried to fight back and failed.” 
 
    “I saw.  I was watching to see how it went.” 
 
    “And you didn’t do anything?” 
 
    “First, I’m kind of afraid to interfere.  I tend to want to clear anything major with you, since you already told me I might be ruining your plans.  Second, I didn’t have a good idea on how to interfere without killing thousands on both sides.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I’ve had a chance to sit and think, now, so I have some ideas on how to deal with those tactics, but it’s not something I can do with a snap of my fingers.” 
 
    “That’s good to know, I suppose.  Which still leaves me with an unsolved problem.  Three kingdoms are just the beginning of the Church’s plans.  You know they won’t stop at three.” 
 
    “They’ll shoot for a theocratic empire encompassing the whole world,” I agreed. 
 
    “How do I stop them?  No—how can they be stopped?” 
 
    I put my chin in my hand and drummed fingertalons on the edge of the sand table, thinking.  Lissette watched me as I thought. 
 
    “There are questions I don’t feel comfortable asking over a magic mirror,” I said, finally.  “Do you mind if we have a private discussion, in person?” 
 
    “Not at all.  When should I expect you?” 
 
    “I didn’t build the defensive spells around your palace, so it’s hard for me to pop in quickly.  Do you have a magical gate in the palace, somewhere?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge.” 
 
    “Do you have a court wizard or court magician?” 
 
    “Frantil is the court magician.” 
 
    “If I talk to him and arrange for a temporary gateway, would you be willing to visit me, here in the Arthur Palace?” 
 
    “Arthur?” 
 
    “It’s my name for the mountain.” 
 
    “Arthur,” she repeated, slowly, as though tasting the word.  “What does it mean?” 
 
    “I named it after a legendary king.  I got tired of referring to ‘Karvalen’ as a mountain, a city, a kingdom, and so on.  The mountain is ‘Arthur,’ the city is ‘Vios,’ and the kingdom is ‘Karvalen’.” 
 
    “This is the first I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “You’re the first person I’ve told.  I’m not sure it’ll catch on.  Mostly it’s for me because I get confused easily.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “So, will you visit me?” 
 
    “Yes.  I shall summon Frantil.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She stood up and walked away.  I picked up a pocket mirror, transferred the call, and went outside to tell the Banner to prepare a sitting room for a private conference.  He hurried off to make arrangements while the Blade and Shield followed me to the palace gate room.  Bronze elected to wait in the scrying room. 
 
    Frantil came into view on my small mirror.  He was an older man—unsurprising, considering he was a magician—with salty dark hair, icy blue eyes, and a mouth like a slash across his face.  I didn’t see any smile lines whatsoever.  He looked grim.  Yes, that’s the word:  Grim.  I wondered if he had any other expressions. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “You’re Frantil?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ever worked with gates?” 
 
    “No.  I have studied some of their workings, but they are not my chosen field.” 
 
    “What is your specialty?” 
 
    “Defensive wardings, scrying, mystic and material shields, counterspells—that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m going to use this communications connection to target a gate.  I’ll need your help making sure it bypasses the palace defenses.” 
 
    “So I am given to understand.  Let us proceed.” 
 
    So we did.  It took a few tries and a bit of instruction on my part—he had to partially prepare a doorway to act as a focus for the gate before we could successfully achieve a lock.  The Palace of Carillon must be warded like a lich’s tomb. 
 
    Lissette waited patiently until we established the connection.  She stepped through with Malena and some other bodyguard, a lightweight, agile-looking fellow with a blade much like Malena’s.  On closer observation, I recognized it as Malana’s blade, not a copy.  Whoever he was, he was obviously held in high regard. 
 
    We didn’t introduce bodyguards.  We simply followed the Banner to the prepared sitting room.  I felt the spells as we walked through the door.  It was like walking through thick spiderweb—a distinctly unpleasant sensation.  Our bodyguards took up stations around the room and the Banner seated himself to one side.  He concentrated on the spells warding the room, monitoring them for penetrations. 
 
    Once seated, I resumed our discussion. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about how to go about a direct, military conquest of the region, and I have questions.” 
 
    “What would you like to know?” she asked. 
 
    “The way I see it, we can do one of three things.  We can start in the east, on the border of Kamshasa, and head west, conquering as we go.  We can start on the western border and sweep east.  Or we can do both, dividing our forces and forcing the Kingdoms of Light to split their attention.  All of these, of course, also involve beating Ynar and Praeteyn before heading south into H’zhad’Eyn through those low mountains and swinging west and north through that spur of their territory toward the Edge.  What do you think?” 
 
    “I think…” she began, and paused.  “I think you are immensely optimistic.  You say you watched the slaughter at Salacia?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And you have some way to avoid that?” 
 
    “I can think of a couple of tactics.  Some are more slaughter-y than others.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.  What I would suggest is starting at the northwestern end of H’zhad’Eyn and working down along the Edge.  They are the most recent acquisition and my spies tell me it is not yet fully under the control of the Church.  The lords of H’zhad’Eyn may yet have troops loyal to them.  If we can drive out the priests, perhaps the local lords may yet maintain a sort of control and order once we have passed through.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “I might also negotiate some assistance from Kamshasa.” 
 
    “Really!” 
 
    “I might.  You certainly can not,” she pointed out.  “They will have nothing to do with the King of Karvalen, but the ruling Queen of Karvalen might have more sway.” 
 
    “Fair point.  Do you think they would fight for us?” 
 
    “No, and I will not ask them to.  I will ask them for whatever assistance they may see fit to provide—and to fight for themselves, since they are threatened by this menace as much or more than we are.” 
 
    “They didn’t do anything for us on this last excursion.” 
 
    “They knew a huge force approached their western border.  It landed on the coast hardly bowshot away and they did nothing to stop it,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Ah.  They didn’t help, but they trusted you enough to let you land troops.” 
 
    “I’ve demonstrated some trustworthiness, yes.  The defeat against the forces of Salacia, while terrible for us, is also further proof to them that the Church of Light is a powerful enemy.  If you were to attack from the west, they might be persuaded to attack from the east—might, I say.  They would insist on keeping any territory they gained, of course, but I see them as the lesser evil.” 
 
    I didn’t comment about the devil you know.  The devil I knew was the angelic thing masquerading as the Lord of Light. 
 
    “I’ll go with it,” I agreed.  “How much of an army can Karvalen field?” 
 
    “We could levy more commoners, but undisciplined troops cannot stand against… well, you saw what happened.  What soldiers remain in the royal forces I dare not send away.” 
 
    “What about drafting some of the professionals in service to the local lords?” 
 
    “I can call for them, but I am hardly in a position to make demands.” 
 
    “Right.  I’ll see what I can scrounge up,” I decided.  Lissette cocked her head at me with a curious expression. 
 
    “You plan to employ your knights in the field.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you think the Knights of Shadow can survive an onslaught such as that?” 
 
    “From a strictly combat-oriented perspective?  It depends.  If we’re mounted, I think the added mobility can make the difference.  Let the mob spread out, kill them by the ones and twos instead of facing a hundred at a time… Yes, I think so.” 
 
    “That will involve many horses, and of the largest sort,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Even on foot, those guys can show you a warriors grave, surrounded on all sides by walls of the enemy.  Even if the mob overwhelms one of them, it’ll take some doing to get through their armor.  It can be done, I’m sure, with a pickaxe and determination—or, if they’re capable of rational thought, simply pinning a knight down and unlatching his armor.  I don’t favor the trade-off, though.” 
 
    “You do seem to care about them,” she mused.  I didn’t answer that, but continued. 
 
    “I’d rather let my guys have every advantage possible.  If human wave attacks are the big trick for the Kingdoms of Light, they’re not going to enjoy the countermeasures.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can explain.” 
 
    “Is it a secret?” 
 
    “No, they’re just advanced concepts.  You don’t expect your magician to explain how his spells work, do you?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “My spells require a ton of information before they’re comprehensible, too.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “On a more political note, do you think the other churches will want to defend the kingdom?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I suppose you can ask the gods.  Most other religions have only enough men to guard their temples, not field a force.” 
 
    “A few dozen priests praying on our side couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to ask.  I’ll also ask you if we have sufficient supplies to feed an army.” 
 
    “In Carrillon?  I believe so.  Whatever the ships bring with them we will also recover.” 
 
    “I’d rather take what we have on hand than wait for them, if that’s all right.” 
 
    “You are the King,” she pointed out, “and the Queen has called for you.” 
 
    “Good.  I’d also like to have Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar assigned to me.” 
 
    “They are your knights, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I made no comment on the mocking tone.  She did have a point. 
 
    “I meant I’d like them reassigned to my personal service.  I’m going to want them to handle a lot of details—we’re readying another army, after all—as well as help me plan and execute a war.” 
 
    “May they meet with more success in your service than in mine.” 
 
    “Thank you.  But they did pretty well.  Liam’s alive and coming home, isn’t he?” 
 
    “That’s true,” she admitted, tiredly.  “I am thankful for that.” 
 
    “Having a hard time?” 
 
    “In many ways.  It is sometimes difficult to… steer the kingdom.  Nobles, merchants, priests, wizards… everyone wants something at the expense of someone else.” 
 
    “Sounds like politics,” I agreed. 
 
    “May I ask a question?” she said, suddenly. 
 
    “You’re the Queen.  More importantly, you’re Lissette.  You can ask anything you like.” 
 
    “When Liam takes the throne, if I still live, will you take me wherever it is you go?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You must go somewhere—beneath the mountains, across the sea, even to the moon for all I know—when you are not here, in the kingdom.  I have often wondered where you have gone, what you have seen.  If I am not too old and frail… when Liam is crowned King of Karvalen—a subject of His Imperial Majesty, of course… will you take me away and show me wonders?” 
 
    She sounded so wistful.  What was I going to say?  I’m the one who trapped her into being the ruler of a kingdom.  It only seemed fair to try and make up for that. 
 
    “Of course.  Assuming we both survive so long.” 
 
    “Always assuming,” she agreed, rising.  “Very well.  If you will return me to my palace, I shall attempt to persuade more of the witches of Kamshasa that their interests align with ours.  With mine, rather.” 
 
    “As always, I am at your service.”  I offered her my arm and our bodyguards escorted us to the gate room.  I contacted what’s-his-name, her magician, and we worked to reestablish a gate.  It went much more smoothly this time.  Lissette and her bodyguards stepped through the portal.  I closed it and headed back to the scrying room.  I, too, had some calls to make. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Rethven, Thursday, March 22nd, Year 9 
 
      
 
    The first thing I did was pop down to the local Temple of Shadow and my dial-a-deity secure line.  The smoke from the brazier billowed up and formed a face. 
 
    “Let me see if I understand you properly,” he said, once I explained.  “You want me to talk to the various gods up here and see if they’re willing to send priests along with you on a holy crusade?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it like that.” 
 
    “That’s what they’re going to hear.” 
 
    “Look, we’ve got a good arrangement going in Karvalen.  Everybody is getting along.  Now this fake Lord of Light is rocking the boat and preparing to steal their farms, if I may mix metaphors.  He’s doing the whole ruling in the world thing, which I gather is frowned upon.” 
 
    “Yeah.  I’ve had a little blowback about you being the King of Karvalen.  We get away with it because you’ve installed a Queen, stayed out of it, and we’ve been good about sharing the pie.”  He coughed slightly and added, “The others may be taking advantage of the mutual-benefits idea to keep an eye on us.  Or they’re taking advantage of us taking advantage of a loophole.” 
 
    “Seems fair.  Maybe you can persuade them to treat this similarly.  He’s trying to rule kingdoms, but he wants to stamp out other religions.  Taken to the extreme, he’s trying to kill them all by starving them to death.” 
 
    “That may be his ultimate goal, but I don’t think he’s breaking any rules about ruling.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Remember how I said he’s not talking to anyone?  He’s sitting up here, fat and happy, minding his own business while his followers do all this on their own.  I’m not sure I can get a consensus on whether or not interfering is kosher.” 
 
    I sat down on the altar and pondered. 
 
    “That is a bit of a conundrum,” I admitted.  “Could he have his own vox dei?  This is a private channel, right?” 
 
    “Yes.  I suppose he could.  I mean, you’ve built one for me.  Anyone who’s seen the thing could work out how to duplicate it.  Our temple doesn’t discriminate.  If someone wants to wander in, sit down in the front row, and chant along, they can.” 
 
    “Got it.  Is there any way to tell if he’s using something like it?” 
 
    “Not without sending someone into his temples.  Even then, if they don’t see it, that only means they didn’t see it, not that there isn’t one.” 
 
    “I understand.  So much for that.  But what about getting real-world help from the gods?” 
 
    “Depends on what you want.” 
 
    “Mostly, I don’t want to step on their toes.  If someone can assure us fair weather for battle, help heal the sick and injured, take the load off me so I don’t have to personally escort the dead, assure us good fortune in hunting, salvaging, and scavenging, even give us better-than-average statistics when it comes to gopher holes and broken legs, I’m for it.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said, a smoky hand appearing and rubbing his jaw.  “I’m not sure when was the last time a dozen different religions all joined in to throw a war party.” 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt to ask, does it?” 
 
    “Up here?  Yes.  It’ll start a debate and probably an argument.  Still, if you want to visit a variety of local churches and suchlike, you can ask the priests directly.  They might see the wisdom in helping fight off a mob of awfulness.  At least then the gods can look at the Shining One and look innocent.  ‘What?  I didn’t tell them to go do anything.  They decided it on their own.  Just like your followers.’  That sort of thing.” 
 
    “That’s fair, I guess.  I’ll have Beltar send Banners to anybody who might be useful.” 
 
    So I did.  Beltar promised to have a list for me by sunset.  We also sent word to assemble the various dispositions of the Knights of Shadow. 
 
    I personally visited the Temple of Flame in Karvalen—excuse me, in the city of Vios—to chat with Tianna and Tymara.  Tymara insisted on sitting on my lap and casting cantrips—little spells, making small lines of light.  I divided my attention between her and discussing the idea of a Priestess of the Flame coming along to the war.  It was a rather chaotic conversation, at least to me. 
 
    “You want the Priestesses of the Flame to go with you to a foreign country to support your troops in a holy crusade against the Church of Light?” 
 
    “It sounds better when I say it.” 
 
    “You don’t say it that way.” 
 
    “That’s why it sounds better,” I agreed. 
 
    “Provus!  Look!  I can make green!” 
 
    “Yes, I see that, and I’m very pleased.  Can you make a green triangle?” 
 
    “What’s a triangle?” Tymara asked.  I drew one in the air and she started working on one of her own.  I turned my attention back to Tianna. 
 
    “Grandfather, I agree with your war, but there are three Priestesses of the Flame.  One of them can’t leave her bed of coals for more than a few hours.  One of them is far too young for the duties.  And one is a mother to a child, as well as the Priestess of the Temple in Karvalen.” 
 
    “Vios,” I corrected.  “I got tired of the multiple-Karvalen confusion and I’m renaming the city.” 
 
    “Vios, then,” she agreed.  “I want to help.  I will help, in whatever way I can, but I can’t leave the temple.” 
 
    “What about the lesser priestesses?” 
 
    “They’re fine for day-to-day worship, but the Miracles are for me to perform.” 
 
    “Provus?  Is this good?”  Tymara held up a bright-green triangle.  It was hollow, formed of three connected lines, and none of the lines was the same length.  Nevertheless, it met the criteria. 
 
    “It’s an excellent triangle,” I assured her.  “Now, can you fill it in?” 
 
    “That’s easy!” 
 
    “—with a different color?” 
 
    “Hmm,” she replied, and her thin little eyebrows drew down as she frowned in concentration.  The tip of her tongue stuck out the corner of her mouth as she scowled at her spell-work. 
 
    “Miracles are yours, not for a lesser priestess, got it,” I said to Tianna.  “But could you spare one or two of them?  You have to stay, I get that, but could you send one of the lesser priestesses to help heal the army, keep them warm in the cold—no, that far south, even at this time of year, maybe they can deflect some of the heat.  Or encourage fires when we want to burn gates, discourage them when the enemy lobs flaming oil at us.  Whatever they can do to help.” 
 
    Tianna nodded, tapping her lips with one finger while she looked up and to her left. 
 
    “Yes… yes, I think we can do that.  One from here and one from Mochara, perhaps.  Possibly two from here.  Mom can’t participate in some of the more mundane tasks, so she needs her priestesses more than we do… I’ll talk with her and with the Mother and see.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Bear in mind, I’m only asking.  You’re allowed to tell me you can’t spare anyone at all, you know.” 
 
    “But we want to help.  Well, I do.” 
 
    “Me, too!” Tymara piped up.  “How are we helping?” 
 
    “We haven’t figured that out, yet,” Tianna assured her.  “As soon as we know what to do, we’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Oh.  Okay.”  Tymara returned to filling in her triangle.  It kept filling in with the same color as the border. 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I told Tianna.  “If you’d be so kind as to let other religions know you’re all for assisting the troops against the tyranny of the Lord of Light—the false one, that is—it would also help.” 
 
    “I’ll mention it to some of the others.  The ones we get along with, anyway.” 
 
    “I can’t ask for more.” 
 
    “I have a triangle,” Tymara announced, holding up a glowing icon.  It had green borders and a green interior, but it was two different shades of green. 
 
    “So you do.” 
 
    “It’s green,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, it is.  Two different shades of green.” 
 
    “But I wanted yellow.” 
 
    “You’ll get it.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    I looked to Tianna for help, but she was already gliding serenely from the room.  I settled in to give a spell lesson to the most adorable of my current descendants.  Things were in progress.  That was the important thing. 
 
    Later, Bronze and I galloped up the Kingsway again so I could get on the magic mirror to Bob.  His gods might be locked in a spire of stone, but his people weren’t.  A dozen elves sneaking into someone’s city could be devastating.  A few thousand screaming orku charging like a mob of sword-wielding monsters could be helpful, too.  I wondered how hard they would be to organize. 
 
    Bob accepted the call and bowed like a reed in the wind, only more gracefully. 
 
    “Good news,” I told him.  “I think I can get an elf onto the moon.  Getting all the elves there is more of a problem, but mostly one of time and terminal velocity.  Do you have any magical devices you can use to slow a fall?” 
 
    “There are such devices,” Bob agreed.  “Boots, cloaks, rings—many things that will save one’s life from a long fall.  Some are more efficacious than others.  Some boots and gloves can be used along a wall to cling, for example.  The magic of some cloaks can be made to catch the air and, if properly used, guide oneself to a softer landing.” 
 
    “Imagine you were dropped out of a cloud to plummet toward a vast plain of rock.  Nothing to grab, nothing to slide against, and no soft spot to aim for.” 
 
    “What you describe is more difficult, but not impossible.” 
 
    “Good.  Every elf who wants to go home will need one.” 
 
    “I do not understand why, but I understand the requirement.  I will see to it all are so informed.” 
 
    “To enhance your understanding and increase the likelihood of success, listen.  I don’t think I can penetrate the shield around the moon without breaking it, which rather defeats the purpose.  On the other hand, I can send someone through the shield, but they will fall from the edge of the sky all the way to the ground.  I hope to observe them on the surface of the moon and see them signal success.  If we do succeed, the elves who fight for me in this war can start going home.” 
 
    “I thank you for your kindness.  I understand you perfectly.” 
 
    “On another note of some urgency, how restless is the population of Vathula?” 
 
    “Moderately.  They still contest among themselves the smaller territories of old, despite being united under a single banner.  They are unruly, but those who come to blows are merely incidental.  In ten generations, I believe we can breed out the majority of their aggressive nature.” 
 
    “Would you like to send the most unruly and troublesome somewhere far away?” 
 
    “Such a prospect is not unwelcome, Dread Lord,” he admitted, placing his hand over where his heart should be. 
 
    “I may want to use them as shock troops against a bunch of unruly humans.” 
 
    “Then you will want them armed and believing they are to be soldiers.” 
 
    “They are to be soldiers.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Dread Lord.  I had thought your soldiers were precious to you.” 
 
    I couldn’t grind my teeth, but I did bite down rather hard.  He was right.  Soldiers are people I give a damn about.  I have a hard time caring about the life or death of a bunch of orku and galgar, trolls, ogres, giants—whatever Bob might have under those mountains and in those valleys. 
 
    “You make a good point,” I admitted.  “They’re not.  But let them believe they are.” 
 
    “As you wish, Na’irethed zarad’na.  Where do you wish them to gather?” 
 
    “Where is most convenient for you?” 
 
    “Vathula, and the pass thereof.” 
 
    “See to it.” 
 
    “At once, Dread Lord.” 
 
    I cut the connection and went to my laboratory.  There were crystals that needed charging, and plenty of them.  Best to get them started as soon as possible. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Rethven, Saturday, March 24th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    The ships are still on their way north and navigating the Dragon’s Teeth, or the Fang Rocks, or whatever the hell the passage is called.  Nobody seems to care.  I’m not sure if that’s because of the agreement between the Queen of Karvalen and the Pirate King or if it’s because there are still hundreds of potential combatants standing on the decks just itching to kill someone.  Either way, I suspect they’ll be unmolested on their way home. 
 
    Out of all the worshippers of the Lord of Shadow, all through the kingdom and a bit beyond, the Temple of Shadow has almost three thousand mounted knights.  A few hundred of them are almost-knights—dusks?—and wouldn’t be going anywhere if there wasn’t a holy crusade.  The regular trainees are staying behind, of course, as are many of the priests.  Someone has to mind the store. 
 
    The knights are impressive, as always.  The Temple doesn’t use the grow-your-own-giant spells with the same obsessive regularity Torvil and Kammen did, but the spells are still popular.  Most of the knights tower over me.  On average, they’re at least six-foot-five, I think.  Taller, of course, in armor. 
 
    The dusks—I’m going to call them that because it suits my warped sense of humor and because it’s shorter than “knight-trainees elevated to the status of knight-combatants for the duration of the war.”  Dusks.  Almost-knights.  Live with it.—The dusks have been standing vigils for a while, now, so most of them have their shadow-shells of carbon-composite armor.  The ones who don’t are wearing steel armor.  At least everyone has their own weapons and a horse. 
 
    Oh, and the horses!  Those grow-your-own-giant spells work perfectly well on animals of all sorts—human, dazhu, horse, you name it.  They’re a bit impractical on food animals.  The animal grows bigger, but it eats so much the cost cuts into the profits.  There’s a happy medium, and it’s fairly low.  But horses!  The largest of the things are taller than I am, a few almost approaching Bronze’s size, but built far more heavily for bone and muscle.  If horses had bodybuilding competitions, these things would casually drag home a ten-ton trophy. 
 
    I’m also delighted someone had the bright idea of enchanting barding for them.  I didn’t know the Knights of Shadow had a requirement of magical armor and protective devices for their horses.  Someone—someone insubstantial but important—suggested if they couldn’t take care of their mounts properly, they didn’t deserve to have them.  Leather and spider silk were suddenly in demand for making a sort of brigandine horse-armor—along with the spells to enchant it. 
 
    I’ve always felt the weakness of a mounted knight is somewhere around the cannon bone—the equivalent of a human shinbone in a horse.  My altar ego seems to feel the same.  There are patterns for making what I can only describe as pants for horses, specifically to protect their legs. 
 
    Bronze approved.  I defer to her opinion on all things horse-related. 
 
    Diogenes and I already did our scry-scouting around cities and towns in the three kingdoms.  After I discussed with Lissette the ideas of how to tackle them, narrowing down our arrival point was relatively quick.  All that was left was how to get there. 
 
    I was using shift-booth tents, of course.  With the difficulties of assembling a fleet made obvious, I prepared for this.  Sure, we could probably have sailed across the sea—a couple of weeks from now.  If time wasn’t an issue, we could probably have marched north and across the Frozen Sea, all the way to the Edge of the World and begun our sweep south from there.  But, for now, H’zhad’Eyn was still a not-quite-conquered nation.  If they can’t muster up thousands of peasants for human wave attacks, they might be more cautious about approaching invaders.  Hopefully, this also meant we would have smaller waves of attackers to practice on.  In a month?  Who knows? 
 
    I delivered the compacted tents to three Temples—Vios, Vathula, and Carrillon.  Anybody coming to the war headed for those places at their best speed.  I also delivered Torvil, Kammen, and Liam, but to Carrillon.  I couldn’t exactly open a gate to grab Torvil and Kammen and leave Liam unguarded.  Lissette was pleased to have Liam home so quickly. 
 
    As for the other end of those shift-booths, I used one of Mount Arthur’s gate rooms to brute-force a connection.  Bronze, Firebrand, and I—along with a trio of extremely insistent bodyguards—stepped through into a heavily-forested area.  If my targeting was correct, we were near the Edge, about halfway between the northernmost point of H’zhad’Eyn and Zirafel.  The clearing matched what I scried for, anyway.  We set about making it bigger.  Much bigger. 
 
    Firebrand does not appreciate being used for mowing down anything that doesn’t bleed.  We worked out a system.  I used my Saber of Sharpness to cut down a tree.  Bronze dragged it away.  I stuck Firebrand point-down in the stump and went to cut down another tree.  When I was done, I went back, reached into the hole where there used to be a stump, pulled out Firebrand, and repeated the process. 
 
    My bodyguards didn’t help my efforts at clearcutting.  They were busy guarding my body, looking alert and scanning the area for threats.  It was almost enough to make me nervous. 
 
    “Hey, you.  Sir Tobin?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” 
 
    “Is there anything around here worthy of such caution?  Bears?  Tuva?  Saber-wolves?  Tax collectors?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge, my lord.  Our charge is of supreme importance, however, and we are not within the confines of the mountain.” 
 
    I grunted something in reply and tried not to look embarrassed.  I don’t know why having bodyguards embarrasses me. 
 
    After a half-hour of tree removal, I put up one of the shift-tents and considered how to arrange them.  Doors in, doors out, traffic pattern like so… face one this way, the other two angled… no, maybe this way… 
 
    Eventually, we cleared a small farm, filled in some stump-holes, and put up the shift-tents.  It took longer than I expected, but it was important to get it right.  We can’t have people fouling each other up as they tromp around.  The tents have to be expanded to be useful, so they pretty much have to be in fixed positions.  There are a limited number of people who can arrive or depart in any given minute. 
 
    Since before we arrived, the small group of us was heavily shielded against detection.  While our defenses would certainly hold for a while, as we added more and more people, we wouldn’t be able to keep it up.  Sure, all the Knights of Shadow can throw cloaking spells, but if we expect to have enough energy left for anything else, we have to give up on stealth and refocus on fighting. 
 
    Logistics are always a pain. 
 
    Once we had the tents situated and established, I called Beltar, confirmed the others were ready, and went through each one.  I tested them, walked some people through the process, and returned to our staging point. 
 
    Tons of men and materiel started tromping out.  It was kind of spooky to watch.  Aside from pauses to open and close the doors—rigid tent-flaps—it was a constant exodus of men, horses, wagons, and wheelbarrows.  It’s like they weren’t just bigger on the inside, but huge. 
 
    Would it be worthwhile to research dimensional transcendentalism?  Probably.  Just not today. 
 
    I sat on Bronze’s back, regarded the chaos, and wondered where the Big Three were.  Supervising the loading, possibly.  I snagged some knights, gave orders, and sent them off.  I also sent a messenger back through one of the shift-tents to requisition shovels.  Lots of shovels. 
 
    This rapid-deployment arrangement was a miracle of speed compared to sailing vessels.  In that light, it was remarkable.  Compared to airlifting combat units on a C-130?  Probably faster over this distance.  But if it was a case of arriving or departing under fire, we had a lot to learn.  Simply getting there wasn’t too bad.  Organizing ourselves once we got here?  That was somewhat less smooth.  It didn’t help that we got our wagons of supplies in no real order, along with a couple dozen priests of various religions who didn’t seem to know how to get out of the way. 
 
    Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar joined me with the last load of troops.  Things organized rapidly once Seldar arrived.  Seldar spoke, Torvil and Kammen shouted, and things started shaping up. 
 
    Some are born leaders.  Some learn to be.  Some of us get stuck with the job.  That may be as good a way as any to describe the Big Three. 
 
    On the plus side, I did have a reason for demanding all the shovels they could dig up.  The Romans had a camping trick.  They would march somewhere and set up a campsite, but they did it by having everybody dig.  They marked off a square and dug a ditch, pitching the dirt along the inside edge of the ditch to form earthworks.  Once they had a suitable barrier around the campsite, they set up their portable forge, parked their wagons, corralled their horses, and pitched tents—all in rows, all laid out exactly the same way every time.  It was like packing up a canvas city and unpacking it every night.  It wasn’t a portable castle, but it was definitely a defensible position. 
 
    Since we were in hostile territory, or right next to it, we practiced.  Seldar was not impressed with our proficiency.  I wasn’t impressed with our shovels. 
 
    There’s a surprising amount of technology and design to a good shovel.  A flat plate on the end of a stick will work, yes, but it’s not what I’d call an efficient tool.  I explained how to bend the plate, roll the upper edge of it as a foot brace, and drew on one of them the outline I wanted.  The smith was only present as a maintenance man, not a fabrications expert, so I sent him back to Kar—to Vios—to explain what I wanted to Kavel, the Mastersmith. 
 
    On the other hand, the Knights of Shadow pleased me.  They didn’t complain about how digging in the dirt was beneath them.  They didn’t moan about how they came to fight, not dig ditches.  Every last one of them made sure they understood what we were after and promptly made it happen.  They moved dirt faster than I would ever have guessed.  I don’t think a man with a bulldozer could have done it as quickly.  A couple thousand John Henrys beat the steam drill every time. 
 
    And, to top it all off, they sang.  They have some unreasonable number of hymns, like… like sea shantys, or whatever they’re called.  Or those songs the military guys sing as they’re jogging along.  Cadences, I think? 
 
    While they dug—Torvil and Kammen along with them—Seldar and his assistants walked through the inside area, marking out how to lay out a camp.  I don’t know where he learned to lay out a camp, but I suppose he’s learned a lot in the past several years.  I did my best to help him, mostly by being one of the guys on the other end of the magical string to make straight lines.  I also laid down glowing lines where he wanted them.  We gridded the thing and numbered the compartments for easy reference.  He imprinted the layout in a crystal so he could reproduce it later.  Once the ditch-and-earthworks were done, setting up tents went pretty quickly. 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “Yes, Kammen?”  I waved to Seldar as we finished laying out the pattern for the camp.  He waved back. 
 
    “We staying here?” 
 
    “We’re not doing this just for the practice.” 
 
    “Want me to send out scouts?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He grunted an acknowledgement and went off to order someone to volunteer.  Torvil replaced him, accompanied by Malena.  She wore brown brigandine armor, carried a small, round shield, and had a helmet tucked in the crook of one arm. 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “Yes, Torvil?” 
 
    “Her Majesty the Queen has sent Malena to you.” 
 
    “I see that.  Hello, Malena.” 
 
    “Sire,” she acknowledged, nodding. 
 
    “Sire?” Torvil echoed, startled.  Malena glanced at him and gave just the tiniest shake of her head.  I pretended not to notice. 
 
    “Are you a messenger?” 
 
    “No, Sire.  Not in the sense you mean.” 
 
    “All right, why are you here?” 
 
    “Her Majesty desires you return to her from this conflict.  She has tasked me with your personal safety insofar as you will permit.” 
 
    I took a second to parse that. 
 
    “You’re my bodyguard whenever I’ll let you do your job?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
    “You do know I have a couple of thousand men here who will stomp the bejeezus out of anything that so much as speaks a harsh word in my direction, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
    “My lord, if I may?” Torvil interrupted. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Uh, if it please Your Majesty, may I suggest you not argue with the wishes of… of the Queen?” 
 
    I looked from one to the other and wished it was night.  The wooden expressions were impossible to read. 
 
    “Is there something I should know?  Malena?  Torvil?” 
 
    “No, Sire.” 
 
    “No, my lord.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I think something is going on here and nobody wants to tell me.”  I shrugged.  “Okay.  I accept your service, Malena.  Is it ‘Sir Malena,’ or is there some other title?”  The Rethven dialect uses domin for the English sir.  Technically, it’s a genderless descriptor of station, but it hasn’t been an issue until now.  I may use it in the future since “Domin Malena” doesn’t sound as weird as “Sir Malena.” 
 
    “I am not a knight,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Oh, like hell you aren’t!” 
 
    “It is true, Sire.  I did not remain in the service of the Temple long enough to achieve that station.  I became a personal guard to His Majesty, but never a knight.” 
 
    Ah.  His Majesty.  Not me. 
 
    “He never saw fit to knight you?” 
 
    “He had other interests, Sire.” 
 
    “Torvil?” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “She’s been a bodyguard to the Queen all this time, but nobody’s thought to knight her?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Why not?” I demanded.  “She’s worthy, isn’t she?” 
 
    “She is.  But I cannot make a knight, my lord.  Beltar is the only one who may confirm a Knight of Shadow, and I have not been given the authority by the Queen to make a Knight of the Crown.”  I nodded as he spoke, seeing the problem. 
 
    “Torvil, are you still the King’s—that is, the Royal Champion?” 
 
    “It is not a formal position,” he clarified.  “The Royal Champion is seldom called upon, and is appointed based on the issue at hand.  I have had the honor more often than most.” 
 
    “Then you now have another honor:  You are the Guard of Swords.  Before a postulant may become a Knight of the Crown, you must evaluate him for fitness.  Moreover, if a Knight of the Crown fails to live up to the standards of the order, take his sword away from him.  Let no one unworthy wear the sash.  If you find someone worthy of the title, accept the oath if they offer it on behalf of the Crown.  I invest you with this authority and responsibility if you will accept it.” 
 
    Torvil gulped like a schoolboy about to ask a girl to dance, but he didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “I accept whatever duties my King requires.” 
 
    “Good man.  But remember, you don’t have to do it all personally, nor by yourself.” 
 
    “As you command, my lord.” 
 
    “Now, observe.” I turned to Malena.  “Give me that sword,” I ordered her, pointing.  Torvil did a double-take and Malena’s mouth fell open.  Nevertheless, she handed her helmet to Torvil, unbuckled her belt, and passed the sword to me.  Without prompting, she went to one knee. 
 
    “Do you know your oath?” I asked. 
 
    “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 recited, handing her the sword again.  She took it in both hands and stared at it.  It used to be a piece of sharpened steel.  A familiar piece, to be sure, but ultimately a bar of metal with a handle at one end, a point at the other, and an edge in between.  But now?  Now, the magic of kings changed it.  Into what?  It would be no sharper, cut no deeper, parry no faster.  It wasn’t that kind of magic—at least, I don’t think so.  But now her sword was more than a sword.  It was also a symbol of something.  A very personal symbol.  Her symbol.  I’m not sure of what, exactly, but isn’t that the nature of personal symbols?  They mean to us what they mean to us, not to everyone. 
 
    “Rise a knight, domin Malena.”  
 
    She did so and buckled on her sword. 
 
    “That’s one injustice fixed,” I observed.  “And about time, too.  I’m way behind on my quota.  Let’s help Seldar finish the camp layout.” 
 
    She fell into step beside me, to my left, and a pace behind.  I had a feeling she would stay there.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Rethven, Sunday, March 25th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    I spent most of the night with the Big Three plus One—Beltar was included in the planning.  Since he’s the deveas of the whole Church, I expected he would stay home and mind the temples, but what do I know?  Malena also joined us.  She wasn’t glued to my side, but there was no getting away from her. 
 
    Seldar and I went over what we saw when the Salacian human wave attack came rolling in.  I replayed my scrying views on a large mirror.  Torvil and Kammen vividly described what it was like on the ground.  Both viewpoints agreed:  It was gruesome. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Torvil added, “if we could have held them off even if the levies hadn’t broken.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “A deathblow is a deathblow,” he began, “but unless you have a great deal of training, magical weapons, and enormous strength, you don’t deal those very often.”  He nodded to Malena.  “Her skill is sufficient to kill a man with a single movement, but not all such blows will kill immediately.  It may take seconds, even minutes before he realizes he’s dead.  That’s why, when she wants to kill a man quickly, she will strike many times and rapidly—always trying for something vital, sometimes succeeding.”  He nodded at Kammen.  “When Kammen cuts someone in two, whatever remains attached to the head may, conceivably, continue to attempt to fight for a moment, but the target is effectively killed instantly.  In most cases, though, you hit a man hard, deathblow or not, and he’s at least stunned.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And these irregulars of Salacia… they weren’t.  They shrugged off blows that would have stunned a horse.  They were either dead or they were trying to kill you.  I saw one man missing an arm and the opposite leg from the knee down.  He was crawling forward, blood pumping out both stumps, until his body failed.  They don’t feel pain—or they don’t care.  Stopping them involves killing them, and if you do not kill them in that first blow, they will continue to come at you, forcing you to hit them again and possibly again, all the while their companions are piling on along with them.  Green recruits can’t face that, and most soldiers can’t, either.” 
 
    “What of the shield-wall?” Seldar asked.  “If they can be taught to lock shields to stop the rush, then slowly back away in unison, could they not avoid the pressure of a body-mountain and the breaking wave of flesh over the top?” 
 
    “Maybe, but they would need extensive training and a perfect battlefield.  One man tripping over something is all it will take to open a hole like a broken keel in a ship.” 
 
    I winced.  I’ve done that.  It doesn’t end well for the ship. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I interrupted.  “I don’t want to put us in that situation.  I’ve decided to land here and sweep through H’zhad’Eyn.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” Torvil inquired. 
 
    “First, it isn’t totally dominated by the Church.  It’s a new acquisition and I hope to find allies along the way—at least, once we make it clear we’re only after Light-worshippers and have no interest in conquering the kingdom.  Whoever the King of H’zhad’Eyn is, he’s welcome to keep his lands.” 
 
    “King Ectelerean,” Seldar supplied. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised you know that?” 
 
    “Because you know me.” 
 
    “Good point.  So, King Ectelerean is welcome to reclaim his authority.  We’re happy to help, in fact.  Second, while we’re here, we’re going to get some practice on the battlefield.  Hopefully, the only good trick the Church has is the human wave attack.  If the waves are small enough, we’ll meet them head-on and see just how good we are.  If they’re large, engulfing things, we’ll use our mobility to defend ourselves in a fighting retreat, stretching out their forces as they race after us, and we’ll kill them as they come.” 
 
    “Can we frighten ’em?” Kammen asked.  “I know they didn’t have a problem dyin’ on spears, but you’re damn scary when you want to be.” 
 
    “I doubt their morale can be broken,” I admitted.  “They’re not… hmm.  The Church does something to them, a spell.  The spell goes off and makes changes in them, but then the spell is done.  The changes last for a while, though, making them stronger, faster, and incredibly fanatical.” 
 
    “So, we can’t dispel it, neither?” 
 
    “That’s right.  The spell did its work and is gone by the time they get turned loose.” 
 
    “I’m taking a dislike to these priests.” 
 
    “Join the club.  My guess is there’s nothing I can do to scare them.  They’ll charge into the yawning mouth of a dragon to chase an enemy being swallowed, leap off cliffs to crush themselves to death on us, or cut off a hand so they can throw it with the other one.  During combat, just assume they’re completely, insanely fanatical and bloodthirsty.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    After our meeting to discuss tactics against the Church, we called it a night.  Even Malena.  I think the theory is that killing me during the night doesn’t do much, so she only needs to be on alert during the day.  I, on the other hand, paced around the earthworks.  This kept the sentries alert and gave me time to think. 
 
    This morning, the sunrise was unpleasant, partly because I’d neglected to bring along a special tent for me.  Seldar was quite helpful in loaning me his tent, along with some blankets.  I burritoed my way through the dawn.  Malena watched over me during the transformation and was good enough to not laugh at me.  I cleaned up and was just barely in time to be useful in the breaking of the camp.   
 
    Breaking camp didn’t go quickly, but we needed the practice.  Seldar took charge, with Torvil and Kammen acting as his lieutenants.  Things went from “everyone pitches in somewhere” to a state of organized duties and specific tasks.  My guess is making camp tonight will go quite quickly, as will breaking camp the next morning.  There’s nothing quite like trying it in the field to point up how to do it better. 
 
    We were on the road still in the early morning and made good time.  There are advantages to a cavalry force and mobility is one of them.  We made a couple of rest stops for the usual meals, watered the horses, and so on. 
 
    I had wondered why they brought through so many wagons.  I mean, intellectually, I know an army requires enormous quantities of supplies, but it never hit me quite so hard.  When we stopped for meals or rest breaks, the horses grazed on whatever was available.  Whenever we crossed fresh water, there was a pause to drink.  Nevertheless, fodder for the horses was a major portion of our baggage train. 
 
    Look at it this way.  Big, heavy war-steeds take ten to twelve pounds of fodder a day.  Call it twelve, just to be safe.  Twelve pounds per horse—three thousand horses—that’s thirty-six thousand pounds.  Eighteen tons of fodder.  Per day.  True, they’ll manage some of that by grazing during rest stops and during encampments, but I’m not even counting the food for people! 
 
    When an army comes through—allied troops or not—expect to feed them. 
 
    Scouts reported a small village ahead, but no sign of armed resistance.  We passed through it already mounted up and prepared to fight, just in case.  Nobody came out to greet us.  In point of fact, nobody so much as peeked out at us.  They were either huddling in their hovels, hoping we would pass by—which we did—or were already over the hill and still running.  The worst we did was take supplies, mostly food, as I mentioned.  No muss, no fuss, no brutal slayings of fanatics defending their village against invaders, not even a harsh word.  I was reasonably pleased. 
 
    It was late in the afternoon when we came to a small, walled town.  They had word of our approach, so everyone was inside.  Guards manned the walls.  We weren’t impressed.  The walls were adobe and rammed earth, rather thick, and eight to ten feet high.  Good enough for wild animals and bandits, but with neither battlements nor arrow slits they weren’t much of a fortification.  The two town gates—one set opposite the other—put me more in mind of barn doors than city gates. 
 
    “Do we take it?” Seldar asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” I decided.  “Let’s set up camp and see if they’re crazed enough to come out.  I want to gauge how much control the priesthood has over the locals.  They may not have that much influence over a small town at the far edge of the kingdom.”  Seldar bowed and cast a grid spell over a suitably flat piece of land to the left of the road.  Shovels came out and dirt moved.  The contingent of specialists—wizards and priests, mostly—didn’t dirty their hands with earthworks.  I was okay with that.  They’re more like passengers than crew, at least until the fighting starts.  I’m still not sure how much use the priests will be, but we’ll find out. 
 
    I was pleased to note some of the knights had their own ideas on spell-work.  A group of them got together, chanted, and sketched in the dirt.  They sang along with everyone else, but the concentrated on their spell.  The earthworks didn’t form by themselves, but the ditch everyone else dug gradually deepened, all the way around, and the inner mound humped up a little higher, maybe a little more steeply.  It was like watching the mountain reshape itself, except in dirt.  The lion’s share of work was still done with muscle, but they kept up the spell for over an hour.  It probably added six inches of depth to the ditch and as much in height to the earthworks. 
 
    I made a note to mention them to Beltar.  Sharp thinkers, those men. 
 
    Shortly thereafter, we put up tents, dug a latrine, cooked food, the works.  I was right about the organization.  One run-through was enough to see major improvement.  There were still plenty of bobbles, but we would only get faster at setting things up from now on.  I was pleased. 
 
    By nightfall, everyone was fairly well rested, fed, cleaned, and content.  A good day’s travel, all things considered, and with the possibility of a glorious battle to come!  The martial tone of the songs reflected their high spirits.  The wizards, on the other hand, tended to keep to themselves rather than mingle, while the priests stayed in their own tents.  I sensed a level of awkwardness, but it might just be business as usual.  I don’t get out much. 
 
    Seldar helped me with my sunset burrito while Malena stood guard over me.  Once again, she did not laugh at the sack of vampire sweating into the blankets. 
 
    I have got to get a coffin.  I never thought I’d want a coffin.  I never thought I’d need a coffin.  Cramped, stuffy boxes, that’s all they are.  Big.  Bulky.  Clunky.  Inconvenient.  Admittedly, with the right padding, probably quite comfortable, but nevertheless bulky, clunky, inconvenient boxes.  I guess I’m going to have to break down and go with the stereotype.  Why not?  I’ve got so many vampire clichés going for me already, why not a coffin? 
 
    Night fell, I rose, and the town sat there.  Nobody came out to fight.  I distinctly heard people praying in the streets, but it was only to be expected, I suppose.  When the Demon King shows up out of nowhere with a couple thousand black-armored ogres and thumps down a fortification outside your gates, prayer is probably a good idea. 
 
    I consulted with my lieutenants.  Captains.  Generals.  The four in charge—Torvil, Kammen, Seldar, and Beltar.  If the wizards’ or priests’ contingent had leaders, I’d probably have invited them, as well.  They didn’t, so I didn’t.  I suppose I could have invited Varena or Pallae, from Tianna’s Temple of Fire, but it wouldn’t have been a politically-correct move with so many other religions represented. 
 
    “Thoughts, anyone?” 
 
    “From what I saw at Salacia,” Torvil offered, “if they haven’t come out by now, they won’t.” 
 
    “I agree,” Kammen added. 
 
    “Has anyone tried to parley?” I asked.  Everyone indicated not.  “All right.  Maybe we should set up something halfway between us and the wall as a meeting point.  I’m sure they’ll take a hint.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord.”  Kammen stepped out to make it happen.  We settled in for the night, but, given the proximity of the enemy, took the night in four shifts—that is, a quarter of the men were awake, armored, and ready to fight at any time. 
 
    For some reason, no one in the town wanted to talk until after sunrise.  Can’t think why they’d want to wait. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Rethven, Monday, March 26th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    Seldar and I—along with Malena—met with the representatives from Heverin, the small town we besieged.  Technically.  We hadn’t surrounded it and cut it off from anywhere, just camped next door to it.  They felt besieged, though.  I suppose when you’re out near the Edge of the World and only get local traffic, it doesn’t take much to feel overwhelmed. 
 
    The local lord was a Baron Zreck, grey-haired with a dash of pepper, laugh lines, and a completely out-of-place frown.  His retainers were two.  First, his son, Zramin, a middle-aged man, in good shape, with a more serious set of lines setting themselves on his face.  Second, a Priest of the Light, the equivalent of a bishop, I think.  His name was Alavarin and he came complete with medallion, embroidered robes, and a fancy hat—possibly even a Kung-Fu Grip™.  Just looking him over, I guessed him to be around thirty-ish, in decent shape, and suspiciously good-natured.  A professional diplomat for the Church, possibly.  It didn’t tell me anything good that the Baron of Heverin brought him—or was forced to bring him—as part of his retinue.  The fact the Baron came out to meet me personally spoke well of the Baron, though.  None of the three bore anything obvious in the way of the strange deformities reputed to be common in the region. 
 
    “Good morning,” Zreck greeted me, as per protocol.  I outranked him and was the attacking force.  Seldar went over this with me. 
 
    “Good morning,” I agreed.  We all made our introductions and I started the discussion.  “I apologize for the things we’ve brought to sit on.  We didn’t have space for better chairs.” 
 
    “I am delighted at the courtesy.  Shall I send for wine?” 
 
    “At this hour?  No, not for me.” 
 
    “Very well.”  The Baron and I seated ourselves on the only two stools.  The stools were simply sections of log cut flat.  At least we had the roof of a pavilion over us and a flap on one side, blocking the early sunlight.  We were still quite visible from both fortifications. 
 
    “I take it your wizard has, by now, done a thorough examination of our encampment?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “What do you think?  I’m asking for your opinion.  We haven’t practiced the whole campsite thing.” 
 
    “I think you’re doing better with your earthworks than we are with our wall.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Silence!” he snapped.  “There’s no point in lying.” 
 
    “He’s right,” I agreed.  “The walls don’t look too formidable, but it’s hardly surprising.  I’d venture to guess you don’t have much need for major defenses.” 
 
    “Not until now.” 
 
    “You came to discuss terms,” Alavarin reminded us, still smiling good-naturedly, “not to discuss each other’s fortifications.” 
 
    The Baron turned to his left and glanced sideways up at the priest, eyes narrowed.  Alavarin smiled slightly and nodded. 
 
    “Very well.”  The Baron turned back to me.  “As he says, we came to discuss terms.  What do you want?” 
 
    “I’ve been giving it some thought.  Bottom line, I want the priests of the Church of Light put to the sword, the temples and chapels pulled down, and every reference to them burned, broken, or chiseled away.” 
 
    “Heretic!” 
 
    We all turned at Alavarin’s outburst.  He had one hand around his medallion and a shocked look. 
 
    “If you’re going to keep interrupting, I’m going to have to call off this meeting,” I remarked, mildly. 
 
    “You fear what I have to say, creature of evil!” he snarled.  I think my statement about eradicating his religion offended him, somehow.  If he was a Church diplomat, I didn’t want to see their fanatics.  Then again, a small town on the border with the barbarian lands… he might not be a good diplomat. 
 
    “No,” I countered, “it just makes me want to kill you when you speak without permission.  Since we’re under a truce while we talk, I’m not allowed to do that, and I don’t want to offend the Baron by violating a truce.” 
 
    Alavarin opened his mouth to say something but the Baron’s hand snapped up in a silencing gesture. 
 
    “And I appreciate that,” the Baron said, loudly and with enough force to cut Alavarin’s beginning tirade off.  “Perhaps you should return to the safety of the walls, Alavarin.” 
 
    “Baron Zreck, this being is an incarnation of darkness, a direct enemy of all living things.  The power of the Church will—” 
 
    “—be necessary in defending the city, yes, yes, yes.  So you’ve said.  Thank you for your wise counsel.  You may go.” 
 
    “My Baron, I must—” 
 
    “You.  May.  Go.” 
 
    Alavarin took the hint and walked stiffly back to the town. 
 
    “You know,” I commented, “I wanted to ask you to send him back so we could have a private talk, but I couldn’t figure out a way to do it.” 
 
    “So you found a clever way to get me to do your bidding?” 
 
    “No, I just got lucky.  Well, not very lucky.  Most of the priests of light I’ve met are self-righteous and arrogant.  Talking with them makes me want to beat them to paste, and I really would have to call off the meeting if he kept talking.” 
 
    “I sometimes feel the same way,” he admitted.  “So, you want to eradicate the Church of Light.  What does this mean for my people?” 
 
    “Part of the problem is some—possibly most—of your people support the Church unequivocally.  They’ll fight and die for it.” 
 
    “True.  It has been an issue of some concern for me.” 
 
    “And I,” added his son. 
 
    “My suggestion,” I offered, “is to tell the priests to get out.  If they’ll gather up their followers and face us on the field, you and anyone who remains within the walls will be left alone.  It’s your barony, and they’re your people.  All I’m after is the Church.” 
 
    “They are my people,” he pointed out.  “I can’t simply send them out to be slaughtered—and it would be a slaughter.  Don’t try to tell me otherwise.  I’ve seen the images my wizard conjures up in the glass.” 
 
    “Begging your pardon,” Seldar said, “but they are not your people.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “If they follow the priests, they do not follow you.  They are people, yes, but they have given themselves over to their god and they are no longer your responsibility.” 
 
    The Baron frowned at that, obviously not liking it.  He didn’t have a reply. 
 
    “I don’t like it either,” I added.  “I can’t undo the conversion, so I can’t undo their sort of faith.”  I didn’t want to get into the details of addiction to the ritual of bliss and all that.  “If no one does anything to stop it, this religion will sweep over the world and have everyone prostrate and praying within your lifetime.” 
 
    The Baron leaned back a bit, rubbing his palms on the tops of his thighs, thinking.  After a moment, he rose and paced, frowning deeply, still thinking.  His son seemed both puzzled and thoughtful.  Clearly, neither of them liked what I said.  Equally clearly, they both believed it.  Eventually, the Baron seated himself again, took a deep breath, let it out, and spoke. 
 
    “Very well.  If they must die, then they must.” 
 
    And I was struck again by the differences between my upbringing and the societal norms of this world.  I reflexively want to find a solution not involving mass slaughter.  This kindly old grandfather with all the laugh lines and friendly disposition barely batted an eye. 
 
    I’m just not cut out for this. 
 
    “We shall attempt to send forth the priests.  I cannot promise they will be willing.  There may be civil war within my city.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, order your men and all those loyal to you to go indoors and lock themselves in.  Let the priests have the streets.  We’ll sweep through the place and kill anyone who attacks us.  You can finish hunting down the priests and their followers once we’ve thinned them down.” 
 
    “You won’t cleanse the place?” 
 
    “We can’t take the time.  We’re trying to drive them out of the whole kingdom.” 
 
    “Hmm.  It could work… but how do I know I can trust you not to burn the place to the ground?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment.  What would convince him?  Not my word alone, surely. 
 
    He would believe you if you were to swear on the Sword of Kings, I bet, Firebrand suggested. 
 
    Now there’s a thought. 
 
    I unbuckled Firebrand and stood it, scabbard and all, point-down on the ground.  I held on to one of the wings of the crossguard and gestured for him to hold the other. 
 
    “I cannot promise no harm will come to your town,” I told him, and Firebrand echoed the words within his head, “but I can promise neither I nor my knights will harm it unnecessarily.  I swear it on the Sword of Kings.”  I took Firebrand in hand again and started buckling it on.  “Does that satisfy you?” 
 
    Baron Zreck rubbed his hand while looking askance at me.  He glanced at his son, looked at me again, and nodded. 
 
    “I accept your word and your terms.  Stand ready.” 
 
    “We agree.” 
 
    The Baron and his son returned to the town without incident while Seldar, Malena, and I walked back to our camp. 
 
      
 
    We had to take the place. 
 
    As Baron Zreck suspected, the priests of the light did not go quietly.  They protested, argued, and finally whipped up their followers to enforce their refusal. 
 
    Note to self: kill the priests first, so they can’t encourage such behavior in the populace. 
 
    While the local Church and State geared up for a small civil war, some of the Baron’s men opened the gates.  Seldar pointed out it could be a ruse or a trap, but I disagreed. 
 
    “Yes, it could be.  I don’t think it is.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “Yes.  First, Zreck didn’t seem the sort for such deception.  Second, compared to the soldiers he has, we have overwhelming force.  Letting us in isn’t a way to win.  It’s a way to lose faster.” 
 
    “Perhaps so.” 
 
    “Let’s get going.” 
 
    We mounted up and headed into town.  Torvil and Kammen went in the front gate, leading a couple hundred cavalry in columns of three, followed by another thousand knights on foot.  I circled around with a similar force and Bronze kicked in the other gate.  The rest of our force, about six hundred men—not counting support personnel and random priests—kept eyes on everything.  Many cast scrying spells to watch over us.  We held the professional wizards in reserve to support us in magical or mundane fashions. 
 
    Okay, I was pretty sure it wasn’t a trap.  I’m not a trusting soul. 
 
    We poured into the town and spread out a bit, letting anyone who wanted to come to us do so.  The main streets were wide enough for fighting from horseback, but the smaller ones weren’t.  While the cavalry kept to the main streets and acted mostly as a fast-moving reserve force, the knights on foot spread out. 
 
    The berserk nutjobs had some problems with that.  The confines of streets didn’t let them mob us the way they wanted to.  We were stronger, better-trained, far more heavily armed and armored, and at least three men deep at any point.  Add to that the war-training of the horses—they had no qualms about stepping on people in an advance or a retreat.  True, the mob knew their streets better than we did, but we had people with scrying sensors parked above the city and relaying real-time information. 
 
    Which brings me to a major weakness of the priests’ mob tactic:  their lack of command and control.  When we entered the city, the priests had already sent the mob to take the baronial residence.  They weren’t prepared for us to ride in, swoop along their flanks, and cut down large swaths of maniacs.  The ones in close proximity defended themselves, or tried to, but the mob as a whole was after another target.  We were wading through them with warhorses, heavy armor, and enchanted swords for several minutes and hundreds of casualties before someone managed to start redirecting their efforts.  By then, it was simply too late.  When the mob finally turned and headed for us, we were well and truly there to stay. 
 
    Almost none of their priests were killed in the battle.  They didn’t go into the fray if they could avoid it.  The two who did venture out were wounded, but captured.  I had them bound and brought to me, slung them across Bronze’s rump. 
 
    We had no fatalities on our side.  The knights were too well-protected.  We did have several injured horses, although none were serious. 
 
    Bronze stepped on bodies, squishing them as we approached the baron’s personal citadel.  He didn’t come out, just stood on a battlement and watched the carnage while his men continued to fight fires set by the mob.  I dumped the bound priests on the ground, or close enough.  The bodies were thickly strewn. 
 
    “Can you deal with the rest of their religion?” I called up to him. 
 
    “I believe so, yes.” 
 
    “Then I charge you to crush them wherever you find them and to never let them gain a foothold in your domain.  I will leave you in peace, to rule your realm as before, save only for this:  If they take power again, I shall return to burn them out.” 
 
    The Baron pursed his lips for a moment before nodding sharply. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you agree?” 
 
    “Very well,” he sighed, not pleased with my insistence.  “I accept your terms.” 
 
    Bronze breathed fire on the priests at my signal.  Firebrand concentrated on the flames, doing whatever it does with fire.  In seconds, their flesh ignited.  Within a minute, their screams stopped but the fires continued. 
 
    “I return to you your town,” I shouted up.  “Rule it well and wisely.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, I headed back to the camp. 
 
      
 
    That night, the camp was a sober, quiet place.  They usually sing, laugh, tell jokes, all the things happy warriors do when they’re ready to go out to battle. 
 
    Not tonight.  They spoke quietly, in small groups, but my ears are very good.  They didn’t understand what I tried to tell them, what Torvil and Kammen tried to describe.  Men and women—even children—screaming bloody murder and trying to hack them apart with anything that came to hand.  Everyone, and I mean everyone they met tried to attack them, and they cut everyone down.  It was as simple as that.  It was a horrible as that. 
 
    I understood them all too well.  It’s one thing to face an armed man and kill him.  It’s another thing to face a bunch of lunatics with makeshift weapons.  And it’s quite another to have a nine-year-old boy with a knife try to grab your leg and stab you behind the knee… before you put your sword through his head. 
 
    I know. 
 
    Oh, today was a great day.  A glorious victory.  The town was saved.  Cheers and huzzahs.  The Church was defeated.  More cheering.  And the gruesome slaughter of thousands was something we could still smell tonight, even so far away.  Magic scrubbed every drop of blood and offal from us, but the stench of slaughter would be with us forever. 
 
    Worst of all—for me—my part wasn’t done.  After sunset, Bronze stayed to keep an eye on the camp while I went back into town.  I gave it a once-over with vampire eyes and set fire to any structure with a trace of the Lord of Light about it.  The people in them were mostly okay, but I found two more amulet-wearers as they came out of burning buildings.  The Baron already found the others and their corpses were smoldering in the palace square.  Firebrand, of course, was as gleeful as ever to find people I wanted to kill.  At least these were bloody.  I needed the nourishment after a hard day. 
 
    We went back to camp to help scry the next leg of our route through H’zhad’Eyn. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Rethven, Thursday, March 29th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    Villages aren’t a problem.  They don’t usually have a priest in residence.  They’re not happy to have ravenous guests for dinner, but they don’t argue, either.  We don’t need to, but we’re going to start setting up one of the shift-tents every night, cycling between our three base cities, to bring in more supplies.  I’m trying to be nice where possible. 
 
    It makes me wonder about the logistics of the Church of Light.  Do they only focus on dominating the cities?  What’s the population requirement before they start trying to make everyone a pleasure junkie?  Or do they care about the population if there’s no authority figure to try for?  They need popular support to own a kingdom, obviously, but how much of the nobility do they need?  Is it good to have junkie nobles, or are they avoiding it? 
 
    There’s a lot about religion I’m never going to understand.  It’s too much like being a drug dealer or a politician. 
 
    We kept heading south and somewhat east, following the dirt roads of H’zhad’Eyn.  My knights are spoiled by the Karvalen roads and keep grumbling about how a real king would have preserved the Imperial roads.  I don’t think they like it here.  To be fair, there are some stretches of road with paving stones, but they’re usually in the middle of nowhere.  It’s also much warmer in these latitudes, a fact I do not appreciate, either. 
 
    Anyway, we’ve passed through half a dozen villages, each larger than the last.  The town we first encountered, Heverin, was the northernmost town, according to the locals, and something like the unofficial capitol of the northern marches.  Farther north of it were the tribes and barbarians and monsters—again, according to the locals.  If we kept going south, we’d find Verlen, a somewhat larger town and more firmly a kingdom town.  They said it was also where we would find the next temple. 
 
    And we did. 
 
    Verlen wasn’t a city, quite, but it was a larger town than Heverin.  It, too, was surrounded by farmland and was somewhat discomfited to discover our encampment appeared late one afternoon out in the west forty.  I was quite pleased.  After all our practice, we constructed a campsite with alarming rapidity.  The people peering over the walls of Verlen were still gaping at us when we finished the earthworks. 
 
    Overall, I didn’t see much about the town to indicate any significant military presence.  The walls were still adobe and rammed earth, but slightly higher and thicker—say, ten or twelve feet tall.  If it came right down to it, I bet any of the Knights of Shadow could jump up, grab the top, and haul himself over, assuming the lip of the wall would hold him.  The other side of the wall had a series of built-in steps for troops to use.  Rather than a battlement, they simply climbed the steps until they could fire a bow or crossbow over the top of the wall.  These gates weren’t showpieces, being made of heavy timbers and bound with iron.  Someone had the bright idea to cut slits in the doors for arrows or spears, making them somewhat more dangerous to approach. 
 
    Twenty seconds.  I figured it would take all of twenty seconds to take down enough wall to invade the place.  Five seconds if we went through a gate—Bronze could run straight through any of them and leave a pile of matchwood behind.  She wouldn’t enjoy it, but her dent would go away within ten minutes.  The door would remain matchwood. 
 
    We didn’t get to parley, however.  I heard priests already exhorting the faithful, so we rested while we could, knowing we were about to get into a fight.  Seldar discussed tactics with Torvil, Kammen, and Beltar.  Instead of cutting down a bunch of distracted enemies, we would defend a fixed position.  Most important, we would have to defend our perimeter.  If we could hold the line here, it would give us a better idea of what sort of numbers we could realistically expect to defeat.  At first, I wanted to go straight to the high-mobility tactic of cavalry constantly falling back and killing the fastest of any remaining enemies.  Seldar insisted this was too valuable an opportunity to pass up for gauging our relative strengths.  I relented. 
 
    I retired to my Burrito of Doom for the sunset, hoping the priests wouldn’t finish their exhortations until after sundown. 
 
      
 
    While rolled up in my Burrito of Evil, I heard the shouting and the thumping of armored feet as knights, on foot, prepared to defend our earthen walls.  The sunset was nearly over, though, so I wasn’t too worried.  Malena nudged me with a toe. 
 
    “We’re about to have to defend ourselves, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Immediately?” I asked, somewhat muffled by the cloth. 
 
    “Almost.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m almost done.” 
 
    I went ahead and cast a cleaning spell.  I might as well let it run until the sunset finished. 
 
    When I started unrolling, Malena jerked sharply on it.  She’s stronger than she looks.  I unwrapped much more rapidly and sat up.  She was already holding out pieces of armor.  I took the hint and the armor. 
 
    Outside, the shouting grew louder and dished up some screaming to go along with it. 
 
    Malena followed me out of Seldar’s tent.  I noticed she was carrying a shield along with a drawn sword.  Well, being a bodyguard in the middle of a battle calls for different tactics, I suppose.  Assuming she was planning on being a bodyguard in the middle of a battle. 
 
    “Are you following me?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I wondered where Bronze was and instantly knew she was by the horses’ quarter.  A number of dusks—almost-knights—were tasked with keeping the horses calm, or at least in order.  Bronze was eyeing the horses and they were remarkably well-behaved, saddled and ready to go in case a sudden retreat was called for.  A hundred men were already mounted and ready as a reserve force. 
 
    Somewhat more attention-grabbing, however, were the pyrotechnics on the rampart. 
 
    The crowd of attackers came flooding across the field toward us.  As they did, a group of professional wizards—under the direction of a Banner—lit the ditch on fire.  Flames leaped up, white and bright and brilliant.  It would have stopped any normal assault, I’m sure.  Nobody wants to jump into a broad ditch full of fire. 
 
    While it didn’t stop them, it did momentarily blind them as they charged through.  With the enemy blinking away dazzle as they clawed their way up the embankment, backlit by the leaping flames, it wasn’t at all hard to wave a sword through hands, arms, and heads. 
 
    From the town, a number of counterspells sailed toward us, targeting our wall of flames.  At rough count, I’d say they had twenty or thirty wizards trying to douse our defensive wall.  They were pretty good, too.  Some sections of it flickered out, temporarily.  Their problem was a combination of proximity and numbers.  True, their efforts cost us energy to counter, but we had more wizards than they did.  On the other hand, all they needed to do was cost us enough power to let the spell fail.  A quick eyeball estimate told me they probably could—eventually.  Then the auxiliary wizards—a group of Shields not engaged in raising a wall of fire—started blocking and countering magical effects aimed at us.  The wall stopped taking hits when the town’s wizards were forced to deal with spell defenses. 
 
    As I mounted our wall to wave Firebrand and my saber around, I observed a comforting fact about the wall of fire situation.  The mob didn’t have the brains to go around.  The whole ditch was on fire, yes, but they could see us over the flames, standing here, waiting for them.  They just kept coming straight for us.  No wonder the town wizards were being told to take down our wall of fire.  The mob came out the town gates, grouped up, and charged.  They had all the good sense of water running down a gutter. 
 
    Interesting.  Was it a timed thing, perhaps?  Did the priests not know how long their ritual would last?  Or did they simply not know how to give better instructions?  Or could the people involved be incapable of comprehending complex instructions? 
 
    I don’t think they’re capable of complex thought, Firebrand suggested, cleaving a skull.  I decapitated another man and kicked his body back across the ditch like a football toward the goalposts. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, bisecting two more slavering fanatics.  Blood slithered to me from all directions. 
 
    I’m not hearing anything but “killKILLkill!” in their heads, boss. 
 
    “Blood for the blood god, skulls for the skull throne?” 
 
    If you like, yes, but with less words and more murder. 
 
    I kept killing, windmilling both blades—a wall of blades, perhaps.  I also spread tendrils out before me in a life-drinking net.  Everything coming up the embankment within a hundred feet of me did so with a sluggish, tired air—right before getting cut down.  It was a lot to take in, but I wasn’t doing the whole door-into-death routine.  Their souls weren’t my problem.  I’m supposed to be retail, not wholesale.  I was only after their vitality.  Their blood, of course, was another story.  It took care of itself. 
 
    Looking out over the fires, it was hard to tell how many were still out there.  The glare of light was a disadvantage to us beyond our defensive position.  It was an important question, though.  The ditch was full—without affecting the flames, I might add, other than to raise them higher as bodies burned.  Good spell, that.—and we were starting to have less of a height advantage.  The enemy still approached across uneven footing over the piles of bodies and through the fires, but they didn’t have to claw their way up the earthworks anymore. 
 
    I shouted to my nearest neighbors.  The line redistributed itself along the top of the embankment as I fell back and whipped out a mirror.  Looking down over the battlefield, it seemed we had taken the worst of it already.  As a rough estimate, we had another thousand or so still scrambling to get to us, but now we outnumbered them.  I didn’t consider them a threat. 
 
    I scanned around elsewhere.  Saboteurs sneaking into the camp?  Nope.  A cavalry troop circling for a hit-and-run?  Nope.  Some suicidal lunatic on a flying carpet about to bomb us?  Nope. 
 
    Not content with the scrying—scrying spells can be fooled—I dashed toward Bronze.  She met me halfway and I leaped into the saddle.  She turned without a sound to head toward the opposite side of the camp.  We galloped up the inside of our earthworks and leaped over, clearing earthworks, flames, and ditch in one easy arc.  We took a bare-eyeball look around the three sides of our perimeter not presently being assaulted.  Still nothing. 
 
    It bothered me to think there was nothing but a massed wave of people sent against us.  Maybe it’s silly of me to expect something sneaky, underhanded, or just plain subtle.  But as soon as I stop worrying about it, it’ll come back to bite me. 
 
    The defensive fires winked out, leaving bodies to smolder and clothing to burn.  Thick palls of black smoke curled up almost immediately and I realized the magical flames hadn’t given off any sort of smoke. 
 
    The remainder of the mob finally caught up to the front line, trampled their way over the bodies, and disintegrated into chops and offal.  It was brief and entirely one-sided.  During the course of the battle, there were some good, solid hits on my knights, but nothing that wouldn’t buff out by morning.  They weren’t harmed, but they were tired.  Tired in body and spirit, to be frank.  Hacking apart a few dozen people takes work.  Worse, it takes a sort of inner fortitude to do it not only to enemy soldiers, but to everyone, of any age or gender. 
 
    On the other hand, I will say one good thing about sending fanatical screamers into the fray.  If you have to kill them to stop them, when it’s all over, there’s no moaning or screaming wounded.  That’s nice. 
 
    Seldar suggested I take the night off.  He had two reasons.  The political reason was that nobody will be comfortable discussing a surrender at night, least of all the baron of the local town we’ve darn near depopulated.  If there’s a Demon King out there, darkness isn’t reassuring. 
 
    The other reason… well… 
 
    I’ve done some awful things.  I know it.  I try not to remember the snarling faces, the screaming, the subdivided bodies clawing their way toward me.  Grown men are one thing.  Half-grown children are another. 
 
    Seldar has the wrong idea.  He thinks I might need some time to myself to get a grip on things.  He couldn’t be more wrong.  I need something to keep me occupied until my recent memories can cool down enough to be handled without telepathic asbestos. 
 
    I found the wizards in charge of the wall of fire spell.  There were forty of them—eight actual wizards and thirty-two dusks—all unconscious, resting from their labors.  It was only to be expected, I suppose.  I noticed Heydyl was among them.  I’ve been wondering where he’d gotten off to.  At least he wasn’t standing on a wall and hacking people to bits. 
 
    Is it better to sit in the back and roast people with magic or look them in the eyes as you cut them apart?  Better for who?  I don’t know the answers. 
 
    Maybe I’m too sensitive. 
 
    I spent the rest of the night with Bronze and Firebrand, working out some new spells.  Variants on existing spells, really, but new applications.  I wanted options for crowd control.  Crowd control for crowds loaded up with methamphetamines and angel dust. 
 
    As we got farther and farther into H’zhad’Eyn, the towns would get larger, the numbers higher, and the influence of the priests that much more powerful.  The latest flood of human bodies was impressive and, had it built up a bit more before the assault, it could have swamped our defensive line.  Then it would have been a grisly free-for-all.  I’m pretty sure we would have won, even so, but three or four thousand more bodies might have been able to pin most of us down by sheer weight of numbers.  Once you get a knight down—if you have enough bodies to hold him down—it’s possible to unlatch his armor and shell him like a lobster.  Important safety tip for dealing with wrestlers and similar hand-to-hand fighters. 
 
    We patched up our wounded, rested, and looked forward to tomorrow. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Rethven, Friday, March 30th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    The morning found me hiding in Seldar’s tent again, wrapped in blankets.  I should mention my need for a box to someone, rather than merely make a mental note. 
 
    Malena brought me breakfast—fresh food from one of the Karvalen cities. 
 
    “Those magic tents are a miracle,” she stated, putting down a shield-sized tray.  I poked at the food, examining it. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied, absently.  “Who’s doing the cooking?” 
 
    “A dozen of your knights.  I don’t know their names.” 
 
    “Make a note to find some volunteers who know how to cook,” I told her, examining what was probably a sausage.  I used the sensory-damping spell from my amulet and ate anyway. 
 
    “I’ll tell Lord Seldar,” Malena agreed.  “Are you sure you want to eat those sausages?” 
 
    “My digestion can handle it.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.  I was more concerned about the flavor.” 
 
    “That’s more of an issue, but I have a spell for it.” 
 
    “Very good, Your Majesty.  When you’re ready, your commanders would like a word.” 
 
    “It’s Seldar’s tent.  Send them in when he’s ready.” 
 
    Torvil, Kammen, Seldar, and Beltar came in, sat on the rugs with me, and helped themselves to breakfast.  I thought it was all for me, but maybe Malena doesn’t know my mortal appetites.  There’s a lot I don’t know about her relationship with the Demon King.  Maybe she only saw him eat people.  Maybe he never ate human food.  Regular food, I mean. 
 
    We sat around the platter like a table and talked about the upcoming negotiations. 
 
    “All I want,” I reminded them, “is the priests.  If the faith is crushed, we’re done.  The usual authorities can have whatever is left.” 
 
    “And if the local baron is a member of the faithful?” Seldar asked. 
 
    “I don’t know a good way to tell,” I admitted.  “We could wait a day or two and see who goes into a frenzied panic at not getting their religious hit of bliss, I suppose.” 
 
    “More to my point, Sire, is the question of what do we do with the… ‘frenzied faithful,’ I suppose.” 
 
    “As far as I know, there’s no way to cure them of their addiction.  They’re slaves to their supplier.  We work our way down the nobility tree until we find one who hasn’t had his wig flipped by the priests, then make him the governor or something until they hear different from someone higher up the feudal chain.” 
 
    “May we take captives upon whom to test the possibilities of a cure?” 
 
    “Sure, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our conquest and purging of the region.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “So, has the local baron sent out anyone to ask for terms?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “I think I’ll go encourage him.” 
 
    “My lord?” Torvil asked. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “That is not how it is done.” 
 
    “It isn’t?  Didn’t we do something like it at Heverin?” 
 
    “You ordered a meeting place.  You did not send for terms.” 
 
    “The difference being?” 
 
    “The defenders are the ones who ask for terms, not the assailants.” 
 
    “It’s a case of, ‘What will it take for you to go away’?” 
 
    “In essence, yes.  The attackers are after the town or castle.  They want to take the place for some purpose.  The defenders ask for terms if they think—or hope!—the attackers will accept a smaller price in exchange for avoiding battle.” 
 
    “Or if they’re desperately hoping to avoid battle.” 
 
    “That, too.  Regardless, they are the ones who ask for terms.” 
 
    “I see.  That’s how it’s done?  That’s the traditional way?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Fine.  I think I’m going to break with custom, but I’m doing it deliberately, not out of ignorance.” 
 
    “Understood, my lord.” 
 
    “Send a message with our demands.” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “You know what we want.  Every priest of light, every worshipper of light, all their temples, chapels, figurines, the works.  If the baron is clean, he can have his town back—and under his control, not the priests’—while we ride on.  Write it down and send someone to present our list of demands.  Do not mention anything about what will happen if our demands are not met.  They saw the wall of fire last night.  It illuminated everything within half a mile.  Let them wonder what happens if they don’t agree.” 
 
    “We cannot project that spell beyond a few feet,” he cautioned.  “We would have to have the casters almost touching the wall to begin burning the town.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.  Odds are, they don’t know it, either.  Send them a message.” 
 
    Torvil bowed, smiling. 
 
    “It shall be as you say.” 
 
      
 
    We saddled up and spread out, forming a line a thousand horses wide and three deep.  The rest of our forces stayed behind the earthworks, guarding the camp, the supplies, and themselves.  A lone messenger rode forward at a walking pace, holding a rolled-up scroll over his head.  Heads popped up all along the wall, along with a collection of bows and crossbows.  Nobody shot at him, though. 
 
    He stood up in the saddle and handed up the scroll.  One of the town guards leaned down a little and took it from his hand.  It wasn’t too impressive a wall, and the message delivery made a point of it. 
 
    We waited until nearly lunchtime before anyone responded.  I can’t imagine what sort of arguments, debates, and fights went on in there.  As it turned out, once the majority of their bliss-heads were disposed of, the priests did not have an overwhelming amount of influence. 
 
    The nobility of Karvalen tend to be somewhat religious, but never to a degree that might interfere with ruling.  It’s an unofficial separation of Church and State, but it’s something their culture naturally evolved.  It seems similar down here in H’zhad’Eyn, or at least in Verlen. 
 
    To be fair, the people at the wall were looking out at a mile-wide mass of armored horse and rider.  Behind us were maybe five or six thousand dismembered corpses, some of which were still smoldering.  It had to have an effect on their thinking.  I’m glad I had the foresight to as the priest of Father Sky for a bit of a breeze.  The smell from the pile of bodies might have influenced their decision. 
 
    I sat on Bronze, in front of the whole lineup, but at that distance I doubt I made any impression.  Most of my terrorizing happens at close range. 
 
    The gates nearest us opened and a whole line of people, most of them bloodied in one way or another, were dragged out in chains.  They were mostly in robes, but I saw a leavening of more practical, mundane clothes.  Priests, acolytes, and the faithful who didn’t go out for the evening, I guessed. 
 
    The guards around them were nervous.  Because they were escorting priests?  Or because they were approaching us?  Probably a little of both. 
 
    A guy on horseback led the whole parade.  His horse immediately caught my attention, since it had six functional legs.  He seemed pretty normal, though.  He wore half-plate and had a fancy, feathery thing sticking up from his helmet.  I pegged him as the man in charge.  When the whole parade stopped, he continued until he was ten feet from me.  He saluted, which was proper.  You bow or kneel in the presence of a king, yes, but out on the field, on horseback?  Some sort of courtesy is expected. 
 
    “Greetings,” I offered, looking him over.  He did have one unusual feature.  His eyes were a deep purple color. 
 
    “Greetings,” he replied.  “I am Urwin, commander of the Baron’s guard.  May I have the honor of knowing whom I address?” 
 
    “You stand before His Majesty,” Seldar replied, from behind me and to my left, “Halar the First, the Undying, the Wall of Blades, Avatar of the Lord of Shadow, and the Demon King of Karvalen.” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say.  It’s not often someone is actually struck dumb. 
 
    “I see my reputation precedes me.”  I gestured at the parade.  “Is this in answer to my request?” 
 
    “It is.  I-I am bid to say the town of Verlen is cleansed of all things of the Church of Light.  Its priests, its faithful, its icons—all have been put to the sword and torch or brought before you.  All we can find, I mean.” 
 
    “I accept these terms.” 
 
    “If it please Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I am also bid to ask… ask if this is sufficient?” 
 
    “Basically, you want to know if I will now go away and leave you alone.” 
 
    “In so many words, yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “We’ll wait until tomorrow.  I want to look at your town tonight and see if I find any trace whatsoever of the Lord of Light.  But,” I added, holding up a hand, “I will simply point out anything you may have missed.  You may dispose of them yourselves or deliver to me.  They may have hidden from you, for which you are not to be blamed.   I will not hold their actions against you.  Then we will go.” 
 
    “I thank you, Your Majesty.  I will relay your words to my Baron.” 
 
    “Very good.  If there is nothing else, you may go.” 
 
    He bowed in the saddle and turned his horse-and-a-half around.  I gestured forward a contingent of knights.  They took up the task of guarding the prisoners.  Seldar nudged his horse forward and came up beside me. 
 
    “To be clear,” he began, “if I do not find a way to cure them of their devotion—” 
 
    “Addiction,” I corrected.  “Their addiction is caused by factors outside their control.  If they are truly devoted—they truly believe and they worship because they choose to do so—it’s not something to be cured.  That’s a choice, not an affliction.” 
 
    “Duly noted, Master of Technicalities.  If I do not find a way to cure them of their addiction, what will be their fate?” 
 
    “Execution.” 
 
    Seldar came as close as I’ve ever seen him to a double-take. 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    “Kill them quickly.  Don’t let them linger.” 
 
    “Perhaps I was mistaken,” he told me, quietly. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “We once discussed what it takes to make a great king.” 
 
    “This isn’t kingship,” I countered.  “This is mercy.  If they wind up wailing and clawing at their eyes because they can’t get what they’ve been forced to need—and we can’t cure it—then they can live in agony or die quickly.” 
 
    “As Your Majesty says.  I shall do what I can to save them.” 
 
    “I hope you succeed,” I told him, and I meant it. 
 
    Seldar regarded the terrified prisoners. 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
      
 
    Just because you put three thousand researchers on a project, you do not get results three thousand times as fast.  On the other hand, we were certainly learning a lot about brains.  While most of the army was still going about the business of a military encampment—sorting, loading, packing, scrying, scouting, guarding, cleaning, sharpening, repairing, and so on—the ones with a more magical and medical bent were watching the prisoners while the withdrawal symptoms set in. 
 
    I left them to it.  Even as I hoped they could find a quick and easy cure, I didn’t think they would.  I also didn’t care to watch.  Someone going cold turkey on a drug addiction is going through torture, and I’ve never been a fan of that. 
 
    On the plus side, Malena, Torvil, and Kammen came with me into Verlen that night.  We went through the place at a trot while I spread a cloud of tendrils and felt for the Boojum’s presence.  I didn’t find anything indicative of the Church, although I did see a dozen or more piles of rubble still smoking.  Better safe than sorry, probably.  The remaining townsfolk were determined not to see what happened if I found evidence of the Church. 
 
    Two men on horseback came clattering after us.  Not our guys; two of the local Baron’s men.  They drew up short when they spotted us, waved a scroll overhead, and approached at a walk.  We stopped and let them. 
 
    Torvil took the scroll and read it.  Since it didn’t go off when he unrolled it, he passed it to me.  Shorn of flowery language, the baron had a message from the capitol, Zhadivos, and he would be honored to have me as his guest. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked Torvil. 
 
    “I think if anything happens, we’ll kill them all, rip down the town, and salt the earth for a league in every direction.  And I think they know it.” 
 
    “Seems fair,” I agreed.  I turned to the messengers.  “You may tell the Baron to expect us.” 
 
    They didn’t say a word.  They bowed in the saddle, turned their horses around, and galloped away.  We followed more slowly.  It gave Torvil and Kammen time to get out their mirrors and give instructions.  Just in case. 
 
    It was unnecessary, though.  We rode up to the Baron’s residence, were shown in with all the deference due a head of state, and greeted by Baron Tolect himself.  He was a middle-aged man, brown-haired, grey-eyed, and about as warm as a dead penguin.  He had the unusual feature of polydactyly—each hand had five fingers instead of four, which brought to mind quotes about “the six-fingered man.”  The thought of how he inherited the barony also crossed my mind.  He didn’t strike me as someone I would want to trust.  Trust his self-interest?  Maybe. 
 
    “Your Majesty, King Halar,” he offered, bowing.  “I apologize for the lack of ceremony.  We seldom see royalty.” 
 
    “I understand.  You have a message for me?” 
 
    “Indeed.”  He snapped his fingers and his wizard approached, robes swishing.  He carried a small box in his hands.  The Baron took the box and presented it to me.  Malena intercepted it, accepting it on my behalf, matching steely-eyed glares with the Baron.  He relinquished the box rather than insist.  Malena opened it before turning it around and presenting it to me. 
 
    Inside was a rolled parchment with “Halar, the Demon King” written on it.  It didn’t seem hostile, so I took it out and unrolled it.  Words formed on the page, each letter writing itself at the same time.  The spell seemed fairly simple, but also expendable.  It would work once, then be useless.  Somewhere, there was a parchment like this with a matching spell.  Whatever was written on one would be duplicated on the other.  A nice bit of sympathetic magic.  No doubt there was a whole office, somewhere, full of such papers just waiting to be used. 
 
    I like the mirrors better, but Karvalen is a world leader in magical technology.  The investment to make permanent mirrors might not be in H’zhad’Eyn’s budget. 
 
      
 
    To His Majesty, the Demon King of Karvalen, Invader of H’zhad’Eyn and Enemy of the Church of the Lord of Light: 
 
    Greetings.  You will return forthwith with your dark forces to your own lands and end this blasphemous crusade.  Heed well this command or unimaginable suffering shall befall you.  The most holy wrath of the Lord of Light shall fall upon you like the fires of the sun and burn the blackness of your heart as a flame burns a dark flower to ash. 
 
    Master Direnias 
 
    Prophates of the Lord of Light. 
 
      
 
    I handed it to Torvil.  He read it and passed it to Kammen. 
 
    “I think I’ve just been threatened.” 
 
    “I think you have,” Torvil agreed.  “What is your will?” 
 
    “Baron, you’ve bent to accommodate circumstances, rather than break.  You’ve preserved your town and at least some of the populace.  We are now going to raid your food stores and be on our way.  Since you have little choice in the matter, I doubt your king or the Church of Light will have much to criticize.  What do you think?” 
 
    “I believe you are correct.  At least, I hope you are correct.  When you say ‘raid’…” 
 
    “I mean we’ll resupply here before we move on.  I’d like to leave peaceably, if it can be arranged.  We’ve done such a good job of not tearing the place to pieces and I hate to waste all our restraint.” 
 
    “I agree,” he answered, instantly.  “I’ll give orders to accommodate you.  Feel free to cut down anyone who disregards them.” 
 
    “Thank you.  We’ll be going.” 
 
    “Thank you for your restraint.” 
 
    We left the Baron’s citadel and made arrangements to steal food. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Rethven, Wednesday, April 11th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    We’ve been roaring through H’zhad’Eyn like a panzer division through North Africa.  I don’t know if this side of H’zhad’Eyn looks anything like North Africa, but I imagine it might.  We’ve been bearing southeast, through the southern spur of the kingdom, away from the Edge of the World.  The climate has grown steadily warmer and drier as we travel.  We used to be in the tropics, bordering on tropical jungle, but now it’s thinned out to something more like… I don’t know.  Some stretches of Arizona or New Mexico?  It’s not a desert, exactly, but it’s a lot drier and less vegetated.  The soil is thinner and everything is a dusty.  It reminds me of movies about the Old West, but with a bit of Middle East thrown in. 
 
    In the last twelve days, we’ve hit four medium-sized towns and one large one.  They went about the same as always, with varying amounts of humans in the human wave attacks.  It does seem to be their only major asset, from a military standpoint.  We’ve had variations on the theme and miscellaneous forms of auxiliary attacks—I remember a magical bombardment of hailstones rather vividly, along with some near-invisible assassins, some catapults launching balls of fire, and a cloud of poisonous gas—but we’ve fended off everything. 
 
    What I don’t like is the way the human wave attacks are getting steadily larger.  Not only are the towns getting bigger, but a larger percentage of the population is under the control of the Church of Light.  I’ve done some math to gauge the rate of increase and I do not like my numbers.  Diogenes tells me I’m a bit off in my calculations, but his numbers are higher than mine.  I am not comfortable with this. 
 
    We’ve also improved at slaughtering the enemy waves.  It’s one reason I wanted to invade from this direction.  The vast majority of the Knights of Shadow have never killed a man.  They’ve trained for it, sure.  They’ve practiced and drilled and played sicaricudo until their blisters bled, but, for the most part, they’ve never had to hack someone in two. 
 
    Now everyone has.  They’ve grown quite good at it.  I’m a little bit proud of that. 
 
    On the other hand, when they sing around a campfire, it’s generally not quite so jovial.  This started out as a field trip, a cheery way to finally get into battle.  Now they’ve seen the elephant.  Now they’ve gazed into the eyes of a raving fanatic and put a sword between them.  What was it about not gazing into the abyss or it will gaze into you?  Something like that.  Nietzsche, I think.  These men saw the lights go out of the eyes of men, women, and children. 
 
    They were green.  Well-trained, yes, and eager to go, yes, but green.  They’re not green anymore. 
 
    I’m proud of them in another way.  They recognize the horrors they are called upon to endure—and to inflict.  They recognize the horrors without accepting them.  They know this is a slaughter of innocents, innocents being used by an evil power, and they hate it.  If we had another way, we would take it, and they know it.  They also know we don’t have another way—at least, Seldar hasn’t found one, yet—so they press on, wading through the blood. 
 
    They are good men, better men than I, and I am proud of them. 
 
    We usually let the first wave start coming for us, building up a few thousand of the mob outside the gates.  Once they’re about equal to our numbers, we launch spells at the gates.  These barrier spells hold back the rest of the mob, bottling them inside the city.  It doesn’t stop them for long, of course.  The locals have wizards, too.  In the few minutes it takes them to break through, the cavalry takes a dreadful toll on everyone already through the gates.  The crazed maniacs chase anything nearby without regard to life, limb, or speed.  Knights cut down everything in reach and keep moving, spreading them out, thinning them down into manageable groups before the second wave starts to pour out. 
 
    If I ever need a cleanup crew for the zombie apocalypse, I know who to call. 
 
    We did have some problems at… Tellaros?  I think that was the name.  The terrain wasn’t helpful and hampered our mobility—rocky hills and trees, mostly.  We had to let them come to us, but the terrain also worked in our favor.  The mob couldn’t mass along a broad line.  They were funneled into fairly narrow choke points, allowing us to concentrate on a couple of lines twenty men wide or thereabouts.  It was a long, long day, that one. 
 
    Strangely, they never attack at night anymore. 
 
    So far, we haven’t lost any of the knights.  We’ve had wounds, of course, and a couple of them have been shipped back to Karvalen-Vios for repairs.  The majority of the wounds are from a city’s auxiliary forces.  While running around, spreading out the mob and cutting it down, there are occasional magical attacks from the walls.  Usually, the Shadows are well-enough protected, but sometimes a spell gets through.  If they get lucky, they can drop a man for the mob to swarm, and that could be fatal.  It hasn’t been fatal, yet, because the knights never travel in groups smaller than three—a Sword, a Shield, and a Banner, usually—and often are in groups of six or more. 
 
    We still had to send some men back for repairs.  Growing back an eye or a foot isn’t something we do in the field. 
 
    On the other hand, we have lost over a dozen horses.  They aren’t as heavily armored, they aren’t as well-protected with spells, and they tend to panic when something painful happens to them.  While I’m sure most of the Knights of Shadow are capable of dragging a wounded horse back to the base camp, they can’t do it quickly enough to avoid being mobbed.  Grabbing a wounded knight, throwing him on a horse, and running for safety is a more viable option—and another reason we haven’t had a fatality among the knights. 
 
    We’re in no danger of being turned into infantry, but we are losing horses.  It hurts the guys to lose horses, and I deeply sympathize.  They aren’t jeeps you can replace from the motor pool.  They’re attached to their mounts. 
 
    I’ve taken a call from Bob and he tells me my army of the undermountains is waiting for me in Vathula.  While I’m glad they’re available, I’m also hoping not to use them.  It’ll be a pain in the keister to transport them all down here, to say nothing of keeping them in line.  I’m not looking forward to finding out if they’re disciplined troops or just collection of armed thugs.  I’m also not sure if they’ll be useful against a mob.  If we have a city that refuses to surrender, maybe we can bring them down here and have them besiege it while the rest of us press on to the next one… 
 
    Speaking of mobs, I’m still wondering if the Church has any other surprises for us.  Can they really be that… I don’t know.  It seems strange to me they would rely so heavily on one tactic. 
 
    On the other hand, it’s a good tactic.  I don’t know if we can keep doing this to every city under Church control.  The crowds are getting bigger and we’re starting to lose some of our effectives.  I have the faint hope we can put on enough of a show to make someone in the Church—Direnias, perhaps—consider the idea of a peace treaty.  If we can limit the Church to ruling one kingdom, that might be acceptable.  At least, until Seldar’s project finds a cure.  If it finds a cure. 
 
    I say it’s a faint hope.  It’s faint the way a dying flashlight under a pillow is faint.  Every time we took a town, Master Direnias, prophates of the Lord of Light, had a message for me, warning of divine wrath.  They’re always about unimaginable pain, horrible consequences, all that stuff.  So far, I haven’t been set on fire, exploded, turned into a pillar of salt, or otherwise inconvenienced.  According to my altar ego, the Boojum isn’t even trying.  I presume his priests are cooking up something, but they may be having difficulty targeting me.  It’s not like I’m easy to spot with scrying spells, and any group of priests chanting and hand-waving while in my line of sight is about to have an amazingly bad day. 
 
    Seldar is still leading the research on how to cure the addicts.  We’ve had a good look at what withdrawal is like, and it isn’t a pretty sight.  The victims are okay for a few days, then they get restless.  They don’t seem to suffer any actual ill effects, but our prisoners get unruly.  They want their fix, basically.  Then they want to escape to get their fix.  Then they’re willing to kill to get their fix.  Then they’re willing to die to get it. 
 
    Along about that point, he’s forced to accommodate them. 
 
    It’s not that there’s anything affecting them, forcing them to feel this way.  It’s a psychological addiction—a mental need, an overwhelming desire to have that sensation again.  Given someplace to lock them up for a year, no doubt they could live normal lives… until they have any opportunity for another hit of bliss.  Then they’ll do everything in their power to get it, including running all the way to a temple to the Lord of Light and begging for it. 
 
    Seldar is not pleased.  Me, either. 
 
    This morning we rode up to our first real city, a place called Zhokha.  Everything up until now has been small-to-medium sized.  This is not.  The place has real defenses—smooth, cut-stone walls fifteen or twenty feet high, battlements on top, regularly-spaced towers, a gatehouse around each gate, the works.  More disturbing is the population.  It has to be at least forty thousand people. 
 
    In normal circumstances, that would be about ten thousand able-bodied men, tops, who could fight or be impressed into service to fight.  With the Church of Light doing the pushing, it meant there might be forty thousand people trying to run up to us and kill us. 
 
    Sometimes, the numbers are difficult to grasp.  It’s hard to picture a thousand men.  It’s harder to picture a crowd of forty thousand.  Imagine people standing in line at the bank, except the line is over fifteen miles long.  It’s about the capacity of one of the smaller professional football stadiums. 
 
    If they make this personal, I’m okay with it.  If they come at me while I’m alone, I think I have a couple of tactics that might keep me alive.  Foremost is running.  On the other hand, if they have support from wizards or magicians, I’m not so sure.  I have some ideas on how to stop a rampaging mob, but dealing with multiple types of threats, all at the same time, is problematic. 
 
    Assuming we win here, we should hit the capitol, Zhadivos, two or three days afterward.  How we do here will give us a good gauge on how to handle a city ten times as large. 
 
    First, though, we’ll have to see how Zhoka plays out. 
 
      
 
    We delayed on the trail, deliberately arriving after dark.  We were all a trifle nervous about facing a city.  While the towns along the way had sometimes been troublesome—cavalry does well on wide, clear roads, but we have to turn into infantry when we fight in narrow streets—we weren’t looking forward to such massively superior numbers.  We have a respect for massive numbers, having been outnumbered by as much as six to one pretty consistently.  It makes an impression—it takes a toll—to hack down so many people for so long. 
 
    Still, our walking wounded were healed, our gear repaired, and we knew how to build siege engines.  First priority, though, was our defensive position. 
 
    We rolled up quietly, distributed shovels, and cast our earth-moving spells.  Rather than leave it solely to the wizards, I acted as the focus.  They built the structure of the spell while everyone else joined in to energize it.  The wizards then sat in their circle, maintaining and guiding the spell while the rest of us shoveled.  We achieved remarkable results inside an hour. 
 
    I’m not going to say the new shovels made much of a difference, but I feel they helped.  Everyone seemed to like them, anyway. 
 
    I didn’t help much, beyond the initial spellcasting.  I sat on Bronze, parked us a hundred yards closer to the city of Zhoka, and kept my eyes and ears in play.  No one tried to sneak up on us.  While the occasional dot of a scrying sensor popped up, the knights on watch popped them almost as quickly as they appeared.  Wizards keeping tabs on us, no doubt.  They might know where we were, but they weren’t going to get much of a look. 
 
    As for the guards on the wall of Zhoka, it was quite a while before any of them so much as noticed us.  There’s the drawback to having lanterns around your gate and along your wall.  It ruins night vision.  They’re fine for keeping anyone from climbing your walls and sneaking in, not so much for casually glancing beyond them.  I don’t think the local wizards had a formal channel for notifying the city guard or the guards would have been more concerned. 
 
    Either they noticed some noise or movement, or a wizard was frustrated enough to yell at someone.  They finally sent a scout to go see what was going on.  The scout slipped out through a side gate and crept toward us by a sliver of moonlight.  Bronze and I circled around to come up next to him.  She was silent as a wraith while I kept shifting ripples of black and grey flowing over us both.  I kept Firebrand low and out of sight on the opposite side. 
 
    “Good evening.” 
 
    The man nearly panicked.  He drew a short blade and twisted in the saddle, staring wide-eyed in my direction for a second or two before he made out our shape.  I helped by canceling the play of moving shadows we wore.  We must have seemed to materialize out of the darkness. 
 
    “I said,” I repeated, “good evening.  It’s a greeting.  Is the local custom so different that you do not return a greeting?” 
 
    “Um, uh… greetings?  W-who are you?  What are you?  Uh, doing here?” he stammered, arm extended, blade pointed up at me.  His horse wasn’t large. 
 
    “I’m Halar.  I’m the nominal leader of the invading force that’s cleansing H’zhad’Eyn of the influence of the Church of Light.  May I ask where your allegiance lies?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you a follower of the Church, or is your loyalty to the King of H’zhad’Eyn?” 
 
    “I’m… I’m a guard in the pay of the city of Zhoka.” 
 
    “That isn’t an answer to my question.” 
 
    “What difference does it make?” 
 
    “Well, if you’re a loyal soldier in service to the King, you’re going to come to my camp and answer all the questions my captains put to you.  You’ll do this to minimize the damage we do to the city and its citizens.” 
 
    “And if I’m not?” 
 
    “I’ll kill you on the spot,” I told him, and pointed Firebrand at him.  Firebrand surrounded itself with a faint halo of blue flame.  Bronze’s eyes glowed red in the darkness.  A wisp of pale fire escaped her mouth. 
 
    “I’m loyal to my king,” he stated, positively. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that.  This way.” 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    I led him into the camp, handed him over to Kammen, and went back out to keep lookout.  The camp posted regular sentries, rather than dividing themselves into three shifts.  I wanted them to get as much rest as possible. 
 
    You’d think they would have a hard time resting with an enemy city so close.  Apparently not.  I might be able to take some credit for that.  The Demon King is watching over you, that sort of thing.  Or the Lord of Shadow.  Something dark, terrible, and practically invisible in the night, anyway.  They had more trouble with each other’s snoring than they did with nerves. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Rethven, Thursday, April 12th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    The day started off with a roar.  Specifically, the roar of a crowd. 
 
    Malena sat on the brand-new Royal Crate as the sun came up, waiting for me.  Once the sunrise finished, I unbolted the lid and she lifted it, helped me to my feet, and started slapping armor on me.  Seldar stuck his head in the tent. 
 
    “The scriers tell me the people of Zhoka are gathering in the streets.” 
 
    “Have the city gates opened?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Any idea how long they’ll keep whipping up the crowd?” 
 
    “From what we have seen of the towns, I would say we are about to lose this band of the candle.” 
 
    What he meant was “a few minutes,” but I still haven’t built a clock for Karvalen.  For the world, I mean.  Rethven.  It’s on my to-do list.  I swear it is. 
 
    “Numbers?” 
 
    “We estimate upward of twenty thousand.” 
 
    I winced.  It almost certainly meant about half the corpses would be women and children again.  But how do I stop it?  How do I keep the crowd from going nuts? 
 
    “I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Do you still intend to employ the dark fire?” 
 
    “Yes.  Keep everyone inside the earthworks and make sure they know not to look.  Whether it works or not, we can’t hold the camp.  Even with the wall of fire, that’s enough to swamp us.  We’ll have to go with the cavalry and speed.  Hopefully, I’m about to make it easy.” 
 
    “We shall continue to hope,” Seldar replied, and withdrew.  Malena finished helping me with my armor. 
 
    “Will we kill them all?” she asked. 
 
    “Until someone finds a better way, yes.  And I’ll keep kicking myself for not finding that better way.  Still, if anyone can do it, Seldar is the one.” 
 
    “You are very different from the Demon King.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “When I saw you place the crown on the Bright Queen, I thought you were still he.  I was wrong.” 
 
    “Is that good?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, smiling.  “It is good.”  She hugged me unexpectedly, quickly, and stepped back. 
 
    As with so many moments in my life, I had no idea what to say. 
 
    I went out, climbed Mount Bronze, drew Firebrand, and started my spells.  Torvil approached but Malena intercepted him.  I overheard their conversation.  The crowds were seething and the gates would be opening soon.  She promised to relay that, but neither of them wanted to interrupt me while I was concentrating. 
 
    With the appropriate light-guiding and spectrum-shifting spells in place around Firebrand, Bronze walked us up the inside of the earthworks.  She stood on top, sideways, so I had a clear view and field of fire.  We waited. 
 
    If they had more crops in, or if we were here later in the year, I might have tried burning the fields once the mob entered them.  It wouldn’t have stopped them, but the smoke would have at least have slowed and scattered them.  Pity. 
 
    It took them longer than we thought.  Probably a lower priest-to-person ratio.  While I waited, I watched the magical activity of the city.  They kept lobbing spells at us only to have them intercepted by our own spells.  It was a pecking, probing thing, not a full-on magical assault.  Maybe they were conserving their energies for defense.  We probably had a reputation by now.  I hoped it was a reputation to inspire surrender, rather than a last-ditch effort to hold the city. 
 
    Eventually, the drums started and gates of the city opened and the mob poured out.  They flowed out from behind the walls and flowed through the slums outside.  They stopped there, building their numbers as more and more continued to stream from the opened gates. 
 
    Their tactic was the same as always.  Build up a huge pile of people and have them all hit us at once.  It’s called a human wave for a reason.  They need an ocean of people to make it work.  Its effectiveness lies in the weight of numbers.  It’s the difference between one man firing a gun and a whole rank of riflemen firing a volley. 
 
    Our tactics, up until now, consisted of defending our earthworks or running far enough away that the wave—if you follow the metaphor—had to spend most of its force to follow us up the beach.  The first was not going to work.  The flood of the fighting would rise beyond our earthworks no matter what we did.  The second might work, but with the numbers involved we would be certain to lose even more horses, possibly even suffer casualties among the knights.  We would be at it all day and utterly exhausted afterward, ripe for an attack by actual troops. 
 
    Speaking of which, Zhoka does have a formal city guard and, no doubt, some sort of militia.  Some of their militia is probably involved with the Church, so I don’t know how much will remain to reinforce the guard.  I don’t care to risk my guys—exhausted and hungry—against whatever real military Zhoka might hold in reserve.  And they would have a reserve if only to make sure the walls were still defended.  Plus any wizards or whatever passes for them in this region. 
 
    I just realized the answer to a question that’s been bothering me.  Why aren’t there a hundred thousand troops marching toward us from all over the Church-held territories?  Because the Church doesn’t have a hundred thousand troops!  They have soldiers and guards in various cities, but they’re needed to maintain civil order.  Their combat troops aren’t troops.  They use citizens for their combatants, and their technique has a limited range.  You can’t juice up a shopkeeper and send him on a five-hundred-mile hike to attack someone.  You need truly dedicated, fanatical faithful for that, not just someone who needs a religion fix.  These aren’t disciplined soldiers.  These are holy methamphetamine addicts who are going to need a fix, and need it soon.  If they assemble mobs of people to come after us, they’ll have to send along enough priests to maintain their commitment, and that risks an awful lot of priests. 
 
    We’re not tackling a unified empire of the Church of Light.  We’re tackling one city at a time, just as we’re tackling Zhoka. 
 
    So here I sit, on a hilltop, the only visible threat, holding up a flaming sword atop a gleaming horse, with a cloak waving like a huge, black flag in the nonexistent breeze.  Behind me—well, to my left—three thousand men and their horses faced away from me, the men shielding their horses’ eyes with strips of cloth. 
 
    Heydyl nodded grimly and raised his hand when he saw me looking, then turned away his own eyes. 
 
    It bothers me to no end how they trust me to know what I’m doing.  I don’t think there’s anyone down there who has the least bit of nerves.  They’re just waiting for the signal to begin the slaughter.  Some are eager, some are not, but none of them has qualms about the part they play. 
 
    I’m a bundle of nerves and hope like hell this works.  I probably spent more time than I needed getting the spectrum-shifting spell exactly right.  If only we could have done this at night.  At least the priests we brought along were good for something—the skies were overcast and the morning light relatively dim.  It might make a difference. 
 
    Horns signaled the charge.  The mob surged forward, sprinting across the open fields, waving whatever weapons they had.  And they always had weapons.  A carving knife is a weapon even if we think of it as a kitchen implement.  A length of chain, a chair leg, even a fist-sized rock—whatever amplifies the effectiveness of a blow is a weapon. 
 
    As the horns sounded, I lowered Firebrand and pointed it at the extreme left edge of the advancing horde. 
 
    Now? 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Firebrand blazed white.  It exerted itself, trying for a bright, white flame, since that was easiest to convert. 
 
    The light-handling spell was a hyperbolic reflector, turning the omnidirectional radiance from Firebrand into a broad beam.  The spectrum-shifters took in almost the entire output and slid it up the frequency range into the ultraviolet—black light, if you want to call it that.  Worse than that, I was targeting the ultraviolet-C range, about two hundred and seventy nanometers.  Invisible, it was nevertheless highly damaging to the structures of the eye.  It’s even more damaging when the waves of light are traveling in lockstep, a coherent beam. 
 
    There’s a reason welders wear special goggles.  Given the power Firebrand was pumping out, I wasn’t sure welding goggles would matter.  For my part, I was behind the light-handling spells—I’m not a complete idiot—and had a spell on my visor to shift ultraviolet into visible light so I could see where I aimed it. 
 
    I played my invisible laser searchlight across the mob, back and forth as they ran toward us, working over the front ranks on the first sweep, farther away on the next, and the next…  It was a long way to run, so I had time.  At first, I couldn’t tell if it was having any effect.  If I was right, they were being almost instantly blinded by something they couldn’t even see.  It ought to work.  After all, the only thing they looked at—the only thing to look at—was me. 
 
    Scattered people tripped and fell.  People behind them tripped over their fallen fellows.  Rapidly, like watching a freeway accident or a train crash, people piled up on each other in spreading chain reactions.  In the course of a minute, ninety percent of the oncoming horde turned into the thrashing, fallen, obviously blinded horde. 
 
    I blew the horn Seldar gave me.  I blew it once, which warned everybody we were about to move.  Cloth came off the horses’ eyes and knights mounted up.  The sound also attracted attention from everyone out there on the field.  I gave the most distant addicts another slow sweep with Firebrand’s beam, just to take maximum advantage of the blinding effect, and dismissed the spells.  Firebrand dimmed rapidly to mere metal. 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    I’m okay.  A little tired. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    No problem, boss.  I haven’t had much reason to go super-hot.  It’s fun! 
 
    “Glad you’re enjoying yourself.” 
 
    I blew the horn again, twice in close succession.  The knights rode out through the break in the earthworks to our rear.  Bronze and I went down the outside and into the few attackers who managed to reach the ditch before falling into it. 
 
    I didn’t cut at anyone.  Bronze simply stomped her way along the ditch like a bulldozer clanking over a field of pumpkins.  We made one pass through the ditch before circling around the mob to hit the city slums outside the wall.  Firebrand and Bronze torched the buildings, a swath of fire hundreds of yards long, sending up flames and billows of smoke between the wall and the battle.  Their wizards might watch the carnage, but the spectators on the city wall would have to wait and wonder. 
 
    The cavalry circled the blinded mob, blowing horns, shouting, making noise to distract and confuse them, to draw them away from the earthworks and the noncombatants still within.  We swooped close, cutting down pseudopods of people stretching out from the main body.  Not all of the mob was blind, of course.  Those last few hundred or so still emerging from the city had no exposure to the beam.  They still had to navigate the flames and smoke of the burning slums, and we were ready for them. 
 
    For the main body of blind men, squads of riders circled constantly, veering out to cut down anyone simply charging off in a random direction.  The rest of us made quick stabs, directed by the Big Three from the earthworks.  All this movement and noise kept the mob guessing about which way to attack as we killed them.  They had zero coordination.  It was every man for himself, each trying to find something to come to grips with.  Some of them even attacked each other, mistaking their fellows for an enemy.  Most spread out, trying to find someone—anyone—to fight. 
 
    It was a slaughter.  It was a massacre.  If it happened at night, I’d call it a bloodbath. 
 
      
 
    Seldar insisted on capturing more test subjects—people, I mean—for the anti-addiction experiments.  I didn’t argue with him.  He has hope for them, which is more than I have.  He usually knows his business, too.  In the early afternoon, when the bliss-spell was wearing thin and their numbers were more manageable, we rounded up the last of the survivors.  These we shuffled off through one of the shift-tents, sending them to the Temple of Shadow in Vios—I almost said “Karvalen.”  It’s not easy, getting used to this new nomenclature. 
 
    We sent them off for three reasons.  First, they were a security risk and Kammen didn’t want them in the camp.  Second, Torvil pointed out they were another several hundred mouths to feed—a logistical burden we didn’t need.  And third—my reason—was having them on holy ground meant my altar ego could get a better look at them. 
 
    By the time the slums finished burning and we lost our smokescreen, we were all lined up and looking intimidating.  In front of us, the bodies were neatly stacked at about the arrow-line, forming a rough a pyramid.  Each layer alternated direction and included whatever wood we had lying around.  I had a heat-reflecting spell around the pile, along with a rudimentary air shield.  It was open at the bottom, to allow air to be sucked in, and open at the top, to encourage air movement.  If you’re going to burn something, you need to give it air. 
 
    Bronze reared and screamed like shearing metal.  Helmeted heads popped up over the wall, all along the length of it.  We waited a minute to maximize the visual impact before Bronze breathed fire on the pyramid of bodies.  Firebrand did its thing, amplifying and encouraging the flames. 
 
    Burning a body takes work.  People are mostly water and other gooey bits.  Most of it doesn’t burn.  It boils and evaporates.  However, fat gets hot enough to ignite fairly quickly.  This is why burning a corpse usually doesn’t leave just bones and ash.  You get a charred, crispy, charcoal-looking corpse.  To reduce a human body to powder, you need temperatures in the mid-to-high thousands Fahrenheit and to maintain it for a while. 
 
    Bronze and I walked around to the front of the pile, faced the city, and waited.  Firebrand kept doing its encouragement thing.  I could hear the roar of the flames as they spread.  We waited while the fires swelled and grew to engulf the entire stack of bodies.  We also waited for the city to make up its mind. 
 
    The corpses burned away over the course of an hour or so.  Black smoke and ashes darkened the skies and the fields.  Still nothing from the city. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Not impressive enough? Firebrand asked. 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    The hard way? 
 
    “The hard way.” 
 
    I nodded to Seldar and he gave the orders.  We returned to our camp, sorted out the horses, ate something, all the usual things… and then got to work chopping trees and building siege engines. 
 
    I had one of the dusks—Heydyl—write out a note for me while I asked Seldar about a bow.  He’d arranged with Beltar to have mine brought along.  Better to have it and not need it, apparently.  I knew I liked him for more than his charming manner. 
 
    I fired a couple of ranging shots from our earthworks.  I’m not completely untrained in archery, but Robin Hood I am not.  It took me three tries to get an arrow in the nearest gate.  I plunked two more into it before I accepted the message arrow from Heydyl and shot it into the gate. 
 
    They waited a while, to be sure I wasn’t going to keep shooting, before they opened the gate and fetched in the message.  They didn’t bother to remove the arrows.  Too much of a hurry, I suppose. 
 
    It was the same basic message, phrased a trifle differently.  Give us the priests and their followers and we will not destroy your city. 
 
    In the meantime, we cut and carved and lashed and built. 
 
      
 
    I had an idea.  I considered the leaf-spring longbow in my hand and thought about it, turning my idea over and over in my mind.  It was a horrible thought, but it ought to work.  It really ought to.  It might be a can of worms if anyone figured out how I did it.  If nobody thought of it before now, that was a good thing.  I didn’t relish the idea of wearing even more protective spells all the time. 
 
    Diogenes provided me with a heavy iridium frame suitable for fitting a pocket mirror into.  He also provided a long rod with clamps on both ends.  I retired to Seldar’s tent and enchanted the frame into a gate locus.  Diogenes already engraved the Rethven ideograms on it, and it was only going to be a point-to-point gate, not a world-to-world gate. 
 
    I clamped the rod to the bow, mounted the frame, and fired a few test arrows through it.  It only took a couple of adjustments before the arrows went cleanly through the center of the frame.  Then I slid the mirror into place on the far side of the frame.  Sighting down an arrow, I could see my reflection.  Perfect. 
 
    With a scrying spell on the mirror, I hunted through the city, looking for targets—excuse me, I meant to say “priests.”  There were quite a few out exhorting the not-quite-so-faithful to defend the city.  Trying to gain new converts, probably.  The first one I found, I put the scrying sensor on top of his head.  His hat made it difficult to see his bald spot, but I wasn’t interested in the view.  I opened a brute-force gate and launched an arrow straight down into his head, neck, and torso.  It successfully shut him up. 
 
    It was a brute-force gate, yes, and therefore somewhat power-hungry, but it was small, had an enchanted frame, had a scrying channel to follow, and wasn’t open long.  It was power-intensive work, but it was like shooting a target three feet in front of me.  I suppose it was possible to miss, but as long as I didn’t fumble the release, someone died.  All the aiming was done with the scrying spell, and I picked stationary targets. 
 
    True, it didn’t work anywhere with scrying shields.  This meant the local lord’s palace was safe, as was the local building they used as a temple—they were still building a formal Temple of Light.  Privacy shields are pretty standard.  Everybody who can afford it has hired a magic-worker to block spying spells. 
 
    On the other hand, any priest of Light out on the street and standing still longer than a minute was a target.  Twang-thunk-thud!  
 
    Forty-seven priests.  I don’t know if that’s a lot for a city this size, but no doubt the higher-ranking priests were in the palace, discussing matters with the local lord, or desperately besieging heaven for advice.  I didn’t kill those, but all the foot-slogging versions, out doing the dirty work, I murdered, flat-out and without hesitation. 
 
    I put the mirror in my pocket, put the bow away, and tried not to think about it.  I’ve done worse things.  No, that’s too kind a comparison.  I’ve done worse things deliberately.  I’ve chosen to do things even worse than this.  Seldar tells me I need to be a bit more ruthless, more focused on the ends rather than squeamish about the means.  I trust him like I trust few other people, and I’m sure—objectively—he’s right. 
 
    I still try not to think about it. 
 
      
 
    Night fell and Malena went off-duty.  The poor lady has to sleep, after all, which suited me fine.  I was about to do dangerous things and I doubted any mortal could keep up. 
 
    Seldar came in as I finished cleaning up. 
 
    “The catapults are almost ready,” he reported. “Those not involved in their construction have been preparing the ammunition.” 
 
    “They’re counterweighted, so, technically, they’re trebuchets, not catapults—nevermind.  It would only matter to Flim or his sons.  What sort of ammunition?” 
 
    “Many fires have been built.  Around them, large pieces of wood, unsuitable for our construction needs, have been enspelled with the Thousand Hammers.” 
 
    “The Thousand Hammers?” 
 
    “The spell that absorbs the blows and releases all of them at once?” 
 
    “Oh, that one.  Go on.” 
 
    “In this case, we are filling them with the heat of the campfires.” 
 
    “And when they hit something, they’ll get all that heat dumped into them at once.” 
 
    “I believe they should start fires, Sire, but we have not tested them.” 
 
    “Seems reasonable.  Although, if you put enough heat into them, they’ll explode—the moisture in green wood will vaporize and give you a steam explosion.  Flaming shrapnel, possibly.  At the very least, there should be flaming chunks of wood lying around even if they don’t explode.” 
 
    “I am gratified to find my thought finds favor,” he acknowledged, bowing slightly.  “May I inquire as to your plans?” 
 
    “Since they haven’t given up their priests, I can only assume the priests have seized power.  If the priests are in charge, they’ll never surrender.  So, we start bombarding the place as soon as we’re able.  Don’t hurt the gate or the walls.  Aim for the city.  Create confusion, chaos, panic, and disorder.  Encourage them to come out and fight.  They’re not going to defeat us in the field.” 
 
    “I agree.  May I suggest we bombard their temple, specifically?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The general populace has not risen, only those devoted to the Church.  If we limit ourselves to the temple, it will further sway any who are undecided about your intentions.” 
 
    “Fair point.  But they don’t have a formal temple, do they?” 
 
    “They have a place where they worship.  It is right next to the construction.” 
 
    “Okay.  Go ahead.” 
 
    “I see you are dressed for adventure,” he added, nodding at my armor.  “May I inquire further about your plans?” 
 
    “While you’re bombarding the temple complex in Zhoka, I’m going to circle around, go over the wall, and see about killing anybody who seems to be both in charge and unlikely to be reasonable.  I’m hoping I can find someone in the local palace who isn’t a brain-fried pleasure-junkie.” 
 
    “How will you be able to tell?” 
 
    “You’ve had a bunch of prisoners on hand at night.  I examined them, if you recall, while you were experimenting with them.” 
 
    “I recall.” 
 
    “I think I can now spot the differences in their spirits.  I also have a spell to detect the fingerprints of the Lord of Light.  So, pusher or buyer, priest or follower, I’m reasonably certain I can find them.  I might not necessarily be able to tell the difference without taking time to search them, but I’ll identify them.  If I can, I’ll try to wipe out anyone who is likely to be a command-level problem until we get down to someone willing to discuss ruling the place without the Church.” 
 
    Seldar opened his mouth, paused, closed his mouth, paused to think. 
 
    “Say it,” I told him. 
 
    “I was about to make a comment on your willingness to wipe out whole families of nobility.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It is a war.  I did not expect you to be this… This.  I agree to the necessity, however.” 
 
    “I don’t.  I only agree I haven’t got a better plan.” 
 
    “The difference being?” 
 
    “By not having the brains to figure out a better way, I’m failing,” I admitted.  “This is just the best of bad options.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are too hard on yourself?” 
 
    “Or maybe I see myself more clearly.  How long until the… the siege engines are ready?” 
 
    “Two are already complete.  The other six will be shortly.” 
 
    “You may launch when ready.” 
 
      
 
    Bronze stayed with Seldar.  If anything went horribly wrong, she was my ace in the hole.  If necessary, she could lower her head, dig in with her hooves, and simply run through any gate in this city.  With all the bombardment arcing high overhead to hit the Church of Light’s temple, the gate guards might be expecting an attack, but certainly not a ten-ton battering ram at over a hundred miles an hour.  If it came down to that, a couple thousand cavalry pouring in the ruined gate would be a perfect diversion while she rescued me. 
 
    I, on the other hand, wore almost every stealthy spell I knew, from the Not-My-Problem spell to the color-shifting thing to help me blend in.  In theory, I have an actual invisibility spell.  In practice, it’s more of a “blurry spot” spell, unless you’re holding perfectly still.  I think it’s generally not worth the effort to cast it. 
 
    The bombardment started before I did.  Large chunks of wood arced through the air and thudded down in the town—and nothing happened.  Of course, these were ranging shots, not armed warheads.  This gave me plenty of time to circle about a third of the way around the city.  Once they adjusted their aim with a couple of volleys, that’s when the pyrotechnics started.  From the sound of it, they did indeed put enough heat into those storage spells to vaporize the water.  I always said there is no kill like overkill, but they may need to be told it’s not always the best idea. 
 
    Still, launching the equivalent of bundled dynamite did get everyone’s attention.  I went up and over a big stretch of wall, killed one sentry almost in passing, and kept going.  Nobody raised an alarm about me since there were plenty of alarms already going on. 
 
    One of the odd things about some places is the way geography affects culture.  Take H’zhad’Eyn, for example.  They live down near the Mountains of the Sun, which means they have a relatively hot climate.  Technically, they have miles upon miles of desert in the southern half, but only because no one else wants to claim it.  The rest of the place is less arid, but feels tropical.  I wear a cooling spell all day, every day, without fail. 
 
    Fortunately, the proximity to the mountains—and a peculiarity of the way the Firmament operates—means they also get a fairly high level of background magical radiation.  It happens all along the Mountains of the Sun, to a greater or lesser extent based on factors I know not of.  You would think with a greater-than-average magical flow through their kingdom, they would have wizards out the wazoo, wouldn’t you? 
 
    Nope.  They do have wizards—and visiting magicians, or retired magicians, or just magicians doing research; their motives aren’t clear to me—but their wizards are unpredictable.  They use a magical technique I would describe as something close to shamanism.  The viksagi have people who deal with spirits as do the People of the Plains.  The shamans of H’zhad’Eyn aren’t truly dealing with spirits.  They don’t think of spells the way I do, as structures to be built.  They always draw a circle, then they chant and wave their hands, so it looks similar, but the way they manipulate the forces is less like circuitry and more like sculpting.  It’s a much more elaborate form of spellcasting. 
 
    So when I slid into the palace of Zhoka, I paused to watch the local shaman do his thing in the courtyard.  It was most instructive.  The way he had backup singers and dancers for his performance was particularly interesting.  I counted twenty, far more than most Karvalen wizards can use effectively.  They were certainly helping contribute power, leaving him free to concentrate on the effect he was trying to produce.  The power level they managed was impressive, a testament to the power of cooperative magic. 
 
    I clung to the side of a tower, up there on the palace’s outer wall, and wondered what he was trying to do.  If he would have assembled the spell in a way I understood, I could have figured it out.  As it was, I had to wait until he finished.  At least I could see the effect. 
 
    It was a nice effect.  The energies of the spell shot off to the west, toward the trebuchets.  The spell engulfed one, permeated it in less than a second, and split the longest log—the launching arm.  It was like watching someone turn a log into a split-rail fence in time-lapse.  Most of the framework was okay, but the trebuchet was suddenly out of order.  Up on the tower, I had a good view of it. 
 
    After everyone had some water and a brief rest, he started again. 
 
    I wanted to stop him.  I wanted to call Seldar and warn him.  I didn’t.  I had work to do and the shaman was doing a fair job of distracting everyone in the courtyard.  Besides, he already took out one siege engine.  I had to believe in my guys.  They wouldn’t allow it to happen again.  Well, once more, maybe, before they figured out how to stop it, but they wouldn’t allow it to continue. 
 
    I crept into the palace like the shadow of death, because I was. 
 
      
 
    It did not go entirely as planned. 
 
    Mary would have walked into the place without being noticed, batted her eyelashes at everybody, asked a few innocent questions, and killed everyone who needed killing. 
 
    I had to creep around and stare at people while trying not to get caught.  I can be stealthy, but it doesn’t come naturally.  It takes too much time for me to waste any—time to sneak, time to find the people in charge, time to bypass their security, time to evaluate their level of addiction. 
 
    The local count or baron or whatever—let’s call him “Earl”—Earl and his wife had retired for the night.  Why not?  He had a strong city, the walls were manned, and his men were defending the place.  If anything went wrong, they would wake him long before the invaders could reach the palace.  Presumably, he also had an escape plan if things went seriously wrong. 
 
    He also had no intention of surrendering.  The priests hadn’t sunk their claws into him, but his wife was a True Believer.  Which is to say, an addict.  I could see it in her spirit, the way it glittered and flowed.  There’s a warping, a twisting in it, always in the same spot, when they’ve had a few too many hits of artificial bliss.  No doubt she was the influence making Earl stand and fight.  At the very least, she was encouraging him to resist the invaders, just as the Church wanted. 
 
    Moral dilemma time.  Kill the wife and see if he’s reasonable?  No, not after killing his wife, he won’t be.  Kill them both?  With no one to speak for the city as a whole, how could they surrender?  And the priests—what few remained—would certainly get involved in the succession.  One of them might even step into the power vacuum and assume the mantle of rulership. 
 
    Even if I could fix the wife by removing the addiction, it wouldn’t remove the memory of it.  It was possible, with time and experimentation, I might be able to smooth out the distortion in her spirit marking her as an addict.  It might—probably not, but might—cure the withdrawal symptoms.  Maybe.  Even if I did, how long has she been falling all over herself to follow the Lord of Light?  True, her choice was probably predicated on the ritual of joy, but removing withdrawal symptoms isn’t the same as altering her beliefs. 
 
    I hate moral dilemmas.  I always do.  They remind me I’m not very moral. 
 
    Stick with Plan A.  Kill everyone with the taint of pleasure addiction and move on.  Remove the hold the priests have over people, remove as many priests and possible, and reiterate our demand for any remaining priests.  Try, try to keep this a religious conflict, not a political one. 
 
    So I did.  The wife was protected by her amulet.  I couldn’t touch her with my tendrils.  Earl, on the other hand, took his off when he went to bed.  Him, I drained to thorough unconsciousness, then used Firebrand to put a hole through her throat all the way to the floor.  She woke up for it, but she couldn’t scream.  She would have thrashed, but Firebrand is a broad blade and went cleanly—sort of—through her spine.  Her blood still hurried to leave, I noticed, crawling madly out of the wound to reach me. 
 
    Once she died, I withdrew Firebrand and cut the chain holding her amulet.  With it removed, I waited a moment longer, pressing my hand to her throat to get the last of the blood.  Earl was going to have a bad enough time waking up next to his expired wife.  Leaving a bloody mess would only add to his anguish.  I paused long enough to make sure she was pristine. 
 
    The rest of the palace was less of a moral problem.  It was just straightforward killing, and I’m good at that. 
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    They continued the bombardment even after I finished for the night.  When it became clear the city wouldn’t make a sortie, my guys started taking the launching in shifts.  I came back to a camp full of snoring. 
 
    I was delighted to be noticed as I came back.  Wizard-knights on sentry duty.  Very handy.  We didn’t lower our stealth spells on the way back, but they spotted us anyway.  Seldar was asleep in his tent, so I went to sit on the earthworks and watch the bombardment. 
 
      
 
    When the sun came up, I was in Seldar’s tent, waiting for it to be over.  Malena greeted me by lightly kicking the Crate of Kings. 
 
    “Are you alive in there?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I replied, without lifting the lid. 
 
    “I have breakfast for you.  When you have a moment, we have a messenger.” 
 
    “From?” 
 
    “Zhoka.  From the Count, he says.  He won’t give it to Seldar.  Says it’s for His Majesty.” 
 
    “Tell him he’s not going to see me.  Then have someone read me the message.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have a scroll.  He says he’s to speak to you.” 
 
    “Oh, that sort of message.  Well, sit him down, feed him, and tell him he’s going to have to wait.” 
 
    “It will be done.” 
 
    I sweated my way through the sunrise, unbolted the lid, and Malena helped me up. 
 
    “Do you want to go see the messenger or do you want him brought in?” she asked.  I cast a cleaning spell on myself and on the crate. 
 
    “Have the captains report here first, then bring in the messenger.” 
 
    “Immediately.”  She stuck her head out and gave orders to a runner while I held an internal debate about armor.  Is armor formal attire?  At court, possibly, depending on the nature of the event.  At a dinner party?  Definitely not.  How about in a field encampment during the ongoing bombardment of a city?  Yes.  Yes, I think it is.  When it comes right down to it, I feel more comfortable in armor than I do in a tuxedo. 
 
    I dressed myself—I’m a big boy—while Kammen hustled in.  Malena moved to stand beside me while Kammen saluted quickly. 
 
    “Sire.” 
 
    “Kammen.  How’s the siege going?” 
 
    “It’s going.  Pounded the temple building.  Backlashed a wizard.  Still setting fire to stuff in the temple area.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.  What’s the backlash on the wizard?” 
 
    “Kept trying to split our catapults.  Killed two of ’em.  We caught his spell and reversed it on the third.” 
 
    “Reversed it?” 
 
    “Sent it back to him.  He didn’t send any more.” 
 
    I wondered to myself what his spell would do to a human.  Split the bones into toothpicks?  Maybe.  Probably.  Hard to say without analyzing the spell. 
 
    “Got a warning for you, though,” he added. 
 
    “Oh?  What is it?” 
 
    “Did my Ribbon work this morning.  There’s a cusp coming up today.  Looks like a tight one.” 
 
    “Forgive me, but I’m not all that clear on the Ribbon and its usage.  I don’t look at it, myself.” 
 
    “Cusps, pinches, narrow spots.  They’re decision points.  Tipping points.  Places where the future hangs on a decision.  Maybe yours, maybe someone else if it affects you.  It’s a caution.” 
 
    “Got it.  So, any thoughts on this cusp?” 
 
    “I dunno,” he shrugged.  “It’s too narrow to see through, even for me, and I’m one of the best.  It affects everybody I know.  You, too.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye out for it.” 
 
    Kammen grunted an affirmative as Torvil, Seldar, and Beltar joined us.  Heydyl also joined us, but it was clear he was only there as Beltar’s page or gofer.  He was armored in steel, of course, but he wore a sword and a sash.  I should probably ask what his formal status is, sometime. 
 
    “Good morning, gentlemen.  Kammen tells me the siege is going well.  What are your thoughts?” 
 
    “As usual, he is correct,” Seldar said.  Torvil and Beltar nodded. 
 
    “We do have some wounded,” Beltar added, “several more horses, but a few more knights.  The magical assaults were rapid, but are now largely ineffectual.  Their spells are unusual, but they are badly outnumbered.  The wounded are healing rapidly.  Sixteen of the horses had to be put down.” 
 
    “Well, we knew things would keep getting harder.  No knights?” 
 
    “No deaths.  A few injuries.  Two have been returned to the Temple of Shadow in… Vios?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Returned to Vios,” he continued, “but the rest should be fit for battle by tomorrow.” 
 
    “A testament to their training.” 
 
    “Among other things, yes.” 
 
    “I’m told there’s a messenger from Zhoka?” I prompted. 
 
    “Yes.  He should be here in moments.”  Beltar hesitated, then asked, “Will his message have anything to do with your errand of the evening?” 
 
    “Possibly.  Probably.  Have we made it clear to Zhoka that we only want the priests and their followers?” 
 
    “We have.”  He stopped abruptly as the tent flap flipped back and a young man was ushered in.  He was a skinny sort, dressed in breeches, tunic, and tabard.  The five interlinked circles on the front were centered on the blade of a point-up sword.  Zhoka’s flag—I saw it during my evening escapades. 
 
    “Welcome.  You are the messenger?” 
 
    “Lazsal, sir.  Are you the Demon King?” 
 
    “No.  Yes.  Well, sort of.  It’s complicated.  I am the King of Karvalen.” 
 
    “I have a message for you, sir.  Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it, then.” 
 
    He clasped his hands, stood rigidly straight, closed his eyes, and recited: 
 
    “The wars of gods become the wars of men, and you who stand in both may be assailed in either.  You are now punished with the wrath of the Lord of Light for your brazen audacity, although the wounds have not yet begun to bleed.  Withdraw from the lands of H’zhad’Eyn and enter neither Praeteyn nor Ynar.  This is no longer a warning, but an ultimatum.  So says Master Direnias, prophates of the Lord of Light.” 
 
    He relaxed slightly and opened his eyes. 
 
    “May I bear a message back to the city?” 
 
    “Is Direnias in the city?” 
 
    “I believe not, Your Majesty, but I cannot say for certain.” 
 
    “Then how did he send this message?  How do I know it is from him?” 
 
    “I am told he communicates with my masters, who then give me messages to bear.” 
 
    “All right.  Yes, there is a message.  Ready?” 
 
    “Please begin.”  He closed his eyes and listened intently. 
 
    “Master Direnias, prophates of the Lord of Light… I find I want to demand your surrender, unconditional and immediate, but that is unreasonable.  You know I am coming for you and intend to kill you—you and all your kind.  Since I see no way we can arrange for a peaceful coexistence, this is a battle to the death.  I fear I must give in to my baser instinct, rather than take the high road and claim the moral superiority.  Therefore, my message to you is this: 
 
    “I am coming.” 
 
    The messenger opened his eyes and bowed. 
 
    “You have my message?” I asked. 
 
    “I do, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “See him safely out of the camp and send him back to Zhoka,” I said, nodding at Beltar.  Beltar blinked at me for a moment before he and Heydyl ushered the young man out. 
 
    “Sire?” Kammen asked. 
 
    “Yes, Kammen?” 
 
    “I need a bit to check the Ribbon.” 
 
    “Thinking that might be the cusp?” I asked.  He nodded.  “Very well.  Let me know what you find out.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Anything else you need me for?” I asked.  They shook their heads, strangely quiet.  “That will be all, gentlemen.  I’m going to have breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    Malena didn’t exactly serve breakfast.  She occasionally poured another cup of juice—I’m not sure what sort of juice.  It was orangey, but had a hint of some savoury flavor.  It was a citrus of some kind, surely, but I’m not up on the fruits of the southern regions.  Most of the time, she stood by and watched everything except me. 
 
    Afterward, we went up on the earthworks to watch the bombardment.  Someone had shifted the attack from the temple area to the nearest gate.  It was taking a pounding from rocks while a squad heated up the next batch of exploding logs.  One group had a large rock over the fire, sucking up and saving the heat. 
 
    It was a good idea.  I wish I’d thought of it. 
 
    While we watched, I heard my altar ego. 
 
    Ahem. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Sire?” Malena asked. 
 
    “Not you.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Well, he said, hesitantly, I, uh, I think you better come to Karvalen.  The city.  Vios, right? 
 
    “I think I remember it that way.  We’ll go with it.  I’m terrible with names.” 
 
    So that’s where I get it from. 
 
    “You sound tense.  Something wrong?” 
 
    Yes.  Most definitely yes.  And I’d rather tell you when there’s no one mortal around. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    See, there’s a— he broke off as one of the cooking fires flared like a geyser, forming a momentary figure of a fiery woman before fading to ashes. 
 
    The Mother of Flame thinks you ought to hurry.  I can’t see into her temples, you know, so I don’t know the full situation. 
 
    Bronze galloped toward me as I hurried toward her.  I swung up into the saddle. 
 
    “What does she say?” I demanded as we galloped toward the logistics tent.  Bronze came to a rather abrupt stop and I pretended to dismount gracefully instead of nearly falling.  The tent for today was for Carrillon.  It took a few moments to fold up and pack itself into a bundle again, then a few more to let the one to Kar—dammit, Vios—unfold and stiffen up. 
 
    She says the Lord of Light is up to his old tricks. 
 
    “That doesn’t tell me anything,” I began, and stopped.  The last time we had a major conflict with the forces of the Lord of Light… 
 
    I felt cold. 
 
    We came out in Vios, blew right past the guards around the tent on that end, and turned one fruit stand into fruit salad.  We didn’t splat anyone, but a couple of pedestrians might file lawsuits in more litigious cultures.  Bronze got me to the Temple of Flame in under thirty seconds, and I think that may be a record. 
 
    The Temple of Flame had quite a few of the City Guard around the property.  There was a small crowd and a few worshippers, but no one was actively trying to get in.  The smell of smoke was still strong, along with the odor of scorched stone and burned meat.  I didn’t see a pillar of fire lancing into the sky, nor was there any indication of the buildings melting into a puddle of lava.  Not the best situation, but certainly nowhere near as bad as I feared. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I asked, dismounting. 
 
    “Lotta fire and screaming,” the guard replied.  “It’s been quiet for a while, but nobody’s gone in.  It’s hotter than a forge and it’s a temple.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a temple.  So?” 
 
    “Nobody’s risking divine wrath.” 
 
    “Ah.  Good thinking,” I agreed.  “Now move.” 
 
    He stepped smartly aside and saluted. 
 
    The temple proper—the dome-covered area—was untouched.  There were no signs of violence or even disorder.  The proper building, the residence, still had a heat shimmer coming from every unshuttered window.  They were all unshuttered, now.  Wooden shutters burn.  They need metal ones.   
 
    I laid my hand on the pivot-door and felt the heat.  The block of stone was already hot to the touch. 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    It’s not my thing, but I’ll do what I can. 
 
    I cast several different heat-absorbing, heat-reflecting, and heat-dissipating spells.  My usual cooling spell wasn’t going to cope with this, and I hate being slow-roasted. 
 
    The door ground open slowly and I went inside.  Nothing flammable in the front room survived.  The stone benches were okay, but cushions, cloths, and every wooden item was nothing but fine ash.  A wind blew in behind me as hot air flowed up the staircase and out the upper windows. 
 
    I heard crying. 
 
    The heat grew as I worked my way farther into the structure.  I felt it as a low-grade baking and sweat started all over my body.  I found the source of the crying in what was probably a small audience chamber.  It was hard to tell what it was used for.  The only furniture was the built-in stuff—two curved benches and a couch-like projection from one wall. 
 
    Lying on the floor was Tianna, pale as a ghost and bleeding. 
 
    Dammit, I’ve seen this twice, now.  I didn’t need to see it the first time to know I didn’t like it!  I spent a fraction of a second berating myself for not doing something, anything, to anticipate this.  I know the Boojum uses assassins!  I know he tried to kill Tianna once!  I should have thought to guard against this. 
 
    Is it the fact she’s a priestess?  Is that why I don’t think of these things?  The Mother of Flame should keep a close eye on her own temples?  Then again, she’s not a goddess of watchfulness or protection.  She’s a goddess of fire.  No doubt an assassin knifed Tianna and turned suddenly to rapidly-expanding plasma. 
 
    The Temple of Flame needs guards, dammit.  From now on, it’s going to get some whether they like it or not. 
 
    Tymara sat on the floor next to her mother, holding Tianna’s head in her lap and sobbing.  Tymara’s hair provided the light for the room.  Her whole head was a fire, burning bright and hot.  There was no sign of her safety hairband.  At a guess, it vaporized.  Well, it wasn’t built to handle an emotionally distraught fire-witch, just contain the occasional reflex. 
 
    My great-granddaughter is weeping over the form of my granddaughter. 
 
    Someone is going to die, I decided, a thought as cold, as icy as a black tendril coiling around a frightened soul. 
 
    Firebrand gave off a vague aura of generalized agreement.  I think it was trying to keep a low profile and not attract attention. 
 
    “Tymara?” 
 
    She raised her head.  Her eyes burned as blue as a hydrogen flame.  A wall of fire blasted toward me like a shockwave.  Firebrand deflected some it.  My spells deflected some of what made it past Firebrand.  It was still devastatingly hot.  My armor didn’t enjoy it at all, smoking like an oil fire for a moment.  I wasn’t directly harmed, but the temperature spiked like someone opened the oven door.  If I didn’t know better, I’d think my eyeballs started sweating. 
 
    “Tymara!” I shouted into the flames.  “It’s me!  It’s your grandfather!” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, but the flames withered.  I took it as a good sign and struggled with my visor for a moment, fighting to get it open.  When I did, I regretted it.  The air was roasting hot on my sweat-covered face 
 
    When Tymara saw my face, she immediately sprang to her feet and ran to me, bawling the whole way.  Her hair didn’t set me on fire, thankfully.  I knelt and hugged her while she threw her arms around my neck.  I noticed her tears vanished as quickly as they formed. 
 
    “Provus!” she cried, and subsided into sobbing.  I carried her back to Tianna and knelt again, examining her for wounds.  I didn’t see anything, but he bloodstain under her implied a wound in her back. 
 
    I sat Tymara on my knee as I knelt. 
 
    “Tymara?  I need to look at your mom, okay?  I have to cast spells.  Can you let me use my hands?” 
 
    “Mama’s dead!” she wailed. 
 
    “No, she isn’t,” I insisted.  “She’s hurt, but she needs help.  Can you let me help her?” 
 
    Tymara let go of my neck and moved to stand next to me, hands clenched on the edges of my armor.  She didn’t like not being held. 
 
    I took at magical look at Tianna.  Someone had put a long, thin blade into her.  It entered slightly to the right of the spine, between two ribs, crossing up and to the left, obviously aimed for the heart.  Unfortunately for whoever did the stabbing, a right-handed strike for the heart has problems.  There are too many bones in the way and there isn’t a good angle.  Left-handers have a much easier time from the rear. 
 
    Never try to stab a fire-witch in the front.  Stabbing them in the back isn’t much safer, but you’re more likely to connect. 
 
    The wound wasn’t immediately deadly, but it was fatal without someone to fix it.  Tianna isn’t old enough to know how, yet, and I doubt the Mother of Flame can manifest inside a child to do it herself.  Tianna was lucky, though.  She was lying on the wound.  Her crumpled robes, pinned between her and the floor, made a crude bandage.  Still, she was bleeding into a punctured lung. 
 
    Tymara, meanwhile, kept crying.  I had her climb on my back and hold on. 
 
    “I want you to concentrate,” I told her, “on mommy being happy.  Okay?  Picture her smiling at you.  Focus on it, like when you’re focusing on a spell.  It’ll help me fix her,” I lied, “so try hard to hold that thought in your mind.  Got it?” 
 
    “I got it,” she assured me, sniffling.  She squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated, which kept her occupied, quiet, and out of my way while giving her something to make her feel useful. 
 
    I, on the other hand, reinforced a heat-deflection spell.  I was sweating like a squeezed sponge and desperately needed to lower my temperature.  I had to do that first or risk fainting from the heat.  With the additional protection, I wasn’t going to be happy, but there was a chance I wouldn’t pass out in the middle of rendering first aid. 
 
    First off, the internal bleeding.  Bleeding into a lung will cause death by drowning before death from blood loss, so let’s seal that up.  Then we can worry about other internal bleeding.  It doesn’t need to be neat, just effective.  She’s lost a lot of blood, so keeping all the rest of it was vital. 
 
    All right.  Airways functional, blood loss stopped.  That’s the first aid.  Next was moving us all out of the oven before my internal thermostat shut me down.  Despite my best efforts—and Tymara calming down a lot—the room was still suitable for roasting whole hogs. 
 
    “Okay, sweetie.  Lead the way out to the worship area.  We’re going to put your mommy in front of the statue of the Mother.  Got it?” 
 
    “Got it!”  She let go and took a step in the direction of the door.  She was absolutely filthy with soot from my scorched armor.  Somehow, I doubted Tianna would care too much about that.  Larger concerns.  It told me bad things about my fevered state of mind, though, if I was being distracted by dirty clothes.  Haste was indicated. 
 
    I lifted Tianna as gently as I could, more concerned about her delicate condition than about getting her filthy with soot.  I didn’t like the way the floor seemed to sway.  I blinked sweat out of my eyes and tromped carefully after Tymara.  Doors were tricky when I had to walk sideways.  My balance was starting to become uncertain.  I figured out an easier way.  Leaning against the edge of the doorway, shuffle-stepping in a half-circle around the doorjamb, I swung Tianna gently through with me.  I kept my balance and didn’t fall on her.  My breathing sounded loud as the hot air rushed in and out of me. 
 
    Tymara led us outside, and a good thing, too, because I wasn’t entirely sure which way was out.  Even stepping into the draft of outside air was like stepping from the sauna into the cold plunge.  The air was icy, frigid, and I felt immediately better.  I took a few deep breaths, noting as I did so how vapor still wafted up from my armor.  How hot was it in there?  Too hot for me, that’s certain.  Maybe I should have sent someone less sensitive to heat, but I was in a hurry. 
 
    After maybe ten seconds of letting my cooling spells get the upper hand, we crossed to the open-air gazebo-dome.  Bronze came over with us to look.  The rest of the spectators showed signs of wanting to join us, but Bronze turned, blowing flame as a warning.  The city guards took the hint and worked crowd control. 
 
    I laid Tianna down on the altar.  Once I cooled down a bit, I felt better.  I could think about more than one task at a time.  I laid a focused healing spell on her, targeting the channel of the wound, then cast another spell for the blood already in her lungs.  The blood trickled out through her mouth, a thread-thin stream, drawn out slowly and gently to avoid triggering any coughing spasms. 
 
    For the moment, it was all I could do.  On the other hand, there were other entities involved. 
 
    I shot a look at Sparky’s idol. 
 
    “Well?” I demanded. 
 
    Tymara, still scared and worried, cocked her head as though listening to something I couldn’t hear.  She stared at me, then at the statue, then at me again.  She frowned and took her mother’s hand.  Fiery sparks crackled around them for a moment as power moved from goddess to idol to priestette to priestess.  I don’t know why Sparky did it that way, but I’m sure she had her reasons.  It worked, at least, and Tianna’s whole body glowed like the sun behind a cloud. 
 
    My granddaughter opened her eyes.  Her color was better and she took the first deep breath I’d seen so far.  She immediately rolled onto her side and coughed, spraying bloody foam. 
 
    “I wasn’t done with the blood in her lungs!” I shouted, waving a fist at the statue.  Sparky made no reply, but Tianna’s hair flickered, deep down in the curling red.  The flickering spread like fire through a forest, igniting everything in a matter of moments.  Her color improved markedly and her eyes shone with an inner light.  It lasted only a minute, then faded away. 
 
    I helped Tianna sit up.  Tymara climbed up on the altar to sit on her lap and hold her mother.  I didn’t.  I thought that might be pushing it.  I did put armored arms around them, though, as I stood there beside the altar. 
 
    I also promised myself a reckoning. 
 
    I don’t do well with losing people I love.  I spent decades in a depressed funk after losing Bronze.  I do only slightly better with nearly losing people.  I get angry instead of depressed.  You’d think I’d be used to it by now.  I’m not. 
 
    An enlightened soul—which I am not—would unflinchingly accept death as a natural part of life.  Everything dies, sooner or later.  Even as an immortal, I will eventually experience a death, a permanent one.  That, at least, I accept.  It doesn’t mean I want to.  Nor does it mean I want to experience the death of loved ones. 
 
    Killing me is one thing.  Killing people I care about is worse.  My own death I’ll cope with.  I’m not so good at others’. 
 
    I could have meditated on my anger and frustration forever, but there were formalities to be observed.  I looked up at the statue again. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Sparky still didn’t reply, but I didn’t expect her to. 
 
    When Tianna and Tymara settled down, I helped them off the altar and sat them down to talk.  Tymara insisted on being held.  I accommodated her, soot-covered armor and all, since her mother was still shaky and weak. 
 
    “All right, explain,” I began.  “What happened here?” 
 
    “I was talking with a young man.  He wanted to know if we could come to his house to tend his ailing mother.  We do that, sometimes, if they’re so sick they can’t be moved.  While we talked, I got up to pour a drink—” 
 
    “He stabbed momma in the back!” Tianna shrieked, her hair blazing yellow.  “He put a knife in my momma!” 
 
    “I recall,” Tianna agreed, dryly.  “I felt it like a blow and I suddenly couldn’t catch my breath.  My knees buckled and I fell.  I think I hit my head.” 
 
    “It’s a hazard of being a public figure and dealing with people off the street.  You’re getting guards.” 
 
    “I do not want them.” 
 
    “Did I ask what you wanted?” 
 
    “No, but the Temple—” 
 
    I held up a finger to silence her and addressed the statue of Sparky. 
 
    “There will be guards for the Temples of Flame.  We’re not—I’m not—going to let this happen again.  You can draw them from the fire-faithful or they can lurk like shadows in the corners.  It’s up to you.”  I turned to Tianna again.  “Discuss it with her some other time.  Back to the fact you were stabbed.” 
 
    “Very well, Grandfather.  Yes, I was stabbed.  I fell.  I’m not sure what happened after that.” 
 
    I ducked my head lower to meet Tymara’s eyes.  I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I was scared,” she admitted, her hair dimming.  “I was mad.  I broke your hairband, provus.” 
 
    “I guessed.  It’s absolutely okay, sweetheart.  I’ll get you a new one.” 
 
    “After the burning, I tried to help momma, but I don’t know about putting people together.  It’s hard.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I agreed.  “But I think you did help, at least a little.  You helped enough,” I assured her, “so she was still alive when I arrived.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I almost burned you.” 
 
    “You what?” Tianna asked, surprised. 
 
    “It was a misunderstanding,” I said, quickly.  “A guy in armor burst into the room while she was crying over you.  I might have reacted in a similar fashion.  It’s okay.” 
 
    Tianna touched my armor, running fingertips over the black surface.  They came away stained with soot.  She wrinkled her nose at the stink. 
 
    “I didn’t know your armor could be damaged,” she observed.  It was news to me.  Maybe the Knights of Shadow have more of a reputation than I know. 
 
    “I think,” I added, “Tymara did very much the right thing.  The only thing she could have done better was to run and get help.  As it stands, she did marvelously.  Didn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, she did,” Tianna agreed.  Tymara smiled a little.  I was glad to see it. 
 
    “All I did was a little basic healing and bring the two of you out to the altar.  After that, it was Sp—it was the Mother of Flame’s job.  I’m glad we got you two sorted.”  Then—only then!—did a terrible premonition land on me.  Maybe I’m too focused, sometimes.  Maybe I’m just a bad person.  “Now I have to make sure the Queen and the Royal Family are all alive and well.  Then I have to put on my Demon King hat for a while.” 
 
    “You have a hat made out of the Demon King?” Tymara asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “It’s an expression.  I have to wear a hat that makes people think I’m the Demon King.  It’s not made of him.  It just makes me look like him.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Grandfather?” Tianna asked, laying a hand on my forearm.  “Please don’t do anything…” she trailed off, not sure how to finish the sentence.  I gently lifted her soot-stained hand and kissed the back of it. 
 
    “I have to go.” 
 
    “I—I don’t want… I wish…” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    I passed Tymara to Tianna and Bronze nuzzled Tymara for a moment, making her giggle.  We walked away, heading for the street.  The crowds saw us coming and cleared a path before we even reached the line of city guards doing crowd control.  As we passed the guards and the nearest one spoke up. 
 
    “Majesty?  What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “For now?  Keep the Priestesses of Flame safe and protected at all times, at all costs.  Stop anyone who tries to hurt them.  If anyone tries to hurt them and lives, make sure they stay alive in my personal dungeon.  Don’t let them escape by dying.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire!” 
 
    We galloped up the Kingsway, into the mountain, and down to the scrying room.  On the way, I shot a thought skyward. 
 
    What the hell is going on?  I demanded. 
 
    I’m trying to figure that out, my altar ego replied.  I’m not all-knowing, remember?  And the Boojum has been raising a royal rhubarb up here about still being restricted when there is clearly a holy war on against his followers!  I’ve been busy and distracted! 
 
    Maybe that was his whole purpose in raising that rhubarb! 
 
    Maybe! 
 
    Couldn’t you have told me people were being assassinated? 
 
    While you were standing near a bunch of mortals who don’t dare do anything to you?  Is that safe? 
 
    I had to admit, he had a point.  At night, it might be more of a problem, but I could see his point.  I hated to admit it, just as I hated the fact it was a valid concern. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, aloud.  “How’d you know I needed to be at the Temple of Flame?” 
 
    Sparky.  She told me to get you over there.  She didn’t want to tell me why.  I think she’s a bit jealous that I have you in the world. 
 
    “Well, if you’re not too busy now, could you please take a look for any spikes in the world indicating the deaths of fanatical assassins martyring themselves for the greater glory of the Lord of Light?” 
 
    Yes… I think I can.  I’ve rested and your whirligig prayer wheels have been helpful.  I’ll give it a shot. 
 
    Bronze and I made it to my scrying room while he checked things over.  I have no idea how that works, but I don’t think I care too much.  Maybe it’s the equivalent of an energy-state search engine.  I’m not sure I want him to explain it to me.  I have other things to think about. 
 
    Okay, I think I’ve got a report for you. 
 
    “Lay it on me, big guy.” 
 
    There were a dozen or so assassins.  They went after quite a few random kids, most of them from your body’s days as the Demon King, I think.  One tried for T’yl and wounded him badly, but it never pays to underestimate a magician.  In the Royal Family, they tried for both Lissette and Liam.  Lissette is fine, but Liam’s wounded.  They dealt with the poison and the wound, so they’re confident he’ll pull through.  Dantos, fortunately, was in the middle of working out with a practice sword when the appointed time or signal or whatever came around.  The assassin tried for him anyway and failed to so much as touch him.  Dantos beat him to death almost by accident.  Bob was also a target, but assassinating elves is like trying to catch a bird by sprinkling salt on the tailfeathers.  Someone also threw a bucket of water on Amber, but that sure as hell didn’t end well for him—my guess is they didn’t have any other ideas on how to kill her. 
 
    My language is not something I wish to repeat here.  I’m not proud of it. 
 
    “—the damned Church of Light!” I finished. 
 
    I understand and I’m totally with you on this. 
 
    “If the Church of Light gets to use assassins so casually, I ought to have an assassin corps, myself!” 
 
    I bet the Knights of Shadow would be only too willing.  Those guys are killing machines. 
 
    “Yes, but they stand out.  Even out of their armor, they’re huge.” 
 
    That does present a problem, he mused.  Well, you could always ask Bob.  I bet the elves would do a fantastic job. 
 
    “The idea makes my skin crawl.” 
 
    If I had skin, mine would, too.  Let’s table that thought.  I have bigger issues for you to consider. 
 
    “Bigger?” I repeated.  “The Boojum targeted everyone I give much of a damn about!  He went after people on the basis of whether or not it would hurt me!  Even the random kids you mentioned—I may not know any of them, but they’re still my kids, in a weird sort of way.  That’s the only reason they were singled out for murder!” 
 
    And the current Lord of Light is arguing that since he can’t fully commune with his followers, he can’t call off the assassins.  This is all the humans’ idea, not his.  I want to punch him in his glowing, smug face.  It’s like he planned all of this for the sanctions.  If I stop arguing to continue the sanctions and let him loose on the world again, he can call off the assassins and the crusade and whatnot. 
 
    “Keep blocking him.  The last thing I need is another god active in the field.  I’ll deal with his humans.” 
 
    It scares me when you use that tone with the word “humans.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t.  You’re not one.” 
 
    Okay, I’m scared for them.  Is that better? 
 
    “You should be.  Now I’ve got to put you on hold.  I want to makes some calls.” 
 
    I spent a few minutes on the mirror with Lissette, being reassured of the health and well-being of both her and her children.  Nobody tried for the other kids in the Royal Family—only Liam.  It’s like they weren’t interested in anyone not directly descended from me, the bastards. 
 
    “As long as everyone is okay, or going to be,” I decided.  “Still got that iron crown with the rubies in it?” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed.  The implication hit her like a brick.  Her eyes widened and her face went white.  “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  All options are on the table.  I am angry, Lissette.  I haven’t decided what I’m going to do, but I can’t sit still for this.  It’s not that I won’t.  I can’t.  Someone, something, is going to suffer my wrath, and I’m not sure what it’s going to cost.” 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “With the wrath?” 
 
    “No.  Can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  In a couple of hours, the sun will go down.  I’m hoping I calm down by then because anything alive within a hundred yards of me might not be safe.  I want you right where you are, far away from me, because I won’t risk you being anywhere near what might be an awful fit of temper.” 
 
    “I… I understand, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Please don’t call me that.” 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, of course.  I’m sorry… husband.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths.  Rage and fear and fury… now a sharp current of nostalgia and longing and wistfulness… 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied.  I blew her a kiss because that’s the sort of thing you do in moments like that.  I cut the connection and called Seldar. 
 
    “Sire!” 
 
    “How fares Zhoka?” 
 
    “Poorly.  We have ceased the bombardment for now.  Theizar, the general currently in charge, has offered to parley and negotiate terms.  As a sign of his sincerity, he has delivered fourteen captive priests to us.” 
 
    “Good.  Treat the general respectfully and kindly—the priests, less so.  This may be the last city to get the option of surrendering.  I’m not sure what I want to do and I have some thinking ahead of me.” 
 
    “As you say, Sire.  May I ask what called you back so suddenly to the city?  Vios?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s Vios, now, in the Kingdom of Karvalen. The Church of Light has sent a dozen or more agents to assassinate anyone they think is important to me.” 
 
    “Ah,” he agreed, nodding. “This must be what the messages from Master Direnias, prophates of the Lord of Light, meant by the wrath of his god.” 
 
    “Probably. I don’t think he understands the true meaning of the word ‘wrath,’ though.” 
 
    “Do you wish me to return?” 
 
    “No. You guys see to the cleansing of Zhoka. That should take a day or two. By then I’ll have a decision.” 
 
    “May I ask what you contemplate?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Seldar blinked at me for a moment. It’s seldom, if ever, I simply give him a short, sharp answer. He eventually bowed his head in acceptance. 
 
    “What else may I do for you, my King?” 
 
    “Send a messenger to me with my bow. And some arrows. Send him to my scrying room. Other than that, no. That will be all. I do not wish to be disturbed. I’ll call you when I’m ready.” 
 
    “Is it permitted for him to take the Kingsway?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I shall dispatch our swiftest rider,” he assured me. 
 
    I closed the mirror connection and thought for a while. Okay, I seethed for a while. When they killed Bronze, it took half the heart out of me. I didn’t have enough left to be as… as… Well, let’s say they were lucky I didn’t have the capacity to fully feel my rage. This was different. I was angry. Bronze was angry. Firebrand was a little miffed, at least. I’m pretty sure my cloak was a least annoyed. And my altar ego, of course, was as upset as only a celestial being can be. 
 
    I pulled out my phone. 
 
    “Diogenes?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor?” 
 
    “Please bring up a map on the sand table. I want the whole of the Church-dominated lands in view. Best fit, please.” 
 
    Sand as fine as dust danced like mad for several seconds. When it settled into its final configuration, there was a lovely replica of some of the southern parts of the outer continent. I touched various places on the map, highlighting them with an aura of red dust, counting as I went. 
 
    Forty-three cities and towns, including the capitols, Salacia and Iyner. Seven major cities, six regular cities, and thirty towns, large and small. There were far more villages, but I didn’t care about those. Total population in the highlighted urban centers, well over a million, possibly as much as two million. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    What are you thinking? 
 
    “Can’t you tell?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    It’s too dark in there. 
 
    “Then you don’t want to know.” 
 
    ...okay. 
 
    I sat there, alone with my thoughts, not yet ready to feel. I’ve had a piece of wood driven through my heart. This felt much the same, only colder. The coldness was a part of me, like Arctic brine in my blood, chilling it down to a frozen stillness. Yet, at the same time, my blood was hot in my veins, trying to boil out through my skin, setting my head and hands on fire. 
 
    I fished around in my pockets and took out the iridium circle I used as an assassination tool. I turned it over and over in my hands, considering it. 
 
    I wanted to kill something. 
 
    I really wanted to kill something. 
 
    I held up the ring and regarded forty-three circles on the map through it. Bronze snorted a brief flicker of flame and stomped a smoking hoofprint into the stone floor. Whatever I decided, she would back me up on it and not give it a second thought. However, if there was a vote, hers was for stomping things. 
 
    There are millions of people languishing under the rule of the Church of Light, I reflected. If my knights invade, one way or the other, there is going to be mass slaughter and death. Unless… 
 
    I dug out my pocket mirror and called Seldar. He answered immediately. Torvil and Kammen weren’t in view, but I wasn’t fooled. Seldar was inside a pavilion tent and the light from the open tent flap threw their massive shadows into view. No doubt they were in consultation when I called. 
 
    “Sire,” he said, and bowed. 
 
    “Do you have a way to rescue a million people from their forced addiction to the Church of Light?” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty. I do not.” 
 
    “Do you have a way to rescue one?” 
 
    “It is with deep regret, Master of Wrath, that I admit I have not yet gained such knowledge.” 
 
    I disconnected the call. I turned my pocket mirror over and over in my hands, thinking, and finally put it aside. I toyed with the enchanted frame, looking through it at the sand table again, still thinking. 
 
    They say death cures everything. I don’t know who says it, but they have a point. 
 
    If my knights press on into more and more devoted territory, we’re going to encounter more and more difficult defenses, larger masses of human waves, more stubborn—or addicted—noblemen, and more influential clergy. H’zhad’Eyn is the tutorial, the ride with training wheels. We’re going to start rapidly losing men. I’m pleasantly surprised we didn’t have any fatalities in the cleansing of Zhoka, in fact, but things can only get worse. 
 
    What should I do? Should I be leading the army? Should I leave it to Seldar? Should I call up the forces of the Eastrange and send them to join the Knights of Shadow? 
 
    The forces of shadow and darkness fighting the light, yeah, that has its appeal, but these men are good men, honorable men. I’m sure they’re willing to die for a cause—please tell me they’re not willing to die for me—and they will eagerly stand against tyranny, resist oppression, and adhere to all the chivalric do-goodery that goes with it. 
 
    I could preserve their lives by taking more direct action, though. 
 
    But at what cost? 
 
    Would I be helping them? Would I be stopping the spread of evil? Would I be defending the world against this plague that steals the free will right out of a person’s head? 
 
    Or would it be my rage and revenge? Because, hot and cold as I am, I want my revenge. I want the moving force behind the assassins—a prophates, a deveas, possibly a whole council of high-ranking clergy—to suffer. But I can settle for killing them. 
 
    My motives are not pure. It might not seem as though motive matters, but it does. At least, inside my head and heart, where the tiny, blackened, stained and tarnished thing I laughingly call my soul resides. 
 
    How much of me is the Demon King? I don’t know. All he was, I am, but I am more than him.  Nonetheless, all I can think of at this moment is an arrowhead weighs somewhere around an ounce. Call it thirty grams, give or take a couple grams on a per-arrow basis. Suitably converted, thirty grams turns into several terajoules… or, in common units, somewhat over six hundred kilotons. 
 
    As I sit here and stare at forty-three potential targets of mass destruction, I wonder if I’m going to destroy them. 
 
    I bounce back and forth in my reflections on destruction. I wonder if I dare, then I wonder if I care. I wonder, because I am already a monster. I know it. I’ve accepted it. I acknowledge it. But if I do this, what will this make me? What is worse than a monster? Or are there only different degrees of monster? How far down the scale of monstrosity can I go? How far down will I go? 
 
    Forty-three steps, perhaps. 
 
    What am I going to do? 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    Meditation 
 
      
 
    The pieces are all in place. The stage is set. I look back on myself, knowing what I will decide. Will another course be better? If I choose once and it ends in disaster, who is to say another way will not be worse? 
 
    I seldom look back and meditate on the past. It is over; it is done. There is nothing but the now—what is and what is yet to come. I am not who I was. I am not yet who I will be. It is not the changes already wrought within my soul that make me tremble. 
 
    Fear of the future has always been with me. 
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