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Men judge generally more by the eye than by the hand, for everyone can see and few can feel. Every one sees what you appear to be, few really know what you are.

   — Niccolò Machiavelli

  

  


 

   
   Prologue

    

   Why am I telling you this?

   Because someone should know, and I don’t count.

   The story of me is scattered among all the people I have ever known.  No, it is scattered among all who have ever known me.  None of these are all the truth.  They are guesses, estimations, opinions, and lies—and many of the lies are mine.

   I lie about as much as anyone, I suppose, but I am especially talented at the lies I tell myself.  If you have paid attention, you have doubtless seen many examples.

   Yet, buried in the lies I tell—thinking them facts—perhaps there are some fragments, some shards of that most elusive of all treasures, the Truth.  Enough, perhaps, for a clever mind to sift them from the dross of my thoughts and assemble them, piecewise, into something that might pass for objective reality.  But only if the lights are kept dim and no one tries to touch it.

   Is the truth whatever we believe?  In a limited sense, belief can define truth.

   What I believe may also be discovered, although any relationship to truth is questionable.  I have a nasty habit of being wrong.

   As for any other bits of broken truth, shattered dream, gems of wisdom, or worthless drivel you may find, please remember that, for whatever reason, some force in your universe chose you to be the reader of this diary.  You were selected to be a home for the memories that make up who I am.  If I am gone, you are the place where I may yet remain, living on in your thoughts and feelings.  I hope I am not too inconvenient a guest.

   I often wonder about immortality.  It has been said a person lives for as long as a memory remains.  In a blind, mechanistic, uncaring universe, we live only as long as someone remembers us.  But I have seen universes that seem to live and breathe with a strange sort of vitality—neither blind nor uncaring.  There, every soul is as immortal as the world itself, for such a world remembers even when men forget.

   Undead or no, I find that oddly comforting.  Something will remember me even after my inevitable demise.  After all, everything must end.  Even a story.

   Although… perhaps not today.

   





   





Basement

    

   It feels weird to be inside my own head like this.  I—if I may use the pronoun—“I” feel weird.  I feel disjointed, dissociated, fragmented… as though I am a puzzle, trying to assemble myself.  There are pieces missing and no box top to guide me.  I know who I am and how I got here, but there’s something more, somewhere, and I’m not sure what it is.

   It’s hard to concentrate on abstract concepts when I’ve got running to do.

   On the other hand, I’ve given a lot of thought to the word, “basement.”  “Base,” as in the foundation, and “ment,” as in “mental.”  The mental foundation.  The foundation of the mind.  That is obviously not the real derivation of the world, but it’s oddly appropriate at the moment.

   Mine’s full of garbage and unpleasant Things.  I should know.  I’m stuck down here.

   Lopsided and gutted buildings give the landscape a drunken look as they lean at odd, uncertain angles.  They seem distorted, somehow, making perspective a subjective thing and given to rapid, unpredictable changes.  Small fires burn fitfully, throwing patches of light and shadow into dancing alleys of not-quite-there surreality.  Smells of smoke and decay drift through the darkness like ghosts of old memories drawn from under houses and forgotten cellars.  Bits of broken things—lost toys, old cars, fractured dreams—litter the cracked and sunken streets.  A stream of something dark and acrid slops, gutter-like, down the middle of a ruined street.  The occasional ripples have nothing to do with anything on the surface.

   I like my study much better.  This place is a nightmare.

   Yes.  A nightmare.  How apt.  Where else do nightmares come from, if not from this rusted, blasted place, a rotted slice of lukewarm Hell?

   Of course, no Hell is complete without the damned.  I’ve seen little things emerge from cracks and crevices, some as small as scuttling beetles, some as large as rats.  They come out by the hundreds, perhaps by the thousands, wherever I pass, following me, licking at the bloody prints of my bare and bloodied feet.

   I don’t dare glance back.  I can hear the skittering and pattering of tiny feet and tiny claws, sometimes hear the lapping and slurping as they lick at my bloody footprints.  That is more than sufficient.  I don’t want to see them.

   I don’t want to see the ghostly, nebulous figure of an unborn baby boy, either.  But it’s there, hauntingly present, always behind me, following me like a balloon.  Sometimes I can lose it, temporarily, but it always finds its way to me.  Whenever I think I’ve lost it for good, it floats up behind me and makes a gurgling wail, a skin-crawling, nerve-wracking sound, and attracts scuttling things.

   Other apparitions actively chase me as I run naked through the ruins.  There’s a man, for example.  He’s a little taller than me, a little more broad-shouldered.  He looks like me, but with a more chiseled jaw, and eyes that flash with charm and humor.  He’s immaculate.  He smiles at me, always understanding how I’ve failed to live up to my potential.  He’s perfect—so perfect, he magnanimously forgives me for being a failure by comparison.  And yet, he won’t leave me alone, either

   Another problematic figure is the fiery lady.  A giant made of bloody flames, she laughs as she stomps after me, leaving footprints full of sullen, greasy fire.  She carries the remains of a child in her left hand and occasionally pulls pieces from the charred corpse to eat them, crunchingly.  She’s not fast; she can’t catch me.  She shows up unexpectedly, like an incendiary bomb, and always when I least expect it.  Then I have to run from her as fast as I can.  She’s too powerful to face.

   And then there are the harpies, swooping down whenever they find me, defecating and shrieking.  Their bodies and faces are familiar, but twisted—cruel, angry, evil versions of the women I love.  They dive at me, screaming epithets, accusations, remonstrations, blame.  Sasha screams about how I am unworthy; Shada demands to know why I didn’t save her; Tort always shrieks the question of why couldn’t I love her.  As they dive, sometimes one or another will swipe at me with slimy talons, forcing me to duck, driving me to the ground.

   I am filthy, covered in the muck and grime of a lifetime of regrets, anxieties, fears… What are the deadly sins?  Avaritia, gula, ira, invidia, superbia, vanagloria… have I forgotten some?  Surely I have.  But whether I remember their names or not, they’re here.  Oh, yes; they lurk around every corner, spring forth from every shadow, and wear my most terrible memories like masks made from the skins of corpses.

   Nothing will let me sleep.  Even when I slip down narrow alleys, shake whatever pursues me at the moment, endure the burning of the foul waters on my bloodied feet, and leave no tracks to a hiding-place, I can only rest.  There is no sleep in nightmare.

   Then something finds me again and I run.  It’s hard to stay hidden for long.  Some of the things in the depths of my mind never come out into the light.  They lurk in the darkness inside gutted buildings, scrabble in the deeper shade between a wall and a leaning billboard.  And they watch.  Always, they watch, with eyes that reflect the guttering fires with a sickly, yellow gleam.

   Freud was wrong.  Perhaps he would say I am a dethroned Superego trapped in a dream of the Ego and the Id.  It’s not that simple.  If there were only three of us, I might reach some sort of accommodation, some sort of balance or agreement.  I have a million adversaries hunting me and haunting me, all spread through the landscape of my forgotten unconscious, all wanting to punish me for creating them, or for allowing them to be created.

   Perhaps I’m the one who’s wrong.  Maybe they want more time, a greater sense of self and self-control, of independence.  I don’t know.  They may be parts of my mind, pieces of me and my thoughts—those little voices that urge me to do or think things I choose not to do.  If so, I still don’t understand them.

   “Know thyself” has taken on a whole new meaning.

   Got to run; my demons are catching up to me.

   





   





Basement Two

    

   Here’s a thought.  Am I running for my life?  Or am I running for my sanity?  Or am I already insane?

   Goodness, but I ask tough questions.

   If I’m mad, what am I running for?  If I’m sane, I certainly know what I’m running from.

   Wait.  Back up.  If I’m sane, what am I running from?  A sane man, almost by definition, understands his own mental problems and overcomes them.  Well, maybe he doesn’t understand them, but he’s aware of them and deals with them.  I mean, I know I’m a self-centered, insecure, self-righteous jerk.  I have problems with expressing how I feel and I tend to be somewhat reactionary.  I also have a badly distorted self-image, which pretty much assures that I don’t know what I’m talking about when I talk about myself.  There’s a nice paradox.  There are a hundred other things which might be regarded as part and parcel of a deeply flawed character, none of which I care to address.  How many have you got?

   Is that my trouble?  Is running through the darkened wastelands of my mind a metaphor for denial?  Ask me again when I feel like facing my fears.

   Another question.  How long can I keep running?  If I am avoiding facing my darker aspects—a not-unreasonable course, I think, if the Black Copy is still empowering them—how long will that work?  And am I getting anything out of it?

   I suspect my darker self isn’t paying me much attention.  The trapdoor hasn’t opened, at least not that I’ve noticed.  The original mob that seized me and dragged me down dispersed once the door slammed shut.  I don’t know if that cut off his influence or if he lost interest, and that’s a serious point in any plans I might make.

   Besides, there are other things demanding his attention.  He’s got an immortal body to play with and a kingdom to rule.  

   And Tort.

   And Amber.

   And Tianna.

    

   Suddenly, I’m in a hurry.  I have to do something about this besides bide my time.  My granddaughter—and a lot of other people, yes, fine; she’s the one who inspired my sudden hurry—is out there in the world and thinks I’m still driving my body.  That thing is driving my body around and nobody knows it!  He’s all the things that make me a monster, but amplified and with all restraint removed.

   I don’t want him anywhere near anybody I love.

   I have to get out of here.

   No, I put that badly.

   I’m getting out of here.

   





   





Basement, Too

    

   Ever tried to break out of the basement of your subconscious mind?  It’s not easy.  I wonder if coma patients ever go through this sort of thing.

   I’ve been scavenging a bit among the trash and litter of the city landscape.  Some wire and some remnants of old tires make pretty good sandals; my feet feel better about running, at least.  I’ve also found a few bits of metal—a length of rusty pipe and a jagged bit of something.  I used a broken piece of concrete to scrape the jagged metal into a serviceable shiv.  Nothing to wear, yet, but I keep hoping to find something—an old trash bag would do.  I don’t like running around naked, not even in my imagination.

   I’m doing less running and more searching.  This is the junkpile of my mind, presumably the place everything goes when I stop paying attention to it.  Somewhere down here are bright things, good things.  There have to be.  Didn’t I call up a butler?  A teacher?  A warrior spirit?  There have to be more aspects to my personality than the dark and terrible things pursuing me.

   Don’t there?

   Are they buried under masses of evil thoughts and ugly feelings, unable to join with me?  Or are they already part of me?  Could I be the sole representation of all the good pieces of my self?  I certainly don’t feel like everything good, noble, and righteous.  If this is all I have in the way of decent bits, it does not encourage me to think of myself as a good person.

   I keep searching.  Occasionally, I crush smaller things if they get too close.  If it fits under a foot and sniffs around in range, I stomp it into the ground.  Interestingly, these things crush like a sand sculpture.  They resist being crushed, at first, then crunch underfoot.  The bodies turn to powder and blow away.  I’m not sure if that means they’re insignificant, utterly annihilated, or simply re-forming elsewhere.

   Here’s another thought.  If I’m facing my mental demons—admittedly, tiny ones—and occasionally crushing one into nonexistence, does this count as psychotherapy?  Maybe I am crazy, and fighting my inner demons is how I get more sane—by asserting my conscious dominance over my subconscious fears and baser urges.  Or, maybe I’m destroying pieces of my mind and going crazy.

   Is there a psychiatric doctor in the house?

   





   





Basement, Still

    

   Today I found an unusual structure.

   Wait, back up again.  When I say, “today,” I mean I found it recently.  I have no idea how long I’ve been running, scavenging, searching, and intermittently slaying.  I can’t regard the progress of time by the days; there are no days, only darkness.  I can’t even count days by the times I sleep; I don’t sleep here, even when I try.  For all I know, this whole experience is only an instant out in the physical world.  By the same token, my personal psychodrama could be dragging on slowly while centuries pass.

   So let’s just say I found an unusual structure.

   The thing is a giant head.  It puts me in mind of a Greek statue of Hercules I once saw in a museum, only this one is huge, masonry, and buried up to the jaw.  Fitted stones interlock to form the thing, and what I can see of it is about forty feet tall.  There was no door to be found, but I managed to climb up and wiggle in through an ear.  The entire space was empty, hollow; I’m still not sure what holds it all together.  Far up, the holes of the eyes are like windows, letting in a faint trace of light from one of the trash-fires outside.  I had the place to myself.

   For the first time in forever, I had someplace to sit down and really rest.  I did.  It was really quite nice.  I don’t recall the last time I enjoyed sitting down so much.

   Naturally, this acted like a magnet on everything unpleasant.  Or like a dinner bell.

   I felt a bit rested when the first of them showed up.  They were mostly small things, like mutated crabs and scorpions.  They scrambled in through the ears, two, three, four at a time.  I got to my feet and started stomping; it was either that or try climbing to the eyes, and the flapping sounds outside told me the harpies were back.  There was also the crimson light of fiery hatred shining in through the eyes; she has her uses, I suppose.

   The problem with a space with limited entrances is the limited exits.  Anything hard to get into is hard to get out of.  Point for future reference.  You’d think I’d know better than to try and maintain a fixed address by now.  All it does is let everything know where to find me.

   Things crunched under my tire-sandals as I danced around—sort of a cross between ballet and clog-dancing.  I made sure stomping anything with a stinger was a priority; I didn’t want to crush something and get stung by a neighbor.  That helped, but I still had to whack a couple of crablike things with the pipe to dislodge them from my toes.  That hurt, but it was better than letting them stay.

   How many?   I don’t know.  A few hundred?  A thousand, maybe?  I was busy doing the Panicked Pogo Stick Stomp and I didn’t keep count.

   Finally, when I settled down again, I evaluated at the carnage.  Black powder was everywhere, slowly sinking into the floor and vanishing.  I wondered what it meant.

   Then a harpy dive-bombed one of the eye openings and sent in a shit-missile.  It splattered everywhere and I could hear the raucous laughter outside.

   Wrath—Ira—is one of the sins.  I remember that.  At that moment, though, I didn’t much care.

   I wriggled out through an ear and stood there, eyeballing the circling flock of foul-smelling things.  The distorted faces of women I have cared about sneered and screeched at me.  The one with Tort’s face dove at me, talons out.

   That’s not Tort, I realized.  That’s some monster that’s using her face—that dares to use her face.

   Instead of ducking, I dealt that face a two-handed blow with my length of pipe.  The harpy came to an abrupt halt in mid-swoop and fell to the ground, stunned.  I hit it again, cracking the skull, before I stepped on its throat and put my makeshift knife into its left eye.

   It shuddered and quit, crumbling to a fine, black powder.

   Everything else scattered.  The flaming figure went out; the handsome man faded back into the shadows, and the other harpies screamed and shrieked as they flapped away, shedding greasy feathers.  I watched them go, wondering.

   Is that all it takes?  To make the choice?  To stand instead of flee?  To be brave instead of cowardly?  Or is it a case where finally getting angry was the right thing to do?

   Yoda would be so disappointed in me.  Malcolm X might not.  I’m not sure how I feel about that.

   I crawled back into my head to rest and think.

    

   I’m living in an extended phantasmagoria of psychological metaphors.  I know that, because I can follow along my personal timeline, point by point, for how I got here.  I grabbed a demonic spirit with my tendrils and gave it a free ride into my being.

   Important note:  never try to eat a demon’s soul.  They aren’t food; they’re competition.  Trying to pull a demon’s essence in through one’s soul-devouring tendrils works entirely too well.  They treat it like an open door and come right in.  This is not considered an optimal outcome by anyone except the demon, who will then fight you for the driver’s seat at the very least.

   Within the structure of my mental creations, there’s one real way out of this basement: stairs up to a trapdoor in the floor of my mental study.  My mental study, of course, is a conscious construct for where my personal concept of self is supposed to be.  It’s kind of like the bridge on a ship.  Everything is controlled from there.  Or, if not controlled, at least that’s where the central coordination happens.

   If I’m going to get out of here, I need to find the stairs, force the door, and somehow manage to defeat a double or triple dose of my own darker nature.  My Evil Twin is already much stronger than any of my own inner demons should be—or, perhaps, it’s a more cohesive and organized bundle of them.  It can also call up all of my own inner darkness through a process of affinity or correspondence.  That’s what got me dragged down here in the first place.

   I don’t know if killing off his potential allies is, in the long term, a good thing for my sanity or not.  But if I’m going to stand a chance of breaking out and beating him, I have to cut down on his reinforcements.

   I’ve been hunted long enough.

   





   





In My Head

    

   If I were trying to run from things, I would abandon this position and keep moving.  As it is, I’ve decided to stay.  The unpleasant things come to me and I kill them.  They crumble and blow away, or the dusty remains diffuse into the ground.  I don’t think I’ve seen any of those again.  I know I haven’t seen the Tort-harpy again; the rest of them seem more cautious about approaching.  The handsome fellow is hanging around, but he doesn’t crawl in after me.  The fiery figure merely looks in through one or the other of the head’s eyes once in a while.  As for the ghost of my unborn son, it sort of floats around outside the head without actually doing anything—aside from being a reminder.

   I’m scavenging materials and my equipment has improved.  I now have a spear to go with my club and my knife.  If I can find some decent lengths of wire, I think I’ll have a serviceable bow.  Then we’ll see how much longer the harpies keep dropping crap on me.  Maybe I’ll even figure out a way to kill a giant, fiery hatred.  The thought pleases me greatly.

   The ruins have also provided some other goodies, most notably the remains of clothing.  Being naked annoys me, but sometimes I’m stuck with it.  Not anymore!  I’m at the height of homeless haute couture.

   I’ve also had a chance to sit and experiment with spells.

   In my headspace, up there among the conscious portions of my brain, I can build a spell and watch it work in a sort of conceptual virtual reality.  I can even cast spells in my mental study to affect things in my mental study—my memory-searching spell leaps to mind.  With sufficient effort, I can even cast spells on my body without leaving my headspace.  It therefore seems reasonable I can cast spells down here in the basement, too.

   Yes and no.

   Fundamentally, magic is the art of using one’s will to alter the world.  In low-magic environments, such as, for example, Brooklyn, this has minimal effect; there simply isn’t enough magic to allow reality to be altered in any macro-scale fashion.  Microscopic or quantum scale?  Maybe.

   As an aside—and I may have mentioned this before—I wonder if magic is less of an energy and more of a quality.  High-magic universes may simply be more susceptible to alterations by an act of will rather than containing a mysterious “magical energy.”  Psychologically, we may treat it as another form of energy in order to focus the will and define the change.  Or magic could be an energy like any other, with a spectrum rotated ninety degrees from all the existing ones.  Frankly, I’m not sure how to tell the difference between quantum instability and additional spectra.  At least, not from where I’m sitting.

   Here in my lower brain, there does appear to be magic.  At least, I can alter some things by an act of will.  The usual patterns of spells, however, appear to be ineffective.  I draw diagrams and they seem dead.  I chant and the words fall flat.  I gesture and there are no trails of power following my fingers.  It’s like there is no magic to work with.

   On the other hand, since I was without functional spell-based tools, I eventually fell back on the most primitive of methods: staring and concentrating.

   I should have tried that first.  It’s my mind, after all, and I’m concentrating on some small portion of it in here.  In hindsight, it’s obvious.  I can, to a limited extent, choose what to think.  So what I have to deal with inside my own head is, fundamentally, mine.  As for how much conscious control I can exert over unconscious elements… well, that’s another story.

   While I can’t simply gesture a staircase into existence as I did in my study, I can generate small-but-useful effects.  My makeshift clothes are clean, as am I.  My steel-belted radial sandals have changed shape; they fit my feet like slip-on shoes.  Rags have turned into socks.  My weapons are, by slow stages, transforming into better shapes and materials.

   And, perhaps most interesting, I can see things through my eyes.

   It’s not easy, but if I sit still and quiet my thoughts, I get flashes of vision.  Sometimes it’s in the shadowless monochrome of a vampire’s dark vision; sometimes it’s in vibrant, almost painful color.  While I can’t hold the visions for more than a few seconds at a time, these glimpses tell me things.  Not all of them are things I like.

   The Black Copy seems to enjoy being in a healthy body.  He’s been having tons of sex, and not just with Tort and Lissette.  I’ve had repeated glimpses of Malana and/or Malena, and single instances of at least a dozen others.  I don’t know if he’s that charming or if it’s hard to argue with the person they think of as their king.

   Hmm.  That’s my body he’s using.  If he’s sired any children, technically they’re my children.  Awkward.

   There are also a number of non-repeating faces who are having a much less pleasant time.  Generally, they’re busy dying in agony.  I can’t always tell what the circumstances are, though.  Many of them are obvious; being cut in two isn’t ambiguous.  Others are being ripped apart with bare hands—well, taloned hands; the fingernails are like steel blades—or are being subjected to a variety of unpleasant and usually-bloody circumstances.  Maybe they’re criminals being fed to the King; maybe they’re people who had the bad luck to cross him when he was in a bad mood.  Maybe they’re random snacks.

   A number of other scenes have crossed my vision.  I’ve seen several cities.  What might be the grand hall is better furnished.  There seem to be more knights.  We have a sizable army.  There are also flashes of smoke and fire and molten metal.  Things like that.

   As far as I can tell, though, he hasn’t laid eyes on Bronze.  That makes me wonder if I’ve seen her down here.  I think I have, but it’s dark out there and it was both long ago and far away.

   Is she in my mind, looking for me?  Can she be here?  Firebrand is psychic, or telepathic, or something, and I haven’t heard from it.  Bronze is less psychic and more a part of me.  For all I know, she can go anywhere she wants, either physically or otherwise.

   I miss her.

   





   





Extraction

    

   Things are going well.  I venture out of my head, kill some nasty Things, scrounge and scavenge amid the ruins, put out some fires, sort through piles of junk, and generally put another area into a semblance of order.  There’s only so much you can do with piles of rust and garbage, but at least I’ve got the area around my head all laid out neatly.  My neighborhood is still a trash heap, but it’s the difference between a dump and a recycling center.

   Is my OCD showing?  Excuse me.

   I’ve even killed two more harpies—the ones with the faces of Shada and Sasha.  The bow works pretty well, but I’m an indifferent archer.  Shooting them dead on the wing was out of the question.  Bringing one down, on the other hand, just involved persistence and a lot of lost arrows.

   Once I had them on the ground, though, I proved I’m much more proficient with mace and spear.

   The fiery representation of my hatred for the Mother of Flame still shows up unpredictably.  I’ve shot it/her a dozen times, even gotten close enough to ruin a spear by sticking it in her leg.  She doesn’t like any of that, but that doesn’t stop her.  She’s shifted from a pursuing presence to a lurking one, though.  I think she’s afraid to let me get close to her.  She still to shows up unpredictably to mock and distract me, and I put arrows into her for it, for all the good it does.  She just won’t go down.

   Typical.

   Apparently, I can hate more thoroughly than I can fear.  Maybe it’s because I have more reason to hate.  And, since I don’t like hating things, I’ve done a good job repressing it until now.

   The tall, handsome guy is also following me around, but he’s kept his distance ever since I stopped running.  Maybe he has a better instinct for self-preservation than other manifestations.  He needs a good one.  I’m in no mood to take any crap from a psychological personification.  He could probably tell from the glare I shot at him whenever I noticed him in the shadows.  The arrows were probably a clue, too, but he’s fast and he always keeps close to cover.  He’s more resourceful than I am, damn him.

   I was reaching for another arrow while he effortlessly slid around a corner, out of my line of sight.  As I was working up a good glare and wondering if I should waste another arrow, a flame-shrouded wall of metal sliced downward from the blackness above.  It towered straight up into the black sky like a rainbow bridge done in fire and steel, stretching into infinity, wide as a highway.

   The wavy-patterned, flame-shrouded metal rang with a rapid, four-beat clanging, the sound of bells cast from bronze and steel.  A flash of understanding struck me.  Firebrand was the bridge, thrust into this place of thought, and Bronze, a part of my spirit or soul, was coming to get me.

   In that instant, there she was, Bronze, standing sideways on the wall of fiery steel, looking at me.  She turned in place to face upward along the wall and glanced over her shoulder at me.  I wasn’t slow to take the hint; I leaped aboard, fighting my way up to sit astride.  Once I found my seat, everything twisted.  The ground beneath me was now behind me and the flaming steel of the once-vertical wall was now down.  The world was a black wall behind me as we stood on a bridge of steel and fire.

   Bronze took a step forward, snorting jets of spark-shot smoke and leaning into it as though pulling a load.  The world behind us bent, as if it were a sheet being pulled in the middle.  Things of all sorts came out of hiding, staring at us, chattering, clattering, squealing.  I felt something pulling at me, as though I were tied to the ground behind us.

   Bronze took another step, leaning more steeply, greenish lightning playing about her hooves.  The world bent even more, distorted all out of shape.  She grabbed my forearms with her mane, holding me on.  Her tail lashed out as though in a hurricane.  Fire shot from her nostrils.  Things behind us screamed and shrieked as they bent and twisted in the strange ripples and curves of the world itself.

   Bronze took another step, jets of fire roared from her mouth and nose like rockets.  The green lightning gained a hint of blue, arcing and sparking as high as her knees.  Metal screamed on metal, or maybe the scream was Firebrand.

   The world gave way, snapping like an umbrella jerked inside-out, suddenly loose behind us.  We shot away through the fire and into darkness.

    

   I’ve noticed a trend.  When I wake up in pain, it’s significant.  Is that because I remember it better?  I mean, I wake up in bed, warm and comfortable, possibly snuggled up to someone, and I don’t really mention it much.  Do I regard pleasant—or non-unpleasant—wakings as “normal,” or what I hope is normal?  And, hopefully, waking up feeling as though I’ve been run over by a manure truck is unusual?  Or am I a pessimist who remembers all the bad times and painful experiences better than I remember the good times and pleasant experiences?

   This was a bad way to wake up.

   My eyes snapped open.  I heaved in a breath as my heart pounded violently.  I gasped for air, thrashing up into a sitting position while my heart thundered faster.  Hands helped me sit up and someone offered me water.  I sucked up some of the water immediately; I felt hot, immensely hot, deeply feverish.

   “This isn’t right,” someone insisted.  I wasn’t sure who it was.  Everything seemed dim and fuzzy and faint.  Someone dialed down the gain on the world and I wasn’t getting enough signal.  That, or something was seriously amiss with my eyes and ears, along with my heart and lungs.  And my head; the headache was getting worse by the second.

   “He’s on fire,” agreed another voice, the one holding the cup.  I drank off the rest of the water in one draft, then went back to hyperventilating.  I couldn’t seem to get enough air.  Sweat poured off me.

   “Are we sure it’s him?” asked a third voice.

   “I am.”

   “Then what’s wrong?”

   “It could be the shock of the transfer.”

   “Then fix it!”

   “I don’t know how!”

   “I thought you and Tort figured out how to do this!”

   “We did!  But this wasn’t supposed to happen!  He is the only expert!”

   “We have to do something!  He’s dying!”

   I had to agree with that last assessment.  My breathing wasn’t getting any easier; I felt suffocated.  My heart was practically vibrating instead of beating.  I felt hot enough to cook on.  Blood gushed from my nose.

   “How’s his life force?”

   “The body has lots; I’m seeing to it—but it’s coming apart!”

   “We knew that would happen!

   “Not this fast!  We were counting on at least a few hours!”

   “How long?”

   “Minutes.  Maybe seconds!”

   “Get that crystal.  We’ll have to try—”

   I didn’t get to hear what they were going to try.  About that point, I felt a wracking pain in my chest and coughed a red mist into the air.

   My heart ripped open and I died.

    

   Well, okay, my body died.  I found myself floating above it all, contemplating the mess below.  We were all inside a complicated diagram—a six-pointed star with lines connecting each point to all the others, with a central circle for me and lesser circles at each point for the operators.  Just reading the symbols inscribed along the outer edge would take a while; some of them were unfamiliar, and that’s unusual for me.

   The corpse didn’t look like my body, but it was obviously the one I most recently occupied.  Blood soaked the thing as though someone had used it for a mop.  It—he?  I?—had bled from everywhere.  Nose, eyes, ears, even from under the fingernails and the gums.  It might even have started sweating blood before I coughed up the remains of the lungs.  I wondered who he was.

   On the other hand, I felt much better outside the corpse.  True, I was confined inside the circle, but at least I wasn’t burning up a body.  I wondered if that was the usual reaction.  Judging by my own experiments and the commentary during my brief occupation, I didn’t think so.  Was it a problem with me or a problem with the body?  Could the flesh have rejected me the same way it might reject an incompatible organ?

   Of more immediate concern, however, was how long I could stay like this.  People who step outside their flesh have a nasty tendency to come apart at the seams and bleed their energy out.  I didn’t feel uncomfortable, but it might not be something I could easily sense.  A person bleeding to death doesn’t have an internal gauge they can watch, after all.  Depending on the method of departure from the flesh, the spiritual disintegration can be fairly quick or take quite a while.  It all comes down to whether you rip free or carefully step out.

   The three people—the three organic people—down by the corpse seemed familiar.  Their spirits seemed more visible than their flesh, but I blame my state of being for that.  Each was composed of complicated layers of energies, all mixed together and interrelating, but without actually mixing, with the system as a whole surrounded by a faint, shadowy form shaped like a human being.  With some concentration, I could focus on their physical forms and recognize the flesh.

   The fourth person was not an organic life form.  It was a huge, bronze statue of a horse, still smoking slightly from every surface and breathing fire.  That one was more than familiar.  I would recognize her even if I were blind.

   T’yl, in his elf-body, was moderately familiar, but changed; he obviously did some remodeling.  He was taller than most elves, somewhat more heavily built, and he rounded off his ears.

   Tort was still Tort, almost exactly as I recalled her.

   The third person was a teenaged girl with reddish-orange hair; it appeared to be a cloud of fire to my spirit-vision.  As I watched, her gaze swept around the room; her eyes seemed to be orbs of flame.  She smiled up at me when she spotted me.  She waved.  I waved back, noting as I did so that I seemed to retain a shape even in a spirit-form.  Body afterimage?  Or self-image?  Or just the shape of my spirit, like the shape of clay after being pressed into a mold?

   She spoke to Tort and T’yl; I couldn’t hear all that well.  It was similar to being submerged in the bathtub while someone tries to talk to you.

   “It’s all right,” she said.  “Grandpa is hovering over us.”

   Yeah, that’s Tianna.  I thought it might be.  So, a few years went by while I did time in my own head.  At least I wasn’t locked in my basement for eighty-seven years.  This seemed more like six or so, depending.  If this keeps up, a few more comas and they’ll be no worse than having a nap.  That’s encouraging.  Sort of.

   Tort and T’yl looked up.  Neither of them seemed to see me.

   “Is he well?” Tort asked.  “In his disembodied state, he may need to be contained.”

   “I’m not sure the crystal’s big enough,” Tianna replied, casting her brilliant gaze over me.  “He’s…” she searched for a word.  “Big.  Even bigger than I remember.  He was a giant when I was a little girl; I thought it was because I was so small back then.”

   “I know the feeling,” Tort muttered.

   “Regardless,” T’yl interjected, “he may be losing cohesion.  Can you talk with him?”

   “Grandpa?”

   “Yo,” I responded.  She shook her head.

   “I can’t hear him.”

   “But you can see him?  And he can see you?”

   I nodded.  Tianna nodded.

   “Ask him how he… no, ask him if he feels all right,” T’yl instructed.  I nodded again and gave Tianna a thumbs-up.

   “He does.  He can hear you, too.”

   “That’s good.”

   “He’s leaking,” Tianna reported.  I glanced down at myself.  I didn’t see anything wrong.  I looked as I usually do—lean, wiry, and naked as a jaybird.  Apparently, I don’t have a spiritual body-image that includes clothes.  Somehow, I wind up naked far more often than I find comfortable or convenient.  Where’s the Comics Code Authority to preserve my clothes, modesty, and what little dignity I have?

   T’yl dragged the corpse out of the containment diagram, smearing blood everywhere as he did so.  I waited while he whisked the blood away from the painted lines and double-checked the containment spells.  While he did so, I carefully kept inside the lines on the theory they were there for a reason.  If the surgeon is setting up an operating theater for you, you don’t go wandering off or play with the instruments.  It’s rude.

   Tort brought over a familiar-looking crystal.  It was one of the quantum computer cores I’d brought back from my own world.  She put it down in the middle of the diagram and everyone moved away.

   “Ask him if he—excuse me.  My angel, would you please try to enter the crystal?”

   I shrugged and pointed a toe, as though slipping into a boot.  I continued to slip into it, carefully.

   “He’s trying,” Tianna told them.

   As I continued to slide into it, I felt a sort of resistance, then a block.  I made it in up to about my knee—about like pulling on a tall boot.  I pushed a bit, but I thought I could feel it start to give.  I pulled my foot out again and shook my head at Tianna.

   “He won’t fit.  He barely gets in up to one knee.”

   Tort and T’yl glanced at each other.  They didn’t like that.  Tort’s spirit showed no change I could see; she seemed remarkably unmoved by the news.  That seemed odd, possibly even unnatural.  T’yl’s spirit showed more than a hint of humiliation and concern.

   “I have a drastic idea,” T’yl said.  “How badly is he leaking?”

   “If the diagram will hold,” Tianna answered, regarding me carefully, “he should saturate the interior and stabilize in half a candle-band, probably less.”

   “If it will hold?” T’yl echoed, somewhat affronted.

   “Remember what we are trying to contain,” Tort reminded him.

   “Goddess-biting monster,” he muttered, and rubbed his temples.  “All right.  We don’t have a crystal that will hold him.  We can’t keep him in a diagram for long.  My proposition is this:  we put him in the mountain, itself.”

   “It’s large enough,” Tianna mused, thoughtfully.

   “Will not the mountain reject the invading spirit?” Tort asked.  “It has done so before.  When the Witches of Kamshasa tried to take control of it, it crushed the spirit of the—”

   “It’s a risk,” T’yl admitted, “but he made the thing.  It knows him.  There should be room in there for it to let him share.  It runs through the whole of the Eastrange most of Rethven, for the love of gods!  For all anyone knows, it may have crossed the southern seas and eaten the Mountains of the Sun, as well.  It can hold him.  I’m sure of it.”

   “I am not so sure,” Tort said.  Tianna looked up at me.  I shrugged.  What was I going to do?  Argue?  Aside from waving my hands and mouthing words, how was I going to say anything?  Maybe I should learn more sign language than “Yes,” “No,” and “I don’t understand sign language.”

   “We will try it,” Tianna decided.  Tort wanted to argue, but swallowed it.  T’yl moved quickly to get the chalk and start editing the diagram.  Tort helped and, to my surprise, so did Tianna.  I guess she decided to study wizardry after all.

   They worked quickly, albeit with a few, “No, no, no!  That goes here, this goes there!” moments.  That’s one problem magic-workers often have; they all think they know how to do the spell and the others are wrong.  It’s sometimes hard to get them to cooperate.  Still, they were in a hurry, so I’m sure they ignored each other’s “mistakes.”  Close enough for government work and all that.

   Huh.  Technically, I’m a king.  It really is government work.  This amuses me more than it probably should.

   Once the diagram was complete, they paused to look it over and make sure they had it right.  Tianna asked a question about the juxtaposition of a couple of symbols.  Tort and T’yl took her questions seriously, but affirmed that the symbols were correctly drawn and placed—or close enough.  There is always a lot of compromise when magicians work together.

   “Ready?” T’yl asked.  Tianna glanced up at me.  I gave her a double thumbs-up.  I had no idea what this was going to be like, but they obviously thought it was a life-or-death thing.  I was along for the ride.  What the hell.

   Tort started the spell, T’yl chimed in, and Tianna gestured up a cloud of not-exactly-fire.

   Then it all went swirly and the floor rushed up at me.

    

   As a note, I’m not a creator.  Life, energy, matter, it’s all the same.  I move it around, change it, convert it.  I can’t actually create life, only take it from somewhere and put it somewhere else.

   Case in point:  My mountain.  It’s a rock.  It’s a really big rock, but a rock.  When I dumped living energy into it, I didn’t create a living being.  All I did was allow it to take on some of the qualities of life, temporarily.  It would eventually expend that living energy and return to being just another rock.

   Later, while I slept within the stone, I dreamed up my nightmare of a matter-conversion reactor.  With the power-transforming spells around it, turning energy into vital force, the mountain had an ongoing supply to keep it in a quasi-living state.  Fundamentally, it was still an unliving rock, but it had a constant supply of vital force to keep giving it an artificial semblance of life.

   See what I mean?  I don’t create anything.  All I do is move stuff around.

   When two magicians and a fire-witch put me into the mountain, I found I suddenly had room and to spare.  The mountain wasn’t merely a mountain; it was a body of stone, full of vitality.  Sentient, but not sapient.  It perceived experiences; it felt, it sensed.  It didn’t reason.  It didn’t think.  It was alive without being intelligent.  It didn’t have a soul.

   It felt me enter into it and reacted to me as if I were an invader.  Some reflex action directed a massive amount of power at me; my entry was similar to sticking a pin in a tiger.  The moment it touched me, in the instant it reached for me to destroy me, it also knew me—knew me as though I were a part of it, a long-lost piece of the stone itself, and the destructive wave of energy vanished into a warm glow of well-being.  It accepted me.

   I say “it accepted me,” but it wasn’t a conscious decision.  It was an automatic reaction, both the attack and its sudden halt.  No one was in the stone with me.  There was only me and a sense of presence.  Nothing more.

   The place was empty, aside from the feeling I wasn’t alone.  It was just a feeling.

   I stretched out, occupying my new and hopefully temporary body.  It was a huge mountain, yes, but that was barely a beginning.  It reached north, south, and west, occupying much of the Eastrange, and laid down long streamers of stone beyond, into and across Rethven.  A thin line stretched eastward, as though seeking after something.  I could feel it like I could feel my skin, sense the passage of feet and hooves, wheels and runners, the flow of water, the movement of air.  It was vast; I was vast.  We were shaped by necessity and desire, guided by the warm thoughts of the other one—Tort?  Probably Tort—and in thousands of little ways by the touch of hands and minds.

   Deep beneath me—that is, deep beneath Karvalen proper—I could feel the burning heart of the mountain, deeper than ever before, buried under more and more stone as the mountain grew downward, sinking its roots into the world.

   It was my mountain.  I knew it in that moment, all of it, understood it completely, and I loved it.  I was it.

   I don’t know how long I spent being part of the stone, a living piece of the world.  My reverie was broken by a flare of power directed at me.  I recognized it as a spell closely akin to the one I used to communicate with the mountain, long ago.  It was a message in a spell, slowed down to match the pace of a living piece of rock.

   I couldn’t understand it.  It was playing the message at a rate appropriate for a piece of living geology, far too slow for me.  Which begged the question of how I was thinking if I didn’t have a brain?  Silicon?  Piezoelectric crystals in neural patterns?  Silver strands for nerve connections and semiconductor metals for neurons?  Did the mountain have these things already, or was it forming them because I was inside it?  Would it retain and use such things after I left?  Or was there some other, less physical explanation?

   With some effort, I narrowed my focus of attention, zeroing in on the place where the message spell originated.  I could feel the containment diagram in that room, high up, under the peak of the mountain, with T’yl still standing next to the wall.  He touched the wall, monitoring the message spell’s progress.  I couldn’t see him, but I could feel his presence.

   I put some feedback into the spell.  T’yl jerked his hand away from the wall; this caused him to fade somewhat from my awareness.  He was still there, but ghostly, less definite.

   A moment later, he came back into focus, so to speak, and I heard him.

   “Are you in there?”

   “I am.”  I’m not sure how we spoke, but I think he simply projected thoughts through a magical filter.  When I projected back at him, he heard me.

   “Then it worked.  Good.  Tort is on her way to deal with your doppelganger.  Tianna is working with Beltar and Seldar to try and suppress the uprising, assuming this works.”

   “Uprising?”

   “You were a great king,” T’yl told me, “because you knew your limits and used people who were better than you.  Your doppelganger insists—insisted—on ruling absolutely, which has given Tyma an enormous amount to work with regarding tyrants.”

   “…and?”

   “She has been your worst enemy—your other you.  If he had ever managed to find her, I doubt not she would be screaming in the dungeons even now.”

   “Ah.  Yes, I can sort of see that.  She isn’t the most tactful person.”

   “That’s not how I would put it.  At any rate, her songs are popular on the other side of the Eastrange, less so in Karvalen.  Nonetheless, there are those who dislike you.”

   “I’m not surprised.  Now, about this uprising?”

   “The Church of Light still exists.”

   “I thought I destroyed them.”

   “You destroyed the Hand,” T’yl corrected, “or mostly.  The Church hierarchy continued to exist, albeit greatly weakened.  The structure may have toppled, but the religion remains.  Since they are actively persecuted on the western side of the Eastrange, many of them are here, in Karvalen.  Beltar thinks they know—somehow!—that the King may visit, and so are planning an attempt on your/his life.”

   “Seems reasonable.  I’ll want to know more about this.”

   “I understand, but we are on something of a schedule.”

   “Oh?”

   “Once our plan was set in motion, we cannot stop or go back.”

   “Fair enough.  Are we in a hurry right now?”

   “No.  We’re waiting for the next phase.”

   “So, while we wait, what have we got?”

   “First, the plan.  Tort has a method to vacate your body, empty it out.  If that works, you must be ready to listen to the Dragonsword.”

   “Whoa, hold it!  If the body is emptied of any animating spirit, it goes on autopilot—it becomes a soulless thing that operates according to the personality imprint in the brain.  Are you sure that’s wise?”

   “You would rather be plunged into spiritual combat with your own darker nature?” T’yl asked, sweetly.

   I had to admit, he had a point.  Not one I liked, you understand, but a point.

   “What’s the rest of the plan?” I asked, grudgingly.

   “Firebrand will be on his hip.  With your body emptied out, the Dragonsword should be able to guide you into possessing it.  Since it is yours, you should be able to take up occupancy again with no trouble.”

   “I hear more than one ‘should’ in there.”

   “It has never been done before in this manner,” T’yl admitted.  “You are the only—ha!—living expert at the transfer of souls.  Tort has never done it; it would have raised questions and suspicions for her to even try.  She has risked herself too often as it is to gain enough information and trust to formulate this plan.”

   “So, when Firebrand calls me, I go where it points?”

   “That’s the idea.”

   “What about Bronze?”

   “She must remain hidden.  If he knew she was here, he would destroy her, or so she seems to think.  No one can really understand her, but she can nod or tap a hoof in answer to questions.”

   “All right.  How long do we have to wait?”

   “Until after sunset—three or four bands of the candle, no more.  Tort will pretend to assist him in locating the source of the psychic penetration—when the Dragonsword opened the way for us to draw you out.  The story she will tell is that her mirror will show what happened during the psychic assault.  He will want to see.  Once his reflection is in the mirror, she will transfer the creature out of your body and into the reflection.  Then you will be free to retake your body while Tort keeps him trapped in the mirror.  Then you destroy the mirror.  Firebrand will guide you through it.”

   “And what are Tianna and Beltar doing?  And Seldar?  And where is my daughter?”

   “Amber is in Mochara, preparing to intercede with the Mother of Flame in the hope She will either aid us in this endeavor or, at the very least, fail to actively oppose it.”

   “Fair enough.”

   “Publicly, Seldar is in town to visit the Temple of Justice here.  He is actually looking into the Church of Light and attempting to discover more about their current organization and plans.  From what I’m told, you are known as a horrifying monster in Carrillon and as a savage conqueror elsewhere in old Rethven.  Locally, in Karvalen and Mochara, you are more pleasantly regarded—there was no need for savage conquest here, your daughter and granddaughter speak highly of you, and the Church of Shadow is based here.”

   T’yl paused to sigh.

   “It would have been so much simpler if you had simply banned the worship of the Lord of Light,” he told me.

   “I had other things on my mind.”

   “Apparently.  The appointed Baron forbade it for you—whether because your other self ordered it or out of a personal distaste, I have no idea.  They still seem to find Karvalen a congenial location, though.  Whether it is because you moved your capitol—and presence—to Carrillon, or because they feel being close to your chief Temple of Shadow is important, I cannot say.”

   “But… okay, hold on.  There’s a baron in charge of Karvalen?”

   “Appointed to the post, yes.  Baron Gosford.”

   “And the Church of Light is—is it based here, or just gathered here?”

   “That’s one of the things Seldar is attempting to ascertain.”

   “I see.  I think I see.  Well, no, I don’t, but I’ll accept what you say pending further explanation.  Back to the more immediate concerns?”

   “Of course.  By now, Tianna is helping Apostle Beltar evacuate the interior of the mountain—”

   “Apostle Beltar?”  The actual word was deveas (deh-VEE-ahs), meaning messenger, or one sent forth, with a clear understanding either the message or the sender thereof was of divine origin.

   “Sir Beltar is First of the Faithful, High Priest of the Church of Shadow and leader of the Knights of the Order of the Shadow.”

   See what happens when you believe in someone?  They turn around and believe in you right back.  I could think of other ways he could have shown his gratitude.  Becoming a priest was not my first choice.  Meanwhile, T’yl continued talking.

   “Tort has told your other self the evacuation of the mountain is for security.  With the Church of Light presence in the city and a strong anti-king faction within the Wizards’ Guild, it is a valid concern.  The usurper agreed.  He’s rather paranoid, and he cares not a bit for the trouble and time this will cost others.”

   “I’m not surprised, especially if he knows I’m not in the basement anymore.”

   “Basement?” T’yl asked.

   “Long story.”

   “We do have a few bands,” he pointed out.  Since they tell time around here by using banded candles, that worked out to a couple of hours.  What the hell.  I went ahead and explained.  T’yl was, of course, horrified.  Magicians who messed around with the architecture in their own heads seemed to always go insane.  It was one of the things he and Tort had emphasized in their lectures and training at the Wizards’ Guild.  A mental study is all fine and dandy, but once you’ve got it, stop messing with it!

   A lesson I failed to learn, obviously.  At least, until it bit me.  The burned hand teaches best, and all that.

   “It sounds as though if you hadn’t upset the natural balance of your mind,” T’yl told me, “you would have been able to defeat it.”

   “Yeah, yeah.  Rub it in.  I don’t need you to tell me that; I figured it out all on my own.  Sucking it straight in was a mistake, too.  I’ve got a lot of those on my record, okay?  I’m awesome, not perfect.”

   I saw T’yl’s ghostly image look at something in his hand.

   “Not yet,” he told me.  “Soon, though.  Can you see into the gate chamber?”

   “Probably, but I can only focus on one thing at a time.  If I pay attention there, I don’t think I’ll be able to talk to you here.”

   “I see.  That’s probably for the best, come to think of it.  We do not want you noticed down there.  Can you look elsewhere and tell how many people are still inside the central mountain?”

   “Not exactly.  Not many, though.  I feel… mostly empty.  I can tell there are a couple of people in the gate room and several more in the throne room… maybe a few hundred near the lower gates, still inside.  That’s a guess, but I can feel them leaving.  It’s like they’re draining out of me.”

   “I had not thought anyone was to use the great hall as an exit,” he grumbled.  “It is part of the palace area, not the public regions.  Still, if that removes them more quickly, I suppose it is for the best.”

   “Why?”

   “Why what?”

   “Why did you want the interior evacuated?  I mean, okay, you lied to my worse half about it, but what’s the real point of emptying the place out?”

   “We are not sure if your re-occupation is going to go smoothly,” T’yl admitted, “and Seldar is concerned about your blood-feasting passions.  Worse, if Tort cannot hold him within the mirror long enough for you to reestablish control, he may re-take your body.  Then everyone still inside the mountain might be prey.  Tort also mentioned something about what you told me, about your unoccupied flesh being capable of action.  Possibly rapid and lethal action.”

   “Yes,” I agreed.  “That’s a problem.  I’ll have to be quick.”

   “Please do.”

   “When?”

   “Not long.  We have only to wait until Tort signals that the mirror has netted us our fish.”

   “Okay.  So, what else can you tell me while we wait?”

   “I spend most of my days in the upper levels, here in the palace of the mountain.  I try to stay in touch through the mirror, however.  What is it you wish to know?”

   “Just some general stuff, like what the Evil Lord of Nastiness has been up to.  How bad is it?”

   “Hmm,” T’yl hmmed, brow furrowing.

   “The fact you have to think about it gives me hope,” I noted.

   “Perhaps it should not,” he replied.  “He is… he is known as the Demon King, for a start.  Most of that comes from the way he ruthlessly conquered old Rethven.  Since then, he has seemed content to amuse himself in other ways.”

   “Such as?”

   “He enjoys his women,” T’yl told me.  I already suspected, but now I knew.  “He also enjoys any women who catch his eye.  I understand Torvil and Kammen have taken to procuring playmates for him, rather than allowing his whim to govern.”

   “I’m not happy about that.”

   “They minimize the impact of the Demon King in that regard.”

   “That’s not what I’m unhappy about.  But go on.”

   “He occasionally selects his dinner from those who displease him—and it is all too easy to displease him.  Unlike yourself, he seems to enjoy lingering over his evening meals.”

   “I think I’ll let my imagination take over.  No descriptions, please.”

   “As you wish.  Do not be surprised at anything you find in his—now your—private dungeons, however.”

   “I’ll keep it in mind.  What about Lissette?  Is she still Queen?”

   “Oh, yes.  She is, indeed.  The Demon King did not care for the day-to-day troubles of ruling, so he appointed Kelvin to deal with most of it.  Lissette assisted him, since this was still during the war of unification.  When Kelvin fell at the Darkwood, Lissette continued to govern.  I suspect she was trying to be seen as valuable.  While you cared about her as a person, the Demon King only cared about his conquest and kingship.”

   “Kelvin’s dead?” I asked.  The idea of it felt like a blow.

   “Yes.  He led the attack on Prince Tannos’ personal guard.”

   “What happened?”

   “What else?  Prince Tannos hired a magician—Korrick, I believe.  Korrick broke the spells on the knights charging his patron and the battle was less one-sided than usual.  I suspect Korrick continued to work on Prince Tannos’ behalf.  A number of blows that should not have rent the armor of your knights seemed strangely efficacious.  One of these found Kelvin.  It cut through where his right shoulder met the neck.  He died quickly.”

   I didn’t have anything to say.  You’d think I’d get used to people dying unpredictably.  Or, people rather predictably dying.  But Kelvin?  Kelvin seemed like he would be there forever.

   With a sharp, sudden pang, I realized I was going to miss him.

   T’yl was still talking, going on about Lissette and other ladies the Demon King had, well, had.

   “Hold on a second,” I interrupted.  “Is Lissette still running the place?  I know most people think poorly of women in authority.”

   “And quite rightly,” T’yl agreed.  “Weak, vaporish creatures for the most part.  Your Lissette does not seem too bad, though, as she listens to her advisors—mostly Thomen, but Malana and Malena, as well, with some others I doubt you know.  And after what happened to the entire family of Prince Thelos, no one wishes to disobey her and risk the king’s wrath.  He rather enjoys a bit of rebellion from the noble families, I think.  It gives him an excuse to do even more terrible things.”

   I decided I didn’t want to know what happened to Prince Thelos’ family.

   “Fair enough.  What else can you tell me?”

   “Oh!  You’re a father.  Liam is your eldest son and is a fine boy.”

   “Eldest?” I echoed.  I’m a mountain full of caves.  I can do that.

   “By Lissette, you have four children with a fifth one due soon.”

   “Hold it.  By Lissette?  How many kids do I have?  That is, how many children has my body helped to generate?”

   T’yl frowned, thinking.  It must have been a heck of a frown; I saw it clearly.  It colored and shaped his whole being.

   “I’m not sure I know,” he admitted.  “In addition to Lissette’s children, I know for certain you sired the twins by Malana and the twins by Malena.”  He started counting on his fingers.  “Seretta has a daughter.  Duke Banler’s second daughter, Rialla, has had two sons—she’s beautiful and seems to know how to please you.  Him, I mean.  Reena has two daughters and a son—another of your favorites.  His favorites.  Those I’m certain of.  Then there are the various commoners who caught his eye or were summoned for a night of pleasure.  I am not sure there is a count of those—I would have to consult with Torvil and Kammen.  They did most of the procuring, at the King’s order.”

   Animal passions may not necessarily be part of the darker nature of mankind, but the inability to control them certainly is.

   “I get the impression he’s been busy.”

   “One could say that,” T’yl allowed.  “It’s one of the things that hasn’t sat well with the subjects, noble and common alike.  Immortality or no, your face has been impressed into the very fabric of the world.”

   “I imagine.”  I was still trying to wrap my head around… what?  Twenty-ish kids?  Or more?  If it was one every day for ten years, for example, that’s potentially over three thousand kids!  Talk about your deadbeat dads… If my darker nature wasn’t going to tolerate abstinence, hopefully it at least indulged in a little contraception!  It’s not like I don’t have spells and powers easily capable of that!

   I’m a father.  Sort of.  Again.  Multiple times.  I’m the genetic contributor for a least a couple dozen kids, maybe a couple thousand.  It’s like donating at a sperm bank and finding out they made a clerical error and gave your samples to everybody.

   I’m really not sure how to feel about that.  I know I’m not happy about the royal authority being corrupted into a license to turn the kingdom in the royal harem.  Can I fix that?  Is there anything that can fix that?  I doubt it.  I’m not even sure there’s a way to make adequate reparations and apologies.

   So I segued into another subject.  I’m good at distracting myself, rationalizing, and outright denial.  I practice.  Probably more than I should.

   “Speaking of my children, how is Amber?”

   “Still burning brightly,” T’yl assured me.  “She speaks for the Mother of Flame in the Temple of Mochara.  So far, your other self has found excuses not to build any temples for her elsewhere.”

   “I can’t imagine why,” I replied, heavy on the sarcasm.

   “I think it’s because the Mother doesn’t like him.”

   “That’s fair.  She doesn’t much care for me, either.”

   T’yl radiated an aura of shock and surprise.

   “What?” I asked.  “You don’t think so?”

   “Is that what you really think, or am I failing to interpret your sarcasm?”

   “Of course I think that.  I’m really good at sarcasm,” I replied.  “I tried to pressure her into answering questions about my son’s sacrifice and she tried to incinerate me.  I responded by trying to eat her and almost succeeded.”

   “She loves you,” he said.  “Or so I am told.”

   I responded with one word that strongly implied disbelief.  T’yl took his hand from the wall and faded somewhat from my perception.

   “What?” I asked.  He either didn’t hear me or ignored me.  Instead, he performed some sort of spell; I wasn’t exactly in the best position to watch the details.  The next thing I knew, a light appeared in the middle of what was recently my containment diagram and a fiery presence lived within it.

   “Father?” I heard.

   “Amber?”

   “It is you!”

   “Well, of course.  A trifle petrified, perhaps, but present.”  It was a little eerie, talking to a living flame.  It reminded me far too much of talking with an incendiary goddess-thing.  I didn’t like it.  I couldn’t even tell if the form of living flame was a raw blaze of elemental power or if it still had a well-defined human shape.  My current sensory apparatus, whatever that might be, was less than perfect with material reality.  Worse, I couldn’t tell if T’yl had summoned up my daughter like summoning up a spirit, or if he had called for her and she chose to come.  Either way, at least she wasn’t upset about it.

   “T’yl tells me you still have some questions about Beryl’s death,” Amber went on, “and about the time you bit the Mother of Flame.  He also says that time is running short.”

   “Well, I don’t know that I have questions, exactly,” I admitted.  “I mentioned those two topics and he immediately called you up.  I’m not sure why.”

   T’yl came back into relative focus again for a moment.

   “Please tell her what you told me,” he suggested, then faded again.  He also left the room in what I thought might be considered unseemly haste.

   “Uh?  Okay… All I said was, um… I think I mentioned Sparky doesn’t like me much after I pressured her to tell me about Beryl.  Um.  What else?  Oh, and because I almost ate her when she tried to incinerate me.  I think that’s it.  I can think of other reasons, but none I mentioned.  I’d ask T’yl what he wants me to repeat…”

   Amber was silent for several seconds.

   “Dad?”

   “Wh—yes?” I asked, taken aback.  I’m not used to being called “Dad.”  I suppose I should get ready for it, though.

   “Mother loves you, despite your pique at Her.”

   “She has a damned funny way of showing it!” I seethed.  My tone might have been a trifle more angry than I intended.

   “She did not destroy you when you pressed Her on the subject of my brother,” Amber pointed out.

   “She couldn’t,” I snapped, “but she tried.  I chewed my way up into her spirit enough that she didn’t have the strength.  Was that first attempt at incineration just her temper?  Did she love me enough to not sacrifice my only son?  Did she feel like a snack?  Or was she afraid of a boy born of a fire-witch and a nightlord?”

   “I don’t think you understand what really happened.”

   “Oh, this should be good.  What possible circumstances could justify what she’s done?  Never mind that she used me to get the children she wanted.  Never mind that she cursed a whole city for daring to presume to have freedom of religion.  She demanded your mother sacrifice your infant brother in the fire!  What ‘circumstances’ did you have in mind?”

   “Beryl was the only son of the greatest of the nightlords and the last fire-witch.  He was the only one with the capacity to hold a dark spirit born of that nightlord and the Devourer.”

   “A great potential is a burden, not a reason to—hold it.  He could have been a host to that thing?”

   “More than that.  He was host to that thing.”

   That stopped me.

   “You’re saying,” I said, slowly, “that the dark thing that’s been occupying my body for the last…”

   “Nine years.”

   Not six years, then.  Nine.  Still, not as bad as eighty-seven.

   “…the last nine years once tried to possess my son?”

   “Not tried.  It succeeded.  The Mother ordered Tamara to hurl Beryl into the fire.”  Amber seemed more than a little distraught.  “Please understand, Father.  His yellow hair was not the red of a fire-witch—”

   I felt a twanging sensation from somewhere below, followed by a sudden psychic contact.

   Boss!

   “Firebrand?”

   The one and only.  Get down here!

   I refocused my attention from a disturbing and unpleasant conversation to a disturbing and unpleasant scene.  The gate room was much as I remembered it:  A large, circular room with a dome ceiling, a free-standing archway to one side, and a round pool raised up in the center of the floor.  Standing against the wall opposite the archway was a large, magical mirror.  Spaced along the far arc of the room, between archway and mirror, were the quasi-entombed prisoners.  I didn’t recognize any of the faces sticking out of the wall; none of them were elves.  Someone had either executed or released my original prisoners.  On the other hand, they added new ones, bringing the total to twenty-six.

   The only other thing I could sense in the room was Firebrand.  It was still on the hip of my body.  And, yes, my body was still standing there, apparently looking around as though wondering what to do.  It didn’t show up well on whatever senses a living rock has, probably because it was a soulless corpse.  An animated one, yes, but empty.

   Ready?

   “No.”  I turned my attention to Amber.  “This conversation isn’t over.”

   “I imagine not,” she agreed.  “I will be here when you return.”

   I focused on Firebrand again.

   “Let’s do this.”

   Here we go!

   I felt Firebrand’s contact with me deepen.  It pulled; I did my best to go with that pull, to allow it to drag me out of the stone.  The stone seemed to cling to me ever so slightly, as if it wanted me to stay.  This was little more than a faint sensation of resistance.  Strand by strand, Firebrand helped me sever my connection with the stone.  I reached down the channel of Firebrand’s psychic guidance and latched on to the mounting points within my flesh.  Together, we disconnected the thing I call my self and reconnected it to its fleshy casing.

   I moved rapidly out of one body, rang through steel and fire, and plunged into the yawning abyss of my undead flesh.

    

   I pushed myself up off my face.  There were a dozen lamps around the room, spreading illumination everywhere.  I checked my teeth; yes, all slightly pointy and a couple exceptionally so.  My fingernails were also slightly pointy and more than a little sharp, both in the point and the edge—they seemed to grow that way.  I wasn’t completely sure if that was natural or not.  Well, normal or not.  Okay, maybe expected or not…

   Boss?

   “Yeah.  I think so.”

   Welcome back.

   “Am I?”

   Yep.  You’re you.

   “How can you tell?”

   The other guy never doubted himself.  At least, not out loud.  Or not to me.  You know what I mean.

   “I guess.”

   I got to my feet with no trouble.  I wasn’t wearing armor, but layer upon layer of clothes, mostly in black and red, with some traces of purple.  All of it was silky, and the outer garments done up in gold wire and gems.  I could have blended in well in some of the fancier Renaissance courts.  Quite the dapper fellow, this dark spirit of mine.  Several rings, the two plain ones being magical and the others jeweled, and an enchanted amulet of some sort rounded out the ensemble.  I could also feel the enchantment on an undergarment, but I didn’t take time to check my underwear.

   Movement in the mirror caught my eye.  I glanced to where the source of the reflection would have to be, but there was nothing.  I was alone in the room.

   I examined the mirror more closely.  It was a slab of glass about an inch thick, maybe seven feet tall and three wide, polished to perfection.  It was backed with a layer of brilliant silver.

   Tort and a Thing were struggling inside it.  I could see it as though watching through a window, but with no trace of sound.  It was a hell of a fight.  My double was trying to approach the mirror from the other side, presumably to get out, but Tort was in the way and seemed intent on staying there.

   When a professional magician decides to block your way, it’s a serious obstacle.  Tort is an extremely serious magician.

   I went right up to the mirror and laid a hand on it.  It was warm to the touch.  I didn’t have a reflection of my own; it really was like looking in through a window.  The Thing—my Evil Twin—saw me.  His eyes widened and I saw him scream.  When he charged, Tort handed him some sort of lance through the torso.  It looked like fire and lightning hammered into a bar of destruction.  It went through his body and threw him back, pinning him to the far wall.  It remained there for several seconds, trailing long streamers of yellow and blue around him, cagelike.  Tort never bothered to turn around; she stayed focused.

   Okay, Boss.  Now you have to activate the spells on the mirror.

   “Why?  What do they do?”

   I dunno; I’m just the messenger.

   I examined the mirror with my magical vision and found the spells.  They were incredibly complicated and intricate; it would take hours to trace all their pathways and figure out how they worked.  On the other hand, it was easy to see how to activate them.  It was the equivalent of a few hundred miles of circuitry with a big “ON” button.

   “Are you sure about this?” I asked.

   Tort said she wouldn’t be able to hold him for long and you had to do it quickly, Firebrand assured me.  She really stressed that, Boss.

   I pushed the metaphysical button before Firebrand finished.  If Tort said to do it, and to hurry, then I would do it, and I would hurry.

   The mirror clouded over instantly with a silvery, opaque sheen, as though coated in silver on the front as well as on the back.  There followed a long, bright flash, blue-white, as though silent lightning scattered around the chamber for the space of several seconds.  I ducked by reflex and turned away, trying to avoid electrocution, but nothing touched me.  It wasn’t electricity; not a single hair rose at the blinding sparks.

   I blinked afterimages from my vision and saw the mirror had dimmed, tarnished into an ugly, inky black.  The silver continued to darken unnaturally as I watched.  The whole thing melted and softened, flowing thickly, viscously, as molten glass will.  The blackened silver darkened further, turning positively Stygian, spreading through the flowing glass as though diffusing through it.  The whole mass slumped down, pooled, and humped up into a dark, featureless ball.  It seemed to shrink in on itself, darkening further as it did so, finally stabilizing at about a foot in diameter before solidifying.  It was a deep, unnatural black by then—a black that looked black, even to eyes that see without light.

   It rolled across the floor, slowly, ringing as it went, until it came to rest against the wall.

   “Firebrand?”

   Yes, Boss?

   “Where’s Tort?”

   You better ask T’yl.  I just work here.

   “Firebrand…”

   Seriously, Boss.  I don’t know the spells involved or how any of it works.  I swear.  Tort said she had this rescue thing all planned out.  That’s all I know!

   “Huh,” I replied.  If that was all Tort told Firebrand, then I really should ask T’yl.  “Okay.”

   I walked over to the sphere and crouched down next to it.  I could smell the evil in it.  If I didn’t know better, I would say ghostly, glowing, hostile eyes tried to look out through that impenetrable darkness.  Actually, upon consideration, I realized I didn’t know better.  Did I hear a distant psychic shriek of rage?  Possibly.

   I decided not to touch it.

   “Wherever T’yl is,” I told Firebrand, “shout.  I want him here, right now, to tell me what happened isn’t what I think happened.”

   Shouting now, Firebrand replied.  Distantly, I could “hear” it yelling at T’yl.

   He’s on his way, but he says a bunch of other people insist on coming with him.  Be ready.

   “Ready for what?”

   He didn’t say.  I think there are people in the throne room who aren’t supposed to be and they’re coming with him, or after him, or something.

   “Dammit, I want to know what happened to Tort!  I don’t care who he’s bringing or who’s following—I want an answer!”

   They’ll be here in a few minutes, Firebrand assured me.  T’yl’s hurrying more than anyone else.  He says Seldar is helping to delay the rest.

   The clanging noise approaching the door told me Bronze was several lengths ahead of everyone.  I pushed it open and the stone pivoted in the middle, swinging wide to let her duck her head and step inside.  I threw my arms around her neck and hugged her for all I was worth.  I don’t think I dented anything, but she wouldn’t have minded if I did.

   “I have missed you,” I told her, quite unnecessarily.  She snorted hot air through my hair and brushed my cheek with a hot, metal nose.

   Yeah, she missed me, too.

   “I don’t suppose you know what happened with this mirror thing?” I asked.  She shook her head.  “Well, crap.”

   I sat down on the edge of the central pool and waited.  I tried the whole waiting patiently thing, but all I managed was the waiting part.  I wanted to grab the black ball and examine it, but these days I’m much more cautious about anything containing a possessing spirit.  Maybe Kavel has some really long tongs in one of the forge-caverns.  I wonder if T’yl’s suit of animated armor—or is it Tort’s, now?—could pick it up without risk of being possessed?

   Bronze kept an eye on the sphere, ears laid back.  She didn’t like it, either.  I could feel her desire to stomp it into glassy shards and melt the shards.

   T’yl made it down to me in a hurry.  He slid in like a skateboarder, riding a flying carpet the size of a beach towel, and skidded to a halt practically in front of me.

   “I’m a dozen flickers ahead of the war party, so let’s make this fast.  You know your predecessor was a nasty conqueror and a hedonistic tyrant.  Karvalen hasn’t suffered; he avoided the place.  But, because he wasn’t here, the Church of Light presence is extensive, despite the edict against them.  They believe he’s alone inside this mountain and this is a good time to go in after him.  I didn’t anticipate having so many people with such a strong feeling on the matter right here at hand.  You’ve got to go, and go now.”

   “I’ve eaten armies in here, T’yl.  If it comes down to a fight, I can defend myself.”

   “No!  You’re not listening to me!  This is an attempt at a coup, if not an outright, open rebellion!”

   “I gathered.  So we’ll explain—”

   “There’s no time!”

   “Why not?”

   T’yl gnashed his teeth.  I always thought that was just an expression, but I could hear them grinding against each other.  Then he held out his hands.

   “Fine!  Take me inside—we won’t have long there, either, but it’s the only way I know to make you see reason!”

   I was leery of the idea, but I had Firebrand and Bronze in close proximity and we were all on our guard.  Despite my new aversion to guests inside my head, I resisted it.  I took his hands and we went into my mental study.

    

   The place was a mess.  It needed a good cleaning and reorganization.  Whatever else my dark side might be, it was also a lousy housekeeper.

   I noted the trapdoor in the floor was still there.  Later, when I had a moment and some attention to spare, that was getting deleted.

   “Now we may have enough time for the short form,” T’yl fretted.  “The Church of Light was not destroyed when you killed Tobias and buried the Hand compound in rubble.  It was merely out of favor.  Their kingdom-wide power was broken, but the religion continued to exist.  Your other self has been a prime recruiter for them; he was everything they needed in a persecutor.  He rather enjoyed priests of their persuasion—more than criminals or other sorts your pet giants brought him.

    “He also intimidated, killed, angered, or humiliated much of the nobility during the re-conquering of old Rethven.  While we have reunited Rethven, it was a brutal campaign of conquest and slaughter, not the gentler, more patient expansion into those territories you indicated to me.  This left many of the old guard in many city-states disgruntled and bitter, but they dare not rebel against their conqueror.

   “Lastly—and perhaps worst—is Thomen.  I am well aware he and Tort once shared affections.  He was disgruntled when she chose to be with you; you salved his pride, somehow, and made him an ally, although not a friend.  Your darker side has not kept him as an ally.  It mistreated Tort and used her, but she stayed with him because ‘her angel’ wanted it so—and her devotion to you infuriated Thomen.

   “When Tort discovered the reason for the apparent change in you, she still bore it with a smile, for your sake, to stay close to that thing so she could work its downfall.

   “Tort never told Thomen of your circumstances.  She feared he would work to have you killed in the procedure, rather than restored.  Not knowing why Tort would be so loving and devoted to such a monster, Thomen moved from infuriation to hatred.  He has many in his Guild who will follow his orders without question, and more who will follow him in good cause against a tyrant.  I believe he was—and is—actively working against the reign of your darker self, possibly in conjunction with the Queen, but I know only what little Tort has told me of that.

   “Now, with the King in Karvalen and alone—having left his personal killers and his two pet giants, Torvil and Kammen, back in Carrillon to keep order among his court—these factions now see their chance to attack and destroy what they think is still a monster.  How they have managed to raise such support in Karvalen with lightning swiftness, I do not know, but there are, plainly, over a hundred armed men trying to find you and kill you.  Those men, along with several priests of the Church of Light, as well as some unknown number of wizards, are charging down the empty corridors this moment!” he finished, shouting.

   “Look, T’yl, this is all a misunderstanding.  I’m sure that once we explain what happened—”

   “No!” he cut me off.  “You still fail to understand!  Ye gods and demons, how can you be so slow?  They do not want an explanation; they do not want to talk.  There will be neither parley nor truce while you work some trickery to their downfall.  They have seized what they see as an opportunity to kill you for what they believe you have done.  It does not matter that you are innocent.  It does not matter that you are an entirely different person!  When they blast down that door, they will see only the tyrant nightlord.  The priests will pray at you; the wizards will cast spells at you; the warriors will attack you.  By all their powers combined, they will cut you down!”

   Ah.

   Well.

   That certainly put a different spin on things.  I thought about it for a moment.  If T’yl was right, then, yes, this could be more than a trifle unpleasant.  I didn’t like the feeling of being hurried out the door, of course.  I would much rather take a step back, look over the situation, and decide for myself.

   Unfortunately, by the time I got a complete grasp of the situation, I might be dead.  Deader.  Seriously dead.

   Tort, Tianna, T’yl, Firebrand, and Bronze were all in on this.  They had a plan worked out.  I really should have the decency to not screw it up.

   “So, what do you suggest?” I asked.

   “Run.”

   “I’m strangely okay with that,” I agreed.  “I bet I could hide out with the People of the Plains, maybe with the viksagi…”

   “You misunderstand.  They will hunt you even though you flee to the Spire of the Sun or the Horn of Ice.”

   “But you told me to run—”

   “Through the gate.”

   “Hmm.”

   “Go through it, wherever you will, and I will destroy it after you.”

   “Maybe,” I allowed, unwillingly.  Running isn’t always a bad idea; I’m not against it.  I have a lot of time and care invested in this place, though.  And there are things about it that I love… “First, though, tell me what happened to Tort.  I have to know.”

   “There is no time!” he shouted.

   I slammed a hand down on my desk and everything in the room jumped.  Papers fluttered.  The trapdoor gave a resounding thud as something heavy hit it from below.  It held; I ignored it.

   “Don’t tell me we don’t have time!” I shouted right back.  “You have no idea how fast things move in here!  Firebrand will tell me if anyone enters the room and Bronze will cheerfully stomp anyone coming through that door into a sizzling meat paste!  Now tell me what happened to Tort!”

   T’yl and I glared at each other for several seconds while we got a grip on our collective composure.

   “Stubborn jackass,” he growled, quietly.  “She intended to use her reflection in the mirror to seize the creature’s reflection.  In some fashion I do not understand, she would then pull the creature itself into the mirror, leaving your flesh empty.  If all went as she planned it, she would then activate the mirror and it would become the black sphere.  If the thing inside was too strong for her to devote attention to activating the spells, then she would have to keep it penned until someone else could activate them—you, if you could occupy your body quickly enough, or I, on my way as soon as word went out through the Dragonsword.”

   “Okay, I get that.  Now, answer my question:  Where is Tort?”

   “I have no idea,” he admitted.  “I never saw her spells.  All I know is she was in the mirror with that Thing, and if she remained, it would consume her.  She knew that.  She did it anyway.”

   “She didn’t have an escape plan?” I demanded.

   “How?” T’yl replied, which stopped me.  If T’yl, a professional magician and Tort’s teacher, couldn’t see a way to survive the process, there very well might not be one.  Then again, she created spells T’yl didn’t understand.  Maybe she did have a way.  But if she was trapped in there with a ravening monster-spirit-reflection-thing, she might still be fighting it.  I had no idea how it worked or what precautions she might have taken.

   “Is it possible she’s still in there, still uneaten?” I pressed.

   “It’s possible, but unlikely.  You don’t know the power of that thing!”

   “Don’t I?” I asked, softly.  T’yl sighed.

   “Very well, perhaps you do.  No, certainly you do.  Of course.  Forgive me.”

   “I might.”

   T’yl sighed and rubbed his forehead.

   “Fine.  So take the sphere with you through the gate.  Experiment with it at your leisure; you certainly don’t have time to play with it here and now.  Go, you idiot, and save her if you can—save yourself, first, so you have the chance to save her!”

   “Damn you,” I said.  He found the one argument that could persuade me to abandon everything else.  “What about Amber and Tianna?  What about all the children my body sired?  Torvil?  Kammen?  Seldar?  What about the kingdom?”

   “Lissette can choose a new King, or we can have a regency until Liam—the eldest of her children—is old enough to take the throne.  I can see to the good care of the rest!  That isn’t your concern, not anymore!  Now go!”

   We stepped out of my headspace together.

    

   Bronze shut the pivot-door and waited, hooves planted firmly on the floor to hold the door shut.  Anyone outside would have to tunnel in; the door wasn’t about to move.  The only trouble was the wizards.  If they were determined to do it, they could tunnel in, or at least blast the door.

   “Firebrand?  Anybody out there?”

   Not yet.  I can hear them, but they’re still a long way off in fighting terms.  Not all that far at a dead run, though.

   “I love it when you’re exact.”

   I’m a sword, Boss, not a yardstick.

   “Sorry.  I’m a little on edge.”

   Weapon puns.  Nice touch.

   “Thanks.”

   T’yl moved to the gate and started working.  I drew Firebrand and pointed it toward the door.

   Nope, still not here, yet.

   “Keep me posted.”

   I moved to stand next to T’yl.  He was covered in sweat and was clearly exerting himself.  He held a key of blackened silver in his hands.  I recognized the design as one of the keys from Telen—one of the ones they used to make opening a Gate easier for their inter-universal vampire hunting parties.  I wanted to ask him how he got it, but would probably just tell me it was a long story.

   “How can I pick up the ball?” I asked, instead.

   “Try your cloak,” he suggested, eyes still on the gate.  I thought that a brilliant idea.  I unpinned the fancy thing and wrapped the ball in it.  The sensation of a malignant presence grew stronger as I picked it up, but it didn’t seem able to reach out of the glass.  Maybe it could if I actually made skin contact with it, which was high on my Do Not Do list.  It was surprisingly heavy—a hundred pounds?  I’m not good at gauging weight; my strength fluctuates too much between night and day.  It seemed much heavier than I expected, though.

   They’re at the door, Firebrand reported.  Moments later, there were muffled thuds of fists on stone.

   “T’yl?”

   “Get ready,” he ordered, teeth clenched.  I didn’t need to check with Bronze; she nodded, mane tinkling at the movement.  I bounced lightly up onto her back and she shifted slightly, preparing to spring toward the gate.  T’yl pressed his hands together with the key between them and glanced at me.

   “I wish you well, my King, and goodbye,” he said, and drew his hands apart.  The key floated in the air between them, glowing with a pale bluish light.  The archway filled with a silvery sheen that spun away like a whirlpool viewed from above.  It seemed to whirl and twist, reaching into infinity, the far end slithering around as though hunting for something.

   I recognized what he was doing based on theory; I’d never seen it before.  He was using the power stored in the structure of an enchanted item—not only the charge any enchanted item builds up in order to function, but the energies built up and tied down in the structure of the object.  The enchantment, the structure of it, was burning itself up to do its job.  Technically, two things were—the gate and the key, both.

   I wondered why.  Then I answered myself.  Because opening a gate is strenuous, opening a big gate even more so, and opening a big gate between universes is almost impossible.  T’yl couldn’t do it by himself.  But this way, yes, he could open the gate—once.  As a bonus, this would also destroy it behind me.

   Bronze pushed off from the door, rounded the pool in the center of the room in a screaming skid of blue-green sparks, and headed directly for the Gate.  I did what I usually do when she makes drastic maneuvers: hung on for dear life and tried my best to neither scream in terror nor succumb to maneuvering forces.

   The whirlpool snapped like a whip and suddenly the far end of the whirling light was right there, at the archway, an opening no more unusual than a door to the outside.  We pounded through it onto wet grass.  Lightning flickered overhead as rain came down in sheets.  Thunder grumbled a bit, muted by the leafy trees around us.

   I turned; T’yl had a fist over his heart in salute.  Our eyes met.

   “I will come back,” I told him, over the sound of wind and rain.  He nodded.  Then the key began to glow more brightly and disintegrate.  T’yl turned away and threw himself into the raised pool in the center of the room.  Bronze kicked divots in the ground, launching us aside in case some sort of nasty effect came through the gate.

   The gate spell had linked itself to an archway on this side.  It was an ornamental thing of interwoven metal, probably wrought iron, in an overgrown ruin of some sort.  It destructed at the same time the other one did.  A circular plane of disruption blasted out from it, as though the arch turned into silver-white energy and expanded into infinity… which it might have.  It left strange distortions behind it as it scythed through concrete, earth, and iron.  It made unnatural ripples in the materials as the space things occupied bent in strange ways.  The clouds roiled above us, as though something sucked them up and spat them back down along a narrow line.  I smelled something like scorched iron, briefly, before the wind and rain washed it away.

   When we came close to look at the aftermath, the archway was gone, probably disintegrated into the void between the worlds.  The epicenter of the effect was obvious; there was an overlapping pattern like two counter-rotating spirals in the grass, both radiating from the points where the arch had touched the ground.

   “You okay?” I asked.  Bronze snorted, the rain making metallic plinking noises on her.  She was fine.

   “Firebrand?”

   Still here, Boss.  But… does it seem cold to you?

   “I hadn’t noticed, but I’m dead at the moment.”

   Good point.

   I checked the sphere; it was unharmed within the makeshift sack of my cloak.  Good.  I took a quick look around for carnivorous plants or omnivorous ants.  Nothing leaped out at me as dangerous.  Also good.

   I sat down and started to examine the ball on a magical level, right there in the muddy grass, in the rain.  After all, what was I going to do?  Catch a cold?  More important to me was that if Tort was still in there she might not have long.

   I probed the sphere with what magic I had on hand—not much, but enough for a superficial examination.  This place’s magical field was only a small fraction of the potency in Rethven.  There would be several minutes of gathering and focusing and storing before I could cast anything but the most subtle spells.

   The sphere was a container, a prison.  I was in there, all right.  I recognize the darkness living inside my soul, and that was it.  A hungry, sullen darkness that would cheerfully—well, willingly; there was nothing cheerful or joyous about it—devour everything living that had the misfortune to encounter it.

   That was all I could tell.  It radiated anger and hostility.  Otherwise, the sphere was an impenetrable blackness.  None of my rudimentary spells could get anything else from it.

   Cautiously, I traced the curve of the corrupted glass with a tendril.  With Firebrand and Bronze backing me, I feared nothing that might live within that ball.  It might even fear me under those conditions.  But I could not reach into the thing.  It was solid to my tendril-touch, smooth and seamless, dark as the void.

   I withdrew my tendrils and regarded it:  a solid ball of black glass and malevolence, holding a personal demon and, possibly, the woman I loved.  More likely, it had already destroyed her for her part in freeing me and imprisoning it.  I had no doubt she would risk—and give—her life for me.

   In a sudden rage, I seized the ball and lifted it, prepared to dash the damned thing on a rock.  It urged me on.  I could feel it taunting me, straining to be broken, pushing me to do it.  Do it.  Do it!  Do it!  I felt a strange sense of bilocation.  It was as though I gazed down from between my hands, seeing everything in that shadowless darkvision of my vampire eyes, yearning to descend like a thunderbolt, like a meteor, to smash, to destroy, to shatter and break and wreak havoc and death and despair, to devour the world in a never-ending hunger…

   How long I stood there amid the lightning and the rain, looking up at the dark sphere and looking down from it, I do not know.  I wanted to destroy the thing and my rage wanted me to fling it with all my strength against the stones.  It wanted the same thing, to be broken, to be released, to be free of the binding upon it.  It hungered for escape, to find another form of flesh and live within it until that flesh was consumed.

   But my natural contrariness wouldn’t let me.  Whatever the thing wanted—anything it wanted—I wasn’t going to give it.

   Was I?

   I balanced there, on the point of a decision, while the skies grumbled their disgust and spat upon me.

   Eventually, slowly, I lowered my hands, still holding the black ball.  The bilocation faded, leaving only one perspective, my perspective.  The Thing within the orb didn’t speak to me, but I felt the soundless scream of frustration within its prison.  I wrapped it in my cloak again, tied it closed, and put it down.  Maybe I could break the glass and destroy the thing set free.  Maybe it would awaken my inner demons again and I would lose.  Maybe I would prevail over it and my inner demons, both.  Or maybe the glass was unbreakable by any power at my command.

   That wouldn’t give me Tort.  It wouldn’t even bring me satisfaction.  I would still be here, wherever here might be, as lost and alone as ever.

   I wept bloody tears the rain was never quick enough to wash away.

    

   The remains of the ruins tell me it was once a zoo.  We found a gap in a hurricane fence and spent the rest of the night in the back of something’s former lair.  I think it belonged to some sort of big cat, but the plaque was gone.  At least I didn’t see any signs of the jumbo-sized omnivorous ants.  Carnivorous ivy I can deal with.  All the same, I was careful.  I might not bleed at night—it all flows toward me and soaks in—but the ants seem to home in on the smell of blood.  Tomorrow, I would need to find better housing and start scrounging.

   I spent most of the night in my mental study, tidying up after the mess the Dark One left in it.  Papers of memories were everywhere.  Getting my head put back together was no easy task.  At least, it wasn’t as bad as the massive mess left behind by a half-million ghosts.  What irked me most about it was the way I’d had it all put together before.  This was a mess made by someone who chose to make a mess.  It was… spiteful.  Yes, that’s the word I want.  Spiteful.

   I also tried to delete the trapdoor down to the basement.  It should be a simple modification.  Have the floor roll up over it, sink down, and there, it’s gone.  It didn’t.  The floor stopped at the edge, rippling and rolling, and wouldn’t cover the door.

   That scares me.  I’ve had to settle for adding some more locking bolts.  I do not regard this as a good thing.

   Then again, what do I know?  Is there a psychologist in the house?  What does it mean?

   Having done that—or, in the case of the trapdoor, having failed to do that—I was stuck with having time to think.

   I want my Tort.

   That may sound self-centered, even ungrateful, but there it is.  I’ve had very few women in my life who mean something to me.  Typically, they get taken away from me by betrayal or tragic circumstance.  But Tort is the first one to sacrifice herself to save me.  Not merely die because of me; willingly go to her doom for me.

   Maybe I don’t know how to accept a gift, but I’m not pleased by this.

   I want my Tort.

   That phrase keeps coming to mind.

   I’m not sure if she’s in the Black Ball of Bad or not; I can’t exactly look inside.  If she was, she’s utterly consumed and destroyed therefore.  Utterly consumed and destroyed is not acceptable.  I therefore will believe she was not inside it and was not consumed.  I choose to believe in my Tort.

   She knows I wouldn’t want her to die for me.  Since she knows that, Tort would have found a way.  She wouldn’t stick me with the guilt of surviving after she died to save me.  Which means she’s alive.  Which means I need to go find her.  She engineered rescuing me.  Returning the favor is a requirement.

   Besides, I’m her angel.  I promised to always come back.  And I will.

   So.  Since her death is uncertain and not something I can tolerate, I must assume she is alive and I will find her.  There.  A goal in life.

   I’m good at rationalizing.

   I need to get back to Karvalen and talk to T’yl without getting a church and some faction of the Wizards’ Guild on my undead derrière merely for being present.  I’ll have to work on that as soon as I figure out how.  I’m in a low-magic, post-apocalyptic world with carnivorous ivy, giant omnivorous ants, lousy weather, and a distinct lack of humans to eat.

   This does not bode well for Plan A:  Waste time.

   I have to give the people in Rethven time to calm down, find out the truth about the Evil Twin, all that stuff.  Maybe I don’t need to wait as long as a generation or two—after all, I’m supposedly still popular in Karvalen and Mochara.  But I do need to let things calm down a bit before going back.  Or, for that matter, trying to call anyone over there.  T’yl destroyed the gate in my gate room to keep people from following me.  It would really suck if they traced my call and decided to re-open the Hand’s Vampire Purge Project.

   Thing is… I’m not sure I can wait that long.

   Sometimes, it seems as though I’m in more of a hurry ever since I became immortal.  Is that irony?

   So, Plan B.

   As soon as I come up with a Plan B, I’ll let you know.

   





   





Sunday, August 9th

    

   Once the sun hit the sky, I worked with the local magic.  

   This place is a magical desert.  Not a literal magical desert, with sand-creatures and djinn, but a metaphorical desert.  The magical potential of the place is low enough that even the simplest spells require far more effort.

   In Karvalen, I could charm a cup to fill itself by drawing water out of the air.  Here, I had to draw symbols on the ground and focus on the spell to put enough power into it to get it to work.  Even in the early-morning air, it was an exercise to draw water into a handkerchief and wring it out to drink.

   On the other hand, I had magical items actually on my person.  What were these rings and the amulet for?  It doesn’t take much power to examine an existing enchantment, just time and attention.  

   The magical rings were simple bands of gold, without gems, but adorned with a peculiar script.  Rather than gold lettering in some harder material, the gold bands had lettering carved in it and another metal, bluish-silver, filling it in.  I didn’t recognize the metal, but the lettering on the rings was part of the enchantments.

   One ring could raise a deflection spell almost instantly—much more quickly than someone could cast it—but would then need some time to recharge.  Around here, quite a long time, unless I gathered power and pushed it into the ring to help charge it.

   The other ring was enchanted with a healing spell.  It could be activated by an act of will, but the important part was the automatic feature.  Spells went off if the wearer went unconscious.  The spells focused mainly on stopping blood loss, minimizing shock, and on stimulating the central nervous system.  The stimulant was presumably to help the wearer wake up and do something to save himself.

   I could see why my alter ego wanted them.  No doubt I would have gotten around to having something like them made for me, too, eventually.

   The amulet was more subtle and complicated than either of those.  The chain was unexceptional—I could replace it with a string, or simply carry the amulet in a pocket.  The amulet was circular and about two inches across.  The structure of it was some sort of silver wire, twisted around and through itself.  Looking at it straight on, it gave the impression of a sphere.  Looked at from the side, it was only a quarter-inch thick or so.  It was a nice optical illusion.

   The primary enchantment acted as a cloaking device against locator spells, cycling gradually through a series of settings.  Getting a bearing on the wearer would require extraordinary measures, not merely a simple seeking spell.

   A secondary enchantment played with light and shadow, moving them subtly, altering their texture and density.  Someone wearing the thing could move through a dark or shadowy area and blend in like eggs in cake batter.

   Naturally, both enchantments were in constant operation, although the blending-in function was only effective when it had dark or shadowed areas to work with.  I wondered how well—and how long—it would operate in this environment.

   Nothing he wore would do anything to help disguise the latest nighttime effects of my undead state—the charcoal-dark skin, the featureless black eyes, the ever-so-slightly pointed ears, the sharp-edged teeth, all that stuff.  I can only assume he either cast disguise spells on himself or regarded them as unimportant.

   I came out of the inner lair into a hot, sunshine-laden morning.  I sneezed three times in rapid succession and started wondering about toxic pollen from mutant plants.  For all I knew, I had hostile organisms sprouting in my sinuses already.

   I hate that.  I’ve never actually had it happen, but there’s something about the very idea that offends me.

   Bronze diligently kept her strength up by trimming low-hanging branches.  She paused long enough to put her head over my shoulder and assure me she felt my pain.  I hugged her neck and didn’t say anything, didn’t need to say anything.  Tort was far more important to me than I had ever dreamed.  Bronze missed her, too.

   This.  This pain is exactly why I have problems admitting I care about someone.  This pain, right here, the twisting, gnawing thing that sinks fangs of ice into my heart, freezes it with its frosty breath, and then squeezes, causing my heart to make those cracking noises polar explorers hear right before they vanish forever into eternal cold and dark.

   Damn.

   Bronze went back to grazing on branches and I gathered deadwood for a fire.  Breakfast wasn’t going to cook itself.  It doesn’t take the place of a fresh corpse, but it helps.  Eating, as a mortal, delays the inevitable hunger of the undead.  Until I found something close enough to human to serve as food, I needed to delay the onset of vampire blood-hunger as long as possible.

   I didn’t really want breakfast.  It was important to get into the habit, regardless.  You have to carry on as though you intend to carry on.  The alternative is to curl up in a ball and never move again.

   Sometimes it’s tempting.

   Firebrand didn’t say anything when I touched its point to the wood; for a wonder, it respected my silence and my pain.  The wood blazed up without fanfare and started to burn on its own.  I laid the blade in the flames and it psychically sighed in contentment.

   As for breakfast, there were a number of birds in the trees.  One by one, I charmed a few to land on my hand.  Bird brains don’t take much to override.  I wrung their necks and roasted them.

   “Hello?”

   I froze for about a second before I slowly turned to look.  The guy was about five-seven or so with a battered, almost shapeless hat.  He had an equally well-worn knapsack, two days’ worth of beard, and a hungry look.

   “Hello,” I replied.  It would have been rude not to.  I saw Bronze holding perfectly still, statue-like.  Probably a good idea, that.  None of us had any idea how this guy would react to a giant, metal horse.

   Do they even have horses in this world?

   Wherever this was, it wasn’t the post-apocalyptic future I found the first time I went hunting for my home world.  My unexpected visitor should have been, at best, a ragged descendant of the survivors of nuclear holocaust.  He did not look the part.  He resembled a down-on-his-luck hitchhiker.

   T’yl!  What have you done?  Where the hell did you put me!?  First, I lose Tort, and now I’m lost!  I’m not sure I can take this!

   “I smelled the cooking and I was hoping, maybe, you might have some extra?” he ventured.  I looked at the birds.  The way I eat, it was a light snack.  For a human being, though…

   A wave of weariness swept over me.

   “Yeah, sure,” I called.  “Careful with the fence.”

   He tossed the knapsack over and demonstrated considerable agility in climbing after it.  I suspected he might have some practical experience going over fences, but it would have been impolite to mention it.  Besides, he was my only source of information.  I gestured him to a sunny rock and handed him a spitted sparrow.  It might have been sparrow.  He didn’t ask what it was.  He ate it quickly while I gnawed one of my own.

   I saw him looking at the fire, the birds, and Firebrand.  Especially Firebrand.  He didn’t say a word about it, which showed great restraint.

   “Help yourself,” I suggested.  He took another bird from the fire.  He finished it as I took a second snack from the cooking spit.  I nodded to the last one and he needed no other urging.

   Afterward, he wiped his hands on his shirt—it didn’t improve them much, nor the shirt—and stuck out his right.

   “I’m Bill,” he offered.

   First names only, hmm?  I thought.

   He thinks he’s being polite, Boss, Firebrand told me.  No last names.  It limits what you can tell anyone.

   Other places, other customs.  I shook his hand.

   “Call me Eric.”

   “Thanks for the nosh, Eric.”  He eyed my clothes.  “You… ah, you don’t look like a man living rough.”

   “Meaning I’m not dressed for it?” I asked.  He nodded.  “Ever heard of a renaissance fair?”

   “Sure.  That’s where folks get all dressed up and… oh, I see.  You work for one of them places?”

   “No, but I go to them.  They’re terrific places to party and get drunk.”  I tried to look sheepish.  “I, ah… do that, probably more often than I should.”

   “Man’s got a right to drown his troubles,” Bill agreed.  Something about his demeanor made me think he didn’t believe me.  It was nice of him to pretend, though.

   “You should have seen two years ago,” I lied, “when I woke up in a rowboat out on a lake.”  I pretended to be thoughtful.  “Say, just in case… where am I this time?”

   “The old Paws-N-Claws zoo, east of Hamlin.”

   “Pennsylvania?” I asked.  Bill stared at me.

   “Get really drunk, do you?”

   “The rowboat was on Lake Superior,” I told him.  “I couldn’t see the shore.”  He whistled.

   “Yeah, all right.  It’s Penn state.”

   “Scranton off west, Lake Wallenpaupack to the east?”

   “That’s it.  Thought it was Lake Wallapopapack, though.”

   Maybe T’yl didn’t land me that far off after all.  Or, maybe I missed when I tried for home with an inter-universal gate.  So far, the place seems pretty similar to home… but I know I’m right about the lake.

   Oh, my stars and garters.  Could T’yl have hit the right world, a century or ten earlier?  Could I have stepped through a gate to the right world, but at a different time?

   “Hey, Eric?”

   “Hmm?”

   “You seemed kinda far away there for a minute.”

   “Yeah.  I’m still a little hung over from my bender.  Could you tell me what day it is?  Did I miss a week or a weekend?”

   “Sunday.  August ninth.”

   “Thanks.  That’s not bad.”

   Bill fetched out a flask from his knapsack.

   “Hair of the dog?” he asked.  “For the hangover?”

   “Oh, I couldn’t.  Shouldn’t.  I’ve learned that if I start, I’ll keep going.  I should wait awhile and recover.”

   “Suit yourself,” he replied, took a slug, and put it away.  I got to my feet.

   “Well, it’s been nice meeting you, Bill.  I should be moving on.”

   “Nice to meet you, too.  Thanks for the breakfast.”

   “My pleasure.”

   I gathered up my cloak and the ball inside it, tied it up like a sack on Bronze’s integral saddlehorn, and mounted.  Bill watched with an expression of mild disbelief as Bronze started moving.  I don’t think he realized she wasn’t a statue.  Bronze and I departed the enclosure through a gap in the fence.  A little searching around the abandoned zoo eventually led us out to the road, then the highway.

   Cars hummed along with an electrical sound, alternating only occasionally with a gasoline growl.  People in the cars turned to stare at us as we went by.

   I suppose we might seem a trifle unusual.

   The thought made me nervous.  Every person who went by seemed to find us worthy of note.  How many of them were already on the phone to the state troopers or highway patrol?  A hundred?  Ten?  One?

   All it would take was one.  I don’t think Bronze would react well to being pulled over by a cop.  I’m not sure how well a cop would react to having to pull over a giant bronze statue, either.  Especially carrying a guy in a quasi-renaissance outfit, complete with family-sized flaming sword, patented Glass Ball of Evilness, and a total lack of identification.

   Bronze isn’t terribly good at being inconspicuous.  She tries, but she has some natural handicaps.  I have some problems with it, myself.

   We made a really good try at fading into the woods.

    

   The abandoned zoo was still abandoned.  Bill was nowhere to be seen.  He probably took off shortly after a statue came to life and an armed weirdo rode away on it.  I might have, myself.

   We laid low until nightfall for a number of reasons.  Most of them revolved around avoiding trouble with the locals.  As long as we were sitting still, though, I took the opportunity to put together a low-grade Ascension Field.

   The spell was a variation on the Ascension Sphere, a magical field used by magicians for their final exam, or their masterpiece work.  It absorbed magical energy and contained it—the more magical energy it absorbed, the more it could contain.  Clearly a thermodynamic paradox, but I’ve been working on ignoring those.

   I designed my variation to work specifically on Bronze.  Instead of a sphere centered on a point, it was a field determined by a surface.  In this case, it followed the contours of Bronze, forming a second skin.

   She’s a magical construct in a low-magic environment.  That’s why she grazes almost constantly; she needs fuel to operate here.  The last time I cast an Ascension Sphere for her, it helped enormously.  Of course, that was to help her recuperate from injury, and I cast it in Rethven, in a high-magic environment.  Here, despite my best efforts at diagram-drawing, blood-smearing, chant-singing, and hand-waving, it was still a pale shadow of the original.

   It worked, after a fashion.  Bronze absorbed the energy as fast as it came in, so the Field had to be adjusted slightly.  Normally, these things run off the power already inside them, making them nearly impossible to take down without going in and using—or storing—the accumulated energy.  Here, though, the objective was to power Bronze, so it needed to draw in power, use whatever it needed to maintain itself, and feed the rest directly to her magical matrix.

   Burnt sticks work okay as pencils, but Bronze isn’t fond of being written on.  She took it like a trooper, though.

   I wonder.  If I take a day and build a really big magic circle for an Ascension Sphere, can I let it enhance the magical field inside it, then make a smaller circle inside and use the enhanced magical environment to make a more powerful Ascension Sphere… and then keep building stronger versions with more powerful magic for as many iterations as will fit?  Would they act together as a sort of suction, drawing in power more quickly?  Or would the inner spheres simply concentrate whatever the outer sphere drew in?

   I suspect the limitation involves surface area, not intensity, but I could be wrong.  When I have time and a place to try it, I will.  Always so many things to do before I get around to anything else…

   I kicked dirt over the remains of my campfire, crawled into my lair, and hid from the sunset.  Bronze dragged over a big, leafy branch and blocked the opening with it, darkening the interior markedly.  I wrapped up in every piece of clothing I owned and waited.

   While I waited—hot, sweating, and stinking—I thought about my situation.  What do I need to do?  Where do I need to go?  What do I want?

   What I need is someplace to call home.  Preferably someplace private, fairly secluded, but with access to a large metropolitan area—the idea of a vampire hiding in a small town is ludicrous.  I don’t need blood every night, but if I let it go for too long, I get cranky.  Shortly after that, the rate at which neighbors start dying off will rise drastically.  So, a place to call my own, no more than an hour away from a major city where a slight rise in suspected homicides won’t be so noticeable.  Someplace with a major hospital would be best.  There’s almost always soul food in a hospital.

   What else do I need?  An identity.  I need to establish myself as a person who belongs here, not some freak of spontaneous generation who appeared out of nowhere.  I need to be a mild-mannered citizen going about his lawful occasions, rather than a suspect.

   Either of those will take money.  Both, together, will take lots of money.  And, unless I want to find a day job that will never, ever, under any circumstances ask me to be there during sunrise or sunset, I’ll need even more money.

   This can be done, I feel sure.  Eventually.  I’ll have to start small and work up.

    

   Here’s a dilemma.  Sweat like an entire weightlifting team and stink forever, or strip down and fry in the ambient light?

   I hate my transformation.  It’s not that I wind up a corpse afterward—or wind up rising from the dead, depending—but it hurts and it smells awful.  Mostly, it’s the smell.  Oh, sure; it stings like some lunatics with needles are trying to find all my veins at once.  With electrified needles.  With hot electrified needles.  But they’re not dull needles; there’s that.  The real problem is the yuck factor.  The byproducts of my transformation create a foul and reeking sweat that makes crawling through a latrine seem like a way to rinse off.  It’s never good, but injury and regeneration add to it.

   I have not missed that greasy, sticky feeling behind my ears and along the inside of my elbows.

   To be fair, it may not be as bad as all that.  I have hyperacute senses; it goes with the job.  Usually, I manage to tune out most things—sounds, smells, the rasp of my clothing against my skin, all that.  It’s possible the sweat-stained smell is no worse than a post-game locker room and I’m oversensitive.  That doesn’t help my nose, though, or the icky, slimy feeling.

   Last time I had this problem, I worked out a cleaning spell.  My usual cleaning spell crawls over me and removes anything not actually attached.  The low-power version caused that sort of thing to be ejected, tiny bit by tiny bit, as I moved—it was a transfer spell, taking energy from physical movement and transferring it to tiny bits of filth and sweat.  It was slow, but it was also cheap.  I drew the appropriate circle the moment I stepped out of my cave.

   After casting my spell, I wasn’t clean and wouldn’t be for an hour or more.  On the other hand, I felt better knowing it was in progress.  I still wanted a bath, preferably in a hot, fast-moving river.  A geyser would do.  I’d even settle for two or three bathtubs and lots of soap.

   Bronze, meanwhile, ate all the vegetation inside the exhibit fence and finished two small trees outside it.  She can take a bite right out of a solid tree trunk like me taking a bite out of an apple.  She finished her third as I finished my cleaning spell.  I noticed some suspiciously bite-shaped chunks in what was left of the metal fence, too.  At least she simplified getting out of the enclosure.  Did she chew her way through the whole thing?  Or did she take a bite out of the hurricane fence to get one bit of wire loose and suck it up like spaghetti?

   Come to think of it, when I have some cash on me, I’m going to get her a bucket of gasoline and see what she thinks.  Maybe a selection of flammable liquids.  How much is charcoal, these days?

   “Ready?”

   She pawed the ground and tossed her head, clearly a case of Ready!

   We took off, Bronze trailing smoke from her ears.  I kept us off the highway and stayed mainly on rural roads.  I’ll say this for Pennsylvania:  Even the worst of the back roads beat the so-called “roads” in Rethven by two ruts, a layer of mud, and a hundred potholes.  I expected to take most of the night to get home.  Taking the back ways and only occasionally hitting a secondary highway, we turned onto Rattlesnake Pike and pounded up to my old driveway a little after midnight.

   I expected a fancy, old-style, wrought-iron gate guarding a worn driveway leading to a burned-down vacant lot.

   There was no gate.  There was no sign a gate was ever there.  We advanced, still looking, and eventually came to a typical farmyard gate—sheet metal construction, meant to keep cows and other animals from wandering—with a wire fence.  Beyond that I saw a large barn and a couple of smaller outbuildings.

   Clearly, this wasn’t my home.

   Bronze stood quietly by the gate while I pondered.

   T’yl was trying to put me back where I came from.  He’s never been there, but he’s helped open the way before, so he should be able to manage it.  At least, I would think so.  He had a magical key to help him, too—although, to be fair, I’m still not sure exactly how those keys work.  They made it easier for the Hand to open a gate to my homeworld, but how they did so was still unclear.  Still, T’yl only had one; the Hand’s setup in Telen used several.

   Admittedly, I wasn’t overwhelmingly pleased with the idea of surviving in post-nuclear-apocalypse-world with omnivorous giants ants—I don’t want to talk about it—and carnivorous ivy, but it beats being the victim of a heavily-armed palace coup.  

   Could T’yl have just plain missed?  Or was he trying something special?  He knew where I went the last time; I told him about the place.  It’s possible he was trying to be kind to me by avoiding it.  Maybe he aimed for—and hit—something closer to where and when I came from.  Closer, but not quite on target.

   There are a number of parallel universe theories.  I have empirical evidence of, possibly, four.  Well… five, if you count energy-state universes.  So, there really are multiple universes with extraordinary similarities, suggesting there are not only other universes, but bringing up the possibility of parallel or alternate universes—variations on the branching timeline theory.  Either that, or interdimensional gates are subject to temporal slippage.

   No, it can’t be temporal slippage.  The cars we saw on the road were electric; that means we’re later along the timeline than when I left.  Therefore, if this is my original world, there should be signs of my old house.  And there aren’t.  The area has some outbuildings and a barn, nothing else.  There’s no sign of the house, the stables, the main gate, or anything, which implies they never existed in this reality.  None of the present buildings would require the eradication of all former construction.  Someone would have to go to a lot of trouble to remove all signs of the house and grounds.

   Or were all signs gone?  I checked.  I searched.  I reached into the ground with psychic tendrils, ran my fingers over fragments of rock.  The foundations of the gate-pillars should still be up by the highway… no.  I sprang lightly over the fence and navigated by memory and space, rather than by eye, to find the house.  No old foundations underneath anything, no basement bomb-shelter, no sign of the in-ground pool, nothing.

   Okay.  Either someone went to extraordinary lengths to remove all signs of a mansion and its attendant structures, or I was in an alternate reality.

   Strangely, given the choice between a couple million dollars of landscaping or being transported to an alternate reality, the alternate reality sounds more plausible.  That really says something about my life.  I’m not sure it says anything good, but it says something.

   Bronze and I walked back along the driveway—well, okay, the dirt road—back toward Rattlesnake Pike.

   If there are an infinite number of worlds, picking out one specific world could be tricky.  At one point, the Hand was doing it on a regular basis, though, so they had to have a way to pick the one they wanted.  Did the keys have something to do with that?

   Or, if there are a limited number of similar worlds, they could have simply not cared; they could hunt vampires in all of them, presumably.

   No, there had to be lots of options.  Their astrological research and calculations were too precise, too complicated, for only one pair of universes or even for a small number.  Now I wish I’d spent more time looking over their work.  It would give me more to work with.

   All right.  Until proven otherwise, I’ll go with the infinite universes theory—there are an infinite number of the things and targeting one particular universe requires the utmost in care and finesse.  The one in which I currently reside is merely one of many where no one built a house on that particular piece of land.  For all I know, Sasha might be alive and well somewhere else in the world.  Various alternate versions of everybody I knew might be wandering around.

   I might be around.

    

    Regardless of any larger, pan-dimensional problems, there are still the issues of the here and now.  My main problem was being conspicuous; drawing attention was way down on my list of things to do.  While I could pass for an alcoholic actor from a renaissance fair, anyone in authority was going to ask me which fair, where it was, and may I see some identification, sir?

   Somehow, I suspected the guy on the animated statue and wearing a four-foot violation of the local weapon ordinances was not going to pull off “I left my wallet in my other pants.”

   First order of business: blend in.  All I’ve got to do is pass as an ordinary human being.

   This could be a problem.

   I gave serious thought to casting a disguise spell to alter my skin color from my nighttime charcoal-grey to something more human, but I would need to cast a considerably more complicated illusion to conceal my eyes.  Given the local paucity of power, the spells would be both difficult and short-lived.

   Instead, I took my outfit apart.  There were a number of layers involved—undershirt, shirt, doublet, quilted jerkin over that, tabard over that… plus underwear, shorts, hose, pants, et cetera or et al.  It was like my alter ego was trying to see how many layers of clothes he could get away with.  Admittedly, it was all silky stuff, most of it silky-thin, but it still seemed excessive.  It did, however, give me enough options to put together an outfit that might be regarded as poor fashion sense instead of raging anachronism.

   The magic underwear was, possibly, the most interesting part of the ensemble.  It wasn’t quite a suit of longjohns; it covered my torso and extended nearly to my elbows and knees.  The odd part was the way it had small panels, like brigandine armor, sewn into pockets on the inside and the outside.  The pockets were offset enough between layers so they overlapped.  I recognized the material of the plates; it was the super-duper-polymer-fiber-whatever I brought back from Carnivorous Ivy Land.  My bet is this silky stuff is all spider silk, too.  It strikes me as a suitably paranoid thing to wear.

   As for enchantments, the underwear had some resistance to oxidation—it could be burned, but it wouldn’t burn without some other fuel to make it burn.  It also had what I think of as the standard enchantment package—self-mending, self-cleaning.

   At least if I get into an accident, I’ll have on clean underwear.  Sadly, though, since it’s underwear, it just transfers any dirt, sweat, or other filth to any other layers of clothing.

    Bronze took me right up to the edge of town and we found an abandoned gas station.  The three of us hid there—me from the sunrise, them from prying eyes—and I walked into town on my own.

   





   





Monday, August 10th 

    

   Bronze was not happy about waiting.  Neither was Firebrand.  During the day, I could at least pretend to blend in.  They would attract attention like a vampire in a blood bank.

   I recast my cleaning spell and jogged the rest of the way into town to look for a pawnshop.  It was surprisingly difficult to find one.  A phone book would have been immensely useful.  I couldn’t even find a public phone.  Of course, with the rise of the mobile phone, they were already disappearing when I left.  Instead, I had to ask around and get directions.

   People have tried to cheat me on a number of occasions.  This was one of the worst.

   I laid out my non-magical rings for the owner of the shop; their gems were sizable.  He looked the rings over with a critical eye, scratched some glass with the diamond, and made me an offer so low—judging by the prices of the goods in his shop—that I wondered if he knew gems.

   On the other hand, I needed money.  Having local currency is important.  I can’t walk into a fast-food joint and plunk down a ruby.  It gets one talked about.

   We haggled for a bit, he came down to “take it or leave it,” and I scooped up my rings and walked.  I made it out the door before he called after me to wait—maybe we could work something out.

   We did.  I let him have the diamond ring for slightly more than a song and dance.  It was enough for now and might be sufficient to get me to a more legitimate broker of gems and jewelry.  More importantly, one that could recognize hand-crafted stuff and might be persuaded to believe they were antiques.  The techniques used in making them were certainly not modern.

   All in all, I think I got a tenth of what that ring was worth.  I know the man has to make a profit, but still!

   I’ve mentioned it before:  I hate being cheated.  Sorry about the rant.  And now I’ll shut up about it.

    

   The things possible for a man with cash are several orders of magnitude larger than the things possible for a man without.  Anyone with money is, at worst, eccentric.  Anyone without money is a bum.  As much as my stomach wanted to make use of my limited funds, there were larger concerns.  Clothes that looked right for the period and place.  Luggage to conceal a big bastard of a sword.  A sack, or a box, to hold that unpleasant glass ball.  And paint.  Quite a lot of paint.

   A thrift store helped with my clothes.  Everybody seems helpful when you have a job interview and need something that goes with a tie.  Fashion in ties has changed, too; they tend to be thin, usually less than an inch wide.  Sport jackets have foam shoulder pads, too.  I thought those went out of style with zoot suits.  Nice shoes are still in style, though.  I also found a beat-up valise for my other clothes, a musty bowling-ball bag for the Evil Orb, and some curtains with curtain rods for wrapping up and disguising Firebrand.

   The Black Ball almost didn’t fit in the bag; bowling balls are somewhat smaller and much lighter.  I also worried about the handles tearing loose.  A little reinforcement with duct tape and a couple of lengths of bungee cord settled that.  The bag still bulged, but the Sphere of Suck wasn’t going anywhere.  I also scrimped up enough power for a couple of minor spells—mostly a don’t-notice-me on the bag, but also a psychic blocking spell on it.  I didn’t want anyone taking too much of an interest in it.

   That thing makes me nervous.

   Once dressed to play the part of Upstanding Citizen—or, at least, Innocent Bystander—I moved on to the now-open library and their public-access computers.  A little research found a couple of licensed gold and jewelry dealers.  None of them were local, but we could pay them a visit tomorrow…

   I counted cash and wished I had enough to buy dinner.  Well, it’s not the first time I’ve gone hungry.  Paint for Bronze was more important.  She didn’t like being disguised as a Clydesdale, but it was the only thing anyone might possibly believe.  The less attention we attract, the better, but she’s going to attract attention whenever she’s seen.  Best to minimize it by pretending to be a normal horse.  A giant horse, but otherwise normal.

   What are the local laws about horseback riding, I wonder?  Do I need a license or a permit?  And how accepted is it?  Will we get pulled over regularly, or will the cops shrug and go back to their doughnuts?  This could be important to know.

   





   





Thursday, August 20th, 2048

    

   We relocated to Pittsburgh to find someone who would let me hock my jewelry.  I finally sold the loot for something closer to a reasonable price.  I’m sure “my dear, departed mother” would have understood about my financial hardship, and the guy behind the counter was both sympathetic and disbelieving.  I didn’t feel cheated for selling at a discount in his case.  Part of the purchase price was his willingness to go along with my story—especially since I still didn’t have any identification—and wanted cash.

   After that, I started searching for someone to help me with an identity.  I’ve met more drug dealers, muggers, prostitutes, and other criminal classes in the last week than I’ve met in my entire previous life.  They seem to alternate between three major attitudes.  Some don’t want to talk to me at all.  Others want money to tell me anything—“I need someone who can set me up with a fake ID.”  “I dunno, man, I don’t think I know nobody.”  “Mr. Franklin would be grateful.”  Paper changes hands.  “Oh, him.  Yeah, he’s all right.  You could talk to…”  The third type seems to peg me as a mark and try to rob me.

   The first type is pretty much a wash.  The second type takes cash and moves me, sometimes, up the criminal food chain.  Since I perform all my illegal pursuits after dark—it’s safer for me that way—the third type helps finance the second type.  Afterward, I generally stuff the bloodless corpses down a manhole.  I can open the things with one finger; I don’t need a tool.

   Yes, I’m careful.  I have a handkerchief to avoid leaving fingerprints.  Bloodstains in my clothes soak on through and are absorbed into my skin.  I also wear makeup to hide my skin tone and a cheap pair of sunglasses for my eyes.  It’s faster and less time-consuming than spells.  There are some advantages to a technological society.

   On the other hand, there are some severe downsides, too—especially for an inhuman, blood-drinking monster.

   During one of my midnight investigations, a sizable number of law enforcement professionals chose to make some arrests.  In other words, I was in a crackhouse when they raided the place.

                 I was on the ground floor, having a quiet conversation with “Q-man” and my friends, Mr. Grant and Mr. Franklin.  “Q-man” was quite willing to give them a ride back to his place and was telling me about a friend of his own.  A number of other people were occupied with various forms of chemical self-abuse around us.

   About that point, a red light over the front door started blinking.

   “What’s that?” I asked.

   “People out front,” he told me.  He glanced down the hall and saw a similar light over the back door was also blinking.  He didn’t bother to tell me what it meant; he sprang to his feet and sprinted upstairs.

   When the operator of an illegal establishment starts moving at his maximum speed, it might be prudent to do the same.  Just as a rule of thumb.

   Twin bangs announced the presence of uninvited guests.  The cops blew down the front and back doors.  Men in body armor rushed in, shouting for people to get their hands in sight and down on the floor and all the other things policemen say when they’re waving guns around.

   Q-man and I, meanwhile, made the second floor and dumped a pile of child-sized chairs from the landing.  I was impressed at his forethought.  The chairs clattered and bounced down, catching in the railing and in each other, turning into an instant barricade.  It would take a minute or two for someone to climb over them, much longer to actually clear the stairs.

   Q-man went to a bedroom, threw open the window, and unrolled one of those fire-escape ladders.  In the dark, he couldn’t see the cops waiting below the window.  I didn’t feel any overwhelming urge to tell him, either.  Regardless of whether or not we did business, he was still a drug dealer.

   I hurried around the upper floor, checking out the windows.  Cops all over the yard like beer cans after the football game.  Apparently, they don’t like it if people leave the party early when they’re trying to have a drug bust.  Can’t say I blame them, but I was prepared to be a little rude in the interests of not being arrested.  Running was my first choice; I don’t like assaulting policemen.  They’re doing their jobs.  As a general rule, I like police.  What I don’t like is being taken into custody.

   The north side of the house had a strip of yard and a driveway.  Beyond that was a wire property fence, overgrown with weeds and vines.  And beyond that was another lot, this one with the burned-out shell of a house.  Best of all, there were no officers present on that property and no good sight-lines to any of the officers I could see.

   I forced open the sticking window—it was still less noise than breaking it—before I backed across the room, out into the hall, and took a running start.  The dive through the window was clean, the trajectory perfect, the range a bit off.  I landed well, hitting, folding, rolling, tumbling.  I launched just a tad too far.  I also had a lot of momentum to kill once I landed.  I skidded to a halt under the remains of the porch, right through the wooden slats for keeping animals out.  Fortunately, the noise was minimal compared to the shouting behind me.  I stuck my head up through the burned-out porch floor, took stock of my surroundings, and headed for a nice, empty area farther away.

   I circled around to see what was going on.  Not because I particularly cared about the fate of Q-man or his clientele, but because police procedure is good to know when you’re potentially a hunted felon.

   Changes from the things I remember:  They made use of high-voltage sticks.  Mostly to the legs, I noticed, which minimized risk to the heart or head.  They used wide, plastic things rather than handcuffs—specially-designed zip-ties of some sort, I think.  I didn’t see any chemical agents in use, but they might forego those to avoid drug interactions.  They also showed no hesitation about shooting people with big-bore weapons; the ammunition was some sort of beanbag round.  While a man juiced to the eyeballs can’t feel the hit, he still gets knocked flat by it.

   More disturbing was the aftermath.  They didn’t fingerprint their prisoners.  They peeled open eyelids and used a handheld device to shine a flash of laser light in the eye.  Retina prints?  Probably.  They also had some sort of pen-sized, single-use gadget.  They drew the thing in an S-curve over the cheek or back of the hand.  Collecting skin for DNA analysis?  Checking for drug residue?  I wasn’t sure.

   I wasn’t too worried about any of the capture methods.  Day or night, I could probably snap the plastic ties.  At night, beanbag rounds and shock-sticks would only annoy me.  But if they ever did get me into custody, what would a retina scan show?  During the day, would it be normal?  Or, since my eyes see in ultra-high-resolution, what would they look like to the scanner?  Worst-case, if they scanned my eyes at night… well, they’re black.  Solid black.  Black eyeballs without iris or pupil.  Is it possible to get a retina scan off that?

   And the skin-scrapers.  What does my DNA look like?  Human?  Or human with symbiotic organisms?  Or inhuman, due to viral modifications?

   Important note:  Do not allow myself to be taken into custody.

   I faded into the night.  I’m a vampire.  We do that—some of us better than others.  I did my best.

    

   All in all, I have to admit I’m not cut out to be a street thug.  I don’t have the proper vocabulary or attitude.  This really slows me down in getting low-level crooks to send me to crooks higher up the food chain.

   Worse, I’d have to say I’m not making a profit.  Street thugs are robbers because they want money, not because they have money.  Still, my cash supply stretched further than I expected.

   To help make ends meet, I went job-hunting.  It was either that or start actively hunting for wealthier victims.  I don’t like killing people for money.

   Very quickly, I was introduced to the realities of being an undocumented person in a computer-organized, cyber-tracked society.  I had to give up my ideas of being a substitute teacher or even a part-time computer monkey in any capacity.  Not only have my skills gone out-of-date (Welcome to the year 2048, you fossil!), but I have zero credentials, education, or work history.  

   I’m also told it’s not a good economic period.  According to the news, it’s a horrible depression, with pundits bewailing the fate of the working class.  Maybe it is, but anyone who does have work generally has a pretty decent standard of living.  I guess it all depends on what you’re used to.  The homeless are plentiful, though, and steady, full-time jobs are hard to find.  Maybe the country is in a depression; I wouldn’t know.  I’m not an economist.  I know it’s possible to make ends meet if you aren’t picky about where you live or what you do.  I don’t think that’s a depression.  Maybe a recession.  It’s the lack of major luxuries, not a lack of important things—food, clothes, water, that sort of stuff.

   Then again, electricity is a luxury to me, so what do I know?

   I’m not picky.  I have fairly regular day-labor jobs through the local employment office.  They aren’t even temp jobs, just one-day things that pay off in cash.  Automation still hasn’t completely taken over construction, yard work, and general mover jobs.  I have to remember not to show any exceptional strength for my size—and to file down my fingernails in the morning.  And no grinning; I can’t show my teeth.

   So far, I’ve got a closet—excuse me, I mean a miniscule (!) one-room apartment—on the third floor of a tenement.  It’s unfurnished and likely to stay that way; I don’t plan to live here for long.  I share the pair of bathrooms down the hall, which works out well since I tend to shower around sunrise and sunset.  That doesn’t yet conflict with anyone else’s hours, which is good, but daylight savings time is likely to cause problems…

   Yeah, I’m back to Plan A.  People don’t forget about their Evil Overlord overnight.

   Speaking of problems, I have dental hygiene issues.  With the shockingly low magical potential, I’ve had to resort to brushing and flossing.

   This does not work well.  My teeth are sharp, remember?  I try to floss and the line parts immediately.  It’s like trying to floss between knives.  The string snaps before it does any good.

   Toothbrush bristles aren’t any better.  Sure, I can brush my teeth, sort of, but it ruins the toothbrush.  I wind up spitting plastic bristle bits out along with the toothpaste.  They don’t make a super-tough toothbrush.  On the other hand, they do make an electronic, ultrasonic thing they claim can do the work of a toothbrush.  I’ll save up for one.  In the meantime, I’ve had to resort to mouthwash.

   And don’t get me started on how the flavor of toothpaste and mouthwash seem to set my mouth on fire, either.  It’s nowhere near as bad as actually being set on fire, but it’s a daily thing for me.  I’ve also got a minor issue with my tongue.  It’s monstrously long, but most of it retracts down my throat.  It still hurts like hell when I bite it, though, and that makes the mouthwash even worse.  It’s like swishing and spitting gasoline.

   That’s fine for Bronze, but not for anything organic.

   In other news, it feels as though my transformation takes longer, here.  Do sunrise and sunset take longer on a round world?  In Rethven—or Karvalen, or on Planet Plate—when the sun came up, it came up over the edge.  Does rolling up around the curve of the horizon make a difference?

   One major change I’ve noticed is not in the bathroom mirror.  The first time I stepped out of the shower after a sunset, I realized I wasn’t in the mirror.  I was there when I went into the shower, while the sun was still up.  When I stepped out after dark, there was nobody there.  I have no reflection at night.  This is about as disconcerting as seeing your reflection blink.  I had to play with the shower curtain, watching it flap spookily in the mirror.  I tried it with a towel, but it tended to fuzz out and fade.

   Is it related to surface area?  Proximity?  Mass?  I had water all over my dark-grey skin; the droplets weren’t visible in the mirror.  What are the rules on whether or not something disappears in the mirror along with me?

   People can still see me at night.  I change normally—darkened skin, sharper nails, the works.  Without a mirror, I can’t see my own eyes, though I assume they still turn into solid-black orbs of darkness that suck the souls out of mortals.  I don’t have a reflection.  Does it have something to do with this world?  Is that how it treats the undead?  Or does it have something to do with Tort’s spell for evicting my darker self?  Is my reflection trapped in a black bowling ball?  Or has it wandered off on its own, somewhere?

   Hmm.  Where would a reflection go?  And how would I get it back?  Wendy could stitch a shadow back onto Peter, but a reflection?  I don’t even know where to begin.  Put up a mirror in the room where I lost my reflection and see if it’s still hanging around, maybe?  Shout into the reflected room and see if anything comes into the field of view to investigate?  Or is there some way I can go into the mirror after it, to look around and see if I can find it?

   If I crank up a magic mirror at night, will people on the other end still see me?  It’s not using a reflection, as such… but I don’t know how this works.  Will they talk to an empty mirror?

   On a lighter note, my investigation into the criminal classes has yielded some positive results.  I am now the proud owner of a fake ID.  It’s not a whole identity, but it’s good enough for any application where a person just needs to see it.  It won’t stand up if someone tries to check it in the computer, but it’s better than nothing.

   My name is Vladimir Smith, a name I find much funnier that it probably is.  It says I’m an organ donor and I’m supposed to wear glasses if I drive any non-autonomous vehicle.  I’ve also got some leads on getting in touch with a man who can set me up with a whole false identity, rather than merely a fake card.  I guess there isn’t a whole lot of illegal immigration in the Pennsylvania region.  Hopefully, I’ll also be able to afford a credit card, bank account, skinphone, and a Google Cabs account.  Things are looking up.

   Bronze is hiding in a public park about six blocks away.  She’s right next to the playground equipment.  Well, she’s not exactly hiding; she’s blending in.  We burned off her paint job so she could pretend to be a statue and conserve her energy.  A couple of official-looking types in city uniforms came out to look at her and scratch their heads, but nobody has yet gotten around to bringing in a crane and moving her.  I suspect she can stay as long as it’s cheaper for the city to leave her where she is.

   She actually enjoys people-watching.  She also thinks it’s fun that the local kids treat her like a park fixture for climbing on and running around.  According to her (via Firebrand), none of them have seen a real horse, only pictures on the cyber.  She’s kind of popular.  She was even in the news, an article about an anonymous donation to the playground area.  Nobody’s claimed responsibility for her.

   Since she’s not moving, she’s expending almost no energy.  She doesn’t need to graze, and the Ascension Field is actually feeding her faster than she’s using it.  As long as she just stands there, she’s effectively charging her batteries.  This is a good thing for her disguise as a statue.  To be fair, it’s an impressive disguise.

   I keep the Orb of Evil in its bowling bag.  This is stuffed in the back of the top shelf of the closet.  It isn’t happy.  It’s never happy.  I don’t care.  I’m not sure what I should do with it, long-term.  Drop it in the ocean?  It’ll sink to the bottom for some geological period, then show up again.  Drop it in a volcano?  Maybe, but anyone over four feet tall does not simply walk into an active volcano.  What does that leave me?

   Firebrand is having a hard time adapting to the year 2048.  There’s no place for a sword.  It spends most of its time on top of the radiator—heat comes with the apartment, but there is no air conditioning—while trying to do whatever the dragon-sword equivalent of snoozing is.  It’s kind of like a cat, I suppose.  In the evenings, between the end of the workday and the start of my night prowling, it brings me up to date on all the gossip in the building.  It can hear people thinking farther than it can hear their voices.

   The old lady in 3A, Ms. Winkowski (I’ve probably spelled it wrong), thinks I’m a sweet boy  I carried her groceries up for her once and I keep taking down her trash whenever she puts it outside her door.  Well, she’s an old lady and doesn’t need to be going up and down all those stairs.  She invites me in for a cookie every time she sees me.  I don’t have the heart to tell her I don’t like them; my sense of taste dials up shortbread cookies into the same range as Crazy Ahmed’s Spicy Curry of Death.  I think her cookies are a little heavy on the vanilla extract, too, but it will take hot irons and bamboo under the fingernails before I tell her that.

   I always accept; it won’t kill me to eat a cookie now and then.  She keeps threatening to bake me some brownies, though.  I’m not sure how that’s going to go down.

   Jasmine, the fifteen-year-old daughter of the angry Asian couple in 3B, thinks I’m cute and prefers to be called “Jazz.”  Her parents don’t know either of these facts, which is a good thing.  They don’t like anybody in the building, least of all “that thief of a slumlord, Mr. Plamler.”  They always seem to be shouting in a language I don’t understand.  I don’t know why.  Firebrand tells me they argue about everything, from who moved a dish to where to get milk.  Jasmine tries to block them out with her earphones and studying while pretending her life doesn’t suck.  She has my sympathy, for whatever that’s worth.

   I’m one door down from Ms. Winkowski.  There should be a 3C and a 3D, but those were subdivided to make 3C, D, E, F, G, and H.  I share the two original bathrooms with those.  Firebrand thinks the guys living in D, E, and G are boring, nervous about the neighborhood, and bordering on financial desperation.  It also informs me the woman in 3H is definitely both a drug user and a freelance prostitute, as well as part of the reason 3E and 3G are bordering on financial desperation.

   Strangely, if I think back to some of the places I’ve lived (and died), I find my living arrangements aren’t all that bad.  This would bother me, if I let it.

   I have some magical diagrams on the floor, under some salvaged throw rugs, drawing in power.  I’m also experimenting with a transformer spell to take other forms of energy—infrared radiation, as from a heater, or even sunlight—and convert it into magical power.  I have one that works, but it’s not even as useful as an Ascension Sphere.  However, if I can build a more highly-charged magical environment, I can build a stronger spell, which will make it easier to build an even more highly-charged magical environment, and so on.  Eventually.  At least, I think it will work that way, but magic has already proven it behaves in ways that don’t sensible to me.  This drives me up a wall, over the roof, and back down the chimney.  I’d say it drives me crazy, but that’s less of a parkway, more of a driveway.

   I’ll get around to it.  It’s not like I don’t have time.  Which is weird, considering I always seem to be pressed for time regarding the things that need to be done now.  Is it a thing about my point of view, or is it an objective reality?

   I wonder if there are any other immortals out there?  We could compare notes.  Maybe we could form a club—or a mutual support group.  Immortals Anonymous, maybe?

   What else…?

   Firebrand, while snoozing on the radiator, made me wonder about how it absorbs heat.  It likes heat, but it loves fire.  Both of these seem to strengthen it in some way, as though it eats them.  Bronze eats actual fuel sources, but Bronze has internal spaces where she can burn things, like a furnace.  Firebrand absorbs thermal energy.  It also generates it.

   It’s also a thaumivore.  It’s an enchanted item.  It lives on magic.  Does it convert heat energy into magical energy?

   Firebrand is not overwhelmingly pleased when I subject it to intense scrutiny.  It’s like putting a person on an operating table and standing over him with funny goggles on.  It’s nerve-wracking.

   On the other hand, Firebrand’s magical matrix definitely includes a conversion function.  I could hardly miss it; it’s a heavy-duty piece of work.  This was a good thing, since the rest of the enchantment was darn near incomprehensible.  Whoever built the initial enchantment on Firebrand was either brilliant or insane.  Either way, I didn’t have long to examine it; Firebrand claimed the examination was painful.

   I let it go.  I had a good look at an energy-to-magic conversion spell that seemed to handle heavy power loads without much trouble.  It gave me something to think about regarding my own conversion spells.

   Other things… Oh, yes.  I still kill people.  Most often it’s in self-defense, but I dabble as a hobby, too.

   I wonder why it never takes long to find someone who is ready to die.  Is it because there are so many, many people in Pittsburgh?  Or is it statistics?  If one out of every ten thousand is truly at the end of their road, then out of a million people…  Or is it the nature of modern society?  Is the percentage higher than in Rethven?  Or is it Pittsburgh?  Or is it something about me?  Are there relatively few people ready to die, but something inside me knows where to find them?

   I can take a walk across the 16th Street bridge at night have a chat with someone who plans to jump… oh, about one time in three, I’d say.  I do try to talk them out of it.  I’m not that kind of monster.

   I tell people that, if they jump, I’m jumping with them.  They never believe me until I join them on the edge.  Strangely, it seems to help them.  I don’t understand why.  I stand there and talk with them, or try to.  There’s something about the idea of a perfect stranger saying, “If you jump, you won’t jump alone.”  I don’t know what it is, but the ones who believe me walk away instead of plummeting.

   Those who go ahead and jump find out I’m not kidding.  I go with them into the Allegheny.  It’s not like I’m going to drown, after all, and a bridge is hardly a private spot to have dinner.

   Besides, drowning strikes me as an unpleasant way to go.  I’m painless and much faster.  They die on the way down rather than in the water.

   Then I sink to the bottom with the corpse, tear it open for the blood, and walk upriver to a place I can climb out.  I’m usually dry before I make it home.

   When there’s nobody on the bridge, I actually make it across.  Sometimes I can sense a derelict in a cardboard box, waiting for me.  Sometimes it’s the person huddled in a doorway, out of the rain.  Once, there was a young man in a bus station with empty eyes and needle tracks hidden under his long sleeves.

   Most of the time, though, dinner finds me.  I not only eat well, but I make a profit, too.  Because of my bribes and questions, I now know people who will buy jewelry and guns without asking where they came from.  Drugs I dump with the crumbs.

   





   





Saturday, August 22nd

    

   Since the library is closed on Sunday, I spend all day Saturdays reading and trying to get used to the changes.  The library still has free Internet—excuse me, “cyber access”—for anyone who walks in off the street.  Their old-fashioned terminals don’t require a skinphone, either.

   Skinphones are worn like wristwatches.  Most models are about an inch wide and maybe a quarter-inch thick.  For a screen, those models have a flexible membrane that clings to your forearm; it’s invisible until you actually use it.  High-end models cover your forearm with what looks more like decorative forearm armor.  Those project images into the air—an interactive hologram.  I haven’t got one, yet, because I don’t officially exist.  They don’t assign phone numbers to figments.

   I’m really considering the idea of leaving the country and trying to re-enter it as an undocumented refugee.  From Greenland, maybe, or Patagonia.  Somewhere.  It might be simpler.  It’s one of the things I read about in the library.  Maybe I should ask an immigration officer or a lawyer.  My cousin wants to move here—what’s the process and the pitfalls?

   Another handy thing about being able to cyber into the web is the way I can look up people and events I think I know something about.  Sasha, Travis, Hutch, Terri… me.

   Sasha, as far as I can tell, doesn’t exist.  At least, not under that name.  She used quite a number of them, though, so if she is around, there’s no telling what she’s calling herself today.

   Weirdly, there is a record of a house at her old address.  There isn’t a whole lot of information on it, but it featured in the news when it burned down.  I find this strangely disturbing and somewhat confusing.  It doesn’t actually use the word mansion; it’s “the house,” or “the building.”  It might have been a perfectly normal house rather than a vampire lair with a bunker for a basement.

   Travis, on the other hand, is apparently still practicing medicine, now as a senior doctor in a partnership.  He’s a nephrologist and his practice is in Seattle.  Lots of good reviews, too; people like a doctor that can make a kidney stone go away.  Of course, people also like a man with a hand drill and determination if he can make a kidney stone go away.

   There’s also a record of me teaching at the university.  Apparently, I authored and co-authored several papers, mostly on wormholes and quantum mechanics.  “I” retired from teaching at the age of sixty-eight.  I don’t know where “I” am now, but I would be pushing eighty, assuming I’m still alive.

   If I get arrested and fingerprinted, will I be in the database?

   I don’t like this.

   Everyone else I researched was either dead or had moved away.  All I could find on Hutch was an old obituary about his wife of thirty-eight years passing away in Florida.  Terri’s obituary was in 2033 from ovarian cancer.

   In some ways, it’s better to come back to a clean slate.  Reading about everyone was depressing.  It brought them back to mind and made me miss them.

   But do I miss them?  I miss the people I used to know.  I’m pretty sure these aren’t the people I knew.  Close, maybe, but different people.  Maybe one universe over; maybe several universes over.  These are alternates, alternatives, not-quite-them.  This isn’t even my world, much less my old friends.

   Is there a world where everything is exactly as I remember it, only without me?  One where Sasha and I didn’t get burned out of the house by a bunch of fanatics?  One where I disappeared anyway—a convenient universe I can simply step into and pretend I never left?

   Maybe.  A truly infinite set contains an infinite number of possibilities.  That doesn’t mean it contains the possibility I want.  I could have an infinite series of odd numbers and it would still never get me any even numbers.

   I really want to go look.

   





   





Monday, August 24th 

    

   I finally met with a guy who billed himself as “The Third Magus of the CyberWizards.”

   “But you can call me BitRate.”

   “BitRate?”

   “I’m old-school.”

   I didn’t laugh.

   BitRate was a round man with too much hair, too much oil, and a sweat-stained headset access unit complete with wireless VR fingertips.  He looked at me twice, I think; the rest of the time his attention was fixed on the images in his glasses.  His hands kept moving, poking, dragging, grasping, waving.  It was a trifle spooky.

   And I always thought publicly taking a call on your mobile phone was rude.  Modern etiquette is weird.

   We negotiated in a basement apartment with a sizable hole in one wall.  From the look of it, the wires and fiber optics leading into BitRate’s equipment would be highly objectionable if ever discovered by a communications company.  My guess is he picked his residence for the location.  It certainly wasn’t for the view.

   I was asking for serious cyber-wizardry, as he called it.  Personal history and records, driver’s license, education, work history, tax returns, everything.  

   “You want it bulletproof and bricked up?” he asked, still poking and prodding the air.

   “If that means I want to use it the rest of my life and to have it stand up under the IRS audit, then yes.”

   “IRS?”

   “Internal Revenue Service.”

   “Oh!  You mean the Federal Tax System.  Yeah… is that your big worry?”

   “I’d also like it to stand up under close inspection during the murder investigation.”

   BitRate looked at me for the second time.

   “You got one coming?”

   “Not that I know of, but I like to be prepared.  I’d rather not have it fall apart and force me to buy a new one.  That could get expensive.  I’d rather buy a quality product the first time.”

   “Hunh,” he grunted, and refocused.  “Yeah… yeah… hmm.  Yeah.  Do you mind being from Juneau?”

   “I’ll learn to speak Alaskan.”

   “That’ll help.  You’ll need a bank account to get the credit cards—deposit extra.”

   “Can you put money in it?”

   “No.”

   “Why not?”

   “Look, wetbrain, there’s a metamorphic encryption engine between user accounts and actual funds.  Don’t pretend to be cyber-smart by what you see on the vid.”

   I wasn’t completely sure what he meant, aside from “Shut up and let me do my job.”  I waited quietly.

   “Ting.  We’re carbonite.”

   “You can do it?”

   “Got it set up and frozen.  You need to pump thirty deep my way and you’ll thaw.”

   “That’s thirty thousand dollars?”

   “What I said.”

   “Okay.  It’ll take me a bit to scrape that together—maybe a week.”

   “It’s buried for now.  Get me a digital stick and the eye in the pyramid will open.”

   A digital stick was like a gift card, or a prepaid debit card.  It could be used like cash without carrying folding money.  I’m not sure about the eye in the pyramid; modern slang isn’t my forté.

   “I’ll get right on it,” I promised.

    

   The way I saw it, I now had a pressing need for serious amounts of money.  I mean, until that point, I was content to work for a living and occasionally kill muggers.  I should have anticipated this.  Once I become a Real Boy instead of a wooden puppet, I’ll have to play the part.  Ideally, I’d like to be wealthy enough I don’t have to work, but not so wealthy I have to hire flunkies to give people the brush-off.  A couple million dollars should do it.

   It would be smart to do that before I became a real person.  I can start with money and my artificial history will say I’m supposed to have it.  After that, my information starts to track in real time.  I’d have to come up with a way to explain how I get money.

   So, how do I go about making a big pile of money in under a week?

   It bore thinking about.

   Basically, there are only a few ways to make money.  You can earn it, or you can steal it.  Well, there’s a third way; you can find it.  I disregarded the third way.  Finding pirate treasure or picking the lottery numbers was so drastically unlikely it wasn’t useful.  I could, in theory, use my psychic tendrils to feel my way through a pile of scratch-off tickets, but that would be a long, laborious process with no guarantee of anything more than minor gains.

   Earning the money was even more unlikely.  True, I could find better-paying work.  I could hire out as a freelance hitman and build a reputation.  Inside a year, I feel certain I would have high-paying jobs lining up for my services.  For another career, I could be a circus performer or a cage fighter.  Doubtless there were a hundred occupations that paid better than professional dock-walloper.

   None of which was going to make enough money in the next week.

   So, stealing it.

   My immediate impulse was to go find a professional criminal, take his money, demand to know who his boss was, and repeat the process up the food chain until I had enough.  But, while refreshingly direct and effective, when you get to the level of criminals with that much loot, they generally have some sort of connection to the local power structure.  They also have friends, family, and allies.  I could have some version of organized crime and the police both after me at the same time.  That was trouble I didn’t need.

   On the other hand, Pittsburgh has a couple of casinos.  Better yet, Atlantic City was close enough for a weekend visit.

    

   I got my makeup on and bought a pair of stylish, wraparound shades.  Someday, when I have spare money lying around, I plan to get some full-eyeball costume contact lenses.  I dressed as well as I could—not very—and took the bus.

   I spent some time evaluating various games.

   Craps is tricky.  I have psychic tendrils at night and can grab the dice, no problem.  Even during the day, I have a limited version of that telekinetic ability; dice are well within my weight limit.  I even have eyes sharp enough to spot the pips I want on dice in mid-flight down the length of the table.

   What I don’t have is the skill to do it.  It’s harder than you might think, mentally grabbing a pair of plastic cubes on different trajectories, continuing those separate trajectories, making them bounce believably, all the while rotating them so they land on the proper sides.

   As an exercise, go throw a single die and then describe it—the path it took, the bounces it made, and why it landed on the face it did.  Go on.  I’ll wait.  I’ll have to wait, because that homework assignment is going to take a while.  Now do it twice, and do it in real time.

   There were some ugly mutterings around the craps table the first few times I tried my mind powers on the dice.  It doesn’t look good when they come to a sudden stop.  It makes people think in terms of special dice and magnets under the table.  This does not make the patrons comfortable.

   I did notice something strange, though.  It was still in the afternoon and I was watching another shooter toss the dice.  I focused intently, trying to make them bounce and roll believably, for practice.  Everything seemed to slow down as my time sense started to shift.  Now, this happens to people all the time when they’re under intense stress, but this was unusual.  The dice hung there in the air, turning slowly as they drifted toward the end of the table.  Everything crept along at about half-speed or so.

   That throw came up seven, no problem.  It even looked good on the bounces.

   I got distracted.  I started trying to provoke that mental state again, rather than devoting my full attention to controlling dice.  Turns out I can do it, but it takes a minute or two before it starts to kick in.  My guess is it’s some type of altered brain chemistry.  My voluntary nervous system behaves like a superconductor.  If that sort of change has made it into my brain, could my processor speed increase?  With enough of the right neurotransmitters, this seems like a logical possibility.

   Even during the day, as a mortal, I have faster reflexes, extra-hand telekinesis, and the ability to speed up my time sense.  Not bad.  There are good points to being a part-time undead.

   On the other hand, it takes an immense amount of focus and concentration to get it going, and it seems to be physically draining.  Lucky for me, casinos also have really good deals in their restaurants.

   As far as other potential gambling avenues are concerned, slot machines would normally be ideal for this.  Reach inside, feel the spinning wheels, and stop them where you want them.  That ought to work, right?  But all the slots I could find were electronic.  There’s nothing to grab.  Oh, I could short one out pretty easily, but that ruins it.  It doesn’t go nuts and gush money.  Even if it did, I feel certain I would not be allowed to keep it.

   Cards of all sorts—blackjack, poker, baccarat, whatever—aren’t impossible.  I can feel with my tendrils, carefully stroking the next card to feel for the differences in the printing.  It takes time, though, and knowing the next card, while a huge advantage, only improves the odds of winning by some percent.  If I’m playing blackjack and have thirteen while the dealer has eighteen, knowing the next card is a king does me no good.  Either way, I lose.  Still, given lots of time to play, I could make a significant profit.

   Roulette has some of the best payoff odds in a casino.  If you hit the exact number, it pays off at thirty-five to one.  Of course, your odds (in America) of hitting that exact number are thirty-seven to one, so the casino makes a small but steady profit.

   I found out that little white ball doesn’t weigh much.  The hard part was making it look natural, but it’s nowhere near as hard as making a pair of dice bounce realistically.  There’s only one thing to watch, and it doesn’t matter how it lands—the orientation is immaterial.  I lost some one-dollar chips while I practiced.  I’d wander up, watch a couple of spins while trying to be subtle, place a bet on a number, lose it, and wander off to practice my technique at something else.

   I was down to my last ten dollars before I went back to roulette.  I played the colors—bet on black or red—for five straight passes, doubling my winnings each time, before I pretended to lose my nerve.  I cashed in my chips and walked.

   To another casino.

   Spread the losses around, that’s the trick.  I could take a casino for a million, no problem, but they wouldn’t like that.  When they noticed, they would probably want to use me for publicity—“See the big winner!”—so as to recoup some of their losses.  A less-reputable place might assist me with carrying all that money… out the back door.  But let us not dwell on that.

   There’s also a limit on how much you can win before you have to fill out special tax forms.  At that level, they don’t let you leave until you do the paperwork.  Since I can’t answer most of the questions, I can’t make that much in one stop.  I want to avoid notice.

   Heck, I could have made a living like this and avoided all the day labor jobs.  There were only two problems with it.

   First, it’s stealing.  Yes, yes—stealing from a casino.  Granted.  They have money.  Lots of money.  It’s still stealing.  Maybe that’s not too bad, considering I drink blood from people.  It’s the financial version of socially responsible vampirism, sucking out a little money without damaging the business.  I accept I’m costing them money and lowering their profits to help myself, but that doesn’t mean I like it.  As a vampire, I prefer to find someone who is dying—or volunteering to die, as in the case of assailants—rather than take a drink from someone and send them on their way.

   The other reason I don’t make a living this way is the math.  If I did this on a regular basis with the local casinos, they would start to recognize me as a statistical anomaly.  This scheme depended on hitting each casino for a moderate amount and never going back.

   Getting greedy will get you noticed.  And get you in trouble.

   Now, to get some new clothes and a train ticket to Atlantic City.

   





   





Friday, August 28th 

    

   I came through for BitRate; BitRate came through for me.  I’m in the system and I exist.  I can get pulled over, present my ID, get ticketed, and be told to go on my way—no warrants, no felonies, no misdemeanors, a couple of speeding tickets in manual-drive mode and none of those in three years.  He even included a license as a collector of antique weapons.  I may not be able to wear Firebrand out on the town, but I can put it in a case and bring it with me if I feel like it.

   This is a good thing; I plan to move out of the northeast immediately.  Everything is expensive up here.  I did my research in the library and decided Oklahoma was probably best for a vampire intent on avoiding notice.  Living a little bit west of Oklahoma City seemed like a good deal.  Low cost of living, cheap land, and a major city close by.  Colorado was my other possibility, but I wanted someplace with wide-open, flat land for Bronze.  She might be able to get out and run.

   Mr. Plamler was not pleased to see me go.  I paid my weekly rent on time, kept quiet, and never complained.  By his lights, I was the perfect tenant.  Ms. Winkowski was also sad when I told her I was moving.  She’s promised to make some cookies for me to take along.  I appreciate the gesture, but at least I won’t actually have to eat them.  Nobody else in the building has done more than nod in passing; I don’t think I’ll be saying any other farewells.  Doubtless, Jazz will be heartbroken, but since I’ve only been “that cute guy” she’s never actually met, I think she’ll survive.

   While I could have hired a truck and transported Bronze, she really didn’t like that idea.  It’s partly because moving without walking is disturbing to her.  Mostly, I think, it’s because she stood perfectly still for so long.  It doesn’t bother her, as such, but she does so love to run.

   We compromised.  I’ve been building up magical power for a while, now.  Tonight, I’ll burn most of it on spells to make us semi-camouflaged and hard to notice.  We’ll run as far as we can before dawn, then we’ll take a truck from there.

    

   Wizard Safety Tip:  Radar guns don’t care about spells that affect perception.  They scream about the big metal thing breaking the speed limit and demand something be done about it.  Fortunately, the police hit the red-and-blues before they do anything else.  By the time they pass us, we’re standing still, off the road, trying to be unnoticeable.  That only works with the right spells going, obviously.  Next time, I’ll remember to include a frequency-shifter to disrupt the radar or infrared or whatever it is they use.

   Bronze wants to outrun a police cruiser.  If we were on anything but a highway, I might go for it.  She corners better than anything on wheels, but I think they’ll get her in the straightaways.  I may have to get a dune buggy or something so we can chase each other for fun.

   I did discover something important about the interstate highway system, though.  Typically, they have six lanes—three in each direction.  The outer two lanes are for anyone.  The innermost lanes, however, are the “fast lanes” and are reserved solely for automated vehicles.  Shifting into the automatic lane causes your car to go into a computer-controlled cruise mode.  If you enter that lane in an older car without a cruise mode, or if you override it and go manual while in the robot lane, you get a nasty ticket.

   Bronze is certainly an autonomous mode of transport.  She’s not computer-controlled, though, and can’t sync up with traffic control.  Which means we would have to stay in the outer lanes, among the manually-driven vehicles.

   On second thought, I could see us pulling up alongside somebody as he’s doing twenty over the limit.  He looks over, sees us, does a double-take, and promptly wrecks.  How about we don’t do that?

   To be safe, we stayed off the interstate highways entirely.  Bronze likes secondary roads; they have more curves and twists.  I still get the feeling she wants to race a vehicle.

   





   





Tuesday, September 1st 

    

   I have most of my money invested, now; it provides enough income to excuse not having a job.  I figure I’ll pay a visit to Las Vegas and Reno, tap them lightly for funds, pay my taxes, round out the portfolio, and stop worrying about it.

   I’ve also been house hunting outside Oklahoma City.  There are quite a number of country places up for sale, but I don’t really want an entire farm if I can avoid it.  A sizable lot, yes.  A barn, yes.  Three hundred acres of genetically-modified broccoli?  Not my first choice.  Although, if I own a farm, I might be able to flatten out a private racetrack…

   The good news is that living out of a suitcase is surprisingly cheap.

   I’ve also checked with the city, county, and state law people.  Apparently, I can ride a horse without a license.  As a result, we can take any road that doesn’t have an autonomous lane—meaning, around here, pretty much anywhere but the Interstate highways and related bypasses and loops.  It’s unusual, certainly, but it’s not outright weird.  The caveat, of course, is I also have to clean up after my horse.  Piles of horse dung on the road—or on the sidewalk!—are considered unacceptable.  Well, I can’t say I blame them.

   Now that Bronze has her paint job refreshed, I can leave everything hanging off her while I go into a truck stop for a shower, then ride at a leisurely pace to a realtor’s office.  I may be on the low end of wealthy, but I won’t stay that way if I squander money.  Besides, do I really need a place to stay if I don’t have stuff to keep there?  I don’t even have a bedroll, much less a bed.  I have a backpack with toiletries and some clothes, a couple of sacks slung behind the saddle, a sword and associated tackle hanging from her saddlehorn, and a bowling bag with Black Ball of Badness.

   We do, occasionally, have someone walk up to what they think is a big, oddly-colored horse.  As long as they’re there to admire her magnificence, all well and good.  Reaching for anything causes Firebrand to make a psychic throat-clearing noise.  This causes the would-be thief to look around suddenly.  If he persists, Firebrand warns him off.  That’s usually sufficient.

   We haven’t had an incident where Bronze has to rear up and look threatening, but she lives in hope.

   Only a little more time and patience and we’ll have a private little place we can call our own.  Bronze can roam the property, Firebrand can enjoy a good fire, and I can finally settle down.

   





   





Wednesday, September 9th

    

   Finally.  Papers signed, mortgage in place, insurance, inspections, fees, taxes, tariffs, bribes, blackmail—wait, no, that’s just government.  We’ve got it all settled and the three of us have moved in.  Four, if you count Demonic Eyeball Orbs.  Let’s not.

   The place isn’t a palace.  It doesn’t have to be.

   Some town in Custer County, west of Oklahoma City, hit a building boom and expanded its burbs.  They swallowed up a couple of farms and spread east and north, toward the Canadian River.

   Why a river in Oklahoma is named for Canada, I have no idea.

   The building boom ran right up to Mr. Ardent’s farm and bounced.  He and his wife simply planted some hedges around the farmhouse yard and went right on raising crops and kids as though their farm was a huge back yard.  Now, though, with the kids moved out and the Ardents getting on in years, they thought it time to move somewhere smaller and take things easy.  Even with all the modern machines, farmers don’t have a lazy life.  So they put the place up for sale and I took it.

   Yes, it’s about two hundred acres of alfalfa.  I have no idea how to farm it.  I don’t even know what alfalfa is good for.  I’m not sure I’ve ever seen alfalfa before.  All I know is I’m going to have to mow it.  I think.  Can I let it grow wild and call it a nature preserve?  Or will Bronze chomp her way through it for me?

   The place is old, but I don’t have a problem with old.  It’s in good condition; Mr. Ardent knows which end of a hammer hits the nail.  It started out as a one-bedroom house, but he added more to it as time went on, including a walk-around porch outside.  There’s a basement, too, which is what really sold me on the place.  Basements are somewhat rare in these parts.  The house even has a real, honest-to-goodness fireplace, much to Firebrand’s delight.  There’s even a big pile of old firewood stacked next to the back door.

   Out back, on the east side of the yard, there’s a sort of half-hill with a door in it; this leads steeply down some wooden steps to a brick-walled, wood-floored chamber.  That’s their tornado shelter and root cellar.  Mrs. Ardent canned everything under the sun, I’m told. The room smells like someone murdered a fruit stand and buried it in a shallow grave.  Sadly, she took all her preserves with her, leaving only spiderwebs and the damp.

   Still on the east side of the house, but closer to the street, there’s a walnut tree.  It’s far enough away from the house that branches aren’t a problem and far enough away from the root cellar the roots aren’t a problem.  From the graffiti carved into the trunk—a heart and initials—I’d say it was there when an old, married couple were a pair of crazy kids.  The thing I find most interesting is that the carving is still there, almost as though someone refreshed it every year or so.  Like, say, on some special day.

   Just a theory.  If the tree had a dryad, I could ask.  That might work in Rethven, but not here.

   The property also comes with a barn bigger than the house.  The driveway—twin ruts along the west side of the house—runs through the hedge and back to the barn.  An unpowered farm-gate blocks it off from the street.  Bronze likes the barn; she doesn’t even need to duck to walk through the front or back doors.  As soon as I can, I’ll install a bolt of some sort she can work herself.

   At least, I thought I would.  She opened the doors herself.  Her mane is wire, disproportionally strong, and quite capable of working latches and the like.  It’s one thing to see it move on its own, but it’s unnerving to watch her do fine work.  She lowers her head until her forehead is on a level with the latch.  Strands of mane writhe forward over the top and work the latch.  What’s next?  Picking locks with a sentient strand of wire?

   Huh.  Maybe I should get some locks and let her try.  Assuming I can talk her into not eating them, of course.  She likes steel.

   I’m not sure what to do with all the land.  Right now, it’s a place for Bronze to run—carefully.  She’s not allowed to set anything on fire.  I wonder, though… should I plant something?  I mean, will it look suspicious if I have a farm this size and only grow weeds?  Right now, my big goal is to minimize my attention footprint, so this is an important question.

   Speaking of which, the farm is fenced in with that wire-fence stuff—not barbed wire, just a wire grid—so I could do the livestock thing, at least on the small-scale.  Goats, sheep, something like that.  That could be helpful.  Having a handy blood supply might be worth the trouble.  What sort of licensing and paperwork is there for a ranch?

   Dammit, I have to deal with the local laws!  I’d forgotten how many of them there are!  Licenses, regulations, inspections, extortion—excuse me, “taxation”—et al and ad nauseam.  This is not a society of law and order, it’s a society of litigation!  It’s almost enough to make me want to be a king again.  At least there I can abolish laws and tell people to show some sense, instead.  Whatever happened to that?

   Anyway, inside the house, I don’t have a stick of furniture.  Not even a windowshade.  At least the water works.  I’m on “city water,” but there’s also a well on the property—the Ardent farm used it for irrigation.  I’ve also had the power turned on.  Tomorrow I go shopping for some basic furniture and some tools.

   If I’m going to kill some time, I might as well take a more in-depth look at the local magic.  If I can figure out how, maybe I can also start hunting for alternate universes.  I think I can work on the small-scale prototype stuff in Mrs. Ardent’s hobby room.  Any large-scale production is going to have to be in the barn.

   





   





Saturday, September 12th

    

   There are nice things about this year.  They make a privacy film you can apply to your windows.  It darkens when you touch a control.  It’s not totally opaque, but it’s pretty dark.  Add some Venetian blinds and a set of heavy drapes or curtains—is there a difference between drapes and curtains?  Or are they the same thing?  Anyway, it’s light-tight, even for us semi-undead types.  I like it.

   Mind you, the bathroom window is more than simply blacked out.  It’s still there, as far as the outside is concerned, but I’ve covered it over on the inside, added some insulation, hung some sheet rock, and painted it.  From the inside, it’s a wall.  I even went to the trouble of installing a vent fan in the ceiling to make up for the lack of window.  Why?  Because, given a choice, I’d rather take my transformations under a hot shower.  Preferably without the risk of turning crispy.

   I’m a wimp.  I’m okay with that.

   Bronze and I spent some time touching up her paint job.  She’s still not going to stand up to a close inspection, but she passes perfectly at a distance.  That gives her the run of the farm, for now.  If anyone wonders why she’s wearing a saddle all the time, that’s their problem.  She could alter her shape to remove it, but she’s reluctant.  I think she likes having a built-in seat.  We sometimes run into things that can burn or blast a saddle right off her, so I see her point.

   On the downside, it means I don’t get to have any insulating padding between me and her stovetop back.  I’m sure her hide doesn’t actually get hot enough to cook on, but—at least as regards my daytime biology—it certainly encourages me to ride like a jockey.

   Where can I get an asbestos blanket?  Or do they make something better?  I’ll have to look.

   Oh, and she loves commercial charcoal.  She likes most forms of fuel oil, diesel, and kerosene, too.  She also likes gasoline, gasohol, and alcohol, but they make her sneeze.  I have no idea why.  They’re lighter and vaporize more easily, so that’s probably part of it, but why would she need to sneeze at all?

   Of course, when a metal horse sneezes fire into a bucket of gasoline, you don’t ask why; you accept it and try to deal with it.  I put out the barn fire without too much damage.  Bronze was apologetic about that.  She’s not drinking the lighter volatiles indoors again, though.  I’m tempted to let her try breathing in propane or methane, but I think we’ll put that off until I get some fire extinguishers, no matter what Firebrand says.

   The root cellar, on the other hand, is a good place for storing things that don’t need to be out in the barn, nor in the house.  I wrapped the bowling bag containing the Orb of Evil in several layers of trash bags and duct tape.  I’m not sure if the thing is subject to mundane forms of damage, but I’ve decided I don’t want to find out.  I also don’t want it anywhere it can watch what I’m doing.

   I don’t like that thing.  I don’t trust it.  There’s an evil inside it I know all too well, and I don’t want to take chances with it.  Burying it isn’t a long-term solution—at least, burying it in anything short of an abandoned oil well—but it’ll do until I can find someplace really inconvenient to get to.  Jupiter, maybe, or the Sun.

   The door to the root cellar is one of those heavy, reinforced things, as befits a tornado shelter door.  I added six of those little, sliding bolts you sometimes see on the inside of a bathroom door.  I have to use my telekinetic trick to pull them before I can open the door, which suits me.  They’re light enough I can do that during the day, too.  Since there’s no normal way to operate them from the outside, I feel confident no one is going to pick the lock.

   It’s not totally secure, of course.  Nothing is.  Could a thief break the door down?  Sure.  But sneak in?  No.  Besides, who breaks into a tornado shelter?  It doesn’t look important.  Even if someone does break in, all they’ll see is a damp, musty chamber with nothing in it.  I buried the Orb of Awful under the floor and carefully replaced the boards.  It looks exactly like a disused root cellar should.

   I also furnished the house, at least in minimalist fashion.  I have a desk, a computer—I’m not comfortable doing everything on a wrist-mounted thing; I like my desktop terminal, thank you—a kitchen table, a couple of really sturdy chairs, and a chest of drawers.  Along with some appliances—a washer and dryer, a fridge, an electronic teeth-cleaning gizmo—and a selection of spare clothes, I’m pretty much set.  I have what I think of as the bare necessities for safety and security, with some additions for comfort.  Until someone comes by to ruin it all, I think I can live here.

   My desktop computer has a natural language interface.  I can talk to it rather than type at it, if I want.  It also has a built-in camera, which reminded me to check my nighttime presence.  I’m fine during the day, but at night I don’t show up in cameras, either; not even my clothes appear.  There are faint flickers of images on video, traces of movement, corner-of-your-eye flashes, but nothing concrete.  Which is weird, because automatic doors open for me at night.  Does it have something to do with my actual image versus my physical presence?  Or does it have something to do with my soul?  Or is it strictly a matter of visible light?

   A while ago, I did some experiments with producing vampires.  When you kill vampires during the day, they become nightwalkers—truly dead things that only get up at night.  They’re shadows of the people they used to be because they’re really dead; their souls aren’t in there anymore.  Has something like that happened to me?  I have to consider that as a possibility.  After all, how would I know it if it did?  I still move around during the day, but am I missing something—that is, is something missing from me?

   Maybe it’s something Tort did, either by accident or as a side-effect of ripping out my darker half.  Or maybe my darker half did something, like digging in claws as it was dragged out.  Or maybe it’s an inevitable part of the ongoing vampiric-infection process?

   I wish I could have asked Tort.  No, I wish Tort was here so I could ask.  When I find her, I will.

   I keep thinking Tort would do more with the house, too.  I think almost anyone would.  Maybe I’ll hang some pictures on the walls or something.  I’m not sure exactly what to do on the home décor front; I don’t have the decorating gene.  Does that come from being a monster, a man, or a nerd?  Tough call.

   Down in the basement, I’ve cleaned it up, psychically drained the life from more mold than should actually exist in the world, and made it feel less like a bricked-in box of damp.  Adding a couple of ventilation pipes helped, but it’s cool down there.  Moisture is going to collect.  I’m not sure how to handle that.  Maybe I can read up on it on the internet—excuse me, the cybernet.

   They call it the Cybernet here.  It’s one of the many little changes between my original world and this one. I’m pretty sure this is a different one, not another point on my original world’s timeline.  But they still have Google, which is comforting.

   Unless Google is a secret conspiracy of multi-universal travelers.  Aluminum-foil hats, anyone?

   Back to the house’s basement.  It doesn’t really have windows, just dirt-crusted pieces of glass with a view under the porch.  They’re really only good for letting in light—a quality I do not appreciate.  I’ve added some plywood over them.  Now the basement is a good spot to hide out from the sunrise and sunset, as well as a place to put my magical diagrams.  I’m working to put one on each of the four walls as tributaries to a main one in the center of the concrete floor.  I haven’t really got any of them drawn, yet; I’ve been doing cleaning and prep work.  I hope to get one wall done tonight.  This is kind of important if I want to try playing with gates in this environment.

   Besides, I think my spells should be working a darn sight better than they are.  The power level isn’t the problem—a problem, certainly, but not the only one.  I think something’s not quite right in the spell structures.  I need to do some experiments and figure that out.

   I still want to know more about what happened while my Evil Alter Ego was busy being a king.  I want to know that Amber and Tianna are all right.  I want to see the guys—Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar—and I want to talk to T’yl and Kelvin.  I did tell T’yl I would be back.  And I want to discuss the spells Tort used.  She’s not in that black ball—that’s my final word on the subject—so she had to have an escape hatch, a way out.

   I have to know what happened.

   To do that, I have to have the power to reach Karvalen.  I don’t know any spells that will actually communicate across the void between worlds.  Maybe I could rig a mirror spell to do that, but magical research and development here is like military R & D during an election year.  My best bet is probably to build a teeny-tiny gate and send message spells through it.  At least, that’s my best guess at the moment.  When I have enough magical charge for it, I’ll try testing it and see if I come up with anything better.

   But I also want to work with gates for other reasons.  If there are an infinite number of universes, it’s at least possible there is one where I can actually fit in.  I thought I was doing an okay job of that in Karvalen, but apparently I was wrong.  Nonetheless, I can at least go looking.  I can explore.

   At least, I think I can.  I have yet to open a gate in this magically-deficient world.  Do they have anything on interdimensional theories that might help?  I’ll have to cruise the cybernet and see, I suppose.

   Meanwhile, I have housekeeping to set up.  And more grocery shopping to do.

   





   





Sunday, September 13th

    

   I went into town to buy a lawnmower, but nothing’s open on Sunday.  True, Bronze can crop grass, but it’s a low-yield energy source for her.  It’s almost not worth it.  She would rather stand still and conserve her resources while her Field builds up her magical charge.  I can’t argue with that; I never liked mowing the yard, either.  Now, though, I kind of have to.  I have to keep up the appearance of a Perfectly Normal Neighbor.  There’s a thin green line of hedge between me and suburbia.  Well, a thick green line, then about a hundred feet of grass.  The yard will wait until Monday.

   The neighbors won’t.  They barely waited until afternoon.

   Valley View Court is a piece of blacktop running due north for the length of five homes.  There’s no valley within a hundred miles.  There’s certainly no view of one.  I guess they liked the name.  It’s every inch a suburb and shockingly cookie-cutter.  Lots of fiberglass and plastic give it a sort of prefab look, but done in such a way as to appeal to Mr. and Mrs. Middle Class.  It looks weird to me, somehow.  It reminds me of an idealized 1950’s suburb, but there’s something wrong with it.  It looks… strange.  I can’t put my finger on it.

   Valley View ends in a round cul-de-sac.  On either side is another house and yard.  The walk up to my front door is like a narrow concrete continuation of the street, piercing the wall of hedge, stabbing through the yard to the front porch.

   A full house—three ladies and a pair of men—opened the gate in my hedge and marched boldly onto my porch.  The doorbell buzzed out its harsh, annoying burr.  I think it says something about me that, when the doorbell buzzed, my first thought was to grab Firebrand.  I hope it says more about me that I didn’t actually grab Firebrand.

   Mental note: new doorbell.  Monday.  Along with a front gate more like a door than a picket fence.  I probably need to put some sort of extension on the driveway gate, too, to make it taller and more opaque.  I definitely need something to reinforce the hedge.  Right now, a car could come straight down the lane, bounce up the steps to the porch, and wind up in the front room.  A big truck might make it all the way through and out the back.

   Dragon teeth, maybe—the steel-and-concrete kind.  That won’t help against pedestrians, though.  Electric fence?  Barbed wire?  Caltrops?  Land mines?  Maybe a guard dog?  Aren’t quasi-demonic hounds traditional for vampire lairs?  But if I do that, I’ll have to get an Igor and an opera cape.  I might have to learn to play the pipe organ.

   I opened the door with Perfectly Believable Smile #2 pasted onto my face, instead.  I’ve tried to delete all grinning and other teeth-showing smiles from my casual repertoire.  My teeth aren’t obviously pointed, but there’s something subliminally wrong with my smile.  It unnerves people.  While it has its uses, it’s not something to show the neighbors when I’m trying to blend in.

   “Good afternoon,” I offered, eyeing my unexpected guests.  They carried pans and covered dishes—always preferable to pitchforks and torches.  “Can I help you?”

   “Oh, we’re so pleased to meet you,” started the lady in front.  “I’m Myrna, this is Susan and this is Velma.  That’s Larry, Susan’s husband, and that’s Fred—he’s my husband.  We’re here to welcome you to the neighborhood!”

   I felt a brief pang at the mention of Fred’s name.  I miss my Fred; I haven’t spoken to him/it in ages.  I wondered how he was doing.  Maybe I should get a bed, slide under it, and see if he shows up.  Probably not; wrong universe.  Then again, he hangs around in what is, essentially, his own sub-universe…

   Like riffling through a set of file cards:  Step One, open the door wider, step aside, and invite them in.  Step Two, apologize for the mess.  (Substep: pause to let them express how they understand completely, just moved in, and so on.)  Step Three, explain the rest of the furniture hasn’t arrived, yet.  Step Four, show them into the kitchen so they can put their stuff down.

   I got through it.  I shook hands firmly while looking people in the eye, was warmly hospitable, kept my closed-lip smile in place, expressed no political or religious opinions, agreed in general with their views while not committing to anything, and deflected questions with rambling stories, jokes, and questions of my own.

   Some questions I could answer without worry; BitRate gave me a complete dossier on Vladimir Smith.  Never married, no kids—less work to generate a person with no family.  A family either had to be copied, swiped, or invented, then they needed explanations for their absence.  Moved south for my health because the winters in Alaska were starting to affect my sinuses something awful.  What do you do, Mr. Smith?  Why, carpentry and general handyman stuff, but I inherited some money…

   Firebrand told me nobody noticed it in the fireplace.  It was easy to miss, or at least misidentify; there’s a heavy mesh screen across the front to prevent sparks and cinders from popping out.  I made sure not to stand near the fireplace, anyway.  Looking at me drew their eyes away from it.  The lack of chairs was a trifle awkward for everyone, which made the visit shorter than it might have been.

   Once the Politeness Brigade completed its interrogation—spearheaded by Myrna the Nose—and withdrew from their exploratory sortie, I put food away and laid Firebrand on the kitchen table.  I poured myself a glass of water and sat down.

   “Well?” I asked.  “What do you think?”

   I think Myrna needs her shoulders shaved, Boss; we could remove the lump sticking up between them.

   “You don’t like her either?” I asked.

   She was constantly thinking about how to find out more about you.  Susan—the young one—thinks you’re funny and sexy.  Velma—the old lady—thinks you’re a sweet young man.

    I found a towel and mopped up the spray of water.

   You know, Firebrand observed, most people just drink the stuff.

   “I have a drinking problem.”

   Another one?

   “Go on with the guests.”

   Okay.  Velma is also happy you’re white and hopes you’re not one of those homos that seem to be taking over everything.

   “Seriously?”

   Not a clue, Boss.  That’s just what she thinks.

   “She seems like such a nice old lady,” I protested.  “I wouldn’t have thought she was… what’s the word?  Bigoted, I think.”

   She’s got some strong opinions on stuff.  Skin color, who screws who, some people she thinks of as “tight-fisted Jews.”

   “Well… she’s old.  She’s got a lot of life experience.  I suppose she has a right to her opinions.  I didn’t expect such unpleasant ones from someone who seems so nice.”

   Years of practice at being polite? Firebrand guessed.

   “I hope I’m as good at it when I’m her age.”

   Uh, you kind of are her age, Boss.

   “I slept through most of it.  Okay, Velma is a nasty old lady in a kindly granny suit.  What about the rest?”

   Larry’s thinking his gutters need cleaning out and wonders if you have the ladder he’s been borrowing from the Ardents for the past four years.  He also hopes you don’t try to pressure him into a discount when you find out he works in a furniture store; it eats into his own money, somehow.  What’s a “commission?”

   “He gets a percentage of the purchase price for every sale he makes.”

   Oh.  Okay.  Fred is about as curious as Myrna, but he hates the way she wants to find out everything immediately.  He’s patient.  He also wonders how much you inherited if you went from handyman to homesteader like this.  He also thinks there’s something weird about Bronze; he’s seen her running around the farm.

   “Well, he’s right.”

   Yeah, but we can’t have him blabbing to everyone, can we?

   “No, I suppose not.  And, before you start with suggestions on how to dismember or decapitate him, that is not how we do things in this world.  Any suggestions not involving bloodshed or arson?”

   Firebrand was silent.  I waited.  It remained silent.

   “I figured.  I think I have a different plan.”

   Oh?

   “Yep.  Plausible deniability.”

   I sensed a wordless question.

   “Here’s the deal.  I can order all sorts of stuff—no, let me back up.  That magic box can communicate with other magic boxes.  If I use the magic box to send money to someone, he’ll send me stuff in exchange.  I don’t even have to go to his store.  Got that?”

   Sure.  Seems simple enough.  You’re buying his goods from far away instead of flying over, burning his shop to the ground and taking anything shiny.

   I ignored this.  I’m not sure if Firebrand says this sort of thing deliberately, or if it really can’t help but think that way.

   “Now, around here, they make a particular type of golem called a ‘robot’.  My plan is to order up some robot parts, or things that could be robot parts, and have them lying around in the barn.  I plan to use the barn as a shop, anyway, for experimenting with gates.  Come to think of it, robot construction can be a good cover for that, too.  But if anyone starts getting too nosy about Bronze, I can show them my shop and ask them what they think of my home-made robot horse.”

   You think that will work?

   “I have no idea; I’m making this up as I go.  If it doesn’t, then we can make them disappear.”  I cursed under my breath.  “I should have sucked it up and gotten a place farther from other people.”

   Didn’t you say you needed to be near the herd for easy hunting?

   “In your terms, yes.  What I actually said was I needed to be fairly close to someplace with lots of people so my movements wouldn’t easily correlate with deaths.  I’m trying to avoid the whole, ‘Every time he comes to town, another villager dies,’ scenario.  What I’m talking about now is having people who can look across their yard and into mine.  I should have picked a house farther away in that sense.  They might see enough to be troublesome, and modern pitchforks and torches are worse than you think.  ”

   I’ll defer to your experience, Boss.  I could hear Firebrand’s mental reservations.  I can’t really blame it.  It’s a dragon-sword.  It kills things.  That’s what it does.  A little contempt for farming implements is only to be expected.

   On the other hand, maybe I should get a shotgun.  It seems to go with the general vibe of the farmhouse, plus it’ll give Firebrand and Bronze an idea of what we might expect if we have to bolt.

   





   





Thursday, September 17th 

    

   Operation Robot is going well.  I’ve been observed pretending to work on one of Bronze’s forelegs with a socket wrench.  I’ve got sheet metal, fiberglass, and a silicone horsehead-mold in the barn.  I also picked up some pipe, wire, and electric motors, along with bunches of bolts and some hinged contraptions that look suitably mechanical.  It should be sufficient to fool anyone who isn’t actually a robot builder.

   Bronze has also been practicing her “mechanical” gait.  It’s awkward to ride, but it looks “robotic.”  I think we can stand another layer of inspection without too much trouble.  Even a nosy neighbor who pokes around in my barn will have a hard time accepting she isn’t a robot.  Someone will really have to be suspicious and determined to blow her cover.

   And clever.  I’ve already had to smack a couple of toy camera-drones with my mental movement trick.  It’s like daytime tendrils, which strikes me as problematic.  My tendrils are spiritual extensions, psychic fingers.  They’re part and parcel of being a creature of darkness.  They shouldn’t manifest in sunlight.  Yet, it feels like they’re still there when I try to move things during the day.  Is that because it’s a sensation I’m used to?  I think of telekinesis in tendril-terms, so that’s how my mind perceives it?  That’s not an unreasonable theory, given that I didn’t have funky mind-powers before catching vampirism.

   Anybody got a manual on vampires?

   Anyway, toy camera-drones.  The local kids want to look at Bronze and spy on the new neighbor, it seems.  I grab them when I spot them spying and stick them in a drawer.  I don’t damage them; I’m a nice guy.  If the owner comes up to the door and asks for their drone back, I hand it over.  Until then, the drones remain incarcerated for espionage.

   I don’t have dragon teeth in my hedge, yet, but I did drive some heavy, metal fenceposts into the ground.  About four feet of steel are aboveground, hidden in the hedge—the hedge is under six feet high when properly trimmed.  The posts won’t stop a big truck, but anything else is in for an ugly surprise.  I may never need them, but I feel better knowing it’s not a straight, unobstructed run down the street and into my living room!

   Someone might clean out the mailbox by the curb, but the hedge is full of surprises.

   Larry has the ladder.  It was hanging on the side of the barn and I’m not likely to use it.  Besides, he’s always returned it to the Ardents; we’ll see if he gives it back to me.  He also gave me a discount (he says) when I bought a couch and other living room stuff.  If I’m going to have guests, I should have a room where they belong.  All the interior doors now have doorknobs for exterior doors; they have locks and keys.  This will help enforce a lack of wandering and increase my feeling of personal security.

   I have a new doorbell.  It’s really multiple doorbells and doorbell systems.  One is in the house and one in the barn; one button makes them both ring.  They’re bell-chimes, not buzzers, and much more pleasant.  I also have a second system of doorbells tied to the front gate.  Those go off when someone opens either the truck-gate or the people-gate in the hedge.  Fewer surprises that way.  Plus, having an extra thirty seconds to get incriminating evidence tucked away could be vital.

   I’ve been all over this house and I think I’m enjoying it at lot.  I see all sorts of things I want to do to it.  The attic is darn large—I could floor it and insulate it.  It would make an awkward but useful room.  It wouldn’t be part of the air conditioning of the house, but it might make a good storage space or hideout.  

   The walls are pretty decent, but I think they could stand some more blow-in insulation.  There were some vermin of various sorts living in the walls, but one night with a life-drinking monster in the house took care of that.  Anything that didn’t flee at the spiritual touch of the undead master of the house didn’t get a chance to flee afterward.  Then there are a bunch of little gaps that need sealing; they make a foam for that.  And I want to take out the wall between the dining room and the kitchen to make it more of an open countertop arrangement…

   I’m enjoying being a homeowner.  It’s the little things, I think, that make immortality tolerable.

   Being a rancher, on the other hand, is impossible.  The paperwork is ridiculous.  Sasha must have had people for that.  I never saw any signs of health inspections, vaccination records, and so on.  And, to be clear, I never want to.  There’s enough paperwork and bureaucracy involved to give a horse colic—or fuel Bronze for a week.

   So… trees.  They’re low maintenance.  I like that.  I can swipe a trick I learned from Timon, too: make an unfired clay cup, fill it with dirt, and start a sapling.  When it’s pushing the cup apart, it’s time to move it to the ground, so bury the cup.  Since I have a walnut tree on the east side of the house, I presume I can gather them from the ground and go from there.  True, trees are a long-term project, but that means I’m not out messing with crops and harvesting and other farm function stuff all the time.

   The basement has come along splendidly.  I have basic magic-gathering spells on four walls and a floor.  The ones on the walls act sort of like fans, “blowing” magic toward the Ascension Sphere in the middle of the room.  It’s still not too impressive, but it’s helping.  Maybe I’ll start working on a better version of my energy-converter spell once the Sphere has a decent charge built up.  We can see how much my electric bill goes up.

   I’m not entirely pleased with the spells I’m using, though.  I keep thinking there should be more effect.  I put quite a bit of effort into casting them—attention, focus, personal power, even using my own blood to draw the symbols—and they don’t seem to have the drive they should.  A lot of that is because of the magic-starved environment, sure, but they should work better than this.  I keep thinking the symbols and ideograms I’m drawing look strange.  I’m not sure why.

   As for my overall goal of finding other worlds—maybe even one where people won’t hunt me down and kill me, if there is such a place—I’m doing some reading on the local science.  I started with “my” articles on wormholes and quantum foam.  That led me to other sources.  I don’t understand what I’m talking about, yet, but I will.  Eventually.

   Maybe I should see if I can get me to coach me?  Or would I give myself a heart attack?

   





   





Saturday, September 19th

    

   I got to meet three more neighbors, today.  About noon, a large, indignant man pounded on my front door and jabbed the doorbell repeatedly.  Since I was in the basement poring over spell diagrams, the interruption was not welcome.  I came upstairs, locked the basement door behind me, and answered the front door.

   “Who do you think you are?” he demanded.  No introduction.  No greeting.  Simply a loud voice and the smell of beer.  No cigarette smell, though.  Maybe the Surgeon General finally made some headway on that.

   “I think I’m the guy who owns the property,” I replied, levelly.  “The property you’re standing on.  Who are you?” I demanded.  This seemed to faze him slightly.  He was a big guy.  Maybe we wasn’t used to that sort of response.

   “My kid says you’ve got his toy!  Give it back!”

   “What toy?” I asked.

   “His flying drone!  Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about!” he half-shouted, and took a step forward.

   “Put a foot across that threshold and I will defend my home from an intruder,” I told him, calmly.  While he blinked at me, trying to process that, I added, “I probably do have your kid’s toy drone.  I’ve got a dozen.  They keep flying into my barn and crashing.  If you can tell me what it looks like or give me some way to identify it, I’ll go get it for you.”

   “He crashed it?”

   “I don’t know; I found it in the barn.  It’s hard to maneuver through a barn.  That’s why I’ve picked up several of them.  I’m waiting for the pilots to come claim them, that’s all.”

   “He didn’t say he crashed it.”

   “He can have it back,” I assured him.  “He needs to identify it, that’s all.  I don’t want to give him the wrong one.”

   “Keep it,” he advised, and stomped off my porch.  I watched him slam the gate as he left.

   “Well, someone’s in trouble,” I muttered, and closed the door.  I went back down to the basement.  About two hours later, my doorbells went off again.  Grumbling, I went back upstairs.

   Two boys, in the eight-to-ten age range, stood on the porch.  I opened the door.

   “Yes?  How can I help you young men?”

   There was some nudging between them before the taller one spoke.

   “We want our fliers back,” he said.  He had an odd accent.  I couldn’t place it.  A speech impediment, maybe?

   “That’s nice,” I told him.

   We stood there and regarded each other for several seconds.

   “Well?” he asked.

   “You haven’t asked for anything,” I pointed out, speaking slowly and clearly in case his speech impediment indicated other linguistic problems.  “You’ve told me you want something.  I acknowledged.  I want a ham sandwich and a glass of milk; I don’t expect you to do anything about it.”

   “Can I have my flier back?” he asked.

   “Probably.  But I’m an old-fashioned sort.  The correct way to ask is, ‘May I please have my flier back, sir?’  That works better.”

   “May I please have my flier back, sir?” he repeated.

   “Sure.  What does it look like?”

   He described it.  It was the circular mono with the counter-rotating props.  I told them to wait, shut the door, and fetched it.

   Back on the porch, I handed it to him.  He snatched at it, but I didn’t let go.

   “You’re supposed to say something when someone does something nice for you,” I prompted.

   “Thanks.”

   “Close.”

   “Thank you?”

   “Almost there.”

   “Thank you, sir?”

   I let go of the drone and he pelted off with it.  He friend stood there silently.

   “Did you have a flier, too?” I asked, trying to be pleasant.  He nodded.  “Okay.  Do you know what to do?”

   “May I have my flier please sir?”

   “Very good.  What’s it look like?”  We repeated the process and I handed him his drone.  He held out both hands and I gave it to him.

   “Thank you, sir.”

   “Good job.  What’s your name?”

   “Edgar.”

   “Nice to meet you, Edgar.  I’m Vladimir Smith.  You can call me ‘Mister Smith,’ for now.”

   “Okay.”

   “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

   He shook his head.

   “All right,” I said.  “Thank you for being polite.  If you need anything, feel free to stop by.”

   He nodded and remained standing there.  I wondered how to tell him to buzz off without sounding unpleasant.  I can be unpleasant; that doesn’t mean I always want to be.

   “Have a nice day, Edgar.”  I stepped back and slowly closed the door.  That did it; he took off down the walk and remembered to shut the gate behind him.

   Kids today.

   I was halfway to the kitchen before it hit me.

   Oh, my god.  I’ve become that cranky old man down the street.

    

   There were some good points to the day.  I figured out one part of my magical problems.

   Magic works.  Given.  But it doesn’t work in exactly the same ways between Rethven and here.  While the larger systems work—the pentacle or the triangle-in-circle, for example, to define the locus of a spell—the smaller, more detailed bits are slightly different.  When I draw zel, azi, or kas symbols around the perimeter of a containment diagram, they don’t seem to resonate perfectly with the magical environment.  It’s like playing a tune in the wrong key, I suppose.  You get the song, but it’s weird.  Or, maybe it’s more like using tiny, off-color lightbulbs in a chandelier.  The thing lights up, but it doesn’t look right and doesn’t shine the way it should.

   So how do I figure out the correct… well, for lack of a better term, the letters in this universe’s fundamental alphabet?  On second thought, “alphabet” might not be the right word.  They are symbols of… hmm.  Magical constants?  The symbols are like… runes?  Ideograms?  Each one is a concept, not a sound… although some of them have sounds associated with them, which is generally what gets recited or chanted during a full ritual spell.  Still, how do I determine the right shape for the symbols I need here?

   I’m clever.  I got a piece of window glass and a dry-erase board.  I took them down to my basement Ascension Sphere and sat down to work.

   After drawing a symbol I knew from Rethven on a small dry-erase marker-board, I put the glass over it and bled a little.  With a few drops on the glass, I concentrated on the function of the symbol in question.  For the ara symbol, I lit a candle and concentrated on the fire.  The blood formed up to almost match the symbol beneath.  Then I re-drew the marker version to resemble the changed version I saw on the glass and repeated the process.  Again, the blood moved to almost the same shape, with minor variations.  After two or three iterations, the blood on the glass matched the symbol below.  I had the correct ideogram for fire in this universe!

   Now I need to figure out how to pronounce it here.  I doubt it’s called ara.  It might sound similar; the final version of the symbol was similar.  But how do I tell?  Letters may look similar in different alphabets, but that’s no guarantee they sound at all alike.  My spell-writing should be much better, but I’m probably going to sound like a German speaker reciting English poetry translated into Japanese.

   I suspect my alphabet-revealing technique only works because of my magic circle.  I tried it outside the circle and the blood didn’t alter shape.  It didn’t flow off the glass, either, so I presume it was still trying to do what I wanted.  If I try this in a world with a high magical potential, I probably won’t need the circle.  Which raises the question of how do people figure this stuff out without a head start?  Do they try to draw pictograms of the idea and see what works?  Do shamans and other less-technical spellcasters see shapes in the clouds, dust, and fire, then paint them on the cave walls?  Or do the gods give them the runes, like in the myth about Odin?

   I have a head start with a magical alphabet that only needs some touching up and polishing.  Of course, there are thousands of letters in that alphabet.  Each one is a symbol for a concept, not actually a letter.

   To make things worse, each one is a process, not a simple one-shot spell.  It takes a while to identify the sometimes-subtle alterations and repeat the process.  It takes at least three or four iterations, sometimes as many as a dozen.

   It’s also a daytime-only project.  I can’t do this after dark.  It’s hard to get blood out of me at night—my mystical bloodsucking attraction seems dead-set against it.  Even if I draw some out with a hypodermic or a spell, the instant it leaves the hypo, it crawls right back into me.  This is not helpful.

   In a larger sense, though, I also wonder about the thing Jon called Language, with a capital “L.”  From his description, he believed it to be the fundamental language of the universe.  That is, if the universe was created by some entity, this was the language that it used to describe it.  In computer terms, the code for the universal operating system.

   Does that mean I’m deciphering the written form of it here?  I never thought of magical ideograms as being actual words in the Language, but… back to that pronunciation thing.  Are the wizards and magicians of Rethven mispronouncing their spoken spells?  Close enough to influence the world, perhaps, but not quite right for altering the fundamental fabric of reality?  Or is it just a subset of shorthand commands, with spells being programs written in a more user-friendly form, rather than in raw code?

   Of course, it’s more than just the sounds.  To properly use a word in the Language, one has to not only pronounce it correctly, but understand it.  It’s like invoking the name of a specific entity to be summoned.  You can’t merely read it aloud and expect it to work.  You have to understand the nature of the Thing.  So even if you find a book like a dictionary, with symbols and their definitions, you need a frame of reference to put it all into.

   How would I go about determining the proper way to pronounce things I already understand?  Fire?  Water?  Space?  Time?  Getting a symbol was easy, almost intuitive.  It’s a visual thing.  But a sound?  A pronunciation?  What do I do for that?  Enchant a harp?  Or a stereo speaker system?  That’s going to be a trifle more complicated than a glass plate and some blood.

   I have so much to do.  Homeowner, magical researcher, high-energy physics student, and keeping up appearances… not to mention I’m starting to get hungry at night.

   I used to think holding down a day job and getting laundry done was difficult.

   





   





Tuesday, October 13th

    

   Sorry for the long delay; I’ve been busy.

   For the first week or two, I was studying.  Modern relativity, the Casimir effect, frame reference theories, conjectures on FTL travel, wormhole equations, spin foam, vortex foam, loop quantum cosmology...

   I used to be a physics teacher.  Things have changed.

   I think I’m following most of it.  My only advantage is I have a much better empirical understanding of the subject matter.  I ate the souls of people who developed the spells for folding space in weird ways.  I built an interdimensional-capable gateway.  I understand it, sort of, from a magical perspective.  The science-based perspective involves way more math, most of which has expanded beyond anything I ever studied in school.

   Arcane writing and mathematics are starting to look suspiciously similar to me.  Is that weird?  Or is that inevitable?  Am I starting to get a grip on the math because of my magical background—like studying Latin and Spanish together—or am I closing in on the point where science makes sense of magic, and magic is another science?

   I hope I get the hang of this without making my head explode.  I haven’t studied this hard since the final exam in Doctor Kramer’s class on quantum thermodynamics.  My head hurt then, too.

   A couple of weeks ago, I decided the headache was from studying too hard.  I was beating my head against the math and the math was winning.  I needed to take a break.  Living at home and doing nothing but talking to my computer and reading isn’t the right way to go about this.  But I can’t sign up for a postgraduate course; my personal history doesn’t have the academic credentials for it.  I have to hammer this out on my own… but keeping my nose to the grindstone is only going to flatten my face.

   I went into OKC for a weekend.

   That was interesting.  I called a cab and Google Cabs sent me a car.

   When I left my own world, years ago, Google was developing a self-driving car.  Now, in this world, Google Cabs is a major transportation industry.  Anywhere within fifty miles of an electric road—a road with a power strip—they’ll send an all-electric, self-driving vehicle to pick you up and take you where you want to go.  It’ll even remember your destinations and your schedule, like, “Mom’s house,” or “Take me home,” or “Time to go to school,” or “Date night with my girlfriend.”  They’ll keep track of your friends, remind you of appointments, show up early when you’re likely to have luggage, and, for all I know, take your pet to the vet.  While you’re on your way, they’ll suggest places to stop for food, shopping, or entertainment.  Or you can sit back and watch a movie while the car drives you across the country.  You can also have it talk to you in different celebrity voices.

   And every single cab, everywhere, will remember your preferences.  They have a master file somewhere in the cybernet and the traffic control system gives it to any individual cab that you may be using, so you only have to set up any particular preference once.

   When I call a Google Cab, the welcome sound when the door pops open is a series of wheezing, grinding sounds—kind of like house keys run along piano wire—followed by a thump.  If you know the sound, you know what I’m talking about.

   I love it.  And it’s terrifyingly invasive of privacy.  It’s convenient beyond belief, but I may have to get my own car so Google doesn’t know everything about me.

   Assuming it doesn’t already.

   Anyway, weekends in OKC.  Could I find something to do on the weekends?  Yes.  I could join the fencing club at the university; it wasn’t limited to current students.  I also thought to look for a karate school open on Saturdays.  Maybe I could even find a chapter of the Society for Creative Anachronism!  I’m pretty sure OKC is in Calontir, but maybe it’s Ansteorra.  Way back when, I was in Æthelmearc, up in the northeast, so I was never too clear on the other kingdoms’ borders.

   I haven’t found any SCA people yet, but I’m hopeful.  I did join the fencing club, and I did find a Krav Maga school open on weekends.  Now I have something vaguely recreational to do that relates not at all to driving myself up a wall with eye-crossing, brain-baking study.

   You know, I learn a little bit from every soul I swallow.  Maybe if I eat a couple of physicists…

   No.  Bad vampire.  Bad, bad, vampire!  Go to your coffin and don’t come out until you can behave!

   Anyway, I have excuses to go into the city, now.  I can’t exactly admit I go to town for dinner.  Well, not for the dinner I eat.

   Most of the time, I pick a hospital and walk through it.  There’s always someone ready—no, ready isn’t sufficient.  There’s always someone desperate to die.  Usually, there’s a cancer patient in the oncology wing or someone in ICU.  Once I walked in about the same time an ambulance pulled up.  I sat down in the ER waiting room and had a quiet conversation with the ghost of the guy they brought in.  But I never lay a finger—or a fang—on any of them.  I help their spirits get loose from their failing flesh and move them along.

   They’re going anyway.  At least they don’t go alone.

   That’s not entirely altruistic of me, but it’s what I do.  Birds eat worms, wolves eat deer, and I eat people.  I deliberately pick people who want to die, too.  I doubt anyone is likely to be understanding and thankful for that, though.

   Does this make me a tragic figure?  I don’t feel tragic.  Much of my life seems more like comedy, albeit at my expense.  Maybe that is tragedy.  Maybe I should have spent more time studying theater instead of theories.

   Still, I don’t get nearly enough credit for not being a bloodthirsty monster.  C’est la vie.  Or should that be “C’est la mort”?

   For my more physical dinner, I go looking for trouble.  I have to suppress the effect of the amulet while I “take a shortcut” walking through an alley, but it’s built to do that when the wearer wants.  So far, I’ve been shot twice and knifed once by people volunteering to be food.

   Much to my chagrin, I’ve also had it proved to me that I need more hand-to-hand lessons.  One guy did something fast and effective involving his feet, my legs, and both arms.  I wound up face-down on damp pavement with a distinct pain in my shoulders and elbows.

   At night.

   I was too surprised at the suddenness of it all to do anything about it.  Of course, once I realized the unarmed guy was actually a threat, I unbent my arms.  He applied more pressure, but they unbent anyway.  The joints may be shaped like a human’s, but they’re not made of human flesh and bone.  They don’t tear like human ligaments and cartilage.  The bones don’t break under any force a human can exert.  My arms moved as inexorably as hydraulic pistons and, since he was sitting on my back, I grabbed at what I could reach.  I wrapped my hand around his femur.

   If I’d meant “thigh,” I would have said “thigh.”  Sharp fingernails and inhuman strength, remember?  Besides, the femoral artery carries an astonishing amount of blood.  He lost consciousness quickly and soon became a whiter shade of pale in the scattered streetlight.

   I seriously considered going to my Krav Maga class every day, rather than on weekends.

   On another occasion, there was also an electric zapper thing I did not like at all.  I discovered my muscles will contract and vibrate under high voltage.  On the other hand, when the current quits, I’m fine.  Poke me with the high-voltage baton and I go rigid and vibrate.  Turn it off and I look at you with an unkindly expression.

   It doesn’t hurt, exactly, although it burns a little on contact.  The big thing is how it keeps me from making voluntary movements while the current is on.  This is one disadvantage to a superconductive nervous system.

   To be fair, I didn’t do more than injure the guy with the electric doodad.  He brought a non-lethal weapon to a robbery, which meant he had no intention of killing me.  He even put some thought and effort into that, deliberately choosing something non-lethal.  I returned the favor because it’s the sort of behavior—for a mugger—I think should be encouraged.  His bones will knit.  I was careful.

   No fang marks on any of the rest, either, but plenty of mundane wounds.  Blood still crawls over to me and soaks into my skin, so once they’re suitably perforated, dinner comes to me.  I’ve been trying to leave wounds that are obvious bleeders—wrists, femoral artery, throats, that sort of thing.  Simplicity itself for me.  If I’m not concentrating on seeing the skin, the surging network of the blood is one of the layers of things I see inside the vague, fleshy outline.  So, when someone finds the bodies, the severe blood loss isn’t too surprising.  Sometimes this takes fancy footwork, though.  There needs to be some blood left at the scene!  That means I have to hurry away down whatever direction it drains so the blood trying to follow me seems to lie naturally.  That’s not always convenient.

   I have to take more care to pick the ground where I get mugged.  It’s tricky.  If there wasn’t a depression going on, it would be harder.  Lucky for me the crime rate is at an all-time high.

   The blood reminded me, though, of the spells I’ve been working on.  I’ve made good progress on my fundamental alphabet, so there’s that.  I also recalled I can kill things to use their living force in magical workings.  By releasing their life energies inside the revised magical circle in the basement, the magical environment inside it gets observably more powerful.

   Yes, I sacrifice squirrels, raccoons, possums, and other small animals in my basement.  I’m that guy.  No cats, though.  I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen a cat, actually.  No, wait, I can; there was the kid and his cat, when I tied its spirit into a more stable matrix so it could stick with him after it died.  It was ungrateful.  Before that, though… I haven’t seen any cats, aside from big ones that don’t seem to like me.  Are they avoiding me?  Or have I failed to notice them?

   I’ve also seen how my energy-conversion spell is a complete mess.  I’ll have to redesign it completely.  It’s not utterly useless, but it’s such a poor converter of electromagnetic energy into magical potential I don’t see any reason to bother with casting another one in the form it’s in now.  It’s too much work to build for too small a return.  I think I’ve worked out enough of the local magical alphabet, though, so creating a spell tuned for this world should go much better.

   Let me see… in other news, I’ve had more visitors on my porch.  I’ve given back all the drones, or fliers.  Most of them are from streets to either side of Valley View.  The owners of those drones seem to be less interested in me.  I think it’s because how far they have to walk to recover their toys; the neighborhoods are fairly spread out.  The kids who live on my street don’t have to walk so far, so they keep flying the things over me.

   At least I’m getting practice in using my funky mind powers during the day.  I’ve never used my mental movement much, especially after Sasha started me down the magical studies road.  Most of my work has been developing magical skills, not my built-in abilities.

   Things are different, here.  It’s easier to be a supernatural creature than a wizard.

   Edgar is one of the repeat offenders.  I’m not really offended; I think it’s just something for him to do.  The other three repeat offenders are friends of his:  Patricia, Luke, and Gary.  Edgar is Susan’s son and, I think, the reason Susan married Larry.  Luke is the one who needed the lessons in etiquette; I haven’t met his parents.  Patricia is the brightest of the bunch, and the best pilot.  She’s also suspicious.  She suspects something is knocking down the fliers.  Gary is the one with the large, loud father—Mark Spotznitz (Another name I’m probably misspelling).

   I’ve noticed Gary tends to wear long pants and sweatshirts even when the others are not.  He also has an occasional bruise on his face.  Apparently, he’s clumsy and runs into doors on a regular basis.  Or so he says.

   Yes, my first impulse is to go have a midnight discussion with his father, preferably while holding him off the edge of some high place.  I haven’t.  It’s tempting, but I haven’t.

   I kind of like Gary.  He’s a bright kid and, like Patty, Luke, and Edgar, doesn’t seem to be too addicted to staring at a screen.  I’m worried about interfering in his personal and/or family life.  A scared bully sometimes takes out his fear on his victims.  Moreover, Gary might not appreciate someone kicking around his dad; he’s a young boy and it’s his dad.  You don’t do that.

   I’m not sure exactly how to help, or even if I can.  I’d have a quiet, tell-me-to-buzz-off-if-you-want talk with his mother, if his mother was around.  She’s either dead or missing; I haven’t found out which.  So far, the best I can do is make sure Gary has someplace where he can go if he needs to hide.

   I’m not using the barn for anything illegal or suspicious—yet—so I put a mini-fridge out there.  I keep it stocked with things appropriate to a hungry, growing boy.  I haven’t told Gary anything, but I also didn’t knock down his flier while hovered over me during the setup.  We’ll see how that goes.  I feel confident he’ll figure it out.

   For my own benefit, I’ve posted signs—Keep Out, No Trespassing, and so on.  That’s so my butt is covered, legally speaking.  But I notice things, like the way barn doors mysterious open or close themselves.  Work stools have walked around.  Strange, corrugated footprints on the wooden floor.  Fudge-pops have mysteriously disappeared from the freezer.  I’ve even detected wet streaks on the barn walls, inside and out—possibly from those pump-up, air-pressure water guns.

   They still think I haven’t noticed.  They also don’t know Bronze is watching them.  Even if I never went out to the barn, I would still know.  She’s amused.

   The Fabulous Four (my name for them) have been sneaking into my barn since before I moved in.  Under other circumstances, I might rush out and catch them in a water-gun fight, but Bronze thinks they’re fun.  That counts for a lot.  If it amuses her, it amuses me.  If they want to use the barn as a clubhouse, I’m perfectly willing to pretend I don’t know.  It’s probably more exciting for them, anyway.

   What does not amuse me—well, not nearly as much, nor in the same way—is the way Edgar’s mother, Susan, keeps inviting me to social gatherings.  First it was a band fundraiser at the high school.  Edgar isn’t in high school—he’s eight—but Susan is one of those compulsive volunteers.  Then it was to come to church on Sundays.  I really have no desire to set foot inside a church, but how do I explain I’d rather not test the pyrotechnic capabilities and undead tolerances of the local god(s)?  She’s also asked if I’d like to come to Edgar’s birthday party in November.  I think I’m going to have to agree to that one.  They literally live next door.  I’ll need a real Class-A excuse—kidnapping, for example, or global thermonuclear war—to get out of that.

   It’s not that I don’t like Susan.  What I dislike is her liking me so much while she’s married.  I’m old-fashioned like that; I don’t want to be chased by an irate husband with a shotgun.  But, to be fair, if a woman is going to do that sort of thing, she’s going to do that sort of thing.  If not with me, then with someone.

   Wow.  That really makes me sound like an opportunistic jerk.

   What I mean to say is, if she’s going to, she’s going to, and it’s not my place to judge.  I’m hoping to stay out of it; it’s a complication I don’t need.  My worry is whether or not she’ll let me.  Don’t misunderstand me.  Susan is nice to be around and pretty.  I wonder what else she’s after, aside from the obvious.  Maybe she’s not happy at home, but maybe she’s interested in not staying there, too.

   I have enough on my conscience.  Well, on the mangled ledgers I use for a conscience.

   I suppose I should mention Firebrand does not share my innate dislike of probing people’s minds; that’s the only way it can communicate, really.  Firebrand reports that Susan and Larry don’t get along well.  It can’t really rummage around in their memories, but it can catch the constellation of relational concepts to what someone is thinking.

   I’m not in the market for a girlfriend.  Maybe I should pretend I’m homosexual.  They seem to be pretty tolerant about that sort of thing, these days, around here, on this planet.  Well, aside from Velma.

   On the other hand, I’m not in the market for a boyfriend, either, which could be even more awkward.

   Science and magic are two fields where my problem-solving skills work wonders.  Human relations, not so much.  I’m going to blame that one on my nerdity, rather than monstrosity.

   





   





Thursday, October 15th

    

   Things were going so well.

   I have a house.  I have a plan.  I have hobbies.  I feel like I have a life.

   Every time I get to this point, someone comes along and screws with it.  Alien churches, foreign nations, strange gods, demonic entities—it always seems to be one damned thing after another.  Well, occasionally a blesséd thing, but you get the point.

   This afternoon, I was in the barn with Bronze.  I’d just finished building a new power center for her.  One of the stalls has an Ascension Cube on it, constantly sucking in power.  Bronze, herself, has a more horse-shaped spell surrounding her, the new version, using the new alphabet, that might actually be useful.  She spends most of her time in an unenchanted stall, allowing her own spell to sustain her.  The other stall, the one with the spell, is sort of a docking station for her to charge up in a hurry if she’s running low.

   I’m clever like that.  I’m also mildly paranoid when it comes to her well-being.

   So I’ve finished this prototype charging arrangement and I’m scratching Bronze under the chin with my flesh-rending claws—excuse me, “fingernails”—when the hedge-doorbell goes off in the barn.  I can see the truck gate from the barn; it’s closed, so someone’s coming up the walk.  Okay.  I head for the house so I can get a head start on the front door.  I get inside, head for the front, the doorbell chimes, I open the door.

   The lady on the doorstep is a bombshell.  Not literally.  What does it say about my life that I need to specify that?

   Anyway, she’s hot.  Curvy in all the right places and wearing business attire that does nothing to hide the fact.  She could have walked into a courtroom as a defense attorney and made the prosecutor forget what the charges were.  Dark hair done in a weird half-long, half-short thing that hid one eye—fashion in women’s hairstyles isn’t on my short list of interests.  Big, brown eyes.  Red lips.  Sultry smile.  Nearly my height in those heels.  No briefcase; nothing in her hands.  She smiled at me and toyed with one dangly earring.

   “Mister Smith?” she asked.

   “Yes?”

   “I’m Veronica Stuart.  May I come in?”

   She reminded me of Keria in some ways, from the time I met Keria in the bordello.  She was attractive, in a button-down, sexy librarian way.

   Boss!

   Huh?  What?

   Mind trickery.  I can feel something and I think it’s reaching for your brain.

   My natural suspicions came rushing back, along with a hefty helping of survival instinct and paranoia.  Things were now on a completely different footing.  All thoughts of being polite went away.  I got a firm grip on my mental state and pretended to brush my shoulders off.  The gesture helped with a generalized disruption spell.  It wasn’t much of a disruption, but in this magical environment most spells are pretty fragile.

   She sized me up with an expectant air, still smiling slightly, still playing with that earring.

   “No, I don’t think so.”  This surprised her.  I’m not sure anyone has ever kept her standing on the porch.  “What is it you want?”

   “Could we talk about your house?”

   “Go ahead,” I allowed, not moving from the doorway.

   “I’d rather do this inside, please,” she replied, smile dazzling.

   “I’d like to know what your interest is,” I countered.  She glanced over her shoulder, back toward the street.  There was a car parked on the street with at least two men in it.  It wasn’t a cab.  It looked like an actual fuel burner—gasoline, alcohol, or hydrogen—rather than an all-electric runabout.  It’s expensive to operate a burner; there are lots of fees and taxes that go with them.

   I need to rig the front gate to close on its own.  I’ll get to it.

   One of the guys in the car nodded in response to her glance.  That told me they could hear us.  Whoever this Veronica Stuart was, she was wearing a wire.  It’s never good news when someone wants to interview you without telling you it’s being recorded.  My paranoia climbed a notch.

   “Your house seems to have—” she began, but I held up a hand.

   “Stop right there.  Your friends are listening in and, for all I know, recording.  That’s an invasion of my privacy unless you have a warrant.  Are you a law enforcement agent, and do you have a warrant?”

   “They aren’t—”

   “And now you’re about to lie to me,” I interrupted.  “You have ten seconds to remove whatever it is that’s relaying our conversation.  Ten.  Nine.  Eight.”

   She stared at me with an expression I couldn’t read.  I made it to three before she turned around and banged out through the screen door.

   I should probably get a bell for the screen door, too.  It’s a thought.

   I smiled at the guys in the car, waved in a friendly fashion, and shut the door.  I heard the engine start and they drove away.  I strolled down to the front gate and closed it.

   Now there was the question of the other shoe and how hard it was going to hit when it dropped.

   Back inside, I put my chair next to the fireplace and put my feet up.

   “Firebrand?”

   Yo.

   “Thanks.”

   Just doing my part, Boss.

   “Good work.  Any ideas about our not-exactly-guest?”

   I didn’t get anything from her.

   “She was close enough to hear, wasn’t she?”

   Oh, yes.  I can hear people “talking” as far out as the street; not so much when they’re thinking to themselves.  But I didn’t get anything off her.

   “Hmm.  Any idea why?”

   I’m not sure.  My first guess is a spell to hide her thoughts, but around here…

   “Yeah, but there was other magical manipulation going on.  I’ll keep an eye out if I see her again.”

   Next time, invite her in, Boss.  Sit her down in a chair near the fireplace.  I’ll figure it out.

   “I’ll see what I can do, assuming the next time doesn’t involve them burning the place to the ground.”

   I’m okay with that, too.

   “I’m not.”

   Oh.  Right.  By the way, are you going to do anything about the Fabulous Four and the barn?

   “Nope.  I’m okay with it as long as they don’t do anything destructive to themselves or the barn.”

   What about Bronze?

   “I doubt their ability to do anything to her even if they manage to bring the whole barn down in flaming ruin.  Besides, she can deal with anything short of high explosives without my help.”

   Good point.

   I had a sudden vision of Bronze eating a stick of dynamite and suddenly belching fire.  Would it work that way?  Probably not, but what would happen?  Would she enjoy a little dynamite or other explosives?  Would they be like candy, or like spices?  Fire-breathing golem biology is weird.

   “Still,” I mused, “now that you mention it, I guess I should let them know I know they’re there.  They should be aware they’ll be held responsible if they break anything or burn the barn down.”

   If you say so.

   “Now lets get the ashes out of the fireplace and I’ll stack some more wood for you.”

   I love you, Boss.

   “No, you don’t.”

   No, I don’t, Firebrand admitted, but I like you, respect you, and fear you.

   “That’ll do.”

    

   I did some cyber-shopping that afternoon.  Chemical supply houses are good about sending you pretty much anything that’s legal to own.  As a result, I have a collection of metal ingots on the way.

   My thinking on the matter, after considerable cogitation, runs like this.

   Magnetism can be generated by using electricity; it’s actually inevitable.  But without getting into the Pauli exclusion principle, fermions, and quantum mechanics, let’s just say that magnets are on the border between science and magic to begin with.  They could be said to alter the shape of space slightly, similarly to gravity, making it possible for materials with magnetic properties to manifest those properties.

   That’s wrong, by the way, but it’s a useful way to think about it

   What if some metals make “space fields” the same way iron makes a magnetic field?  Or, perhaps, could be persuaded to do so if I “magnetize” them properly with a spell?  I could warp space with an array of “warp magnets” and weaken it.  In theory, an area of weakened space would be easier to punch a hole through.  This means a gate spell would take less energy to cast.  With suitable tuning, I might even be able to put a warp magnet setup on both ends and not even need a spell!  Or, more likely, it would be easy to sustain once it opened.

   My other idea is that magic, itself, might be generated through a field effect.  Some fundamental field might generate magical energy the same way magnets can generate electricity.  I don’t know what that fundamental field would be, but I should be able to see the energy it produces.  If I can use magic to create that fundamental field, it would tell me something about magical energy.

   Of course, I doubt an iron core will be the thing I need to make such a field.  Hence the elemental ingots I’ve ordered.  A good chunk of the periodic table is available for sale to the general public.  If even one of the solid elements can be used in such a fashion, that could be the key to building something like a generator—one to produce magical energy instead of electricity!

   That would be far, far better than my spells to convert other sorts of power into magical energy.  The trick is finding something that will do it.  I’ll be trying everything I can to see if they have space-altering or magic-generating potential.  I can hardly wait to get started!

   I’m going to have to wait, though, until the delivery guy shows up.  Yes, they still have delivery guys.  Apparently they only deliver something by automated drone if it’s under ten pounds and doesn’t require a signature.  Anything else still has to be handled by a human.  I’m not sure the human drives the truck, though.  The route mapping and driving might be done by computer.

   With my recent visitors on my mind, I kept an eye out the back.  I really ought to install security in the barn, like a motion sensor or some cameras, or something.  Come to that, I should do more for the house, too… but, damn it, living in a fortress only goes so far!  Once it becomes obvious it’s a fortress, people treat it like one.

   I need to work on blending in better, I guess.

   Shortly after school, the Fabulous Four regrouped in their clubhouse—my hayloft.  They’ve been out there pretty consistently, but they started getting noisy.  I wandered out to see if I could find the reason.

   I think they’re trying to be a band.  Luke plays drums—that is, he provides a beat on anything that sounds good when you hit it.  During the occasional neighborly chit-chat, I’ve been told he has a congenital nerve disorder that keeps him from hearing properly.  It doesn’t seem to bother him.  Maybe he’s on drums so he doesn’t have to follow what anyone else is doing.  He lays down a beat and everyone else sticks with it.

   Edgar has an electronic keyboard and apparently knows how to play it.  I’m not surprised; Susan strikes me as the sort to make him take piano lessons at an early age.  Gary has an electric guitar that’s too big for him, but that doesn’t stop him from trying to play it.  It doesn’t make much sound because he doesn’t have anywhere to plug it in up there.  This is kind of a good thing, considering how he plays.  Patricia sings and plays the violin.  You wouldn’t think she could sing that well with a violin tucked under her chin, but she does a fantastic job of it.  She’s easily the most talented musician of the Four, followed by Edgar, then Luke, then Gary.

   Yes, the deaf kid on drums is a better musician than Gary.  That tells you a lot about Gary’s musical talent.  The other Three of the Four don’t mind, which tells you a lot about the group as a whole.

   Despite Gary’s fumbling, I’ve heard teenagers in a garage do far worse.  In fact, I haven’t heard many do better.  If they need a place to play and practice, I don’t have any objections to the barn.  Imagine the problems of trying to have band practice in someone’s house.  I can’t see the Four trying to have a jam session in Gary’s living room.  Considering the noise, I doubt any of their parents would be pleased.

   I resolved to get some of that spray-foam insulation to cut down on the escaping noise and to run some lights up there.  They could probably use at least two power outlets, as well.  In the meantime, I unplugged the minifridge and taped the door closed; I didn’t want things falling out.  With the thing over one shoulder, I climbed up the ladder to the hayloft.  It was strong enough to hold me, being built into the structure of the front wall.

   There’s another reason I loaned Larry that ladder.  It’s a long, wooden thing I could easily crush by accident.  Someday, when I do roof maintenance on the barn, I’ll need to get one of those extending aluminum jobs.  A heavy-duty one—something rated for industrial work.

   Whistling, I made my way up.  When I rose into view, they fell silent and watched me.  I put down the fridge, untaped it, and draped the power cord out between the wall of the loft and the rafters of the ceiling.  

   I should have brought an extension cord.  Humming the tune they were trying to play, I went back down, got the long cord, a shorter cord, a power strip, and some other materials.  Ten minutes’ work had the heavy-duty cord semi-mounted on the wall all the way to the ground.  I plugged everything in and went back up to make sure it was all working properly.

   They never said a word the whole time.  They watched and stayed out of the way.

   Once assured the fridge was in good working order, I climbed down and paused at the main door to the barn.  I shouted up to the loft.

   “When the milk runs out, put the bottle in the bucket by the back door!”

   Then I went back into the house.  They were now aware I knew they were out there.  Whether or not that was a good thing, from their point of view, was an open question.  I heard Gary’s electric guitar much more clearly from then on, though.  That was not a good thing.  I also realized I’d have to pick up some buckets of various sizes for Luke.

   Maybe he has a drum set at home.  He might move it, now that they won’t worry about me finding out.  We’ll see.

    

   Later, after dark, I noticed the plastic milk bottle in the bucket by the back door.  I took a full one up to the loft and checked on Bronze and her charging spells.  She was doing well and her spell seemed to be holding at a fixed level.  Bronze isn’t only a flammivore—yes, it’s a word.  I refer you to Professor H. Dumpty, of Wonderland—but also a thaumivore.  She eats flammables and thaumaturgic energy.  The energy in her personal zone was holding at the same level; Bronze was siphoning off everything the zone took in beyond that.  Which, really, was what the thing was for…

   Since it was after dark,  I smelled my visitor before I saw her.  Perfume, hair conditioner, makeup, sweat, deodorant, synthetic fabrics, and some leather—all the scents of a modern woman.  I was glad I was wearing my own makeup; I don’t step foot outside the bathroom without putting my face on.  I still need to get those contact lenses, though.  Mental note.  At least I had my sunglasses.  I put them on.  Weird is better than inhuman.

   “Mister Smith?” she called.  I realized then I’d forgotten to turn on the lights.  It’s an easy mistake to make when you can’t see darkness.  She stood in the doorway, framed in moonlight, trying to see.

   “Hello, Veronica.  You know you’re trespassing,” I observed.

   “It’s important.”

   “If you’re still wearing a wire, for legal reasons please be aware you’re a trespasser and I feel threatened.  I will defend myself.”

   She paused.  I could see her spirit ripple with a series of emotions.  First surprise, then a quite reasonable fear.  For all she knew, I had a pair of six-shooters and itchy trigger fingers.

   “I’m not wearing a wire,” she assured me.

   “You expect me to take your word for it?  Besides, for all I know you have a horse pistol in that handbag.”

   She raised one hand, gestured, and spoke a phrase.  I half-recognized some of the sounds as the verbal equivalents of the local magical alphabet.  A ball of light, about the size of a golf ball and glowing like a Christmas tree light, rolled through the air and hovered over me.

   “Will you talk with me now?” she asked, smiling.

   I snapped my fingers.  The light burst into sparks and vanished.  So did her smile.  I regarded her more intently, shifting my vision specifically to look for magic.  It’s kind of like that trick I did when I was human and looking for a particular color.  If you’re after, say, a red jellybean in a mixed bowl, you shift your vision to highlight the red.  This sort of thing is like that, only orders of magnitude greater.

   She was wearing more than one spell.  That wasn’t surprising, it was shocking.  In this day and age?  In this magic-scarce environment?  Nothing leaped out as overt or powerful, but the fact of their presence spoke volumes.

   “Give me a good reason to talk with you,” I suggested.  “So far, you’re still a trespasser.  And if your friends close in, you’ll discover how I’m armed and whether or not I actually planted land mines.  So tell them to back off.”

   I didn’t sense anyone close by, but she had friends with her earlier.  It was only a guess, but it was a good guess, and worth a try.

   “I’m alone.”

   “Who lied to whom?  You to me, or them to you?”

   She cocked her head at me, thinking.  She took a step back, outside the barn door, and glanced to either side.  Her face betrayed nothing as she said something under her breath.  It sounded like “He knows you’re there.  Back off.”  I didn’t hear a reply.

   I examined the spell along the side of her head.  It resembled a scrying spell in some ways, but seemed only to transfer vibrations, not light.  Not too complicated, come to think of it, but more power-intensive than a vision spell.  A magical headset!

   Why didn’t we use this sort of thing in Rethven/Karvalen?  Possibly because they developed spells to see far away, first, then their talking spells evolved from that.  Still, anyone who wanted to make a telephone spell wouldn’t have a hard time, but they don’t think that way.  Almost everyone is more of an “accept ancient authority” mindset than a “let’s make it up!” sort.  If the Elder Magicians created a spell, we should go find it, not fool around with inventing one from scratch.  Even wizards are vulnerable to that type of thinking.  If they find an especially effective spell, they tend to memorize it and be done with it.

   “That’s better,” I said.  “Now, maybe you’d like to explain why you’re on my property without my permission?  You know, all the usual stuff.  Who you are, who you work for, why you’re here, what you want, all that.”

   “That’s rather a long list,” she purred, smiling.  Her posture shifted subtly into a more relaxed stance.  She played with an earring, smiling at me and biting one corner of her lower lip slightly.  Doubtless, any man alive would have considered her, if not for Miss Right, at least Miss Right Now.  I found it artistic; she would have done well as a piece of sculpture.

   I also felt the prodding of a mind-affecting spell.  It was easy to see she set it off from her earring.  A glamour, a charm—something designed to make me more agreeable.  The only problem, from her point of view, was it relied on human reactions to her.  It enhanced her sex appeal, made her more attractive.  Against anyone living, it might work.

   “Perhaps we could go inside and discuss it?” she suggested.

   “Or you can have a seat right here and explain,” I replied, ignoring her sexy pose.  It was nighttime; I was dead.  Necrophilia doesn’t work in reverse, thank you.  Instead, I kicked a work stool in her direction.  “You have earned zero goodwill and at least two counts of animosity already, what with your attempts to influence my mind.  You also do not barge into someone’s home.  Not unless you are prepared to immediately get into a full-scale conflict.

   “Now, you’re either too stupid to realize you’re a failure as a seductress or too vain to accept it.  Your only remaining hope of having a civilized conversation depends on you putting on your professional and businesslike face, followed by direct, informative answers.  If you’re not prepared to do that, come back some other day when you’ve scrubbed off your makeup and are wearing sensible shoes.”

   Veronica clouded up immediately as I spoke.  She was still beautiful, but it was somewhat spoiled by the way her face contorted.  I wondered if a man had ever told her she was stupid or vain.  Since she obviously had some magical training and talent, it might not have ended well for him, no matter how comfortable the lily pad he now occupied.

   “You think you have power, don’t you?” she seethed.  “You arrogant bastard!  You have no idea what you’re dealing with!”

   “You’re right,” I agreed.  “That’s why I’m willing to listen to you, cliché threats and all.  Now, either act like an adult and a professional or go tell whoever you work for that you failed your diplomacy skill check.  I don’t care which.”

   “You don’t give me orders!”

   “And I don’t hit ladies, either, but I have dismembered a screaming bitch.  Want to see how far off my land I can throw you?  Would you rather bounce or skid?”

   “You—!”

   “Hey!” I called, loudly.  “If you can hear me, can you please tell her to grow up?  Or switch places with her?  I need someone who knows their manners, please!”

   Veronica’s face went through a series of changes.  She looked as though she was about to speak a couple of times, but finally settled down to a seething glare.  It was a good glare, and I’ve been skewered by several.  She stalked off into the night.  I thought she was a little awkward in those heels.  Stylish, certainly, but not practical.

   I climbed up on Bronze and waited.

   Firebrand? I thought, directing the impulse into the house.

   Yo.

   What’ve you got?

   Nobody.  If there’s anyone around, they’re being cagey, Boss; I couldn’t even hear her side of the conversation.  But I have an idea.

   What?

   I bet I could blast flame enough to shoot right up this chimney.  Think you could catch me?

   I’m sure I could.  What would that do to the living room?

   …nothing you’d consider good, Firebrand admitted, reluctantly.

   We’ll try that later, I told it.  Preferably after I get some blast deflectors worked out.  And an automatic fire system.

   An automatic fire system?  I can hardly wait!

   An automatic fire extinguisher system, I corrected.

   Aww, that’s no fun.  But what about right now, Boss?

   If it comes down to it, maybe.  I’m still not sure this is going to be a fight.

   Sneaky people on your land isn’t going to end in a fight?

   Maybe, I said.  They don’t seem overly hostile, but I don’t know why they’re bothering me.  Like you said, they’re being cagey, and that makes me feel threatened.  I want to find out what they want, at least, and preferably without getting my mind invaded.  So keep alert for anyone who isn’t shielded.

   On it.

   Bronze turned her head to look at me with one eye.  I shrugged.  She went back to looking ahead.  She was ready to play the part of a statue indefinitely, if necessary, or to explode instantly into violent movement.  We were ready; we waited.  In the silence, I heard quiet footsteps approaching.  They didn’t seem especially stealthy, though; just someone walking. 

   The someone cleared a throat at the door.  A hand waved from one side.

   “Who is it?” I asked.

   “Ah, you are still in there.  I’m sorry, I wasn’t sure.  My name is Victor Stuart.  I’m Veronica’s brother.  Would you mind if I came in?”

   “You’re trespassing,” I observed.  “Just so we’re clear on where you stand, legally.  If you want to take a seat and explain your presence, I’ll permit it.  Bear in mind I feel threatened and will not hesitate to defend myself with lethal force.  You’ve been warned.  And it goes for everyone else outside, too.”

   “Yes, of course.  You’re being cautious.  I understand.”  Victor stepped carefully into view, arms down at an angle to put his hands out from his body at about waist height, fingers spread wide.  He did look a little like Veronica in a family resemblance sort of way.  He was one of the men in the car, I felt sure.  I ran tendrils over him, lightly, identifying an audio spell and one to shield his mind from outside influences.  I also found the gun in his shoulder holster and two heavily-charged magical sources—his wristwatch and what was probably a class ring.  They seemed to be spells, ready for activation, but analyzing them would take more time and attention than I had right then.

   “I’m afraid I can’t see you,” he said.

   “I’m strangely okay with that.  I’m wearing low-light glasses, myself,” I lied.

   “Oh.  Well, I suppose this will work.”  He moved to the stool I’d kicked toward the door, righted it, sat down on it.  “Is this all right?  I’d rather not do anything to offend.  Anything more, I mean.”

   “That’s fine.”  Since he hadn’t mentioned or reacted to my tendril-touch, I ran my psychic tendrils out through the walls of the barn and felt around outside.  There was no one within easy reach—call it fifty yards or so.  I remembered to slide them up the exterior of the barn, too, checking the hayloft and the roof, as well.  I’m learning to check above, as well as around.  I can be taught; it only takes a sledgehammer and patience.

   “First, I apologize for my sister.  She’s usually quite good at opening an initial dialogue.”

   “I don’t doubt it.”

   “Right.  Now, to business?”

   “By all means.”

   “My family, among others, has a natural talent for manipulating esoteric forces.  I tell you this because it is obvious you have similar talents.”

   He waited for me to respond.  I didn’t.

   “Um.  Well, we’ve noticed some rather… profound disturbances in the local area.  We’ve managed to triangulate on them and they seem to be centered in your house.”

   “And?”

   “Would it be possible to examine these… disturbances?”

   “What for?”

   “They seem to be extremely powerful, and it’s compromising our ley line maps.  We’ve never seen this before, so I don’t know what to call it.  It’s worrisome to parties who manipulate such forces.  There’s some concern that a breakthrough from… some sort of infernal influence might be involved.”

   “That’s your big problem?” I asked.  “You want to make sure that I’m not about to accidentally—or deliberately—summon up a fiery monster, or open a portal to a pit of burning sulfur?”

   “Or something else along those lines, yes.”

   “Rest assured, my own magical training is extensive.  I’ve dealt with more than my fair share of Things from beyond the world and killed most of them.  I have no love for, desire to see, or willingness to accommodate in any way, any other Thing.  If I encounter one, by my own accident or while walking down the street, I have no problem with killing it on sight.  Satisfied?”

   “Reassured, at least,” he admitted.  “If I could, I’d still like to see whatever it is that’s making such waves in the ether.  Do you mind?”

   “Normally, no; I wouldn’t mind,” I told him. “Your sister has still racked up more than one animosity point, however. You’re doing okay, but I’m still not inclined to be helpful, nice, or even tolerant. We got off not only on the wrong foot, but stepped on some dee-fours on the way.”

   “Dee-fours?” he asked, brows drawing together in confusion.

   “Caltrops,” I translated. “Sharp little things you deeply regret stepping on.”

    “I think I get the idea.  Is there anything I can do to correct a terrible first impression?”

   “Spend a year being exemplary,” I advised.  “Be formal, be polite, be an Englishman in Windsor Castle for tea.  Make sure I’m being informal and friendly with you before you start taking liberties with me.”

   “I see.”  Judging by his expression, he was pensive and worried.  “I understand you feel offended.  I’m not sure I agree you have justification to be that offended, but I realize your priorities are not my priorities.  I’m more concerned with the potential problems your… whatever it is… could cause.  It’s going to attract attention in certain circles, you know.  We are not the only ones who will take an interest.”

   I sighed and swung down from Bronze’s back.  I really hated to put him through this, especially since he seemed like such a nice guy.  He really was trying.  He was doing a good job of it, too.  I stepped forward into the moonlight by the door and he jumped, startled.

   “Okay.  I’ll give you the basic idea of my research.  If you have objections, I’ll listen to them.  Then you can explain more about your ‘parties who manipulate such forces.’  But from now on, call ahead and ask for an appointment.  Deal?”

   “I think I can make that deal, at least on the part of my own family.  Yes.  I agree.”

   I shut the doors and turned on the lights.  When he finished blinking, I got out the chalk and drew a rough sketch of an Ascension Sphere.  Since he didn’t comment on the Ascension Stall, I chose not to draw his attention to it.

   Ascension Stall.  Heh.  The Arondel Magicians Synchronized Graveyard Team have now perfected their Simultaneous Roll Over Routine.

   “And you say this is what caused the disruptions we’ve been seeing?” he asked.

   “It’s the only thing I can think of.  There’s a big one is in the basement.”

   “I suppose that must be it, then.  Is this ritual complicated?”

   “Yes.  And it’s pretty power-intensive, too.  Once you have one, though, it can build enough charge to let you make a second one with much less trouble.”

   Victor continued to examine the sketch, fascinated.  He seemed puzzled by it and excited at the same time.

   “Would it be possible to teach this to someone else?  Or is it a birthright?”

   “It’s a spell,” I told him.  “You draw and write on the floor and empower it.”

   “May I ask how you came by it?”

   “It came to me in a dream,” I told him, which wasn’t precisely a lie.  “Why?”

   “I was wondering if you might be open to the idea of teaching it to others,” he admitted.

   “You mean to ask if I’m willing to, right?”

   “Yes.”

   “No.  Not yet, anyway,” I amended.  “There are still issues with it.”

   “Issues?” he prompted, interested.

   “I could tell you, but it wouldn’t mean anything without an understanding of the spell,” I lied.

   “Ah.  But you will teach me how to perform the ritual?”

   “Maybe.  I don’t like you enough for that.  Not yet, anyway.”

   “I’ll work on it,” he promised.

   “Now, come have a seat again and discuss with me what you meant about people who manipulate these forces.”

   “You’re one of them,” he said, returning to the stool.  I clomped across the wooden floor, deliberately making noise, and sat on the reinforced corner of a workbench.

   “I know about me.  Tell me more about them.”

   “Which ones?”

   I sighed.  Sometimes, I regret wanting to know everything.  It makes the scope of questions so huge, so broad, that answering them becomes problematic.  It’s like asking “Why?”  The answer is “Because!”  That doesn’t tell you anything, and any practical answer takes forever.

   “Okay, look,” I said, “you have your family practice, right?”

   “Of course.”

   “Let’s start with that, and how you feel you fit in with the world at large.  That should be sufficiently complicated to give me inspiration for specific questions.  How’s that?”

   That went on for a while.

   My take-away from it all was this:

   There are people who use magic in this world.  Which is to say they have some sort of ritual instructions for casting spells, whether gleaned from musty old tomes, ancient clay tablets, or handed down from generation to generation.  They have collections of spells, some of which are pointless today, others that are impossible to cast.  As an example, it’s hard to perform some sort of Grand Ritual Spell requiring thirteen casters if the magically-adept members of your family only total six.  I get the impression they don’t develop new spells; they don’t have the theory behind them.

   There are a few dozen groups who have some magical abilities.  Mostly, it’s a family, but there are a few independent individuals and a few formal organizations.  The most powerful of these groups are the four non-family-based ones.  These organizations started as alliances between magical families and eventually grew together until they pooled their libraries and bloodlines, giving them the advantage of numbers, both in members and in spells.

   While their magic does work, they have three major problems in Taking Over the World.

   First, they don’t trust each other worth a bucket of spit.  Each of them is convinced everyone else wants their spells.  Don’t ask me why they think that.  It’s not entirely unreasonable, I guess, but I think the real reason is it’s handed down as an article of faith from generation to generation.

   Second, their spells, for the most part, appear to be complicated, ritualistic things.  They have some minor magics—Victoria’s little ball of light being an example—but for most spells, they spend the day gathering power, drawing lines on the floor, calling the corners, invoking the spirits, asking for aid, and generally making a big to-do about it.  I haven’t seen them do one, so I don’t know how much of that is actually necessary and how much is ceremonial fluff.  But it almost certainly helps with:

   Third, they have limited amounts of power.  Most families have their ancestral holdings on top of a source of magical energy—natural sites where magic seems to well up out of the ground, or shine down from the sky, or something.  There’s a whole science of ley lines, to track the magical circulation of the world through the ley line veins and arteries.  There is always a higher level of magical energy where they intersect.  Most of these intersections aren’t worth the effort—the place two minor ley lines cross is a slightly-better spot for casting a spell, nothing more.  The major nexuses—nexi?  Intersections.—where several lines cross, on the other hand, are the places a professional family of wizards builds a home.

   What I have done, I’m told, is thrown off the Stuart family calculations.  There’s a small, two-line intersection a little to the west of Oklahoma City.  It’s not enough to warrant anyone building an estate there; it’s merely a slightly better spot for casting spells.  Until recently, that is.

   According to their mystical maps, there shouldn’t be a power center under my house.  It should be somewhat to the west.  If the nexus has moved, then it’s the first time such a thing has ever happened in recorded history.  Worse, if it’s moved, then the ley lines are either bent or shifted, which may have larger effects on their maps of the things.  Would this cause a major shift in all nexus points?  Or would it just be a local thing with a couple of bent lines?  It was immediately decided this warranted investigation.  Now that I know why, I can’t say I blame them.

   I suspect the nexus is right where they left it.  I can’t be sure, but I doubt I’m affecting the magical arteries of a planet.

   I wonder.  If I can learn to sense a ley line, can I tap it like an actual artery and draw off magical power?  Or plug into it like plugging into a power main?  These people don’t seem to treat ley lines as anything more than guidelines to find a power center.  Are they living on top of power centers and using power by the equivalent of induction, rather than by direct conduction?

   Interesting question.  I’m not going to ask.  I might look into it later, though.

   “Okay, so, you’re the Stuart family and have a long history of being magicians.”

   “We think of ourselves as magi, actually,” he replied, stiffly.  “My family traces its roots back to Gushnasaph, one of the twelve wise men who visited Christ.”

   “My apologies,” I offered, sincerely.  “I was not aware.  Magi, by all means.  In accordance with your magi talents—tracing ley lines, finding power centers, that sort of thing—you’ve found my house.  Now that you know I’m here and have some idea what I’m doing, are you satisfied?  Do you need anything else from me, or are we done?”

   “That’s an excellent question,” Victor admitted.  “I’m inclined to think we should try to maintain friendly relations.  If you’ll permit it, of course.  Most independent magi tend to either favor their independence, or are overjoyed to find they are not alone in their talents.  Obviously, you are the former, but would you mind if we keep in touch?  Nothing intrusive, of course.”

   “Offhand, I have no real obj—”

   Boss!  Company!

   “Bronze.  If he moves, kill him.”  Twin jets of fire snorted from her nostrils and her eyes glowed red with heat.  Victor’s eyes widened and he stared at her.  I vanished across the back yard and into the house so fast I broke the screen door on the porch.  The back door slammed open so hard the doorknob broke through the wall and stuck.  Through the kitchen, through the dining room, into the living room.

   The guy stood there in the living room, looking down at a contraption.  It was a box hanging by a strap from his neck, kind of like a cigarette girl’s tray, only smaller.  It had some sort of quasi-mechanical device mounted on it, but I didn’t pay much attention.  Whoever he was, he had already opened my front door and come into my house.  I know I locked the door, but none of my doorbells went off.

   Yay!  An intruder!

   I slowed down enough to clothesline him with my arm without materially injuring him, then continued to brake my momentum as it carried me out the still-open front door.  I skidded on the porch, went back in, and picked him up by the collar and belt buckle.

   “Hi!” I chirped, cheerfully.  “You’re an intruder in my home!  Can you see your life flashing before your eyes?”

   I didn’t wait for an answer, but hurried out to the barn with him, slamming his head lightly—for me—into lintels every time we went through a doorway.  When he tried to talk, I yanked up on the belt buckle.  He seemed to get the message.

   Victor was still where I’d left him, staring at Bronze’s glowing eyes.  He hadn’t moved.  Smart man.

   “Is this yours?” I asked him.  He turned, cautiously, to regard the semi-choked and lightly-concussed figure I held.  Victor frowned.

   “No.  I don’t know him.”

   I dropped him next to Victor and put a foot on his chest.  I leaned down.

   “Who are you?  And why did you break into my house?”

   His reply was, shall we say, not relevant.

   “Sorry, you’re not my type,” I told him, and leaned a bit more weight on his chest.  “Victor?  What’s considered socially acceptable or expected in our circles?  Do I curse him and send him on his way?  Strip him naked and hang him by his ankles in the barn?  Or behead him and use his blood as a spell component?”

   “Oh.  Um.  I really… I haven’t actually had to… I don’t recall the last time anyone in my family had to do this sort of thing.  Is his face supposed to change color like that?”

   I eased off on his chest.

   “Here’s the deal,” I told the guy on the ground.  “I don’t like having my home invaded.  Tell me who you are and why you did it and maybe I’ll consider some fate besides ripping your heart out and stuffing it down your throat.”

   After he took a couple of deep breaths, he replied with a variation on his earlier theme.

   “You’re not my mom’s type, either,” I told him, and ripped his shirt open.  I jerked him upright with a hand around his throat, then put fingers into him under the ribcage.  My fingernails aren’t razor sharp, but they’re sharper than a lot of kitchen knives.  That makes them more than adequate for cutting through flesh.  I made a fist around the lowest complete rib.  My grip on his throat kept him from screaming; it didn’t stop Victor.  Victor quieted immediately, though, and backed away, still watching with wide eyes.  I kept my attention on my victim, noting how his blood soaked directly into my fingers; none of it dripped down his skin.

   “And, to make sure we’re perfectly clear,” I added, “the threat of ripping your heart out and stuffing it down your throat is not a figure of speech.”  Then I lied to him: “I’ve got spells for supernatural strength and speed.  By making me use them, you’ve cost me an immense amount of time and effort.”  End of lie.  “I am not in a good mood.”  I shook his torso by my grip on his rib.  “Do you understand?  Thumbs up if you understand.”

   He understood.  He apparently understood quite clearly.

   “Now, I’m going to let go of your throat—and only your throat.  Do anything I don’t like and you’ll be dead before you hit the ground.  Thumbs up if you understand.”

   He comprehended beautifully.  I let go of his throat.

   “Now,” I began, pleasantly, “what’s your name?”  Well, I said it as pleasantly as possible, considering I was still holding one of his ribs in my fist.

   “Roger!”

   “Hello, Roger.  What’s your last name?”

   “Etierre.”  Victor’s eyes went wide for a moment.  I glanced at him.

   “You know the name?”

   “They’re another family of magi,” he informed me.  “I know of them.”

   “Okay.  Roger, why did you break into my house?”

   “There’s something in it!  Magical!  Powerful!  Our globe had a pinprick of light appear on it!  I was sent to go look!”  The accent sounded French.  I suspected English wasn’t his first language.

   “Anyone else sent with you?”

   “Yes!”

   “Who?”

   “My brother.”

   “Where is he?” I asked, tightening my grip a trifle.

   “In the car!  He did the spell to see the house was empty, that’s all!”

   “All right.  Here’s what we’re going to do.  I’m going to let go of you and you’re going to leave.  I expect the head of your household to send me a written apology for your indiscretion in exchange for allowing you to live.  Mailing it will be fine.  I don’t care to see you again.  Got that?”

   “Yes!  Yes, ’Sieur!”

   “Get going.”  I let go of him and pointed him toward the front.  He staggered away, clutching at his wound.  His vital force was somewhat depleted and now he was bleeding freely.  At a guess, I didn’t drain more than a pint or so.  He would probably be fine with only minor medical attention.  If I’d hit a major blood vessel, he’d already be dead.

   “I’m sorry about that,” I told Victor.

   “So am I!”

   “I detected the intrusion in the house and acted,” I went on.  “I wasn’t sure if it was a deception on your part to keep me occupied out here while someone else rifled through my stuff.  I apologize most sincerely for threatening you, due to my misunderstanding, and I’m glad nothing untoward happened.”

   Victor took a minute to think that over, leaning against the barn wall.  He opened his mouth to speak, reconsidered, thought some more.  Finally, he stood up straight, ran a hand through his hair, straightened his tie, and let out a deep breath.

   “I might have done much the same,” he admitted, “if our circumstances were reversed.  I suppose.  Does this make us even for—what did you call them?—animosity points?”

   “If you like, yes.”

   “I’ll take it,” he said, faintly; his eyes had locked on to my hand.  There was no blood on it.

   “Nice trick, isn’t it?” I asked.

   “It is,” he heartily agreed.  “How do you do it?”

   “I have spells useful for personal combat.  Someday, maybe I’ll show those to you, too.”  He nodded sagely, as though he understood.  I asked, “How much trouble am I going to have with the Etierre family?”

   “I don’t know.  It’s been a long time since the Stuarts have really had a conflict with anyone.  We’re usually good at getting along and making deals, compromising.  We negotiate well.  Usually we don’t have serious conflict.  Certainly nothing like this.”

   “I can see that.  Well, I’m sorry to do this, but it’s late and I’ve got work to do after that moron broke into my house.  If you’ll show yourself out, please?”

   “Glad to,” he replied, and stood up.  “And I apologize for our initial difficulties.  I’m glad we’ve managed to come to an understanding.”

   “Us?  Yes.  We’re good.  Your sister is less welcome, however.”

   “I suspect she would rather not talk to you, anyway,” he admitted, smiling slightly.  I chuckled.

   “I can’t say I blame her.  Good night, Mister Stuart.”

   “Good night, Mister Smith.”

   He walked around the house toward the front; two other figures joined him.  One of them was Victoria.  I watched them all get into their car and drive away.  After a quick search of the area, I saw no signs of the Etierres, either, aside from the box-thing lying in my living room.  I left it there while I put the house into lockdown.

   Once I had everything sealed up, I searched the place for other intruders and for spells.  When that came up empty, I went down to the basement and drained the power from the Ascension Sphere.  I put it into a scryguard spell around the house.  It was a typical shielding spell to directly oppose such things, with a faint, psychic chime to alert Firebrand.  I didn’t want a loud psychic chime in case someone tried to look in while guests were present. 

   The place suddenly needed more defensive spells.  I hadn’t anticipate this.  First, though, I needed another magical charge, and I wouldn’t have one for a while.  Time is always the issue… and I had a gizmo to analyze.  I decided to check the gizmo, first.

   The box was broad and flat, with latches on all four sides to hold the top on.  It appeared to be some sort of compass.  A number of symbols surrounded a circular carving in the wood.  A tiny, four-sided pyramid came to a point, supporting an intricate black iron arrow.  It pointed directly toward the basement.  When I picked it up, the arrow swung around and pointed at one of my magic rings.  I tried bringing it near Firebrand.  In close proximity, the little arrow shivered, then swung away from the basement to point at Firebrand.  No doubt Bronze would have a similar effect.

   I didn’t have any effect on it, myself.  I wondered if the Black Ball would, but didn’t feel like testing it.

   Then I had a major moment of confusion.  The Ascension Sphere in the basement sucks in magical power.  It can’t be detected by detection spells; it absorbs them.  Besides, I had to take it down to use the power inside it, so it wasn’t even there anymore.  Why did it still default to pointing at the basement?  How did this thing work?  Surely, they don’t have an ancient device solely for detecting magical currents, do they?  The Sphere wouldn’t cause much of a… a… a breeze, shall we say, for the magic-detecting wind-sock to use.

   It took me a while, but I figured it out.  It didn’t help that the symbols carved on the wood didn’t match the ones I started learning.  They were close, but not quite the same; the builders of the device might not have had an intimate understanding of their magical alphabet.  Still, after some direct examination of the elaborate little arrow—it had some arcane symbols as part of its twisty design, as well—I think I sorted it out.  It was a fairly basic magic detector, pointing at the strongest magic available, kind of like a compass.  Lesser sources could also affect it if they were closer, like the rings or Firebrand, but once you got them out of close proximity, it went back to being a large-scale magic detector.

   The thing wasn’t finding the Ascension Sphere.  It was pointing at my power-funnels, the spells on the walls that sucked in power and directed it at the Sphere.  Kind of like giant fans blowing air into a furnace, they fed the Sphere faster than the normal background would.  As a result, they set up a major disturbance in what Victor called the “ether.”  While the spells themselves weren’t all that powerful, they created huge ripples in the magical field and that made them seem immensely powerful as far as the detector went.

   Well, fair enough.  I didn’t feel the need to turn them off to make people feel better.  Besides, anyone who was going to bother me about it probably knew where they were already.

   So much for being inconspicuous and blending in.  How was I supposed to know whole families of magic-users were around?  This is not my fault!  I didn’t get a brochure when I arrived.

   I flipped the top and latched it, then hung it in a closet by the strap.  If the Etierres wanted it, they could ask for it.  While I was in the house, I went online and ordered those costume contact lenses before I could forget.  Then it was back down to the basement to put up another Ascension Sphere, and off into the back yard to collect nocturnal animals.

   I kept an eye out for scrying distortions.  I was going to have to take more precautions.

   





   





Saturday, October 17th 

    

   That night I added some sacrificial energy to my basement repository; it’s charging up nicely.  It’s times like these I really wish I had a ranch.  Connecting a dozen live animals to the thing would be helpful.  Having a dozen elves embedded in the walls would be even more helpful.  Draining their vitality to power spells is a nice trick, but the logistics of keeping pets is a problem.

   The next morning—yesterday—I went out and bought a houseload of electronics.  Home security system, microcameras, window breakage sensors, electric eyes, motion detectors, all that, along with a few accessories, like lights and speakers.  Plus a few mechanical enhancements—plastic windowpanes to layer over the window glass, aluminum wall studs, some sheets of that wire backing for wall-tile, sheet metal, combination locks in padlock and deadbolt varieties, a couple of security doors, sheets of drywall and drywall patching compound, paint, and a replacement for the screen door I broke.

   There’s also some chemistry.  They make an aerosol spray for Christmas trees to fireproof them, as well as other anti-flammable treatments.  Some of it is good for carpet around a fireplace, some of it is good for furniture.  But a traditional red fire extinguisher goes well as a fireplace accessory, too.  One big one next to the fireplace, for company, several smaller ones under the couch and chairs, for emergencies.

   Yes, I’m doing the whole fortress-thing in my house.  I’m starting to think a little extra in that department might be a good idea.  There’s a point of diminishing returns—building a triple-walled castle on a remote mountaintop and populating the surrounding countryside with monsters is more trouble than it’s worth.  having a few basic security features might be just the ticket.  It’s not going to keep out a determined intruder, but it might slow one down enough to make a difference.

   There are also stacks of bagged charcoal filling one stall in the barn.  I keep filling Bronze’s manger; she keeps emptying it.  Seems like a good arrangement.  I still haven’t gotten her a propane tank, though, but maybe when she has a stall that isn’t flammable.  I could build something out of concrete blocks and brick, I suppose…

   Google Cabs also has a Google Vans service.  Quite handy for large-scale shopping.  The autonomous vehicles wouldn’t drive into my barn, so I had to unload everything in the yard and then move it by hand.  Tedious, but not too troublesome.  I guess they don’t like leaving their mapped roads.

   I realized why the street in front of my house looks strange.  There are no driveways.  There are no cars.  There’s an unbroken length of curb, sidewalk, and yards.  Nobody on my street owns a car.  I’m the only person with a driveway!

   More than anything else I’ve seen around here, that weirds me out.  Does everyone take a cab?  Are the things really that commonplace?  I’ve seen far more of the electric things humming around than any other type of vehicle, but I thought it was a natural outgrowth of technological advancement.  Electric roads, electric cars.  But I suppose it’s possible paying a subscription to have a car available at any time, rather than buying and maintaining one, could be cost-effective.  No maintenance, no insurance, no taxes, no inspections, no license plates—no driver’s license!

   If I can find another world that resembles my world around the dawn of the twenty-first century, can I persuade the Google corporation to go with this business model?  I wonder.  For all I know, they already had the idea and are working on it.

   Anyway, most of yesterday involved the wiring.  I’m okay as a do-it-yourself type, but it takes a while.  Still, my house is much harder to sneak up on, and Diogenes—my desktop computer—has software for all of it.  It’s keeping a cyber-eye on everything and has a link to my skinphone.

   I also walled in the basement stairs and installed another door at the bottom.  It won’t stop a determined man with a crowbar, but it will slow down even a SWAT team.

   None of this makes the house a fortress, but it should help when people drop by to annoy me.  I have most of the important things ready to go; the only delay in a sudden departure would be digging up the Black Ball of Badness.  Aside from that, I could abandon everything in place and not mourn for long.

   Which brings me up to today.

   Today has also been a busy day.  On the plus side, I had help.  While I was replacing the broken screen door, the Fabulous Four came over to watch.  They watched while I unscrewed hinges.

   “Any of you know how to use a screwdriver?” I asked.

   “Of course I know how to use a fucking screwdriver,” Luke snorted.  I tried to channel the spirit of my wizard mentor, Jon, and shot Luke a Look.

   “Kid, I don’t know where you learned that word, but it’s not one to use in polite company.  Say it again and I’ll have a word with your parents.”

   “Dad won’t give a shit.”

   “Will he care when I send you home with soap foaming out of your mouth?  Will he care when I take you over my knee and spank you?”

   “I ain’t your kid,” he argued, but looked worried.

   “But you’re in my house,” I pointed out.  “I make the rules here.”  That thought disturbed him even more.  “Now, in my house, you watch your language.  Got that?  Yes?  Good.”  I shifted my gaze to Edgar and pointed at the bent hinges.  “Want to unscrew these for me?”

   “Sure!”

   Luke looked less than completely sure he still wanted to be there, but the other three were.  He stayed.  He even tried to watch his language, but I guess his parents have a less strict vocabulary policy.  Maybe it comes from all the effort of getting him to talk at all.  Hearing deficiencies can slow language acquisition.  As long as he was trying to refrain from the profane, I ignored minor breaches.  When he got a splinter in his thumb from the old screen door, I ignored the words he used then, too; he had a pretty good reason.  Baby steps.

   Suitably plucked, disinfected, and bandaged, we returned to hanging a door.  Once done, we moved on to fixing the hole in the kitchen wall where I banged the doorknob into it.  Patricia has a light touch when it comes to applying patching compound to drywall.  They also helped spread the curtains out in the back yard so we could spray them with fire retardant.  I got a surprising amount of work out of them.  Then we installed the new, taller hedge-gate and a spring-rod device to push it closed.

   And here I thought kids in the future would be digital zombies.

   Dang it, they might be, where I come from.  This isn’t my future; this isn’t my original world.

   How depressing.

   At least I fed them lunch before I sent them home.  Okay, so it was sandwiches, potato chips, and milk.  When I’m mortal, I eat it; they can eat it.  I even shared my pudding cups, and that’s not a favor given lightly.  Gary, in particular, wolfed down everything; I added another sandwich to his plate.  I still wonder about his home life.  I also still have this itch to have a word with his father, too, but I’m being a good creature of the night and minding my own business.

   Having them present is something of a moral dilemma.  Strange forces are now eyeballing my house.  Can I let the kids continue to use the barn as a clubhouse?  How dangerous are these forces?  Will they care about innocent bystanders?  Is the barn out of the blast radius?  Can I put more magical protection on the house and make it act like a lightning rod for anything nasty, and will that be sufficient?  Nothing seems to have really noticed Bronze or her charging stall; all the attention seems focused on the house.  But does that make the barn safe enough for the children?

   Unpleasant thoughts while watching them walk away.  What’s a monster in disguise to do?

   Another annoyance:  Now I don’t dare leave the house unguarded for the weekend.  Normally, I’d have been in the city yesterday evening for fencing, then again today to do the martial arts mambo.  I might even have found the SCA people this weekend!  But no, I have family-tradition magi poking around my house and trespassing.  They don’t seem to have much respect for other people’s property—at least, supposedly-mundane people’s property.  This tells me quite a bit about how they view the world.

   I haven’t heard from the Etierre family again.  At least, not yet.  I’m sure I will.  If nothing else, they’ll want their magic-detecting gizmo back.

   My contact lenses arrived; I already paid for rush delivery and digitally signed the waiver for drone drop-off.  The drone parked them right in front of my door.  I may have to get one of those drone delivery helipads.  They come with a thing like a QR code on them for the drone to land on and release the package.  Fancy ones are automated and will retract into the house so your stuff doesn’t get left outside if you’re not home.

   I hate the contacts.  My eyes hate them, anyway.  I can see fine, but my eyes feel as though they’re covered in a layer of snot.  It’s an icky, disgusting feeling on par with pouring milk into your cereal and discovering it went bad quite a while ago.  Given my choice, I’m sticking with the wraparound sunglasses.  Fortunately, they make an electronics-enhanced pair of glasses for people with night-blindness; I’ll get a pair of those and pretend.

   I’ll wear the contacts if I have to.  I’d prefer to nail my hand to a countertop.  I’ve had my hand knifed to a bartop, so I know what I’m talking about.

   My metals arrived, too.  They’re little cubes, not cylinders; buying online still has its problems.  Some of these materials and metals are soft enough I could work with them, if I cared to.  Some are too hard to reshape easily.  I’ve been on the phone to customer support.  It took a while to get a live person, but I managed it by being insistent, persistent, and downright stubborn.  They’re exchanging them for me.

   Customer service has not improved over the last few decades.

   I’m also having other thoughts on how to make a gate.  Does it have to be a gate?  Couldn’t I build something like a box that caused everything in it to shift its “universe frequency”—don’t get me started, it’s only an hypothesis at this point—and therefore shift out of this universe and into another?  It might take less power than opening up a portal.  It’s a waste of time to open and stabilize a portal, move through it, and close it again.  This would be more efficient.  A charge would build up inside the box and bam!, it all disappears into an otherwhere.  If I can stress space correctly in another universe, it could act as an attractor and whatever was sent could reappear there automatically.

   I think.  I can’t test it, yet, but I will.  At minimum, I should be able to build a pair of boxes tuned to each other.  Walk into one, push the button, step out somewhere else.

   Again, assuming I’m right.  It’ll be fun finding out!  I do need to make sure no insects sneak in during the human tests, however.  Call me cautious, but I’ve seen some awful things happen.

   Getting a working gate of any sort may be more important, now.  If I’m being poked and probed and prodded by families of magi, I may need to dive through an extradimensional hole in the fabric of reality to get away from them.

   This frustrates me.  Is there a way I can stake my claim to this patch of dirt and get treated like another family of magi?  Victor said he didn’t remember any time when this sort of thing happened to his ancestral home.  Do people not realize a wizard is living in this brand-new ancestral home?  Or do I need to attend a gathering of magi and apply for formal recognition?  Or will word get around?

   I should have gotten Victor’s phone number.

   





   





Monday, October 18th 

    

   Susan dropped by today while I was working on the fireplace.  She brought cookies, which was unfair.  I had to let her in.  She made chitchat while I ate a cookie and put the rest away.  Oatmeal raisin wasn’t my favorite even when I was human.

   “Is that a real sword?” she asked, sitting down on one of the new chairs.  I had Firebrand up over the mantlepiece while I drilled holes.  My plan was to nest some metal crescents and have them telescope down to block off the fireplace.  Then, if Firebrand had to exit via the chimney, it might not immolate the living room.

   “Yes,” I admitted.  “It’s an antique.”

   “It’s very pretty.  I haven’t seen metal like that before.”

   “The wavy patterns and colors are called Damascus striations,” I told her.  “The city of Damascus once produced the finest swords in the world.  The city was famous for its steel, among other things.”

   “I should have paid more attention in history class,” she lamented.  “I guess it was a long time ago.”

   “Yes, it was.”

   “I hear you had some visitors,” she said, changing the subject.

   “Oh?” I replied, trying not to tense up.

   “Yes.  Myrna says Patty, Eddie, Luke, and Gary keep sneaking into your barn.”

   “Oh.  Yes, I’ve noticed.”  I did not add I was relieved.  The last thing I want is to explain to the neighbors about the magi families and the magical setup in the basement.  Well, maybe not the last thing.  Some of the things, anyway.  “I don’t mind, as long as they don’t hurt anything.”

   “I also hear they helped fix your screen door.”

   I hear Myrna is a busybody motormouth, I thought, but didn’t say.  My only wonder was how it got back to her.  Not that gossip really needs a traceroute, but it would be interesting to know.  I suspect the speed of gossip can be used as evidence of human telepathy.

   “That’s true.”

   “I’m sure Patty’s parents don’t mind her being over here with you, as long as the boys are with her,” Susan stated, pointedly.

   “She’s their kid.  They’ll tell her if she’s not allowed over.”

   “Ah, but will she listen?”

   “She seems like a good kid.  I’d think so.”

   “I agree.”

   “Good.  I’m glad that’s settled.”  I got up and headed for the front door.  Susan took the hint and followed.

   “Larry says I should have you over for dinner, sometime,” she added, at the door.  “What would be a good evening?”

   “When do you usually have dinner?”

   “About six.”

   That was too early for me at the time of year.  I’d still be at the table when the sun went down.  Any later would change the whole course of dinner.

   “I have some timing issues,” I admitted.  “Stuff I have to do in the evenings, mostly.  But I could make an early dinner, maybe on a weekend.  Or maybe lunch?”

   “I’m sure Larry would love to grill something,” she agreed, smiling brightly.  “I’ll let him know.  Lunch on Saturday?”

   No, I have people to kill and classes to go to.  Again, only in my head.

   “Saturday will be fine.  I’m looking forward to it.”

   “Wonderful!  I’ll see you then.”

   She headed up the street.  Standing on the porch, I could see over the hedge.  A cab dropped of  Patricia, Edgar, Luke, and Gary.  They were about the same age and doubtless went to the same school, although in different grades.  Google Buses, in addition to Google Cabs?  They were the usual Google Cabs, but maybe they were being used as public-school buses.  Patty and Edgar live closest; they both waved at me and I waved back.

   I was inside again, crimping along one edge of my homemade blast shield, when the front gate chime went off.  I wiped my hands and got up, prepared for yet more visitors.  The two gentlemen at the door wanted to know if I had accepted Jesus Christ as my personal savior.

   They seemed a little offended at my laughter.  I did apologize.  I assured them my soul was in good hands, thank you for stopping by, and the gate will close itself on your way out.  Goodbye.

   The blast shield was coming along when the chimes went off again.  I grumbled as I got up.

   The Fabulous Four were on the front porch.

   “Yes?”

   “Can we play in your barn?” Luke asked.

   “You’re asking?”

   “Yes.”

   “Why are you asking?”

   “Because Dad says it’s your damn barn and we should…. something… ask.”

   Points for trying, I thought.  The ability to avoid profane language is an important one.  He had a long way to go, but at least he was practicing around me.

   Holy crap.  I’m being a good influence!  Can I feel mildly virtuous for that?

   “Okay,” I agreed.  “Be careful.”

   “Your tornado shelter door is stuck,” Edgar added, helpfully.

   “I know.  The structure under the hill is rotten and unstable.  It might collapse, so leave it alone.”

   “Okay.”

   They ran off the porch and around the back.

   “I may have to put a cloaking spell on the Black Ball,” I told Firebrand.  “It might be trying to attract someone to dig it up and handle it.”

   Probably wise.  I haven’t heard anything out of it, but it could be whispering to anyone who gets close.

   “That’ll be next, then.”

   I barely started fitting the fire-shield sections together when the gate chimes sounded yet again.

   “I’m never going to get this finished,” I grumped, wiping my hands again.

   Nobody else would have these interruptions, Boss.

   “Why is that?”

   They don’t bend metal with their bare hands and pliers.

   “So?”

   Anyone else would be out in the barn, with the hammer and vise and stuff.  They wouldn’t bother to answer the door.

   “I suppose not.”

   Uh-oh.

   “What?”

   I don’t hear anyone coming up the walk.

   The doorbell rang.

   “Ah.  Got it.  Thanks for the warning.”

   No problem, Boss.

   I answered the door.  It was an older gentleman, white hair, crinkly skin around the eyes, tall, but starting to stoop.  He wore an expensive suit, a couple of rings, a heavy wristwatch, gold-rimmed spectacles, a jeweled stickpin in his tie, and carried a black, polished walking stick with what looked like a gold coin stamped into the flat top.  I could see part of the roof of a car parked on the street; the gate had already closed.

   “Good afternoon,” he offered.  “I trust I am early enough to have not disturbed your dinner?”

   “Good timing on that,” I replied.  “How can I help you?”

   “I am Sir Sebastian Wilmont, of the Wilmont family.”  He presented me with an actual calling card.  I already had my second sight cranked up and running; while most of his accessories glowed with stored spells, the card seemed to be just a card.  I took it, read it, pocketed it.

   “I’m Vladimir Smith.  A pleasure to meet you, Sir Sebastian.  But you still haven’t told me why you’re here.”

   “Please, call me ‘Sebastian’,” he suggested.  “As for my business, I wish to make an offer to purchase either the land which you now occupy, or the artifacts upon said land which are responsible for certain changes in the local environment.  Having defined my intent, is this an inconvenient time?  I am, of course, willing to meet you at your convenience.”

   “Now isn’t entirely convenient, but I can spare you a few minutes,” I agreed, stepping back and holding the door.  He came in and took a moment to survey the room.  I gestured him to the couch, then scooted some of my project out of the way so I could sit in a chair.

   “Please excuse the mess,” I told him.  “I’m doing a little home repair work of the relatively mundane sort; I wasn’t expecting company.”

   “I am entirely to blame for not calling ahead, sir.  Thank you for seeing me.”

   “Think nothing of it.  Can I get you anything?”

   “No, but thank you for your offer.”

   “I imagine you have questions?”

   “Indeed, and I should think you do, as well.”

   “Who goes first?”

   “Since I am the one with the offer,” he suggested, “perhaps I should?”

   Either he’s naturally polite, Boss, or he’s heard how things went with the Stuarts.

   Or the Etierres, I replied.

   Either one would do it.

   He seems to be minding his manners, so that’s to the good.  He’s not trying to warp my perceptions or influence my opinions, right?

   Haven’t detected a thing, Boss.

   And he’s not barging or breaking in.  He’s ahead on points so far.

   “Certainly.  Please do,” I said aloud.

   “To come right to the point, what is it about this place that can cause a shift in the lay of the lines?  I ask, you understand, not out of any desire to pry into your affairs, but only to determine if such a thing is a quality of the location or of something currently at this location.  My intention is to evaluate it in the sense of determining a value, and, if possible, to purchase it.”

   “Ah.  I see.”  I leaned back in the chair and steepled my fingers, thinking.  He waited patiently, smiling slightly, all quiet attention.

   “Is it normal,” I asked, “for individuals to part with esoteric secrets for something as mundane as cash?”

   “It is not unheard of,” he admitted.  “Through the centuries, a number of singular artifacts have been purchased from those who found them.  I say ‘purchased’ deliberately, sir—the exchange of mundane valuables, not an euphemism.  Having an Egyptian tablet describing a ritual for enhancing the flood of the Nile—or whatever river it may be used upon—is hardly the basis for founding a modern family of magi.  Such a thing might be sold quite readily and, especially in these modern times, with virtually no risk.  

   “In other cases, a purchase may be made in other ways.  A simple trade of one commodity for another, such as a service performed, a magical artifact exchanged, or a copy of a ritual made.  The possibilities are as varied as magic itself.

   “For my part,” he continued, “I have a preference for simply paying in cash.  I am willing to listen to reasonable alternatives, however, as long as the exchange is equitable and definitive.  Pretium simplici absolutus is the motto of my house.”

   “I see,” I lied.  I had no idea what the motto meant.  “Thank you.  Well, the effect you noticed is one I generated with a… set of rituals I have cast.  While I am unwilling to part with the rituals themselves, I could be persuaded to hire out my services.”

   “Really!  How remarkably refreshing.”

   “In what way?”

   “I expected a considerable amount of resistance to the idea.”

   “We haven’t settled on a price,” I pointed out.  He waved that aside.

   “A mere detail.  More to the point, if I am to purchase your services, I will require at least to examine your workmanship.  I do need to understand what it is so I may appraise it properly.”

   “Not unreasonable.  I’d like to see some examples of an artist’s work before I commission a painting.  But, as I mentioned,” I added, gesturing around us at the living room, “now is not exactly the best time.”

   “Of course.  Perhaps tomorrow?”

   “Wednesday would be better.  I’d like to clean house for a formal visit.  It’s embarrassing to have to clean up workshop clutter in front of guests.”

   “Wednesday will be excellent.  What time?”

   “Noon?”

   “Is that a significant time for the subject at hand?” he asked.

   “No, it’s when I expect to have finished lunch and the washing-up,” I answered.  Sebastian laughed aloud at that, all good humor and amusement.

   “Then might I suggest two o’clock?  I have crossed to another time zone, but supper has its own time.”

   “Two o’clock would be perfectly acceptable.”

   “Very well,” he agreed, rising with the aid of his stick, “I look forward to our meeting on Wednesday.  Good evening to you, sir.”

   I showed him to the door.

   “And good evening to you, Sir.”

   With the door shut behind him, I returned to the chair and examined the calling card in more detail.  Sir Sebastian Wilmont.  Not only a knight of the Order of the Thistle, but a baronet of someplace difficult to spell, much less pronounce—Welsh or Scottish, I’m not sure.

   “Well, well.  Nobility comes knocking at my door.”

   You’re a king, Boss.

   “Not here, I’m not.”

   You’re a king.  You’re a visiting monarch and you’re slumming it.

   “Stop reminding me I’m behind schedule on getting a message back home.”

   You mean this isn’t home?

   “No.”  I regarded the work-mess on the living room floor without seeing it.  “You’d think T’yl would have called me by now, if only to see how things are going.”

   Maybe he doesn’t want to give out clues to where you went.  He did blow up the gate to keep people from following us.

   “That’s true.  I wonder how determined they are—is it a small group backed by the Church of Light, or is it the Church of Light and its devotees, or is it the Church of Light and hired mercenaries?”

   What does it matter?  It’s all the Brightness Brigade.

   “It matters for the sense of scale.  The first is a small group, but the Church of Light is giving them help without being fully involved in a political coup.  The second is a straight secular vs. sacred authority problem.  The third is the first step of a religion trying to muscle its way into being a theocracy.”

   If you say so.  But what’s T’yl supposed to do about it?

   “I don’t know,” I confessed.  “I’d like to hear from him, if only to find out what’s going on over there.  It concerns me.  Most of all, though, I want to know if he’s heard from Tort.”

   Maybe you need a girlfriend, Firebrand advised.  I bet that Susan person would be willing.

   “Shut up,” I advised, and went back to working on a blast shield.

    

   Busy day.

   The blast shield worked, after a fashion.  It took some experimenting and two fire extinguishers, but I never liked the carpet in the living room, anyway.  The metal crescents all nest together, up out of the way, joined only at the bolts on either side of the fireplace interior.  A wooden dowel holds them up.  When Firebrand wants to drop the shield, it focuses on that dowel—it’s set too far forward to be burned away by normal fireplace use.  Once the dowel burns away, the nested metal parts drop down, locking into each other as they drop, pulling the springs that keep them aligned, and making an almost-solid wall between the fireplace and the living room.

   Some flame leaks out around the edges, but it isn’t aimed at anything.  Close enough.

   I’ve also got a double hook set high up in the front wall of the chimney.  By holding Firebrand’s blade, I can hang it directly in the fire, point-down, and it can suck the flames right up the chimney.  This means the fireplace doesn’t give much heat to the room, but that’s not what I’m using it for, anyway.

   After my shower—and my sunset transformation—I came back into the living room to check on Firebrand.  It was enormously happier.  I was happy it wouldn’t burn down the house if it had to launch.

   The gate chime went off again.  At least they waited until I was out of the shower and dressed.  I should get an intercom, just in case someone does ring the bell while I’m dying.

   I tried to check my makeup, forgetting for a moment I don’t show up in mirrors.  I can’t even use the electronic camera in my phone as a mirror.  I have to rely on being thorough in application and asking for touch-up advice from Bronze.

   Mental note: I still need to repaint her eyes.  Making them glow like that burned the paint off.

   Wait a second.  If I take a computerized cab at night, how does it know I’m there?  It can’t see me.  Or does it need to?  Does it detect the electronic presence of my skinphone?  Or are there pressure sensors?  Obviously, it can hear me order it to a destination.  How far does this lack of image go?

   Magic meets technology and they both have a nervous breakdown.  No, wait—that’s me.

   Still, I settled my shades in place and answered the door.  It was Gary.  He struck me as upset and more than a little nervous.  Maybe worried.  Certainly unhappy.  He stood there, shifting from foot to foot, and didn’t say anything.

   “Problem?” I asked.

   “Yeah.”

   “What’s the matter?”

   “Dad’s supposed to get groceries, but he’s not back.”

   “I see.  And you’re completely out of food?”

   “No… but I tried to cook some of it and it burned.”

   I remembered to breathe.  Yes, I could smell burned meat—chicken, if memory served.  I looked in the direction of his house; it seemed every light in the place was on.

   “Would you rather I came over to help you cook, or would you prefer to come in for dinner?” I asked.

   “I’m not allowed to have anyone over when Dad ain’t home.”

   I stood aside and gestured him toward the kitchen.  He went in, scooted a chair up to the kitchen table, and waited.  He kept his eyes on the table, as though looking around was a crime.  He didn’t have that attitude when he was with the other three, helping fix things.  He was more than merely nervous.  He was scared.

   I didn’t say anything.  Instead, I rummaged in my cabinets.  Gary wasn’t the only one who needed groceries; I eat like three men, sometimes five.  I spread out what I had—sandwich stuff, cereal, the last of the milk, Susan’s cookies, and a microwave pizza.  At my urging, he put together a sandwich for himself while I microwaved the pizza.  I wasn’t worried about wasting it.  I couldn’t eat it tonight, but whatever he didn’t finish I’d send home with him.

   “Your Dad hasn’t got groceries in a while?” I guessed.  Gary nodded.

   “He was gonna get some last night, but he’s not home yet.”

   “You’ve been on your own since Sunday?”

   “Yeah.”

   My opinion of his father sank two notches, which did not bode well for him at all.

   “I saw you made it to school.”

   “Yeah.”

   “I’m proud of you.  You’re a good kid.”

   He didn’t say anything.  He was too busy wolfing down his sandwich.  He seemed pleased, though.  The pizza was done when he finished; I plunked it down in front of him and poured him the last of the milk.

   “What does your Dad do, anyway?” I asked.  Gary shrugged and blew on the hot pizza.  “You don’t know?” I pressed.

   “He doesn’t talk about it.”

   “Is he away like this often?”

   “No.”  Gary chewed ferociously.  “First time.”

   I watched while Gary ate.  He was definitely upset about it; I could see inside him.  He was pretty good about hiding his feelings, at least on the outside.  Lots of practice, I suppose.

   “Do you even know where Mark works?”

   “No.  Somewhere in the city, I think.”

   “Do you have milk at your house?”

   “No.”

   “Then eat the cookies before you finish the milk.  I’m out, too.”

   “Okay.”  He didn’t require much urging.  He likes oatmeal raisin cookies, the little weirdo.  Then again, who am I to talk?

   Mark never struck me as a model father, but that was—strictly speaking—none of my business.  Now, though, I was feeding his kid because he would rather be out on a bender than bring food home.

   That pissed me off, which never ends well.

   After feeding Gary, I walked him home.  It wasn’t difficult to persuade Gary to let me in for a minute.  He wasn’t supposed to have anyone over, but he wanted someone to search the house for monsters, thieves, or anything else.  I went through the place and reassured him it was empty.

   While I was there, I also helped clean up the mess in the kitchen.  He burned the chicken because he was out of microwavable and other easy-prep foods.  The pan he tried to fry the chicken in was ruined, so we threw the whole thing away.  I also took out the trash, helped him straighten up a little, and taught him the right way to fold towels.

   I also swiped some of Mark’s hair from the comb on his dresser.  I planned to use it with the magic-detecting compass box.

   The enchantment on the thing was old and solid.  Whoever built it did good work.  I learned my magic in a different school, though.  I didn’t alter the enchantment, but I did put a spell on it.  Think of it as hotwiring a car.  I added some spells like jump leads to short-circuit around some aspects of the enchantment, basically allowing it to do exactly what it normally did.  The difference was in the detection specifications.  I added a module to let me specify what sort of pattern it searched for.

   I printed out a map of the city, called a cab, and did some triangulation.  Then I packed up the box, dismissed the cab, and took a walk in one of the more depressed and depressing areas of the city.  Within two blocks, I had a two-pack volunteer dinner come up to me and demand money.

   One of the things about the way I see the world at night is the life inside people.  While I’m still able to see the skin of a person, my nighttime eyes tend to naturally slide into a different way of seeing.  I see vital energy coursing through people, the sparkling lines of nerves, the whirling vortices of blood in the veins and arteries—especially the big, red, pulsing thing slightly left-of-center in the chest—and even the formless, cloudy colors of the living soul inside.

   So when they demanded money, I noticed two things immediately.  One of them really didn’t want to do this.  The other one was practically blasé about it.  He didn’t live long.

   The other one I picked up by the belt buckle and pressed him against a wall.  He hit me several times, which I ignored—he had good reason, so I didn’t hold it against him.

   “You,” I told him, around a mouthful of fangs, “need to find another occupation.  Anything will do.  Go talk to the employment agency and tell them you don’t care what it is.  You desperately need a job because this kind of thing will get you killed.”

   I tossed him casually over my shoulder and walked away.  He limped the other way surprisingly quickly.

   Farther along, I took out the box, took a bearing, and put it away again.  It wasn’t long before I homed in on a dilapidated factory structure.  It had a surprising amount of graffiti, with a combination of old fencing and newer planking closing it off.  I could hear the sounds of a party inside—quite a large one—but it was muffled by distance, doors, and depth.  I wasn’t sure it was audible to normal ears.  There were several ways in through the fence, but only one obvious way into the building.  This door was guarded by a pair of guys who might as well have tattooed “BOUNCER” on their foreheads.

   Well, what the hell.  I walked up to them.

   “What’ll it take to get in?” I asked.

   “Fifty.”

   I handed him fifty.  They knocked on the door, it opened, and I was in.

   Huh.  That was easy.  No sneaking around, no ripping people to pieces, not even any mystically draining the life-force from the guards.  Am I disappointed or relieved?  Surprised, certainly.

   The guy inside had a drug problem or a runny nose; he sniffled constantly.  We followed a rope on the wall as he escorted me through the place.  We went underground into a large, open area where the lights and music were all dialed up to eleven.  The place was full of strangely-dressed young people, screaming and moving about, presumably singing along and dancing.  No one took any notice of me, except to bounce off me as they staggered and whirled through whatever drug-fueled haze they might have achieved.  The smell of sweat and musk, alcohol and smoke, old rust and mold, all combined to make the place a cloud of noxious fumes.

   I gritted my teeth and waited for my eyes and ears to adjust to the cacophony of sound and its concrete-and-steel echoes.  There are bad points to having ultra-sensitive sensory equipment.  The pounding beat and the flashing lights were unpleasant and distracting, even mildly painful.  Everyone else seemed to enjoy the seizure-inducing atmosphere.  I didn’t appreciate it at all.  I stayed against the wall because I didn’t think I could stand being pummeled from all sides by the noise and lights.  I already felt an urge to blindly rip my way through the crowd on my way to someplace dark and quiet.  Finding out how powerful the urge could get was an experiment for another place and time.

   My sunglasses may have saved lives.  I was amazingly pleased I had my eye armor.  In the future, earplugs might not be a bad idea, either.

   Working my way around the room, I searched for Mark and any other rooms or ways out.  I found the equivalent of a toilet; there was a crack in the foundation one could straddle, with sections partitioned off for the he’s, the she’s, and the undecided.  Water came from big plastic tubs set on platforms, with some pushbutton valves and hosing.  Someone had thoughtfully glued pieces of mirror to a wall.  I smelled human waste and lime.  At least they had the sense to lime their in-house outhouse.

   Another side chamber was obviously the equivalent of a concessions stand and bar.  They sold prepackaged snacks, shots of liquor, and what were probably mild recreational drugs.

   I also found the generator room; a couple of portable generators pumped their exhaust up through a pipe.  They provided power for the party.  This was obviously not the first such party here.  An unlicensed nightclub?  Or merely a favorite spot to rave?

   Whatever it was, it was a firetrap.  The only way out was back the way I came.  No doubt the local law enforcement people would love to know about it.  If it was anywhere but underground, doubtless they would!

   I stepped into the cacophony again and leaned against the wall until I could adjust to it.  I didn’t succeed completely, but it was beneficial to take the time.

   As I worked my way around, along the walls, I spotted something out of place.  She didn’t look like anything more than another a pretty lady in the crowd.  Too much makeup, of course, but that applied to everyone in the room.  A red upper lip, a black lower lip, and rainbow eyeshadow from the bridge of her nose to her temples.  Far too much glitter for my taste; she practically sparkled.  The long, kinked, multicolored hair was also decidedly not my speed.  Nice eyes, though, with an intense, almost electric-blue color.  I squinted a little and saw they weren’t contacts; the color was natural.  Well, built-in.  For all I know they have cosmetics to alter your eye color.

   But it wasn’t my eyes that noticed her.  It was the way her dark, psychic tendril brushed over me, trying to drain a tiny fraction of my vitality.

   She was a vampire, sweeping her power through the crowd, feeding off the surging energy of the party.

   The instant her drifting tendril touched me, it jerked like a hand touching a live wire.  She snatched it away and her head snapped around, eyes wide, to stare at me.  She seemed frightened!  I smiled in as friendly a fashion I knew and waved at her.  

   I don’t mind treating a crowd like a smorgasbord; it’s harmless.  I prefer to find someone who volunteers to be dinner, but that’s a matter of personal taste.  If her preference ran the other way, I certainly wasn’t going to object.  If I was hungry, I would certainly do the same.

   I reciprocated her touch.  Examining her in like fashion struck me as only fair.  My own tendrils coiled out and slid over her, through her, feeling her out.  She was definitely a vampire, although her flavor was strange.  She didn’t taste like Sasha.  A different species of vampire?  Possibly.  Age might be a factor.  I could feel her soul still inside her, though, so she was what I think of as a living undead, rather than a soulless undead, or even a demon-possessed corpse.  She was still in there, not merely a body animated by dark forces.  That made me think of her as a relative of some sort.  Doubtless, she had already formed her own opinion of me.

   She didn’t seem to enjoy it.  She moved away through the crowd at a good speed, hit the front door, and was gone as though I was actively chasing her.

   Sighing, I wished Firebrand wasn’t quite so huge.  Having something to talk to at moments like this is a good thing.  What was she thinking?  Why was she frightened?  Was this party thrown by some other vampire and she was sneaking in uninvited?  I didn’t see any signs, didn’t detect any other members of the species.  Or was it her party and she was off to get help from her creator or companion?  Or did she come down here to snack and not realize another vampire was present until she brushed me?  Or did touching me like that constitute some sort of offense among vampire-kind?  Or did touching her back imply I was offended?  Or did my touch seem excessive?  Am I guilty of overreacting—on the order of her shaking hands and me grabbing her throat?

   The only person to ask already left.  Maybe next time…

   I worked my way through the crowd and out of the party chambers myself, glad to be out of the wailing, flashing hell full of gyrating and screaming people.  A moment or two more and I felt adjusted to the quiet—well, quieter—dark again.  My fellow vampire wasn’t waiting for me; I was alone in the uninhabited zone between party central and the doorman.  That suited me; I had other fish to fry.

   So, where was Mark, my target?  Not at the party, obviously.  I unpacked and checked the compass box.  Up.  More that way… move along a hallway, go up the stairs, cross along a catwalk… ah, signs of civilization, or at least use, with places where the rust is worn away by footsteps, spiderwebs riven, and evidence of repairs, perhaps even construction…

   Everywhere I’ve gone, there have been people who seem to belong in the criminal classes.  Something about them says Tough, or maybe Muscle or Thug.  Admittedly, at night I can cheat and look at the light and dark places in the human soul, but sometimes I don’t need to.

   The tough guy was standing by a fire door.  He had a machine pistol slung crosswise at his hip and seemed bored.  I packed the compass box and slung it before I approached.  I made it a point to make my footsteps loud on the concrete walkway.

   He switched on a flashlight.

   “Who are you?” he demanded.

   “Like, hey, is this where they keep the good stuff?” I asked, and leaned against the wall.

   “Got nothing for you here.  Get back to the party.”

   “Oh.  Okay.”  I turned around and he turned off the flashlight.

   I turned around again.  I didn’t kill him, just hit him in the head with a wall.  I did swipe his money, gun, and vitality though.  He would wake up in a day or so with a headache.  I can be terribly pragmatic.

   I reached through the door with psychic tendrils, uncoiling them through the darkness, steel, and stone, feeling my way around beyond the wall.  Nothing living, not even rats… but that wasn’t so surprising.  This door seemed to be the blocking point for stoned party animals.  What went on farther in was anybody’s guess.  But, to judge from the machine pistol and the big wad of cash, someone was serious about privacy.

   The door didn’t want to open, so I reached into it with tendrils and pulled the spring-loaded latch back.  It was well-oiled and in good condition; the door opened soundlessly.  I went back to being extremely quiet and slithered my way deeper into the ruined factory.

   Drugs, drugs, drugs.  Most of them white, all of them powdery, and busily subdivided from large, plastic bags into tiny plastic capsules.  I don’t know what it was; I’m not clear on these newfangled designer drugs.  Besides, who can tell by looking?  All I know is they had half a dozen automated capsule-filler machines, each with an operator, and another dozen people moving around, lifting things, carrying them, putting them somewhere else.  Everyone wore dark blue, full-body suits and full-face gas mask things.  Whatever it was, they were avoiding not only breathing it but even skin contact.  It was an industrial operation, not some garage meth lab.

   Scowling, I got out the box and took yet another bearing.

   I wound up crouched next to a broken-out picture window that was once part of a manager’s office.  It had a good view of the processing below, formerly the factory floor.  Although, to be fair, it was still a factory floor.  Down there was well-lit; up here was dark.  That suited me.

   Through the window, I heard the argument.  One guy wanted to kill them, two others refused to express an opinion, and one guy, with excellent diction and a particularly clear voice, kept patiently explaining how keeping them alive allowed for a greater range of options and uses.

   I peeked.  Yes, four men, sitting on or around a big, dilapidated desk.  Two others tied to chairs and looking considerably the worse for wear.  There were two light sources:  A free-standing thing in one corner and a clamp-on lamp at the edge of the desk.

   “I wanna know how these two found the place is all,” one of the four sneered.  “They didn’t wander off from the damn party.  I know for a fact Ortiz works for Henderson!”  The speaker moved to the Hispanic gentleman tied to a chair and slapped him; his head rocked limply.  I looked at his life.  He was alive and exhausted, but in no real danger—a few bruises and cuts, plus one fairly deep stab wound in the thigh, crudely bandaged with a torn shirtsleeve.

   The speaker pulled back the head of the other fellow.  Gary’s father, Mark.

   You know, sometimes I hate people.  Mark was beaten and bleeding.  Someone had put out a cigar on the back of his hand.  One of his eyes was swollen almost shut, but the other glared at his captor and he snarled through his gag.  Whatever these guys wanted from him, he hadn’t given it.

   I silently apologized: He wasn’t out getting drunk.  He was out doing—presumably—his job, whatever that was.  Being kidnapped and held prisoner is one of the few acceptable excuses for leaving your kid at home alone.

   Why couldn’t he simply be an irredeemable bastard?  Mark had to go and have good qualities.  It’s hard to wholeheartedly despise someone when they aren’t monsters.  I’ve seen monsters.  I am a monster.  Knowing that, I couldn’t bring myself to hate Mark for being… well… somewhat less than perfect.

   He still wasn’t off the hook for being an abusive parent, but he wasn’t all bad, damn him.

   I took out my contacts and put them in their case.  Then I fished out a pocket pack of alcohol wipes and started work on my face and hands, muttering a charm to help the makeup come off.

   This wasn’t going to be subtle.  It was trouble I didn’t need, possibly a lot of trouble I didn’t need.  Anyone with so much product also has a massive amount of money, and money means influence.  If this setup had a shut-eye arrangement with someone in the city political structure, then it was a large dump truck of manure I might be buried under.

   “I seen this other chump with Oritz before.  That makes him part of the competition!”

   “Now, now,” cautioned Mr. Cultured.  “Carlo says to hold them.  We hold them.”

   “What for?”

   “I wouldn’t ask him that, especially with such a tone of voice.  I would guess he wants them alive to trade with Henderson.  What he hopes to get out of such a deal is above my pay grade.”

   While they continued to argue, I finished cleaning up.  Fangs out?  Check.  Claws sharp?  Check.  Plan?  Plan?  What plan?  I’m making this up as I go.

   I dove in through the missing window like a shadow.  The first two guys I came to were the quieter ones; I pounded their heads into the desk hard enough to make a cracking sound—possibly the desk—and crushing the lamp.  The third guy, Mr. Voice-and-Diction, reached for a gun.  I grabbed him, swung him around between myself and the remaining gunman.  He took a breath, presumably to scream, and I chopped him in the throat to shut him up.  He clutched at his throat, trying to gag while he choked to death.

   The last guy, standing over Mark, pulled out a small cannon disguised as a pistol.  He shouted at me to freeze.  I looked at him over my dying shield’s shoulder.  He couldn’t get a clear shot, but he had the oversized weapon in both hands, aiming.  I lashed out with dark, psychic tendrils, engulfing the gun and twisting it in a single, sudden jolt.

   That peculiar effect I once noticed when striking at Keria happened again.  Instead of a thousand tiny, threadlike tendrils, what reached out seemed more a braided, twisted rope of tendrils—a tentacle of dark spiritual essence, hungry and powerful.

   The cannon wrenched violently from his grip, spinning sideways to embed itself in the wall.  I made a note to be more careful while my now-disarmed adversary stared at his bleeding hands.  Fortunately, the blood dripped normally.  It was hard to see it crawled in my direction after it hit the floor.

   I tossed my meat shield over one shoulder and moved.  Suddenly, I was right in front of the former gunman, faster than his stunned brain could register.  I grabbed the frightened inquisitor by the throat with my left hand and lifted him off his feet.  It’s not as bad as people think; the victim instinctively grabs at the arm and takes some of the weight.  If you do it right, they can hang there for several minutes before losing consciousness.

   I added some gravel to my voice, mindful that Mark watched all this, wide-eyed.  He probably couldn’t see too well; he certainly didn’t recognize the monster as his neighbor down the street.

   “Do you have any children?” I asked, loud enough for Mark to hear me clearly.  “Any who would miss you, that is?”

   “Hell, yes!  Four daughters and a son!”

   I could see his soul and I recognized the lie for what it was.

   “You’re lying,” I snarled.  Then, for Mark’s benefit, I grabbed my victim by the face, jammed my hand in his mouth, down his throat, and clawed my way to his heart.

   If you ever find yourself attempting this, be aware:  It’s harder to do than it sounds.  There are tons of problems with making it look like a cool move rather than just a gory process.  First off, the guy doesn’t hold still while you do it.  He jerks around and flails like a seizure victim.  You have to get a grip on him and hold him still, and that’s not easy with a six-foot sack of meat.  Second, when he dies, he goes limp, so you have to hold him up if you want a good visual; if you lay him down, it’s just awkward surgery.

   It didn’t help that I goofed by using my right hand.  The heart is on the left side, so with the guy facing me, his heart was on my right.  Going through the mouth and down the neck to reach the heart is a long trip.  You’ll be in past your elbow for sure.  Oh, sure, there are big arteries you can follow once you rip your way down through the throat, but you’ve got to force your way through a chest full of meat to get there.  Going through the neck was the hard way.  If I wanted the easy way, I should have gone up under the ribs.

   To fix this and other problems, I turned him around to wrap my left arm around him from behind and support him.  This also changed my angle of attack for my right hand and let me get down into his torso more easily.

   This is the part where I pull out the still-beating organ and toss off a one-liner, right?  Nope.  Dragging a heart out is tricky, to say the least.  It’s not designed to come out; human bodies aren’t modular.  That’s why it takes so long to train a surgeon.  You can get most of the heart, though.  That’s doable, but it takes some time and work with sharp fingernails to cut all around it.  Even then, you’re not pulling out a still-beating, intact organ.

   Let’s face it.  It’s not going to happen.  All I removed was a mangled lump of meat.  Well, it was my first try.  I’ll do better next time, but I’m not sure it’s possible to pull it off—or out—with cool move style.

   On the other hand, successful or not, it’s gory and terrifying, especially to anyone tied to a chair and observing at close range.  That was the point.

   Sometimes I wonder how I look to people.  Am I sinister and frightening, or just some goofball in a bad vampire costume?  It would be nice to be able to see myself through other people’s eyes.  At that precise moment, though, I was pretty sure I nailed the horrific, bloodsucking, demonic Thing look.

   I bit the heart and sucked the remaining blood out of it, standing so Mark had a good profile view.  He didn’t need to know it soaked into my skin as fast as I could drink it.  Again, I was going for a visual.  In moments, the heart was bone-dry; even the bloodstains vanished.  I dropped the dried heart to the floor and crushed it underfoot.  I turned to Mark.

   He stared at me with his good eye wide open.  Even the bad eye was visible, despite the swelling.

   I moved close to him, almost nose-to-nose.  I let my tongue slide out, coiling upward to trace lightly over the bloodstains along the side of his face.  He shuddered at the cold, moist touch.  I reached into his soul with dark tendrils to give his spirit an added chill.

   Tasting his blood and touching his soul, I felt his existence.  A thousand images flashed through my consciousness in an instant—a montage of moments, photoflashes of events.  A mélange of feelings, thoughts, hopes, dreams, desires, regrets.  For an indefinable moment, I knew Marcus Zama Spotznitz, all the good, all the bad, and all he ever was.

   I withdrew my tendrils and my tongue, leaving him to finish his shudder.  And leaving me alone again, unique, separate from everyone and everything.

   That was new.  Have I always been able to do that?  I can see the colors and patterns of a spirit, of a soul, and see the good and evil, the brightness and the stains.  I can swallow a soul and gain some of its knowledge and power.  But I’ve never tried to… to taste it without eating it.  It seems strange, like licking a steak instead of biting it.

   Weird.

   On the other hand, I knew Mark infinitely better than I did before.  Nothing concrete, nothing definite, but something about him… now he was familiar to me.  If we lived for ten years on a deserted island, never speaking a word to each other, I might know him then as I knew him now.  I had an indefinable sense of him as a person, rather than facts about his life.

   Now, how to approach this?

   Still looking him in the eye at a range of inches, I ran a fingertalon along his jaw, from ear to chin, just barely drawing blood.  It focused his attention better than cigarette burns and bruises had.

   “The food-man had no children to save him.  Do you?” I asked, gravel-voiced.

   He nodded for all he was worth, hands clamped to the chair arms, back pressing against the chair until it threatened to snap.

   “You are telling the truth,” I sighed, trying to sound regretful.  I stood up straight.  Mark visibly relaxed when the monster wasn’t in his face anymore.  “Do they know what you do?” I asked.  “Would your offspring be proud of their father?”

   He stared at me with his one good eye and I watched his soul sink the same way icebergs don’t.

   “If their father died tonight, would they mourn?” I pressed.  “Are you worthy of your whelps?”

   He looked away, looked down.  Shame and anger warred for dominance in his heart and I could see it, see why he sometimes hit when he should hug.  He wasn’t evil.  He wasn’t even mean.  He was ashamed and he didn’t know how to deal with that shame.  There was so much more—there is always more—but I could see how his shame drove him to violence, which added to his shame, and enhanced the vicious cycle.

   I wrapped cold hands around his wrists, clamping them to the arms of the chair and dragging his attention back to me.  I got nose to nose with him again so all he could see were the black, featureless orbs I have where humans keep their eyes.  I wondered if he could smell blood on my breath.  Probably not, given the way it sinks in.  Feeling my breath at room temperature, though—that’s subtly creepy, right?

   “A child needs to be proud of a father,” I grated.  “Sometimes, children need that pride more than food.  And fathers need the love of their children in the same way.  So you are free to go—your life belongs to someone else, not to me.”  I grinned at him, deliberately displaying all my teeth.  “At least, not tonight.”

   I used fingertalons to snip the plastic ties holding him to the chair.  He pulled the gag out of his mouth while I snipped through the ones around his ankles.

   “What about Ortiz?” he asked, hoarsely.  “I can’t leave him here.”

   “Why not?” I asked.  I was surprised he said anything at all.  I expected him to bolt from the room as quickly as he was freed.  It takes guts to quiz the inhuman monster that recently considered eating you.

   “He’s my friend.”

   “Perhaps you need better friends,” I suggested.  He looked at me, chose to look right into what I use for eyes, and that takes even more guts.

   “He’s my friend,” he repeated, stubbornly.

   Damn him.  I’m going to have to respect him now.  I still don’t like him, but… he’s arguing with a monstrous creature of the night for the life of his friend.  How can I not respect him?  How can I not agree?

   “His life is important to you?”

   “Yes.”

   “I give it to you.  Do with it what you will.”

   I cut Ortiz loose and helped stand him up, walk him around.  He seemed to come to his senses.  His gaze switched back and forth between me and Mark.  A quick communication between them in facial expression and body language told Ortiz to shut up and talk later.

   They hobbled out the door together, Ortiz staggering with one arm around Mark’s shoulders.  I steered them back the way I came, toward the party zone, avoiding the stairs to the packaging floor.

   The factory workers didn’t notice the scuffle—or considered it none of their business when thumps and shouts came from the upstairs office.  To be fair, the machines made quite a bit of noise and their protective gear probably included sound muffling.  Nobody was coming up to bother me, so I looted the corpses and the two unconscious bodies.  Mr. Erudite had quite a bit of money on him, actually, which made me wonder if he was important.  His ID gave me his name, but no ideas about his occupation, aside from the obvious.

   I went ahead and drained everybody.  Blood feeds the physical form, souls feed the spirit.  Neither should be wasted.  I also did some dismembering and other ripping.  It helped get the blood out of the bodies and left a clear impression something horrific happened.  It would help distract anyone who might wonder about the who or what or why, and maybe keep them from looking too closely at two low-grade nobodies who escaped in the confusion.

   Then, while putting an eyeless head in a desk’s file drawer, I realized this wasn’t going to work.  Maybe it was all the members of the criminal classes I’d been eating; I tend to have a vague sense of familiarity for things my meals knew well.  If I’d sat down all my digested gangsters and mobsters and thugs to quiz them—assuming they would cooperate—they could have told me plainly what I was starting to suspect.

   This whole incident might be viewed as some sort of particularly grisly mob hit, or something.  Some competitor trying to make a statement, maybe.  That would increase tensions and potentially start a war.  With Mark as a soldier on one side or another, he—and Gary—would likely suffer for it.

   Crap.

   The only way to make this go away was to make it all go away, to make it vanish.  If it could be disguised as an accident, or left open to doubt… yes, a competitor would want it to be obvious, to send a message.  If it could have been an accident, then it would probably be considered an accident.  This assumed, of course, there wasn’t an active conflict among organized crime currently going on in the well-known criminal metropolis of Oklahoma City.  Yeah, it seemed a good bet.

   I wished heartily for Firebrand.  Ah, well.

   After stuffing loot in a bag, I chased after Mark and Ortiz.  They were doing okay, going slowly due to wounds and darkness.

   “This way,” I whispered.

   “Are you…?”

   “This way,” I repeated.  They glanced at each other, then followed the sound of my voice.  I led them to the door and showed them out over the unconscious guard.  I stuffed my accumulated cash in Mark’s jacket pocket.

   “Who are you?” Ortiz asked.  That was a good question.  It deserved a memorable answer.

   I resisted the urge to answer, “I’m Batman.”  It wasn’t easy.  Instead, I asked him a question.

   “Are you afraid of the dark, Ortiz?”

   “No,” he whimpered.  I leaned close and smiled, mouth open slightly to emphasize the fangs.  He could also see the rest of my teeth clearly.  They’re not sharklike.  Their sharpness is along the outer edges, making them sharp like knives are sharp, not like fangs.  Those edges aren’t perfectly flat, though; what pointiness they have is, for the most part, extremely subtle.  It takes a dentist to notice… or getting up close and personal, which we were.  It adds considerably to the impression of being an inhuman monster—which I am.  

   I ran a sharp fingernail along the side of his face, drawing a thin line of blood to match the one on Mark’s face.

   “I am the Dark,” I whispered.  Then I turned away and vanished into the shadows of the factory side, throwing over my shoulder into the echoes:  “Remember the reason you are alive.”

   I closed the door, locking them out of the drug factory.

   I went back to the office to wait a half hour.  Then I killed everyone on that side of the place and burned it.  It went up quickly; a lot of their supplies were flammable.  I spent a few minutes persuading people to evacuate the dance party—they needed a head start before the flames spread—but firing a gun into the DJ’s equipment gets immediate attention.

   I don’t think anyone was actually trampled, but a few were injured.  I did my best to help them out the door.

   





   





Tuesday, October 19th

    

   It’s a good thing I carry makeup.  Getting home without a lot of funny looks could have been problematic without it.  Sure, it’s just a clamshell thing with some skin-tone stuff, but it’s a lifesaver.  Pity about the mirror being defective; I had to guess, as usual.  I don’t think I did too badly.  Nobody pointed and screamed.

   I made it home before dawn.  After the sun came up, I called another cab for my overdue grocery run.

   The cabs have complimentary video while you’re being ferried around.  I think it’s an excuse to bombard the passenger with advertising.  In between the ads, though, sometimes there’s something interesting.

   According to the news, an illegal rave club caught fire.  It reported over a dozen bodies in the blaze.  That tallied pretty well with the body count I got.  Still, the news—or lack of it—told me the drug lab fire was being covered up.  Someone had clout with the local law enforcement, or the political machine releasing statements to the press.  I suppose it might have been kept quiet for some legitimate police reason, but I thought it more likely someone paid to keep it quiet and unofficial.  Either way, I was glad I burned most of the evidence.

   I also picked up another makeup kit and more first aid supplies, as well as some extra extension cords.  I would have added to my bucket collection, but the Four already moved Luke’s drum kit into the hayloft.  It’s not too elaborate, but they’re real drums, so I now have my buckets back.

   I remembered to pick up a jar of foam earplugs.

   Seeing Mark’s face last night reminded me I have surprisingly little in the way of mundane supplies.  Aside from Luke’s splinter, I don’t recall the last time I applied peroxide or a band-aid, to say nothing of gauze or stitches.  It’s not like I can casually grab flesh and weld it together anymore; around here, that takes real effort.

   It’s good to have a disaster kit.  You never know.  I also ordered some stuff online—flashlights, glow sticks, space blankets, vacuum-packed food, packets of water, all that survivalist stuff.  It’s possible I’ll never need it, but you have that sort of thing on hand because of the other possibility—or I might have houseguests who would.

   I also checked the guns; they had no markings on them, so keeping them was illegal and selling them slightly more so.  There were also none of the newfangled cellular locator chips, which was hardly surprising in illegal firearms.  They wound up in a locked box in the attic pending resale some weekend.

   My ingots of various elements arrived today, much to my delight.  Now I can start making a coil to fit them and experiment with the potential to warp spacetime.

   





   





Wednesday, October 20th 

    

   I spent the morning downstairs with a bowling bag and the unearthed Sinister Sphere.  All the accumulated energy from the basement power circle went into a spell to further contain and suppress it.  My biggest issue was what sort of spell to put on the thing.  My idea was to improve containment on the Orb of Disaster in such a way that it couldn’t be detected and, more importantly, couldn’t reach out to persuade some sucker to pick it up.

   My initial idea to contain it was a reversed Ascension Sphere.  It wouldn’t be all that hard, really—simply reverse two sequences of symbols and the whole thing will suck in power from both directions to reinforce its own spell structure.  Inside, it’ll drain all the power almost immediately; outside, it’ll act like an Ascension Sphere.  Whatever is inside it, though, won’t have any power to work with.

   My problem was I didn’t understand the basic method of glassy containment.  Was it a dynamic containment, constantly using power to keep the Thing inside?  If so, a reversed Ascension Sphere would destroy the spells holding it and release the Thing inside.  Was it a physical sort of embedded trap?  If it’s bound in some way to the physical structure of the glass, I should reverse an Ascension Sphere and starve the Thing inside of power.

   The real problem with analyzing it was an elementary one.  It’s a prison.  Physically, it’s glass.  Mystically, it’s like a small universe with a spherical firmament encapsulating it.  Considering the occupant, I would imagine it is not a pleasant place.  Sort of a custom-built, personal Hell.  I hope.  But I can’t reach past the edge of the sphere with anything.  Maybe I could open a gate inside it to look around, but there are obvious and unacceptable risks involved with that idea!

   In short, I’m still not sure how the Thing is contained in there.

   As a result, I have a spell on the bowling bag, instead.  This acts… hmm.  It acts like a voltage regulator, sort of.  The spell filters and smooths out the flow of energies through it.  If I direct a probe at the bag, it absorbs the spike in energy, stores it, and lets out exactly enough “normal” power to simulate the typical background radiation.

   Wait, better example.  Imagine a closed-circuit television watching something, but with a computer patched into the circuit.  If something unpleasant comes into view, the computer switches to playing back some “normal” video, rather than a live feed, until the place looks normal again.

   I suppose neither of those is much of an example, but it’ll have to do.  Sorry about that.

   The good news, from my point of view, was I had enough power inside the circle to make the concealing spell a hybrid spell/enchantment.  The spell had some elements of an enchantment on it; it absorbed power on its own and was potentially self-sustaining.  Not in this environment, of course, but it would still last longer than if I only wound it up and set it going.  Plus, if I was careful, I wouldn’t have to cast it again.  I could direct power at it every so often to charge it up.

   Even better, if the Thing inside could reach out, anything it did was going to result in charging the spell and wasting the Thing’s own power.  I like that.

   Now the Orb of Evil is safely contained in the Bowling Bag of Blending In.  And buried under the floor of the tornado shelter again.  And locked in.

   I really need to see about buying a rocket.  They make them.  There isn’t an actual city on the Moon, but they have people on it.  They have a space station.  You can buy a ticket and go to either one, if you want to badly enough.

   Can I afford a rocket?  One just big enough to launch into the sun?  How much would that cost?

   Right now, though, I need to clean up a bit.  I’m expecting guests.

    

   Sir Sebastian was right on time.  The front gate chime went off at one minute to two o’clock.  Thirty seconds later, he rang my doorbell.  He was accompanied by a pair of younger men—younger than him; mid-forties or so—both of whom bore him more than a passing resemblance.  Well, I was dealing with a whole family, so I shouldn’t be surprised.

   “Good afternoon,” Sir Sebastian greeted me.  “I must apologize; my sons asked to accompany me today.  I told them it was not up to me, but we would ask.  Do you mind if they observe?  I will readily send them out to the car to wait, if you so wish.”

   “If people always asked me for things in so pleasant and polite a manner, there would be a lot less grief in the world.  Please, all of you, do come in.”

   I let them in and sat them down, served cookies and asked if he cared for anything to drink.  I prepared for this with my grocery run; we settled on ginger ale.  I took a chair; he took a chair.  His sons took the couch.  Sebastian made introductions between myself and both Thomas and Reginald.  We agreed it was a pleasure to meet.

   “I must say, your efforts have been most efficacious,” he observed, pointedly looking around the living room.  Taking out the carpeting revealed hardwood underneath.  I really should refinish it.

   “I hope so.  It’s a work in progress, I’m afraid.  You know how it is with a house.”

   “Of course.  Now, to business?”

   “Certainly.  Before we begin, do you happen to have a small, relatively simple ritual spell you can work from memory?”

   “I do.”

   “Good.  I should have thought to make sure the last time we spoke, but, well, I wasn’t exactly prepared.”

   “Think nothing of it.  May I ask why?”

   “Rather than take my word for it, you can test the function of my arrangements for yourself.  Shall we go downstairs?” I asked, rising.  Sir Sebastian used his stick to help himself to his feet, brushing aside attempts by the younger men to assist him.  They followed me down through both doors and into the basement.  They all noticed the heavy doors and the locks, but pointedly failed to mention them.

   “Here it is,” I said, gesturing at the empty basement.  “The containment circle on the floor is the important one, obviously; the others simply feed it.  The one here, on this wall, is a bit crowded due to the stairs, but the setup isn’t required to be balanced or anything.”  I explained, briefly, the functions of the circles.  He nodded, following along.

   “What you are telling me,” he said, thoughtfully, tapping his chin with the head of his walking stick, “is that you can create—in the small scale, at least—something closely akin to a lesser nexus?”

   “Um.  If by ‘lesser nexus’ you mean a power center with a higher level of available magic, then yes.  I’ve never owned a lesser nexus, so I can’t swear to the details.”

   “As you say.  You mentioned I might make use of it?”

   “Sure.  I discharged it this morning, so you can get a sort of a minimum function baseline.  Whatever has built up in the last four hours or so is yours to play with, which will give you an idea of how quickly—or slowly—it collects power.  Go ahead.  The circle doesn’t do anything but hold in the power, really; you can cross it without harm.  But,” I added, holding up a hand to bar his advance, “before you do, be aware it’ll break any spells you have on you by trying to absorb them, going in or going out.”  He frowned, obviously annoyed.

   “Then, if I may pose the obvious question, what good is it?” he asked, somewhat peevishly.  “You cannot cast spells out of it, and any spells you cast within it will be destroyed when you leave?”

   “Oh, you let it sit and charge up.  You go in, work your ritual, and that uses up all the power.”

   “Ah, I see,” he realized.  “So, it is not a permanent emplacement?”

   “Only in the sense that you can let it charge as long as you like.  The only way to really use the power is to do it all inside the circle.”

   “But then it is expended?”

   “Yes.  I suppose that does make a difference in the pricing—I hadn’t given it that sort of thought.”

   “Indeed.”  He began divesting himself of various magically-charged accoutrements, handing them to Thomas and Reginald.

   “If you don’t mind,” I said, “I’ll go upstairs and let you get on with it without any distractions.”

   “I thought to ask, but had no polite way to phrase such a request,” he admitted.

   “No problem.  The doors can be opened from this side; I’ll be in the kitchen.”

   “Do I need to break the circle on the floor?”

   “No, the lines are there to initialize the power-collection spell.  They don’t matter once it’s up and running.”

   “You are most gracious.”

   I went upstairs and left them to play with it.  I wanted a sizable snack and a look at the effects of my latest spending on my bank balance.  My accounts were okay, but I’d been dipping into my capital to pay for things.  I could either live rather frugally for the next year or two, or I could put fresh money into the accounts to make up the losses—more, really, to allow for the higher-than-expected living expenses.  Doing research with exotic metals alone cost enough to buy a truck.  To be fair, I did plan to sell any metal samples that didn’t have a use in the project, but I’d have to buy more of whatever did… and then Bronze might decide some of them were tasty.  That could get expensive, too.

   I might have to go visit a local casino, or even bite the bullet and take that trip to Las Vegas.  Or even Monaco.  I never thought I’d grow up to make my living cheating at gambling.  My mother would not approve.

   I wonder.  With a telekinetic trick applied to a racehorse, can I rig a horse race?  Maybe if I pull on one side of the bit, or pull back on it?  Or pick a nostril or an ear and gently pull to one side?  Maybe grab a hoof and keep pulling down, simulating more weight on one foot than on the others, to throw off the gait?  That would be effective, but I have to focus on one thing at a time.  I could make a horse lose, but I couldn’t guarantee a winner.  Still, I could definitely alter the odds substantially.  That might be an alternative.

   Do they have horse races at night?  I could drain vitality out of horses as they go past where I’m standing—several horses at once, possibly all of them except the one I wagered on.  I’ll have to look into that.

   Diogenes projected the amount of additional capital I’d need to continue at my current level of expenditure.  I whistled.  I blame some of that preposterous number on inflation, of course, but maybe the country really was having something of an economic depression.

   Sebastian and his kids came up from the basement.  I didn’t know what he was prepared to offer for my services, but at least I had a good idea of what I needed.  If this wasn’t profitable enough, there’s always theft.

   Once we settled in the living room again, I opened up the dialogue.

   “So?  What did you think?”

   “It is quite impressive,” he admitted.  “You have an accomplishment there and no mistake.”

   “I’m glad you like it.  What do you think it’s worth?  —bearing in mind, of course, that it’s an expendable thing.”

   “If I may, I have some questions about it.”

   “Fire away.”

   He wanted to know a number of things—could it be larger, would that affect the rate or the ultimate power contained, did it have to have multiple wall-spells, could it be put aboard a moving vehicle, did it have to be on a rigid surface, how long did it take to set up the basic spell and how much longer for any additional spells, and so on.  I never gave much thought to most of those questions, but the answers were pretty obvious to me.

   With all that in mind, we haggled.  Let’s be kind and say “negotiated.”  We worked out a variety of prices depending on exactly what a client wanted.  Size, complexity, placement—he pulled out a notepad and started working out a matrix of services and prices for everything.  The man was a professional at this; he thought of everything.  He even had some suggestions on how to list the income on my taxes.

   Including a point I hadn’t even considered.

   “Now, quite candidly, I agree these prices are fair.  However, you may wish to charge more if you find your business is too demanding.”

   “Supply and demand, right.”

   “I do have one additional proposition for you, if I may?”

   “Shoot.”

   “In exchange for a percentage, I—that is, my family—can act as a broker for your services in this matter.  We would let it be known you have this service to offer, as well as negotiate with potential clients regarding the details.  You, of course, would do the work, but our brokerage fee is modest—a mere ten percent.”

   Suddenly, I had a vision of a house of magi that had no vast library of ritual spells, no warehouse of magical paraphernalia.  They didn’t have a magical tome of power with the true names of spirits and demons.  Instead, they had an address book with the phone numbers of magi all around the world, a list of what those people wanted and how to provide it for them… for a fee.  Or a favor.  They might not be the most powerful house of magi, nor the most prolific, but certainly one of the ones you absolutely did not want to cross because everyone owed them something.

   “I would be pleased to have an agent,” I agreed.  “Do you think you could keep me from working weekends, and preferably not more than twice a week?”

   “If that is your wish, certainly.”  Sebastian made a note.  “We are in agreement, then?”

   “We are.”

   “It is a pleasure doing business with you, sir,” he declared, and climbed to his feet.  I stood with him, as did Thomas and Reginald.  I wondered if they ever spoke in his presence.

   “It is my honor to have you as a business agent,” I replied.  “Thank you for coming.”

   After some more polite phrases, we made our farewells and I went downstairs to put my Ascension Sphere back in order.  As I did, I noticed something.  The power-fans I had placed on the walls were “blowing” magical potential into the room.  It raised the local ambient magic without the trouble of an Ascension Sphere.  That is, the local power rose slightly, like the air pressure in a room with fans in all the windows, blowing inward.  Simply walking away wouldn’t destroy any spells, though.

   Would it be possible to set up something like a Venturi tunnel?  Or something more like a jet engine?  If magic can be both a “fuel” for the spell as well as what’s being pumped, would it be worthwhile to set up several such spells so the front one took in a large area, sent it to a smaller one for further compression and added velocity, and so on down until the last one blasted a high-pressure jet of raw magical power at me?

   I need to experiment some more.  So much to discover!

   





   





Thursday, October 21st 

    

   Mark seems to be recovering well.  He’s also looking for work.  He got out of the house and canvassed the neighborhood about their lawn care plans.  I don’t know who else agreed to his new business, but he’s got all my yard work:  a big damn hedge to keep trimmed, that long front walk to keep edged, and the whole front lawn.  I asked him what he thought the job was worth and simply agreed to his price.

   When I saw him mowing with that toy he called a lawnmower, I couldn’t stand it.  It’s a small, electric gadget, suitable for a tiny front yard.  It’s not a lawn mower; it’s a lawn clipper.

   I made him an offer.  I buy a mower, edger, blower, rake, and suchlike.  He pays me ten percent of his daily take—not counting expenses, like grass seed, fertilizer, lubricants, replacement power packs, and a Google Vans bill—until he’s paid me ten percent over the cost of the equipment.  It makes a hundred-dollar power edger cost him a hundred and ten, but he gets to use it immediately.  It’s also not a fixed monthly payment—only ten percent of his net, not the gross.  He went for it and he even shook my hand.

   Gary drew up a flyer; I printed him a hundred or so copies.  I also posted it online to various free cybersites.  It’s not a good time of year to start a lawn service, but we’ll see what else develops while he’s working at that.

   I still feed all the Fabulous Four when they come over, usually after they’ve finished making musical-sounding noise in the hayloft/studio.  Some eat more than others; some accept my offer to take snacks home.  Well… one.

   Luke is doing much better at reining in his language.  Patricia has my permission to smack him on the back of the head when he goofs.  He’s a quick study.

   Gary wanted to know if the rest of the property needed any work done.  I’m not sure what needs to be done, really; the place is in good shape and I can’t see mowing all that acreage like a big yard.  I’ve tentatively got the Fabulous Four making clay cups for the tree farm.  It’s piecework; they’re paid to produce.  They spent a good portion of this afternoon doing that.

   Oddly enough, they didn’t come in to collect.  They sent Gary.

   I like these kids.

   





   





Saturday, October 24th 

    

   My experiments seem to be going well.

   While it is possible to build a “jet engine” for magical force, it’s time-consuming and tiring.  The thing takes hours to draw properly—with much of the base diagram actually copied from a jet engine—and the whole thing needs a charge from my Ascension Sphere to start it.  And that’s the prototype!

   Still, it’s only a proof of concept.  It can be done.  It can be streamlined and improved, I’m sure.  For now, anytime I care to invest that much time and effort, I can have a roaring fountain of high-pressure power.  I wonder what sort of reaction that would get from the local ley-line sniffers.  Maybe I’ll build a full-scale one later.  Right now, the working model is in the basement, helping to refill the house’s main Ascension Sphere.

   I’ve also established there is a relationship between some of the paramagnetic metals and magical energy.  The two that seem to react are ruthenium and iridium, although I have no idea why.  It appears, at least to my spells, that using ruthenium as a core material in what would normally be considered an electromagnet causes a change in the… hmm.  What do I call it?  Magical flux?  Put electricity through it and it makes a magical field instead of a magnetic one.

   Iridium doesn’t do anything special when I use it as an electromagnet core.  On the other hand, when I put it in a highly-charged magical field, I can detect a faint ripple in the fabric of spacetime.  This ripple seems to happen in sync with a multicolored surface effect.  Iridium was named for Iris, the goddess of the rainbow in Greek mythology, because of the many colors it displays in its salts.  Apparently, the pure metal—normally a silver-white color—will also change colors while acting as a conductor for magical energy.  It looks almost like the rainbow effect of an oil slick in a puddle, except it moves quickly along the surface of the metal and has a broad array of intense colors.

   Prime gate material?  Maybe.  Still experimenting with it, though.

   I’m still thinking about my magic box idea, too.  Maybe my conceptual model on gates isn’t quite right.  I think my biggest area of confusion with gate spells is the difference between versions.  I have a basic understanding from studying gates, but I also have memories from the magicians in Rethven, especially those I ate who worked for the Hand.  This is often contradictory or confusing because I also have the ghosts of magicians from Zirafel.

   I think the magicians in Rethven tried to duplicate the art of magical gates from what they could glean from Zirafel.  The result works, but it’s not the same thing.  It’s like being a mechanic and having to switch from gasoline to diesel engines.  The principle of the internal combustion engine is basically the same, but the details are so drastically different!

   As a result I’ve been looking over what I know, or think I know, of the gate spell.  It’s a lot of work, making one by hand.  If I had enough power, I could visualize the whole thing and slap it onto an opening in a matter of seconds.  But that would require some major storage batteries and six or seven years to charge them—this place is no fun, magically speaking.

   Still, after checking it against the local magical laws, and I’m wondering about some peculiarities of its effects and functions.  I think of it as a wormhole connecting two distant points.  For places in the same universe, with the same laws, that may be true.  But when connecting different universes, with the potential for wildly-differing laws of nature, it doesn’t hold up so well.  For that, I need a new theory.

   Maybe it’s not so much a doorway as a transformation.

   I’m not sure I can explain that.  At least, not yet.  It’s the beginning of an idea.

   At any rate, now I have to build a bench model of a gate inside the field of an iridium warp magnet and see if it’s any easier.  I would also like to spend time experimenting with alloys of ruthenium to see if one of them can create a more efficient electromagical transformer, but I have enough on my plate already.  I’ll stick with the pure metal in my bench model.  Besides, I already have power-gathering spells.  They should do for now.

   On the upside, Sir Sebastian called and says he has a commission for me.  A family out in California would like a one-shot nexus—that’s how he describes an Ascension Sphere—set up in their garden.  I’ll catch an early flight on Monday.

   On the downside, it’s almost noon on Saturday, and I have a lunch to go to.

    

   Susan met me at her front door, all smiles and warm welcome.  Edgar accompanied her, delighted to have me over.

   “Vlad!” Susan exclaimed.  “May I call you ‘Vlad’?  Come in, come in!  Don’t mind the mess.  The little one has been tearing through the house all morning.”

   I stepped inside and back a hundred years.  The inside of the house reminded me of the things I saw on TV as a kid for the “house of the future” from the 1950’s.  “Space Age” furniture, streamlined and smooth, bright colors, all that.  The décor was right, but there were functional changes.  The TV was a flat-screen built into the wall, for example, instead of a console unit.  The style was what I thought of as old; the technology was all modern.

   “Vlad, this is Olivia.”  Susan introduced me to the toddler.  Olivia was probably about two, pushing three, and came right up to me.  She grabbed my knee and looked straight up the cliff of Mount Vladimir, giggling at me.  I handed Edgar the bottles of soda I brought and sat down on the floor to say hello to Olivia.  Olivia found this hilarious, so I tickled her carefully.

   I file down my fingernail talons as part of my morning routine.  They grow somewhat faster than I like, but the real problem is they grow sharp.  They spontaneously develop an edge.  They try to grow out to points, too, which is, I think, disturbing.  Maybe I’m biased.  But I paid special attention to my manicure this morning in anticipation of close contact with people.  I have an electric die grinder just for my nails.  After all, doesn’t everyone pay close attention to hygiene before going to a party?

   By the time we made it into the back yard, Olivia had managed to squirm her way onto my shoulders.  I didn’t mind; she didn’t weigh anything to me.  While we went out on the slab that served as a patio, Edgar eagerly told me about how his Dad made a huge fireball on the grill.  I lifted Olivia down and she ran/toddled around the back yard, grabbing toys to bring back and show me.

   Larry grinned at me and touched his paper chef’s hat with his spatula in salute.  He had good reason to be friendly; he’d made a monthly quota off my furniture needs alone.

   “Pull up a piece of picnic table,” he encouraged.  “Do you like it freshly killed or dead a few days?”

   “Any of the above.  I’ll take a bite out of it before it stops moving,” I told him, honestly.  He served up a faux-meat soyburger thing almost instantly.  I took it and added some cheese and salad.  A bowl of chips was already in the center of the table.  I sat down, carefully, directly over one of the supports in the built-in bench seating—explaining about my weight problem was not on the menu.

   Little Olivia somehow wound up eating most of my French fries and wearing an impressive amount of ketchup on her face.  I have no idea how that happened.  It’s like they leaped at her mouth whenever I wasn’t watching.  That must be it.

   Altogether, it was a pretty pleasant afternoon.  Susan played a little footsie with me under the table, which surprised me enormously.  She was discrete about it, but… Was Larry okay with it?  I had no idea.  Modern customs and mores might be much more… liberal?... but how would I find out?  I can’t go up to people and ask them what they think about extramarital affairs.  Or can I?  Should I Google “What’s acceptable for having an affair?”

   That’s the trouble with a whole new world.  Things that look similar may not be similar at all.

   I was into my third burger—I could tell it definitely wasn’t meat, but it was moderately bland and required no special effort to eat it—when Myrna arrived, drawing Fred along in her wake.  Larry had a momentary expression of annoyance, but it vanished quickly, replaced by his Professional Smile.  His is much better than mine.

   Susan welcomed the pair with all evidence of warmth and pleasure, but I wished it was after dark.  I suspected a peek into her true feelings might show something else.  Edgar tried to keep it off his face, but I was pretty sure he doesn’t like Myrna.  That’s okay.  I don’t, either.  

   There was the usual invitation to join us, the token resistance, the reluctant acceptance.  I noticed Fred’s “reluctance to intrude” didn’t give him any problems with wolfing down two burgers in nothing flat.  Edgar got permission to go inside and practice his piano.  I wished I could, too, and I don’t play the piano.  At least, I don’t think I do.  There was an instrument a little like a harpsichord in Zirafel…

   “Oh, Mister Smith,” Myrna called, turning the spotlight of her attention to me.  She and Susan had nattered on at each other with only occasional sorties to the husbands for affirmations or confirmations.  “You simply must come by tomorrow!  Fred will be giving his pre-Halloween sermon in the morning.”

   I chewed slowly; having a mouthful of food buys time to think.  Sermon?  Pre-Halloween?  Fred was a preacher?  I didn’t know that.  My own fault for not spying on my neighbors, I suppose.  Perhaps I should be more nosy.

   “I’m sorry I’ll miss it,” I offered, after swallowing.  “I’ve got to be elsewhere.”

   “Oh, that’s a shame.  I hope you don’t miss church too often.  Where do you attend, Mister Smith?”

   Nosy bitch, I thought.  Distantly, I heard Firebrand’s psychic agreement.

   Okay, maybe that was uncharitable of me, but I was the one being pinned down by a paper plate and interrogated.  From the look on Susan’s face, she wasn’t best pleased about the situation, either.  I’m sure she hadn’t intended to have Myrna over at all.

   “In the city, Ma’am.  I’ll be overnighting there, tonight.  And, Fred,” I added, turning to him, “where do you give your sermons?”

   Fred and I chatted about his congregation and his duties as a minister, but Myrna wasn’t about to be left out of the conversation.

   “Oh, Fred is wonderful, especially around this time of year when so many people are glorifying the supernatural.  You really should make time to hear him exhort the faithful to vigilance against the corruption of children!”

   “I’m certain Fred does a marvelous job of it,” I told her, straight-faced, as someone corrupted Olivia with another ketchup-smeared French fry.  It’s like some supernatural force was feeding them to her.  She was sitting on my lap; surely I would have noticed anything like that.  “The terrors of the ungodly should not be visited upon the innocent.”

   “Say, that’s a nice phrase,” Fred piped up.  “Mind if I use that?’

   “Feel free.”

   “And,” Myrna added, “perhaps you might remind those little scamps who hang around your place they should be thinking more about the Lord and less about their pagan-holiday loot.”

   “You mean Patricia, Luke, Edgar, and Gary?”

   “Yes, those four.  What do they do all afternoon in your barn, Mister Smith?  Or were you aware they seem to regard it as their hideout?”

   “I’m aware they’re trespassing, if that’s what you mean.  I can hear them playing, sometimes.”  I shrugged.  “I don’t mind, as long as they’re careful and don’t break anything—themselves included.  Besides, sometimes they’re helpful.  We hung a new screen door not long ago.  Having a couple of spare hands about the place can be a good thing.”

   “Oh, yes; you live all alone in that big house, don’t you?”

   “Yes,” I stated, and stopped talking.  Myrna smiled at me with an attitude of expectation, as though I should continue.  I simply kept my lips closed and smiled back.  Fred rescued the conversation.

   “Are you at all religious, Mister Smith?  I mean, are you a lay minister or some such?”

   “Please, Fred.  Call me ‘Vladimir.’  Or ‘Vlad.’  I’ve been calling you ‘Fred’ all through lunch.”

   “Surely, Vlad.”

   “And no, I don’t have any formal qualifications as a minister,” I told him, thinking, Only as a couple of sorts of angel and a de facto deity, all against my better judgment.  “I’ve had some difficulties with various brands of religion.  You could say I haven’t really found my spiritual home, yet.  But I keep looking.”

   Sometimes the art of conversation is knowing what not to say.

   “Oh, of course you will!” Myrna interjected, yanking the conversation back to her.  “Do come to our church, Vlad.  I’m sure you’ll find it a warm and friendly place.”

   I refrained from any comments about how warm temples could be.

   “Probably so,” I replied, instead.  “I’ll do my best to visit at some point, I’m sure, but I can’t promise.  Business keeps dragging me away unpredictably.”

   “That’s so sad,” Myrna sympathized.  “What, exactly, do you do?”

   “Well, after the inheritance, I’m modestly wealthy.  I’ve started a little artistic thing.  Mostly geometric patterns—that sort of style.  Fortunately, I know an agent who knows people willing to pay for that sort of thing.”

   “Really!” Susan chirped, perking up.  “May I see some of your work, sometime?”

   “Of course.  I’ll get something ready for viewing and I’ll let you know.”

   “That’s wonderful.  I always thought I’d like to be an artist.”

   “That’s true,” Larry added.  “You should see her watercolors.”

   There ensued a small family argument about whether or not they were good enough to show visitors.  I didn’t mind; it let me eat a fourth burger.  I also got to watch my fries disappear in a ketchup-gore massacre.  I eventually found myself promising if Susan would bring some of her watercolors with her when she came to see my own work, I wouldn’t laugh.

   Of course, now I have to do something artistic and geometric.  I wonder… when I ate every soul in Zirafel, were any of them artists?  Surely some of them were.  If I can play instruments I’ve never seen before, surely I can draw!

   Since the noon was turning into afternoon, I made an attempt to escape gracefully.  I was hampered in this by Olivia, who seemed to think I was much more fun than plastic dinosaurs and other inanimate toys.  Eventually, I shook hands with Fred and Larry, assured Larry that his grilling was top-notch, thanked Susan for the invitation, lied to Myrna about it being a pleasure to see her again, and got dried ketchup on my face from Olivia.  I once had an easier time escaping a dungeon, although the dungeon was considerably less pleasant.

    

   The rest of the day was a trip into the city, some more hunting for the SCA—which shouldn’t be so much of a problem; they’re not a secret society!—and a hotel stay for the privacy of a bathroom and shower.

   It saves me so much time and effort to die in the shower.  I don’t think I can overstate how much more convenient and easy it is than doing it with magic.  Here, I mean.  The worth of a civilization can be gauged at least partly by its plumbing.

   I spent the evening walking through hospitals and under bridges.  It’s not that I was especially hungry, but there are always so many people who don’t want to live any more.  I don’t mean the ones wailing and bemoaning their fate.  I mean the ones whose souls are weary.

   True, I could take some ancient derelict from his cardboard box, get him a hot meal, a bath, and a fresh change of clothes.  The ones I’m looking for won’t be helped thereby.  They’re the ones who, even when raised up and made comfortable, have a weariness inside them that transcends the flesh.  Their race is run; their time is up.  They want to rest.

   If you’re not a fan of euthanasia, that’s okay.  I can respect that.  I won’t help you along; you can die after as long a wait as possible.  Since I respect your right to live in agony, respect my right to fill my ecological niche.  Until I’ve turned you into a vampire and you’ve seen into the souls of men, don’t presume to judge me.

   Better yet, don’t judge me at all.  I might return the favor.

   





   





Sunday, October 25th 

    

   I spent most of the day in fistfights and swordfights.  Well, not really, but the practice is the thing.  Apparently, they don’t have an SCA here; they have the MA—Medieval Anachronisms.  The kingdoms are different, the borders are different, the fighting is pretty much the same.  At least this finally confirms my suspicion I’m in another universe.  It’s not a new name for an old organization; it’s always been called that!  Ha!

   Unless this is a timeline altered by previous interventions in the past…

   Shut up, me.

   Anyway, I was graciously loaned some wood and aluminum—sword and armor—and allowed to play.  Quite a few of them are good; it was fun.  Since I wasn’t in danger of getting eviscerated, I took it as an opportunity to experiment with… how to put this?  Not simple parries and counters, but maneuvers more… unusual?  More flamboyant?  Non-standard replies, I suppose.  Rather than a simple parry-and-attack routine, I experimented with more fanciful things, like rolling around the thrust of an enemy, advancing along the outside of his blade as I turned, and catching his arm.  Simply getting to that point was sufficient.

   Some of the fighters didn’t appreciate my lack of seriousness.  There are always Those People, the ones who take every fun thing far too seriously.  Specifically, Ed, Lewis, and Gardner—excuse me “Sir Aragon,” “Sir Æthelwight,” and “Sir Cormorant.”  They hated it when people used their “mundane names,” and they weren’t too fond of my style of combat.

   I did try to explain.  It’s not all about standing toe-to-toe with someone and being faster, or stronger, or more skilled.  It’s also about doing unexpected things, or doing mundane things in unexpected ways.  The goal is to make the other guy have to think about what he’s doing, rather than rely on his reflexes.

   Trust me, I know how that works.  If I didn’t have superconductors for nerves, I’d have been dead—permanently dead—a long time ago.

   After Ed, Lewis, and Gardner were suitably disgusted, I found Don and Richard.  Technically, “Sir Byron,” and “Sir Percy,” but after the initial introductions it was, “Call me Don.”  “I’m Richard—please don’t call me ‘Dick.’”

   “Don and Richard,” I repeated.  “I’m Vlad.  No titles.”

   Firebrand was at my hip as part of my costume.  It snorted, psychically—a trick I don’t have.  I got the point and mentally whispered to it to keep quiet.

   “Pleasure to meet you,” Don told me.  “I get the impression you’ve been fighting for a while.”

   “Yep.  Sadly, I move around a lot.  I’ve never been in one place long enough for a belt, or a brassard, or whatever it is.”

   “I like how you keep dancing around,” Richard observed.  “You’re a hard target.  I don’t recall the last time Lewis had to work that hard to hit someone.  And you without a shield, too.”

   “I never got the hang of sword-and-shield,” I lied.  “When I have a shield, it’s kind of a wall I wave around.”

   “Would you like to work with a shield?” Don asked.  “Richard and I are pretty good, but two-on-one is way different from duels.”

   “I would be delighted to be beaten up by such distinguished company.  If you don’t mind me being not-serious and a bunch of other nasty phrases.”

   Don smiled.  Richard laughed aloud.

   “Don’t worry about it,” Don advised.  “Those three think they’re on a fencing strip.  I haven’t seen them at a war, ever.”

   “If they ever do get out on the field,” Richard grumbled, “they’ll square off against an opponent and be blindsided instantly.”

   “High technical skill, low competence?” I guessed.

   “Pretty much.”

   “No wonder they get all offended when I don’t do what they expect.”

   “Don and I,” Richard pointed out, “would love to find a third with imagination.”

   “Let’s see how imaginative I am.”

    

   Some things stay the same, no matter what universe I’m in.  Don, Richard, and I had a lovely time, dancing around, working on footwork, drilling me with a shield, tumbling in armor, and trying to use mixed martial arts in the middle of a swordfight.

   I think we broke some rules—a lot of rules—but no bones.  You’re not supposed to use judo on your opponent, for example.  Don took the fall gracefully, though, even in aluminum-plate armor, and later proved he knew more about throws than I did.  I acknowledged this by wheezing my verbal yield and considering what a lovely sky it was today.

   Against someone skilled at throws, the heavier you are, the worse it is.  I left a lovely dirt-angel and had to lie there a minute while my breath wandered around without me.  When it came back, Don helped me to my feet—I did my best not to let him know how much I weigh—and I had him show me that throw again.  Slower, this time, and without the pain.  He didn’t say anything about how much I weigh, so maybe he didn’t notice.  If he did notice, he didn’t say anything, and I appreciated his discretion.

   Come to that, I appreciated those two.  They were good guys.  I was tempted to find out if they wanted to move to a magical world.  Good guys are often in short supply.  They might enjoy being knights as a full-time thing.  Or Heroes.

   One of the things I noticed during our practice was my overdrive thing.  At night, I can go into a sort of overdrive where I think and react at the speed of dark.  It’s like watching everything in slow motion—including me—but I can consider what’s going on, how I want to move, all that.  Sometimes it borders on a pause, rather than merely slow-motion.

   It happens during the day, too.  Not to the same degree, of course, but when the excitement starts, the world begins to slow down.  Is it an effect of a superconductive nervous system?  Suitably stimulated, can quasi-mortal neurons reach an excited, ultra-high-speed state that overclocks my brain?  How far can this go?  And is it damaging?  It’s certainly draining; I was hungry afterward.

   While I’m curious, let’s class that with the whole bone-strength testing idea.  I don’t really want to conduct extensive trials to determine what it takes to hurt me and how long it takes to recover.  Yes, I’m a crybaby.  I’m okay with that.

   I made it home slightly ahead of the sunset.  I was a bit worried, but my overnight bag has a roll of heavy-duty plastic trash bags in it.  They’re for emergencies, but I keep them on hand because you never know when they’ll be useful.  I haven’t yet had to wrap a body in them, but it might not be my body that needs to be wrapped.

   Suitably showered and changed, I got to work again on my interdimensional bench model.

   





   





Monday, October 26th 

    

   I’ve got a bench model that should work.  I built it and immediately had to go catch a plane.  By the time I get home, I should have enough charge in the basement to test it!

   The flight out to California was uneventful.  I wonder… does Google have anything to do with flight scheduling, these days?  Or in this universe?  They even managed to keep my luggage with me.  In this case, my luggage included a transport case for Firebrand.  Bronze stayed home to keep an eye on the place.

   That was a unique experience, Boss.

   Since I was alone in the cab, I answered aloud.

   “I hope it wasn’t a bad one.”

   Different, at least.  I thought this place was low on magic?

   “It is.”

   But people fly?

   “It’s complicated.  I’ll give you a basic rundown on how that works, if you like.”

   If it’s too complicated, skip it, Boss.

   “Just the basics.”

   I didn’t quite get the psychic mutter, but I think it was something about “once a teacher.”

   We checked into a hotel.  I put away my luggage but brought Firebrand along in its case.  It wasn’t that I was terribly worried about needing a sword, but Firebrand is excellent at spotting when someone tries to put a spell on my mind.

   And, yes, I might need a sword.  You never know.  If not, then it was a vital part of the ritual.  I could fake that.

   The cab hummed to a stop in the hills, outside an estate.  I could already feel a change in the air.  This place was a power center, at least for this world.  It wasn’t even close to the norm for Rethven, but it was a perceptible increase over the usual background level.  When the gate opened and the cab hummed up the drive toward the house, the sense of power continued to rise.  It leveled off—and this is only a subjective feeling, little more than a guess—at about half the strength of the magical field of Rethven, maybe a little less.  Of course, my perception might be off; it’s been a while since I’ve been in Rethven, after all.

   A polite man in sunglasses, suit, and earpiece greeted me.  He did so with formality, deference, and a complete lack of warmth.  He escorted me into the house and I met Johann Fries—pronounced “Frees,” but don’t ask me why.  He was an elderly fellow, not at all spry, but seemed good-humored.  An oxygen bottle and mask stood beside his chair, ready but not in active use.  At his other side was a tea trolley with one china cup and a paper cup with pills.  He didn’t get up to greet me, but I didn’t mind.  The lap-blanket and cane, liver spots on his bony hands, and other clues told me getting up might be less of a gesture and more of a project.

   There were two other gentlemen in the room, keeping out of the way and quiet.  Somehow, they did not seem to match the stereotype of a geriatric nurse.  From the crew cuts, suits, and earpieces, they might have been products of the Acme Clone-A-Tron Home Bodyguard Kit.

   “You’re the young man with the revolutionary new ritual, eh?” he asked, without preamble.  His voice was clear and crisp, although soft.

   “I am, sir.”

   “My grandson seems to think we need one.  You’re rather expensively here.  Tell me why you think we need one.”  Although direct, he didn’t seem upset about it.  I thought he was at least slightly amused and maybe a little curious.

   “Have you ever had a moment when you wished you could put more push behind a spell?”

   “Naturally.”

   “This will only work once, but there, you get your wish,” I told him.  Johann’s bushy eyebrows—the majority of the hair on his head—rose markedly.

   “So if I spend the time and energy to get that house-preserving ritual fired off, this will make it work longer?”

   “I would presume so,” I agreed, carefully.  “I don’t know that ritual, specifically.  Mine will enhance any ritual you perform in it in some way.  Turn more lead into gold, restore more youth, or move a bigger mountain—provided you use all of the power inside the circle.  That brings down the circle and allows the effect of your spell to manifest outside.  The effects should be enhanced as though you were drawing power from a nexus.  Or so I’m told; I haven’t had much experience with nexuses.  Nexii?  Nexae?  Whatever.”

   At this point, a much younger man entered the room.  He appeared to be in his mid-thirties and smiled constantly.  He immediately approached, hand outstretched.

   “Master Smith, I presume!” he declared, shaking my hand with both of his.  “I’m so sorry I wasn’t available to greet you—all sorts of things being difficult, today.  I trust my grandfather hasn’t been chewing your ear too hard.”

   “Not at all.  It’s been a pleasure to chat with him.”  I turned to the elder Fries.  “Who is this?” I asked.  Johann chuckled, almost cackled.

   “I like him, Jason.  He has a sense of humor.  Master Smith, this is my eldest grandson, Jason Fries.”

   “Pleased to meet you,” I offered, smiling.  Jason shook his head in mock sadness.

   “Forgive me again, please.  It’s been that sort of day.  Grandfather, if you’ll excuse us?  I’d like to show Master Smith what I have in mind.”

   “You youngsters run along,” Johann agreed.  “I’ll either go mountain climbing or continue to sit here.”

   As we walked out, I told Jason to call me Vlad.  He reciprocated while we picked up a new pair of well-dressed guards.

   What were they worried about?  Me?  They weren’t concerned about an assault on the place; that would call for men in body armor, helmets—the whole tactical getup.  Suits and concealed weapons implied they were more concerned about individual people sneaking in.  Maybe they were cautious about allowing visitors near members of the family.  Did they lose someone, recently?  Or was this a type of family paranoia?  Or was it more general to magi as a whole?

   I decided it would be rude to ask.  Tempting, but still rude.

   We toured the garden area of the house while we discussed what he wanted.  He was already informed of the general limitations of the spell.  That helped in working out where to put it.  The largest open space available was desirable, but I pointed out it didn’t need to be empty space.  As long as we could draw a circle, it didn’t matter if there were flowers or trees inside it.

   There were three gardeners on the payroll; they started work rearranging the landscaping.  Jason promised more help would be on the job before the day was out and they’d work through the night.  This told me a great deal about how he felt regarding my spell.  Was it because the spell was unknown?  Or because of what it did?

   He gave orders to a servant and turned back to me.

   “Is there a specific time of day when you have to start this?” he asked.

   “Not as such.  After either sunset or sunrise, usually.  Since this is going to be a big circle, I’d probably like to start a little after sunrise.  But don’t unnecessarily chew up the garden to make that deadline; I don’t mind waiting until the day after tomorrow.  Besides, they have to figure out how to put it all back together.”

   “Good point, good point,” he agreed, nodding.  “I’ll have a guest room prepared.”

   “Oh, no,” I protested, thinking of the potential disaster of being a guest in a house of magi while going through multiple undead transformations.  There was no telling what sort of magical things were lurking, waiting to go crazy at the presence of a vampire.  “I’ve got a hotel room already—I’m all unpacked and comfortable.  I’ll be back tomorrow, though, to help plan the layout.”

   “Well, if you’re sure?”

   “Positive.  I’ll be useless during this part.  I’m no gardener.  These gentlemen appear to have the situation well in hand.  I’ll have dinner and then straight to bed to rest up for the job.”

   “Very well,” he agreed, and insisted on sending me to my hotel with his own car and driver, rather than permit me to call a cab.  I thanked him and made my exit.

   I stayed in my room that evening and explained about aircraft to Firebrand.  It seemed more interested in rocketry than in airplanes, but that’s understandable.  The hotel shower wasn’t as hot as mine, but they probably wanted to avoid lawsuits; it was still perfectly adequate for my death.  Then we watched some cybertelevision while I lay on the bed.

   Beds are a real problem.  It’s one thing to weigh five hundred pounds or so; it’s another thing to weigh that much in a package the size of regular guy.  The dent in the mattress is like an impact crater.  Maybe I should get a water bed and see if that works.  I may want to take a nap, someday.

   I remembered Fred and thought to check under the bed.  Turns out the hotel bed didn’t have an “under” portion.  It was some sort of solid mounting.  Ah, well. 

   Uh, Boss?

   “Hmm?”

   Do you still care about damsels in distress?

   “Generally, yes.”

   There’s one about a floor up that’s hurt and crying and stuff.  She’s alone, though.

   “So much for my pleasant evening,” I muttered.  I put Firebrand back on the foam, closed the case and latched it.  “Walk me through this,” I told it.

   Got it, Boss.

   We went up the elevator and down the hall, Firebrand guiding me.

   This one, Boss, it told me.  She’s behind that door.

   My supernatural hearing agreed, so dark, invisible tendrils felt around through the door and the room beyond, confirming Firebrand’s evaluation.  I knocked.  The crying choked, then stopped.

   “Who is it?” I heard through the door.

   “First aid,” I replied.  “Bandages, ice packs, painkillers—you name it.  Complimentary service, ma’am.”

   There was a long silence, then the clicks and thunks of a door coming unlocked.  She opened it a crack and peeked out at me.

   “You don’t work for the hotel.”

   “I didn’t say I did.  I said it was a complimentary service.  Do you need stitches?”

   She stood there for a while, obviously thinking about it.  Then she stepped back and opened the door.

   She didn’t need stitches.  She did need quite a number of bandages, though.  Nothing on the face, but quite a bit on her body, ranging down to her elbows and ankles.  Long, shallow cuts—deep scratches, really—interspersed with long, thin bruises and the occasional small, circular burn.

   It’s marvelous how helpful a major hotel chain will be.  Call down to the concierge and ask for a first-aid kit and they give you one.  No questions asked.  Remarkably helpful.  It’s almost as though they want to avoid a lawsuit by being able to deny any knowledge of the incident.  I resolved to leave the maid service a healthy tip and the hotel an excellent customer review.

   We didn’t talk much while I applied the sprays—the first to disinfect, the second to coagulate, and the third to cover it all in a layer of pseudo-skin.  I love this high-tech medicine.  She changed position when instructed, held still, and let me work.

   I noticed there was no luggage, nothing put away in drawers, not even a toothbrush—just some scattered articles of female clothing on the floor.  Even the robe was a hotel robe.  The bed was a mess, though, and the scents in the air were not all hers.  My guess was she was a working girl and her customer had been less vanilla than she hoped.

   Finally, I packed the remains of the kit together and put it in the closet.  I picked up Firebrand’s case and unlocked the door.

   “Hey,” she called, still sitting on the bed.

   “Hmm?”

   “Is that it?”

   “What do you mean?”

   “Is there a bill?  Or something?” she asked, half-afraid of the answer.

   “Complimentary,” I reminded her.

   “Yeah, but you don’t work for the hotel.”

   “True.  I work for me.”

   “And that’s what you do?” she asked, puzzled.  “You wander around and bandage people?”

   “I do lots of things.  I’m complicated.”

   “Don’t you even want to know what happened?”

   “Nope.  It’s your business.”

   She stared at me for several seconds.

   “You’re weird.”

   “But a nice weird, I hope.”

   “There aren’t any nice weirdos,” she stated, flatly, coldly.

   “Then you may safely ignore me as a figment of your imagination.”

   The door bleeped as the electronic lock came open.  I stepped back as the door swung inward and a man came in.

   “Leaving?” he asked.  “Nice.”  He looked past me, at the woman.  “Did he pay?”

   “No, he’s not—”

   The guy, a short man with an expensive-looking “fashionable” outfit—don’t ask me; I don’t understand fashion—chose that moment to grab me by the shirtfront and push me back into the room.  I let him.

   “You don’t go nowhere until you pay for this,” he snapped, and slapped me.  I was glad of the high-grade makeup.  It doesn’t rub off; you have to use alcohol and scrub a bit.

   I felt an urge to see how tough the window glass was.  How hard would I have to throw a pimp to send him to the parking lot by the express route?

   I didn’t.  I wanted to, but I didn’t.  That would cause trouble for me and for the nice prostitute.  Likewise, cracking his skull against the floor would cause long-term trouble for her.  Pimps don’t like it when their merchandise has muscle on their side.

   “Of course,” I replied, instead.  “I wouldn’t dream of it.  How much do I owe you?”

   He glared at me as though he wanted to push me around some more, but he held himself in check.  I would guess it’s bad for business to continue roughing up the customer when he agrees to pay.  He named a figure.  I looked at the woman.

   “How much did I already give you?” I asked.  She caught the emphasis and didn’t argue about identity.  She fished money out of the bedside table, counted it out into the guy’s palm.  I counted out the difference—hookers are expensive, it seems—and added another hundred.

   “My way of saying I have no complaints at all,” I told him.  I turned to her.  “Thank you for a wonderful evening.  Goodnight,” I finished, and walked out the door.

   With the door shut behind me, I stopped and waited beside it, listening.  She didn’t sound in trouble; he seemed more upset by the delay than by anything anyone did to/with/for her.  Their business.  I went back to my room with the firm intention of minding my own.

   Boss, you always think you’re going to mind your own business.

   “Shut up.”

   Still want me to tell you if I hear a damsel in distress?

   I muttered something about smartass swords.

   Is that a yes or a no, Boss?

   “Yes.”

   See?

   “Did I already say to shut up?”

   Firebrand shut up.

   





   





Wednesday, October 28th

    

   They rearranged the design of a big chunk of garden.  A large, squarish section was suddenly redone in a geometric sort of thing—a square with a circle inside it.  The circle touched the square on all four sides.  Is that circumscribed?  Or is that an incircle?  I always get those confused.  I draw a thousand magic circles and containment diagrams and I still can’t remember which is which.  Jon would doubtless have something sarcastic to say about it.  Then again, Jon would have something sarcastic to say about anything.

   Watching them lay down paving stones gave me a couple of ideas.  While the circle itself was a gravel path—hard to break that without a shovel and determination—I still needed to put symbols or runes around the thing.  I started scratching them on concrete paving bricks.  It took longer, but that was fine by me.  I would have to spend another night on the West Coast, anyway; I wasn’t going to try and fly back while undead.  I don’t know how well I’d react to airport security, or them to me.

   Once we had the paving stones laid in, I finished some preliminary work, went away for an hour or two to change, and came back after dark.  I waved Firebrand around at bit; it obliged by flickering a little flame for theatrics on the big, sweeping gestures.  Anyone trying to copy my “ritual” was going to have a bad time of it.

   Still, I got it done.  They seemed happy with it, although the garden itself still needed work.  We had a brief introduction on the uses of an Ascension Sphere, they checked the magical levels inside and out, confirmed it was working, thanked me, and shook hands all around.  They seemed quite pleased.

   I went back to my hotel, made sure of my early flight, and watched more television.

   It seems to me I’ve been working pretty constantly on everything.  Spending some time sitting around doing nothing at all is pretty nice, too.  Maybe I should make more of an effort to relax.  There’s so much to do, though… but, really, is there so much that needs doing right now?  Or am I trying to get ahead of the curve?

   Sure, I want to work out a cheaper, easier gate between worlds.  But Karvalen isn’t happy with me and won’t be for a while.  Finding a universe with enough magic to be useful, enough technology to be comfortable, and people who don’t hate bloodsucking monsters might take a while—do I have to get right on it?  Or will a few days, or a few weeks, really matter?

   I also need to find a way to destroy the Thing in the Black Ball.  Since this world doesn’t yet have commercial garbage disposal via rocket into the Sun, that might have to wait.  For the moment, it’s contained in multiple layers of protection.  It seems pretty safe.

   Bronze is disguised and has a cover story; she gets to run whenever she feels like it and she seems to be entertained by the Fabulous Four.

   Hmm.  Maybe I should get a television for the barn.  I could rig something for channel controls she could work with hooves—switches she can step on, maybe, for channel and volume.  She might like that.  I’m not sure she’s ever seen a television.  Come to that, she’s a golem; I’m not sure how her sensory equipment works.  Can she watch television?  I might have to work on that.

   I think about taking things easier and I come up with new projects.  This is why I don’t relax.  Well, demon attacks, assassins, and a variety of other nastiness might have something to do with it, too.

   





   





Thursday, October 29th 

    

   I was glad to get home.  Nobody broke in, nobody left any irate letters or bills, and nobody blew it up.  Everything seemed exactly as I left it.  Bronze reported a complete lack of adventure on the property, aside from the usual hayloft invasions by the Four.

   I’m still not sure if I’m surprised or suspicious.  I don’t know what I was expecting, but quiet wasn’t it.

   She didn’t know what happened down the street, though, so I had to go ask.  I got the story from Myrna, of course, but Susan and Larry contributed to my understanding, as well as Luke’s father, Brandon, and most of the rest of my street.

   On Tuesday night/Wednesday morning, a fire broke out at Gary’s house.  The building went up in nothing flat.  Mark and Gary survived it, though.  Mark was burned rather badly getting Gary out; Gary wasn’t unscathed, either.  Both of them were in the hospital.  The police thought it was arson.

   How much of that is my fault?  Is any of it?  Did I prompt it by persuading Mark to quit his crime business, whatever it was?  Was this someone’s way of saying it was a bad career choice?  Or did someone simply assume the factory fire was arson and reciprocate, after a little detective work?  Or am I dealing with something supernatural?  There was a vampiress at the party; I never did find out what relationship, if any, she had to the management.

   Since the authorities took down the plastic ribbons that marked the ruins of the house as off-limits, I did some snooping that night.  The house was ruined, but a few blackened walls remained.  That was enough to conceal me from prying eyes.

   Pyromancy is the magical art of divination by using fire.  I spent some time in a magic circle, put a spell on a candle, and brought the magic compass box.  The candle gave me a fire for visions at the site of the previous fire; the magic compass box gave something to link the visions to for directions.

   At least, such was theory.  While it did work—I clearly saw two men firebomb the house—they didn’t leave enough of an imprint on the area to grab.  I couldn’t impress either of them on the compass needle; they didn’t leave behind enough of a psychic fingerprint.  I think they lacked any strong feelings about the matter.  That, in itself, was information—a professional might regard it as just another job.  The imprint was strong enough if I saw them again, I would recognize them, but I needed something more to locate them.  Since I didn’t have that, I’d have to go do legwork.

   While I was staring into the heart of the candle, trying to wring a little more clarity from the vision, the flame went up like a road flare and turned white.  I jerked back from it and raised a hand to shield my eyes from the sudden glare.

   I felt a presence.  A moment later, I heard a voice as though from far away.

   “There you are,” it said.  I recognized it.  “You’re quite far afield.”

   “Keep your observations to yourself, Sparky,” I advised.  “I didn’t ask you to interfere with my spell.”

   “True, but my daughters have asked Me of you.  They miss you.”

   “You can tell them I’m fine.  Is that all?”

   “Are you still upset with Me?”

   “That works both ways,” I pointed out.

   “I merely chastised you for your temerity.  True, I was startled when you nipped My finger, but I have never been angry with you.”

   “Nip on the finger, huh?  If you say so.  Now that you’ve found me, are we done?”

   “Not in this life,” she told me.  “I have something to say.”

   “Be quick about it, because I don’t have anything to say to you.”

   “I still love you.”

   “Amber mentioned it.  I don’t believe it.  Now scram.”

   “Why do you not believe?” she asked, sounding genuinely curious.

   “You cursed a whole city for allowing its citizens to worship other gods.  You ordered Tamara to kill our son in sacrifice to you.  You tried to kill me twice—because you were startled, or annoyed, or whatever.  I could go on.”

   “I have reasons for everything I have done.  But to correct your statement, I did not try to kill you.  I merely chastised you.”

   “So you’ve said.  I don’t care.  You’re an untrustworthy, traitorous thing and I want nothing to do with you.”

   “You do not understand.”

   “Possibly, but there’s nothing you can say to change my mind,” I told the goddess.

   “I apologize.”

   That, I did not expect.

   I opened my mouth to say something, probably some snap answer, but the unnatural burning of the candle finally expended it.  The light vanished, leaving behind only a hot spot and the smell of smoke.

   I’ve gotten an apology from a goddess.  Will wonders never cease?

   That’s not enough, though.  An apology isn’t going to do it.  I’m sitting on a lot of repressed anger and a simple statement isn’t going to fix it.  I still want to punch her in the face and take another bite or twelve out of her—even if my best chomp is merely a little “nip” to her.

   Still, getting an apology… at least it’s something.  I didn’t think the so-called gods did that sort of thing.

   This will bear some thinking about.

   On the plus side, at least I’ve heard from someone on that side of the interdimensional void.  Can I contact Amber or Tianna through a fire?  I’m not sure how that would work.  It might be a property of an energy-state being rather than a spell.  I know Sparky can do it, and through her, Amber can probably do it, but I still have no idea how.  Knowing it can be done is a good first step.  I’ll figure it out eventually.

   I don’t think I’m going to try to get Sparky to show me, either.

   In the meantime, maybe I can do something for Gary and Mark.  I can use the charge in my Ascension Sphere and Ascension Stall—that name still amuses me—to prepare a pair of regenerative spells.  It’ll delay my gate testing, but... well, it’ll delay my gate testing.

   Maybe I should cast more Ascension Spheres.  There are six stalls in the barn; Bronze only uses one.  The other five could be charging zones.  Heck, I could put two in the spare bedrooms and a couple of smaller ones in the attic space.  The ones in the house could even have the magic-blower spells; those spells seem to attract all the attention.  I’m trying to keep the barn relatively unnoticed.

   Come to think of it, I could use the power in one of the current Ascension Stalls to charge a crystal.  That would provide a lot of conveniently-packaged power to make everything else go faster.

   What the hell.  I’ve got time before the sunrise.

    

   While working in the attic, I had an idea.  I grew diamonds in Karvalen by starting with a seed crystal and making carbon available.  If I set up an Ascension Sphere to help provide power and link a crystal-growing spell to it, balanced to run at a slightly lower power than the Sphere, it should gradually grow a diamond.  It’s not going to be fast, obviously, but here I have technology to help me.  If I include an electrical source—maybe a DC source, like a battery charger—to provide free electrons, as well as a heater, possibly a pressure cooker, can I make an environment more congenial to diamond crystal formation?  Will that help speed the spell along?

   I’ll get back to you.

    

   Yep, got that set up.  A DC source provides electrons, facilitating the movement of carbon atoms from one molecular bond and to another one.  It’s kind of like growing a crystal in a solution, only the solution has carbon atoms floating in an electron soup.

   Again, that’s mostly wrong, but I think it’s a cool visual.

   Added to that is a radiant heater, further encouraging the charcoal to come apart into elemental carbon and enhancing the chicken-to-broth ratio of my carbon soup.  The spell keeps telling the crystal structure in the middle to replicate using those free carbon atoms, while another spell helps with the initial combustion difficulties.

   Highly-reactive free carbon in an oxygen atmosphere?  The typical result is left as an exercise for the student.

   The Ascension Sphere, of course, keeps pulling in power for the spells inside.  I have a blower at either end of the attic to help that out.  It seems to be working properly, but it’s an open question as to how quickly.

   If this does work at a moderately-decent rate, maybe I can branch out into other gemstones.  What goes into making sapphires, emeralds, and rubies?  I should read up on that.  There’s an immense amount of technology and reference material I wanted while I was in Karvalen, gemstone formation included.  I should get Diogenes to start building a reference library.  The more you know…

   





   





Friday, October 30th 

    

   Carrying a four-foot blade into a hospital generally causes comment.  Firebrand, on the other hand, has a beautiful case—it’s black, has shiny trim and latches, and is filled with wavy foam stuff.  People don’t know what’s in the case, so it doesn’t excite nearly as much interest or suspicion as a big piece of sharpened steel.  For all they know, I’m lugging an electric contrabassoon to music therapy.

   I walked right up to Mark’s room and slipped inside.  He had extensive burns and quite a selection of medication, but he was expected to live.  I was counting on the medication to help him stay unconscious while Firebrand and I quizzed him.

   I never like doing things this way.  A man should have a right to privacy inside his own head.  His free will should not be abridged by altering his thoughts.  I react badly to it being done to me; I take great offense to it.  Therefore, I don’t like doing it to anyone else.  But what could I do?  I couldn’t ask Mark who did it, or quiz him on how to find his friend, Ortiz.  The events that followed would make Mark look long and hard at me, add two and two, and maybe three and four, and get a number that would seriously jeopardize my secret identity.

   Oh, hell.  I’m a vigilante superhero, secret identity and all.  If this keeps up, I’ll be swinging from rooftops and driving the Vampmobile.  I really need to nip this in the bud.

   Although, come to think of it, the Vampmobile does sound kind of cool….

   Again, shut up, me.

   With Firebrand’s case resting across two hard, unpleasant chairs, I unlatched the lid and opened it.

   Wow.  He’s really out of it, Boss.

   Pain meds, I replied, silently.  Drugs to keep him from screaming from the burns.

   Yeah, he needs them.  Humans scream a lot until they inhale the flames.  That quiets them right down.

   Right.

   So, talk to him.  Give me something to work with, Firebrand instructed.  Talk about something you want him thinking about.  I need a way to get hold of some concepts and steer.

   I stood by the bed and talked.  Ortiz, business, the night he was tied to a chair, the other two names I knew—Henderson and Carlo.  Firebrand rummaged around in Mark’s head, following chains of associations.  Occasionally it told me to repeat something in order to follow multiple association branches, or gave me something new to say, to spark new associations.

   It was about twenty minutes later when Firebrand reported it had everything Mark knew or suspected—at least, everything Firebrand could get.  I brought out a crystal with a healing spell contained in it and touched it to Mark’s forehead.  The spell sank into him, spread out, and immediately started telling his system to shut up and get with the program.  It would run for at least a week; his recovery would have considerably less scarring than expected.  Judging by the extent of the dressings, they did indeed expect major scarring.  He might get out of the hospital without skin grafts.

   With the case closed and latched again, we walked out of the room.  There followed a stop at Gary’s room.  He was doing better than Mark.  Gary’s burns were mostly first and second degree, while Mark’s were mostly second with a few third.  Gary was still on pain medication, though.  He seemed to recognize me and was glad to see me.  I handed him another crystal—this one had the stronger spell in it; I like Gary more than I like Mark.  This one should also run for a week, but at a much higher intensity.  Gary would recover remarkably quickly and probably get away from this without any scars at all.  External ones, anyway.

   Yeah, yeah—miraculous.  I don’t care.

   He put the crystal where he could see it, next to three get-well cards on his bedside table.  Before I left the hospital, I stopped by the newsstand/gift shop thing and made sure Mark got one.  I may like Gary more, but I’m forced to respect Mark.  He suffered serious injuries in rescuing Gary.  He’s earned at least an anonymous sympathy card.

    

   Firebrand and I reviewed what it discovered.

   Mark wasn’t sure which way things went wrong.  Either Carlo, a big boss bucking to be a bigger boss, was trying to say something and picked Mark as a target, or Henderson, another big boss, was unhappy with Mark’s attempt to quit the organization.  Either way, the actual bosses wouldn’t be involved.  A simple firebombing might ultimately be their decision, but the actual work would be farmed out at a lower level.  It was a question of which organization was responsible.

   I wanted to find out who was responsible.  True, it isn’t my job—as a vampire—to mete out justice or vengeance.  That’s not what my kind are for.  Personally, I’m more than just a monster.  I’ve been a king, a knight, a wizard, a hero, and a man.  None of those will stand idly by.

   Yeah, maybe that doesn’t make me any better, really, than the people I planned to kill.  On that great, grand day of which the prophets speak, when all the evils of the world, or worlds, finally are thrown down and destroyed, I’ll be going with them.  In the meantime, I’ll do what I think is right, or as close as I can come to it.

   Which meant, first off, I needed to find Ortiz.  Fortunately, Mark knew where Ortiz lived.

   I got into darker clothes, donned the belt and baldric, put Firebrand in its case, and went into town.

    

   Ortiz was home, surprisingly.  I sort of expected him to work at night.  Shows what I know about being a professional criminal.  I knocked on the door to his apartment and waited.  There was some grumbling and some feminine squealing, but footsteps approached the door.

   He opened the door, opened his eyes and mouth, and nearly opened his sphincters.

   Should I mention I wasn’t wearing makeup?  I was in monster mode and wearing Firebrand at my hip.  Judging by his reaction, I thought Ortiz remembered me.

   “Good evening,” I said, almost nicely.  I didn’t bother to ask to come in; that’s not one of my limitations.  I gave the living area a quick once-over and gestured his girlfriends toward the door.  “Everybody out; the party is over.”

   The two ladies were obviously on drugs; the paraphernalia was everywhere and the smoke in the air wasn’t from tobacco.  They focused on me and eyed me with speculative interest.

   “Cool costume.  What are you supposed to be?”

   “I’m the Dark.  Are you afraid of the dark?” I asked.  Ortiz’ eyes went even wider and he backed away from me.

   “No, I like it dark, sweetie.  What a big sword you have!”

   Some people.  I stabbed them with tendrils, draining the vital essence out of them.  They faded off to exhausted unconsciousness.  Then, without distractions, I closed the door and guided the unresisting and trembling Ortiz to a chair.  Oh, yes; he remembered me.

   “Please tell me everything you know about the firebombing of Mark’s house,” I requested.  See how nicely I asked?

   He talked.  I didn’t even have to threaten him.  I wonder if he saw me pull that guy’s heart out, or if Mark told him about it.  On the other hand, it’s possible that when the dark-grey, fanged guy with the black, featureless orbs for eyes asks you politely for information, you simply give it to him without arguing.  It’s not an unreasonable response.

   Ortiz believed Henderson’s organization was responsible.  A man about two steps down from Henderson probably ordered it, a man named Jerome Powers.  Jerome was about four steps above Ortiz.  Ortiz knew where Jerome kept his offices; he occasionally got called in to assist other people.

   Got what he looks like? I asked Firebrand.  In reply, a mental image came into my head.  Tallish, thin, lots of scowl lines, dark hair heavily salted, fluffy white moustache, possibly a mix of Caucasian and Asian ancestry.

   “Ortiz, do I have to tell you what’s going to happen to you if—”

   “No sir!”

   I believed him.  He didn’t even know what I was about to say.  He agreed doing anything at all that might annoy me was a profoundly bad idea.  I was willing to leave it at that.

   “Good.  Now, answer me another question.  What did Mark do for this organization?”

   “Uh, a little everything.  He did a little muscle, but he was most being a courier and bagman.  He take messages to people and deliver goods.”

   “He didn’t sell anything?”

   “No, he make delivery, most.  Sometimes he ’scort for visit vip, or backup for someone making sale, a hang-around with a boomer to make our side look all hard.”

   “And what do you do?”

   “More of the same, I guess.  More enforcing.  People owe money and need to pay.  I talk to them.  Sometime Mark do the talks and I look hard.”

   “Good to know.  I’ll leave you alone, now.”

   As I turned to go, he stopped me with a word.

   “Hey.”

   “Yes?” I asked, turning back.

   “You out to even up?  Or help Mark and his kid?”

   “A bit of both, I suppose.”

   “Killing Jerome get you even, but his boss be Tyrone.  Tyrone won’t take it; he think Mark do whatever you do, or Mark had it done.  Tyrone, he won’t let it go if you kill his man Jerome.”

   That was a point.  How do I deal with that?  Pack Mark and Gary up and move them somewhere to start a new life?  Or kill off Tyrone, too?

   I put the question to Ortiz on the theory he would want to help his friend.  Or, at least, owed Mark for insisting on rescuing him.  Ortiz looked thoughtful for a bit, which was obviously something of an effort for him.  I wondered how much of the substance on the table was already up his nose or in his veins.

   “You probably need to get them gone,” he answered, finally.  “There no winning against these guys.  You push, they push back.  You beat one, the rest beat you.  You kill one, the rest kill everyone you love.  It don’t never stop.”

   “So, my choices are to hide them, or to kill everyone from Henderson on down?”

   “Yeah, pretty much.”

   “I’ll have to think about it.”

   “Yeah, right,” he said, sarcastically, then he checked himself.  “You serious?”

   “Are you afraid of the Dark?” I asked, smiling, fangs out.

   “Big time,” he agreed.

   “Then I was never here.”

   “Suits me.”

   





   





Saturday, October 31st 

    

   Ah, Halloween.  If there’s a time of year I can get away with looking weird, this is it.

   I went to my classes, same as usual, and remembered to stop by the hardware store—Google Vans loves me, I’m sure.  There were also some other errands, such as driving by some addresses, looking places over, and “casing the joint,” as they used to say.

   None of it struck me as all that difficult, provided you could leap a twelve-foot wall, remain unseen by video cameras, and didn’t mind being shot.  I mind the being shot part, but it doesn’t bother a monster nearly as much as it does people.  Maybe it wouldn’t come to that.

   If things went well, I was definitely making a trip to Vegas.  I have to make a living, and I haven’t made anything as a professional magus, yet.  I should check with Sebastian about when I can expect to get paid.

   If things didn’t go well, I might not have to worry about it.  I should probably draw up a last will and testament.  Maybe I’ll leave everything to a trust fund for the Fab Four.

   I made it home well before dark and started on some housekeeping—a some black ribbon around the door, a couple of rubber bats, some fake spiderweb.  I also lugged munchables out to the loft and found the Four-minus-one sitting around up there, looking miserable and twiddling with their instruments.  Gary’s guitar was still sitting where he left it.  Nobody said anything while I restocked the little fridge.  I was on my way back to the ladder when Patricia piped up.

   “Mister Smith?”

   “Yes, Patricia?” I always call her by her right name.

   “What’s going to happen to Gary?”

   “He’ll be in the hospital for a while, then he’ll be back.”

   “But his house burned down.”

   “True.  He may have to move.  There’s a house for sale on the corner; maybe he can live there.”

   “We ought to do something,” Luke said.  Edgar and Patricia agreed.

   “You know,” I said, thoughtfully, “he and Mark don’t have much left after the fire.  They’ll probably need stuff like clothes, shoes, food… you know, all that stuff.  Why don’t you go home and look around?  Make a list of all the things you wouldn’t have if it was your house that caught fire.  Then we can compare lists and see what they probably need.”

   They liked the idea.  It wasn’t doing something directly for Gary, but it felt like it.  It was action, at least.  They scrambled down the ladder and vanished.  I climbed down much more slowly and carefully.

   Not much later, sunset found me under a stream of hot water.  I keep thinking I should add a soap dispenser to the showerhead—press the button and foamy, soapy water streams out.  Let go the switch and it goes back to rinsing.  Probably unnecessary for humans, but I have industrial hygiene needs.  At least, I think so.  I may be oversensitive to my own odors, either from enhanced senses or my tendency to be an effete wimp.

   For the evening, I decided on my King of Karvalen outfit, complete with sword, solid-black eyes, and white makeup.  Next year, maybe I can put up some real Halloween decorations, too.  With Myrna making anti-pagan-holiday noises, I’m not sure it will go over well, but I’ll have a year to feel out the neighborhood and gauge everyone else’s opinion.

   Let’s see… groceries in the hayloft minifridge, Stalls charging up, diamonds in the attic growing nicely, candy in a bowl on the porch, alarms set, armored underwear… anything I’m missing before going into the city again?  No, that seems to be it.

    

   Jerome Powers did business by proxy.  That is, he didn’t do anything; he ordered it done.  He was more of a manager than an operative, which suited me perfectly.  What I wanted to do was grab him by the neck and see if I could peel his spine out his back like the plastic pull-strap in easy-open packaging.  What I would settle for was a simple financial arrangement—one of the reasons I might need to visit Las Vegas or Monaco.

   Knocking on the door was right out; I had to buzz at the front gate.  The location was a suburb in the same way Beverly Hills mansions are in the suburbs.  The houses were far apart, had walls or tall privacy fences, and many of them had private security.  

   This does not seem like Oklahoma City to me.  I had to remind myself I’m not in my home universe.  Strike that.  I’m not in my original universe.  The concept of “home” is problematic.

   Powers’ residence was no exception to the estate rules, but there was a sizable party in progress.  With luck, it was a costume party and I’d fit right in.

   “Name?” crackled the speaker.

   “The Dark.”  Seemed good enough for Halloween.

   “I beg your pardon?”

   “The Dark.  As in, that stuff when the lights go out.  I’d like to see Mister Powers about paying him a large sum of money, please.”

   The speaker was quiet for several moments.

   “Stand in front of the camera, sir.”

   “I am.”

   “I don’t see you.”

   “That’s complicated.  You may want to send someone down.”

   They did.  While I waited, I inspected the gate, the wall, and the cameras.  The cameras didn’t concern me; I don’t show up well—if at all—after sunset.  Nevertheless, I had the feeling someone was watching me.  Nothing definite, nothing I could put my finger on.  Certainly no signs of anyone looking intently in my direction—and I did look up, just in case there was a drone or other aerial vehicle.  There really was nothing.

   The feeling persisted.  Maybe I’m a trifle paranoid.  I can’t imagine why.

   “Hush, Firebrand.”

   Huh?

   “Just getting ahead of the curve.”

   A security guy came down and there followed the interesting experience of having him show up on the monitor at the guard station while I did not.  This was apparently weird enough to attract attention.  At least it got me escorted up the drive to the house.  The little electric cart was built for two; it did not like carrying me.

   Once inside and theoretically under the thumb of the in-house security, a lady in formal business attire asked my reason for being there.  I could hear the party going on elsewhere in the house, but business matters happen at all hours when you’re a professional criminal, I suppose.

   “I’d like to buy the Spotznitz family from Mister Powers,” I told her.  She blinked.  I think I succeeded in ruffling her.  From her cool, professional demeanor, I’d wager that didn’t happen often.

   “Wait here.”

   I waited there.  She came back.

   “Mister Powers will give you five minutes.  Follow me.”

   I followed her.

   Powers was dressed in a Harlequin outfit, complete with mask and cap of bells.  He stood in front of a sideboard, pouring a drink for himself as I was shown in.  The lady left us alone and closed the doors behind her.  Well, I say alone.  There were four men in the room with us who were dressed in bodyguard costumes.  They were really good costumes.  I wondered if Powers shopped at the same store the Fries did.

   Powers took a sip of something brownish and regarded me with an expression reserved for things like gum on the bottom of one’s shoe.

   “You want something from me?” he asked.

   “Yes.  I’d like to buy Mark Spotznitz.”

   “I’m afraid that’s quite impossible.”

   “May I ask why?”

   “He isn’t mine to sell.”

   “I see.  Perhaps I phrased that badly.  Would it be possible to purchase any interests you have in him, or any markers, debts, or obligations he might have to you?”

   “I suppose that might be done,” he admitted, “if I actually owned any such properties.”

   “All right.  If you would be so good as to direct me to the appropriate person, I’ll take up no more of your time.”

   “Let us not be hasty,” he suggested.  “What, exactly, is your interest in this matter?”

   That’s a really good question, I thought.  If I admitted I was here because I liked Gary, Gary instantly became a high-value target and potential hostage.  Was there anything else I could come up with?

   “It’s personal.  Mark did me a favor.  I’d like to return it.”

   “Then I regret I am unable to oblige you.  Good evening.”  He turned to leave and I stood up quickly.  The large gentlemen started moving toward me.

   “I beg your pardon,” I said, “but I really must insist.”

   Powers paused, hand on the door.  He raised an eyebrow at me while one of the four guys laid a hand on my left shoulder.  Another got a grip on my right wrist.  The other two stood behind me, but not actually touching me.  I didn’t attempt to move, so they let me stand there.

   “Your personal matter,” he informed me, “does not take precedence over the personal matter involving my employer.”

   “May I ask why he has such an attachment?”

   “It’s a personal matter,” Powers replied, smiling nastily.  So that was it.  I didn’t want to tell him my reasons, so he was being difficult.  Still, maybe greed could overcome petty vindictiveness.

   “Will you please—please!—at least ask him if there is any price at all that he will accept?”

   “My good man, you have already wasted enough of my time.  I have guests to attend and this matter is closed.”  Then, to his guards, “Show him out.”

   They showed me out.  I let them.  They were firm, but in no sense rough about it.  Polite and professional, they made sure to let me know they had the situation well in hand every step of the way.

   Standing outside the gate, I rubbed one wrist and regarded the place.  If Powers wasn’t the one who had the authority for this, I’d have to find his employer.  Unfortunately, while Ortiz told me Tyrone’s name, Ortiz was too low on the food chain to give me specifics.  I’d have to ask Powers a trifle more insistently.

   I took a walk.  As I walked, I muttered a chant, gesturing occasionally to help shape the spell.  I spent about an hour on it, wrapping myself in an aura of familiarity.  It wasn’t invisibility; far from it.  People would see me easily.  But anyone who saw me wouldn’t notice me.  People would look right through me as another face in the crowd, as though I simply belonged there.

   Admittedly, this doesn’t work so well when I’m dressed like a vampire king from a fantasy universe.  The more unusual you are, the more likely it is someone will notice.  On the other hand, once I made it into the costume party, I would actually blend in.  Let’s hear it for pagan holiday celebrations!  Always making it easy for creatures of darkness to mingle with humanity.

   By the time I finished the spell, I’d circled around Powers’ place.  I didn’t go through the gate this time.  I walked down a little way, jumped over the wall, landed on the lawn, and strolled boldly in.  It really was that simple.

   Believe it or not, I like simple.

   I wandered around in the house.  It was quite a large house.  It was shooting for mansion and scored a near miss.  The party occupied most of the ground floor.  Everyone wore a costume of some sort.

   Much like the house, the party shot for upper class soirée and missed by a narrow margin.  The string quartet played some appropriate music—very Gothic, good for Halloween.  Sharply-creased, uniformed staff circulated with trays loaded with fluted champagne glasses and delectable finger-foods.  There was still something amiss about the place.  Maybe the people were the problem.  Maybe the rooms were a trifle too small to really give the feeling of a palatial party.  Or maybe the ostentatious décor was a little too ostentatious, aiming for elegant and hitting pretentious, instead.

   I didn’t like it.  But then, I didn’t have to like it.  It was all just background while I circulated among the ghosts and ghouls, aliens and spacemen, pop stars and historical figures.  Eventually, the party would either wind down, allowing me to lurk until the guests were gone, or I would have a chance to buttonhole Powers privately between mingles.  I was hoping for the former; the fewer screaming guests, the better.  It’s hard to interrogate a man when people are screaming around you.  It distracts the victim and makes it harder to hear the answers.

   Something brushed me.  It wasn’t a material something, more like a tendril of psychic force.  It reminded me of the underground club, only this was a much more subtle and delicate thing.  I examined my examiner, so to speak, as it lightly skimmed over me.  It seemed less of a tendril than a… a feeler, perhaps.  It’s hard to describe something that doesn’t have any physical existence, but it was less of a flexible line and more like a broad, feathery thing.  It was a sensory organ without the coiling-wire strength of my own tendrils.  I had no doubt the feathery feel of it could enfold someone’s spirit like certain plants fold around insects, though.  Whatever the configuration, it was made of the same stuff; I know a psychic vampire tendril when I feel one.

   When it started feeling around in my pouches—the outfit didn’t have pockets—I took hold of it with a tendril of my own and, for lack of a better way to describe it, pulled it taut and twanged it, tracing it back to the source.

   The lady at the end of the buffet table winced.  Aha!  Looking at her more closely, she had dark haired, wore a domino mask, and her outfit was some sort of skintight tactical thing done in black and dark purple.  A pair of prop guns hung in shoulder holsters; lethal-looking knives were sheathed along her thighs.  A movie character, maybe?  Some sort of hunter or assassin or something?  I’m really not up on the current pop culture.  My geek card is out-of-date.

   Once I had a clear line of sight on her, I could see her uniqueness.  She was somewhat different to my normal mode of seeing.  The bright layers of a normal person are different in a vampire.  She had sharper, brighter lines where a human would have a nervous system.  Her vitality was a more static, stable thing, rather than foaming and churning constantly.  The crimson pulse of her blood was actually a black network of lines inside the glowing fluid of the surrounding vitality, not at all like a human.

   The movement of the party allowed me to drift in her direction.  It would have been odd to suddenly turn and cut through the crowd.  She decided to drift away, though, not wishing to meet me at close range.  Since I hadn’t let go of her feathery tendril, I drew it taut and twanged it again.  She decided maybe the painting next to her deserved some study.  I joined her in viewing it and let go of her… “feather-tendril,” maybe?  It’s feathery, it’s a tendril… 

   “Good evening,” I offered, to the painting.

   “Is it?” she asked, sounding uncertain.  The painting offered no opinion.

   I eyeballed her sideways.  She seemed familiar.  The domino mask didn’t help, but it’s the worst sort of mask for concealing one’s features.  Still, she was definitely familiar.  The resemblance was hard to see.  Then I had it.  I tried to picture her with wildly-colored hair and glittering makeup.  Yes, I had seen her before.  She was prettier than I first thought.

   “Interesting company you keep,” I observed.

   “A girl has to know how to get around.”

   “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

   “I’m Mary, of the Thessaloniki.”

   “You may call me Halar.”  I suppose I could have used my original name, “Eric,” but that’s for people I like.  “Vlad” was right out; I was using it publicly at the moment.  “Halar” seemed like the best alias.

   “No tribe?” she asked, looking at me.

   “I never joined one,” I answered.  Her expression flickered toward wide-eyed, then locked into a Generic Smile.

   “Oh.  I thought we were all born into a tribe.  If you take my meaning.”

   “I wasn’t.  I’ve never heard of tribes.”

   “Um.  Perhaps we could take a walk?” she suggested, gesturing toward the outdoor patio.  Her eyes flicked around the room, then met mine, clearly indicating the potential eavesdroppers all around us.  She had quite expressive eyes.

   “Love to.  May I ask what your costume is?  I’m afraid I’m not familiar with modern pop culture.”

   “It’s the Nightstalker,” she explained, taking my arm.  “She’s a video heroine.  Investigates bad guys until she finds someone who needs to vanish, then vanishes them.”  She smiled prettily, showing fangs for a moment.  Other than the fangs, she had perfect teeth.  I was mildly envious.  “Usually it’s in a quite bloody fashion.”

   She talked about her super-heroine costume and we walked along, chatting.  She led me out onto the terrace.  There were a number of other couples with that idea.  The terrace was dim, large, and had several concrete benches.  It was relatively private with the noise from inside, but Mary led me along a brick walk through the hedges.

   “How old are you?” she asked, quietly, once we were out of sight.

   “I don’t know,” I admitted., equally quietly.  “I’ve lost track.”  This did not seem to make her more comfortable.

   “How long have you been awake, then?”

   “Oh.  Um.”  I decided to lie.  Explaining how I was from another universe—possibly two or three alternate universes—did not seem a kettle of fish worth boiling.  I chose to interpret her question as asking how long I’d been here.  “A few weeks, a couple of months, something like that.  I’ve been learning to fit in, you know.”

   “Do the elders know you’re up and about?”

   “I doubt it, since I don’t know who you’re talking about.  Unless you’ve told them, of course.”

   She seemed uncomfortable about that.

   “I… I reported what I saw to my progenitor, of course,” she stammered, not looking at me.  “I couldn’t tell him much—only how I felt your presence.  I don’t know what he did with the information.”

   “Seems fair.  And stop acting like I’m about to bite your head off.  I’m not.  I’m usually a pretty nice guy, for a monster.”

   “I see that,” she agreed.  “I’m sorry if I’ve offended.”

   “Don’t worry about it.  Now, perhaps you might tell me what you’re doing here?  At Powers’ place, I mean.”

   “It’s a party.  People know me around here.  I’m beautiful.  I get invitations to places.”  I certainly couldn’t argue with that.

   “Does Powers mean anything to you?  Is he important to you in any way?”

   “No… no, I wouldn’t say so.  My professional capacity as a criminal doesn’t usually move me in the same circles.  He’s someone I’ve run into a few times, that’s all.  Socially, he’s another climber, trying to creep up to the upper crust by waving money around.”

   “Interesting.  Do you know a Mark Spotznitz?”

   “I’ve heard the name, I think,” she admitted, slowly.  She tapped her purple lipstick with a finger, thinking.  “I think I have, at least.  It rings a faint bell, but that’s all it does.  I doubt we’ve been introduced.  Why?  I mean, may I ask why?”

   “I’d like to buy him.  And his kid, I suppose.  Who would I talk to in this town about it?”

   “I would be honored and delighted to be of service,” she offered.  “I’ll ask around and find out whatever you want to know.  All I need I need from you is where to send the information.”

   Don’t trust her, Firebrand interjected.  I held up a hand to forestall Mary’s conversation.

   Why not?

   She’s thinking you probably don’t know much about technology.  She wants your daytime resting-place, or enough information to lead someone to it.  She’ll be rewarded.  That’s all I’ve got.

   “I don’t think I’ll tell you that,” I mused.  “But I would like to know who it is you think will reward you for finding my daytime lair, and why.”

   Vampires can’t blush.  We also can’t turn pale.  I’m not sure which she was trying to do.

   She’s frightened and considering running, Boss… but she also seems… it’s weird, but I think she likes being afraid of you.  I gave Firebrand the equivalent of a mental nod.  I could see a conflict inside her—a strong urge to stay, and an urge to flee.  She seemed to be enjoying it.  A thrill-seeking personality?

   “Please don’t go,” I asked, gently.  “I only want to have a civil conversation, if that’s at all possible.”

   She hesitated, poised between flight and curiosity.  I smiled my best charming smile and held out my empty hands, palms up.

   “Please?” I repeated.

   “I… all right,” she said, taking one of my hands.  We continued to walk through the garden.  “I apologize, dark lord, for… well…” she trailed off, lifting my hand to look at my fingertalons.  Fingernails, I mean.  Since I was planning on the whole outfit, I didn’t grind them down during my evening hygiene ritual.

   “That’s quite all right,” I assured her.  “I’m sure you have obligations.  And, if you insist on being formal, that’s Dread lord.  I’d rather you weren’t, though.  Now, let’s have a basic primer on who you are, your relationship with your progenitor and tribe, and how they relate to the elders.  I’m unfamiliar with how you do these things.”

   Quick, describe an ancient and complex subculture of blood-sucking monsters in a thousand words or less.

   All vampires sleep during the day and only get to go out at night.  None of that native-soil-of-the-homeland stuff, but they do have an allergy to sunlight causing severe inflammation.  They all have retractile fangs, mildly heightened senses, a level of enhanced physical prowess, and can see even in total darkness.

   There are three main tribes of vampires:  the Thessaloniki, the Constantines, and the Phrygians.  Each tribe is a different subspecies of vampire, similar in gross, but with a few differentiating details.

   Thessaloniki feed on what I think of as the living essence, the vitality of a human being, as well as any blood available.  Their primary characteristic is their level of extra-sensory powers.  They often have “feelings,” leading them to make lucky choices or avoid danger.  As they get older and more powerful, their daytime dreams become oracular, even precognitive.

   I think I might be a little jealous.  Or is that envy?  Whatever, Mary can see colors in the dark.  I have no idea how that works, unless… maybe her psyche has some sort of active sensory function, emitting energy in such a way it can interpret the reflection as mundane color.  On the other hand, maybe colors have a certain psychic resonance and she picks up on it.  I wish I could do that.  On yet another hand, if I didn’t have the monochrome vision, how would I tell if it’s bright, dark, or indifferent?

   That feathery tendril-touch of hers is also impressive.  With it, she can count the change in your pocket by feeling it.  In fairness, I could feel out the coins and work out what they were, kind of like putting your hand in your pocket and picking out which coin is which.  For her, it’s almost like seeing them.  While I can count the ridges around the rim of a coin with my tendrils, it would be like running a fingernail along the rim and counting them.  She puts a bit of her tendril’s feather-fluff in each ridge and spits out the answer.

   Constantines are less spiritual, requiring blood, only the blood, and ravenously consuming blood.  It can come from any source, though, which makes it possible to hide in human society.  The Constantines possess extraordinary physical attributes—strength, speed, and general toughness.  From the sound of them, they’re the sort of vampire you run over with your semi tractor-trailer and then drive away from quickly.  They’ll get up in a minute or two, hungry and pissed off.  And prepared to do something about both, possibly including running after the truck, jumping on it, and ripping their way through the cab to get to the driver.

   Phrygians are the most subtle and supernatural of the three tribes.  In terms of physical capabilities, they’re the closest thing to human.  Oh, they regenerate like an undead and have a mild enhancement in other physical respects, but not much else on the physical front.

   Fortunately for them, their powers are mostly the mystical sort:  temporary mental domination, the infliction of forgetfulness, that sort of thing.  Handy for sucking out a pint or two and leaving without anyone making a fuss about it.  I’m told they’re disturbingly good at it, once they make eye contact or touch their victim.

   Their big drawback, however, is the blood.  They require human blood, drawn directly from the human.  They consume the vitality, the spiritual essence of their victims as well, but they only do it by drinking blood directly from the flesh.

   I don’t know if I can do any of the Phrygians’ tricks.  I mean, I know I can target certain colors in someone’s spirit and drain the emotion that goes with it, I’m not so sure about erasing memories or forcing them to do my will.  Maybe I don’t practice it enough.  I also don’t feel any urge to start.

   Each tribe is loosely organized under two or three tribal chieftains whose main purpose, as far as I can gather, is to interview new prospective members.  The need for secrecy is well-understood and well-impressed on all the members of each tribe.  Aside from ecological reasons—unrestricted vampire population growth leading to food shortages—they’re mostly concerned with the problems of human technology.  Flamethrowers and high explosives, of course, but the occasional wooden stake through the heart is still an issue.

   Can’t say I blame them, really.

   The elders, or, rather, the Elders, are the eldest of each tribe.  They form an ultimate triumvirate that doesn’t rule, as such, but speaks on behalf of all the undead in the event something important comes to dark.  They seldom encourage anyone to take part in a war, for example, but they could… and having a few hundred vampires show up to the war—even for one night—could drastically alter its course.

   Mary, as a vampire, was about sixty years old.  Basically, she was an established member of the community.  Her progenitor, Horace, was over a century older.  This was expected, given the rule about not creating a new vampire until you were older and more stable.  She was his friend/lover/companion for about fifty years, then went off on her own.  She claimed it was a typical pattern.  Immortality means you can finally understand forever… and staying with someone forever starts to sound less and less like Heaven, more and more like Hell.

   Having spotted me, she was initially concerned about someone visiting from out of town.  It can be messy, not knowing where to get your breakfast, and she felt it important to be ready to cover for the new guy.  She also immediately noticed I wasn’t like any other vampire she ever met.  For one thing, I felt her touch.  For another, she could feel, as she put it, “an immense depth and power” inside me.  So she told Horace, and he, presumably, told Tony—the only three Thessaloniki in town.

   Now, though, she thought telling the Elders might be a good idea, since I was obviously old, bordering on ancient.  She had no idea what tribe I belonged in and that bothered her; it upset her worldview.  Firebrand reported she was worried I might be old enough to be a pre-tribe vampire, which would make me the oldest thing in the world.

   “Did you break out of a pyramid?” she asked, “or did someone trawl you up from Atlantis?”

   I didn’t feel like disillusioning her.  Besides, it might be useful to be the scariest vampire in town.  I don’t know; I’ve never had to deal with vampire politics before.  Keria doesn’t count.

   “No.  It’s a long story.”  There’s an understatement.  “On another subject, you have three total vampires in the region, right?”

   “Three Thessaloniki,” she corrected.  “I don’t know about the others.  We tend to associate with our own bloodlines than to mingle.  It’s mostly a matter of the type of people we pick to be our companions, really.  The elders of the city will know, of course.”

   “The Elders are in the city?”

   “No, the elders of the city.  The eldest of each tribe in a particular city or geographic region form a triumvirate over it.  They’re the local authority, you might say.  It keeps the real Elders from having to deal with everything on a night-to-night basis.”

   “Fair enough.  So, will one more well-behaved bloodsucker make a difference?”

   “I… I would have to ask Tony.  That is, Antonio.  He’s the Thessaloniki elder here.”

   “Okay.  I don’t want to make any trouble.  What I want is to live a quiet life, not bother anyone, and have my own little space all to myself.  Do you think that will be a problem?”

   “I wouldn’t think so, but I can’t give you a decision.  If it was up to me, I’d say it was okay, but…”

   “Right.  So, how do we ask Tony?”

   “I really can’t… that is, if I was to bring you to Tony, he’d be more than a little angry.  There are polite protocols for this sort of thing.  Bringing you with me would be like bringing a briefcase of plastique to a business meeting.  It might be completely safe, but its mere presence would make Tony unhappy.”

   “I suppose I can see that.  Okay, I tell you what.  How about you go talk to Tony?  I’ll stay here and deal with Powers—he and I have some unfinished business.  I’ll meet you somewhere.  How long will this take?”

   “I don’t know.  A night or two.”

   “All right.  Is there somewhere we can meet?”

   “Um.  How about the Gold Dome?  If I don’t have anything better to do, I like to hang out there.”

   “Where is that?”

   “You really aren’t from around here, are you?”

   “You would not believe how far from home I am,” I told her.  She cocked her head and almost asked, then visibly changed her mind.

   “It’s at the corner of Northwest twenty-third and North Classen.  I think it’s twenty-third.  I know how to get there; I don’t pay much attention to the street numbers.  It’s right around in there, anyway—you can’t miss it.  No, really.  You can’t.  The cabs know it by name; it’s a landmark.”

   “All right.  I’ll stop by there some evening soon and look for you.  Now, it’s getting late and I think I’m going to have to impress on Mister Powers the seriousness of my wishes.”

   “May I ask?”

   “Ask what?”

   “This is about Mark… Spotnits?”

   “Close enough.  Yes.”

   “You want him.”

   “Yes.”

   “As your personal property?”

   “In a manner of speaking, yes.  I intend to let him live his life without interference.  At present, someone seems to think firebombing his house is a way to protest Mark’s desire to change employment.”

   “I don’t mean to intrude, but does this involve organized crime?  It sounds like it, although I suppose it could be a gang thing.”

   “I believe it’s at least somewhat organized.  Powers is involved as middle or upper management, I think.  Mark might be involved at a gang level.  I’m not sure.”

   “And you’re new to this era and area?”

   “Yes,” I admitted.  She bit her lip uncertainly and hesitated.  She finally made a decision.

   “May I offer some advice?  I don’t want to presume,” she added, hastily.  “I would like to help, if you’ll allow me.”

   “I’m always eager to learn something new.  What’s your advice?”

   “Have you ever heard the phrase, ‘Go big or go home’?”

   “I believe I have, or something much like it,” I admitted.

   “Whenever I’ve had to deal with anyone in organized… hmm.  No, let me start over.  Do you play poker?  Or some other betting game where you can bluff?”

   “Yes.”

   “You know how sometimes you raise the bet so steeply your opponent has to either concede what he’s already put in or risk everything to match you?”

   “Yes.”

   “Do that,” she advised.  “It’s easy to let go a small stake, but it’s harder to give up a big investment.  Losing a little bit also won’t cost as much face, and everything with these people is face,” she told me.

   “Face?”

   “Reputation?  Public opinion?  Street cred?” she tried.  I nodded my understanding and she went on.  “To force one of them to do what you want requires you either bow so deeply they graciously grant your request, thus preserving and enhancing their face, or… or you have to make it clear to everyone it’s a case of force majeure.”

   “I’m not sure I understand.”

   “If someone kicks in your door, it’ll cost you face,” she explained.  “You have to do something about it; it’s an insult and you have to respond or others will think you’re weak.  If a tornado tears down your house, it doesn’t cost you face.  A tornado isn’t out to humiliate you or prove anything.  All you can do is pick up the pieces afterward.”

   I nodded, thoughtfully.  That made a certain amount of sense.

   “If I’m some guy being a pest, then the pest gets slapped.  If I’m a guardian demon, there’s nothing to be done but hunker down and hope I pass by.”

   “Yes… I think.”  She cocked her head, puzzled behind her domino mask.  “What’s a guardian demon?  I’ve heard of a guardian angel, but a demon?”

   “It’s sort of a joke.  A guardian angel sits on your shoulder and guards you from harm, right?”

   “Right.  Or so I assume.”

   “A guardian demon doesn’t guard you.  It punishes whatever hurts you.”

   “Oh,” she said, in a small voice.  I took it as my cue to depart in a moderately-theatrical way.  I kicked up into overdrive and left at eye-blurring speeds.  Thank goodness for the brick walk; I would never have managed it on grass without leaving huge gouges in the turf.

   The instant I was around the curve of the path, I slowed down; I really need to work up an inertia-reducing spell before doing the high-speed thing.  Do you have any idea how hard it is to make a turn at the speed of dark?  Especially when you weigh what I do?  One false step and I could skid like a motorcycle racer who lost not only his brakes but his wheels.  I corner like a fat kid on roller skates.  Apologies to any fat kids currently roller-skating, but I’m sure you can picture it.

   I made sure my aura of familiarity was still going and walked inside again.  The party was starting to break up, which suited me.  I explored a small music room while waiting for things to quiet down.  Then, still doing my best to blend in—one late guest is nothing to go bananas over—I made my way upstairs.

   Yep, Powers’ bedroom was upstairs.  I suspect he wasn’t married; the lady in the bed struck me as too young for him, but what do I know?  Technically, every woman outside a nursing home is too young for me.  He seemed quite disturbed when I drained her of vitality and she went unconscious.  Well, considering what she was doing at the time, I suppose he had reason.

   Freed from her distracting influence, he noticed me.  A stranger in the bedroom in such a situation is definitely beyond the limits of the spell.  He made an outraged sound and rolled over on the bed, toward a nightstand.

   I broke his forearm and held his wrist against the nightstand.  I clamped my other hand over his mouth to stifle the scream.  I was careful not to break anything but the arm.

   “Now you listen to me,” I told him, forcefully.  “I’ve changed my mind about moving along to the next guy up the ladder.  You’re rude, supercilious, and smug.  Now you are going to do a job for me.  You’re going to make arrangements so Mark Spotznitz gets to walk away from whatever the problem is.  It goes away or pieces of you go away.  Do you understand me?”  I let up on my grip over his mouth so he could answer.  He glared at me, breathing heavily.

   “You think because you break in here and threaten—” he began, but I thwacked him on the forehead with one finger, knocking his head back into the pillow and leaving a bruise.  While he was stunned, I reached into his mouth, grabbed a tooth at random, and pulled it out.  He started to scream again and I had to cover his mouth a second time, clamping one hand over his mouth and the other on the back of his neck.  I waited patiently for him to quit squirming and screaming.

   “That’s one piece,” I pointed out.  “You have a whole mouthful of pieces.  After the teeth, I’ll start on the toes.  So, by all means, feel free to argue some more.”

   He glared at me.  I could feel the blood in his mouth oozing into the palm of my hand.  I wondered how it felt to him.

   Go big or go home, Boss.

   Ah, yes.  Thank you for the reminder.

   No problem.  You keep him busy; I’ll listen in.

   “What we have here is a failure to communicate.  Let me introduce myself.  I’m the Dark.  And you should be very, very afraid of the Dark.  Why?  Because I’m not a human being.  I’m a monster that looks like a human being.”  I grinned.  Teeth help.  What really convinced him, though, was the tongue.  It’s easily a foot long, maybe eighteen inches—I haven’t measured it.  I ran the tip of my tongue along the bridge of his nose and up over the bruise forming on his forehead.  The bruise swelled and turned darker almost immediately—an effect of my blood-attracting nature?  Possibly.  I withdrew my tongue and went back to showing teeth.

   “Think of me as Mark’s guardian demon,” I told him.  “I can’t protect him.  I won’t even try to protect him.  Kill him anytime you feel the urge.  What I will do afterward is your problem.  I will inflict suffering and loss on anyone who causes him harm or distress.  Kill him and I’ll kill a hundred of you, as high up as I can find, before I simply walk away, whistling cheerfully, and go on about my business.  It will cost you at least a hundred times what it’s worth.  Can you understand that?”

   Powers nodded, slightly.  I let go of his face.

   “You have to understand,” he insisted, “I can’t do what you want.  Not that I won’t—I get it, you’re pissed—but it isn’t in my power.”

   “I’m not unreasonable,” I replied, and let go of his wrist.  “Keep talking.”  He cradled his broken arm to his chest with a wince.

   “It’s not up to me,” he continued.  “I can act as a go-between, since you’re so serious about it, but Henderson is the only one who can let a man go.  Spotznitz knows too much to walk.”

   “Like what?  No specifics; just in general.”

   “He’s been trusted.  He’s seen places and people and merchandise.  If he goes to the authorities, it could get hot all over the place, and heat rises.  If he walks away from us, he could also get pressure from Carlo to give up what he knows.  Then Carlo could push Henderson.  Cops or competition, it’s a chance Henderson won’t take.”

   “All right.  Things for you to tell Henderson—in private; I don’t want him feeling humiliated over this.” As I spoke, I picked up a piece of semi-abstract sculpture from a sideboard.  It was a silvery metal like chrome or polished aluminum.  It bent in my undead grip as I twisted; I played with it in a casual fashion, trying to make it look like an absentminded gesture.

   “What you tell him is what I already told you.  Explain to him about the Dark and guardian demons.  Then tell him I will burn down every piece of property he owns, kill everyone who works for him, destroy every business he has a finger in.  Think about that,” I instructed him.  “How many houses does he own?  Where are they?  How many warehouses?  What do they store?  How many businesses?  What to they sell?  If they were all to burn, what would be the financial damage?  If a building collapsed and the police showed up to examine the corpses of everyone inside, how would that affect business?  It’s food for thought.”

   Powers kept staring at the sculpture I was mangling.  Firebrand chuckled into my head and urged me to continue quizzing Powers while he was distracted.

   “Now imagine Henderson, himself.  How many people are directly under him?  Do you think I can find them?  And how many people are under them?  Consider everyone in that organizational tier.  If they all wound up dismembered and in a pile, would there be much mourning?”

   Good work, Boss.  This guy knows everybody.

   And I may need to know who they are.  And where to find them.

   Gotcha.

   “I’m not going to do this for any reason but spite,” I continued.  “Not to make money; not to take over.  For no reason at all but to ruin him and everyone associated with him.  I won’t go through the courts.  I won’t need a warrant; I won’t listen to a lawyer.  If he gets investigated in the process, I’ll kill his lawyer and any lawyer—every lawyer—that tries to defend him.

   “Convince him of the seriousness of this situation.  Do you think you can do that?” I finished, dropping the metallic knotwork on the bed.  Powers’ eyes were practically riveted to it.  I had to repeat my question.

   “Yeah, yeah.  I think I can do that.  Yeah.”

   “Good.”  I pocketed the pulled tooth.  “You’ve got a lot to do, but you can start in the morning.  You’ll want to get that arm seen to, I’m sure.”

   I turned my back on him and walked slowly to the bedroom door.  He didn’t go for the nightstand.  I didn’t hear him move at all; I think he was afraid to.  Nobody tried to stop me leaving, either.  A last party guest departing is well within the limits of the spell.  I walked away for a while before getting a cab and going home.

   





   





Sunday, November 1st 

    

   The Four-minus-one reported immediately after noon, presumably after church.  They had lists of things they would miss if they didn’t have a home.  Good lists, too; between them they hit pretty much everything.  You wouldn’t think kids would realize how important an oven is; they don’t do the cooking, but they listed it.  Most of their lists were things like that, part of a house.  Oven, yes, but also carpet, lights, electricity, toilet, bathtub, sink… They were thorough, I give them that.

   “So,” I asked, setting up a workbench and some power tools, “how much of that do you think Gary is going to need?”

   “All of it,” Edgar suggested.

   “Do you have anything you could spare?  Any of that you could give him?”

   “I don’t,” Luke said.  “Dad says I have to take care of my sneakers because they’re goddam expensive.”

   “Luke.”

   “Well, that’s what he says.”

   “All right.  But you don’t have to quote him.”

   “Oh.”

   “So, if we can’t get all this together, who can we get to help us?”

   “Our parents?” Patricia asked.

   “That’s a start.  Anyone else?”

   “Kids a school,” Edgar suggested.

   “Could be.  Anyone else?”

   “Teachers?” Luke asked, hesitantly.

   “Possibly.  They’d be good people to ask, certainly.  Anyone else?”

   They traded glances with each other, puzzled.  Thoughtful, but puzzled.

   “Do people ever knock on the door and ask for contributions to a charity?” I hinted.

   “Yeah,” Luke said.  “Dad says the… um.  He says they’d drain the… um.  There’s always… some… body… asking for money?”

   “Good work.  But you can’t go door-to-door asking for money.  We’re not an official charity.  We could put up a stand in Gary’s front yard, though.”

   “A lemonade stand?” Patricia asked.

   “We could sell lemonade,” I agreed.  “Whatever we make, we can save for him.  We could also have a sign asking for donations.  If people want to help, they can give stuff to you and you can keep it for him until he gets out of the hospital.  Anybody want to help me build a lemonade stand?”

   To judge by their response, that was the best idea since digital watches.  So we built a stand (I let them use the power tools under close supervision) and we painted a sign.  A few two-by-fours and some plywood and we were almost in business.  Luke and I carted it down to the yard while Patricia went home to mix lemonade and Edgar went home to get chairs.

   People on our street were soon greeted by the sight of a large lemonade stand with the sign: “House Fire!  Please DONATE!!!”  It’s not a through street, of course; it’s a cul-de-sac.  Still, it was a start.

   They manned the thing all day.  I took a couple of pictures with my skinphone and left them to it.  There was cybering to do—first, to various charities and relief organizations on Mark’s behalf, then to the local news agencies about the wonderful kids who decided to help.

   They were at it all afternoon and into the evening.  I brought them snacks and all the instant lemonade I had while checking up on them.  The rest of the time I was mixing concrete.  Special project.

   We didn’t have much by nightfall.  Mostly, it was canned goods and loose change.  Still, I stowed the loot at my house while they went home.  Their spirits were still good; they got something for their effort.  Not much, maybe, but there was tomorrow, after school!  I promised to look after the stand during the day.

    

   About eight-ish, well after dark, my chimes rang.  I answered the door and the gentleman on the porch snatched his hat off his head.

   “Master Smith?  Master Vladimir Smith?” he asked.  His English was excellent, but his accent sounded French.

   “Speaking.”

   “My name is Roland Etierre, and I’ve come to apologize.”

   “Etierre?  Oh.  I thought I told you to send a letter.”

   “Yes, sir; so you did.  Grandmother insisted on a personal touch.  She would have come, herself, but at her age,” he shrugged, “it did not seem feasible.”  He pulled out a thick, old-fashioned envelope, sealed with wax.  “I’ve brought the apology, sir, direct from her hand to yours, as she instructed.”

   “I suppose you had better come in,” I allowed, and held the door for him.  He wiped his feet on the mat and came in, still holding his hat and the envelope.  He didn’t sit down.

   “All right,” I told him.  “Say it.”

   He proceeded to give a speech, still holding his hat.  It was a good speech.  He explained how his sons, being somewhat local to the effect—in the country, at least—immediately rushed to investigate and, in an excess of zeal, upon discovering the house was empty, had intruded in a most inappropriate fashion.  The whole family was grateful at my restraint in the face of severe provocation and wished to make clear there was no animosity whatsoever—indeed, they felt themselves indebted to me, both for offending me in the first place and for letting the boys go.  (Apparently, other families have been known to be less tolerant of other magi tromping uninvited on their sacred ground, if that’s what they call it.)

   “I have to say,” I told him, “I haven’t heard an apology that impressive since… actually, I’m not sure anyone has ever apologized to me so well.  Good job.”

   “Thank you, sir.  Once again, I regret disturbing you, but it was the express wish of Grandmother to have this matter attended to with dispatch and with personal attention.  I trust you can see my dilemma?” he asked, shuffling his hat between his hands, slowly working around the brim.

   “No, but I gather it’s a troublesome one for you.  I won’t hold it against you.  You’re off the hook.  Your whole family is off the hook.  I accept your apology.  Won’t you sit down?”

   “I would love to, sir, but I’m afraid I must decline.  Grandmother’s health really is failing and I have to fly back to Avignon as quickly as possible.”

   “Oh.  I’m sorry on your behalf.  Avignon in France?”

   “Yes, sir.”

   “You left the bedside of your dying grandmother to come all this way to tender a formal apology to me?”

   “It was her wish, sir.”

   “If I hadn’t already forgiven you, I would now.  Is there anything I can do to help?”

   “I’m afraid not.  Not unless you know a ritual to undo old age.”

   “No… no, I don’t.  I’m sorry.”

   “There is one thing I need to ask, before I go.”

   “Sure.”

   “Roger tells me he dropped a box while he was in your home.  It’s a rather precious box.  If you’ve found it, I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

   “Yes, I have.  I presume you would like it back?”

   “If it’s not too much trouble, yes, sir.”

   “Certainly; it’s yours, after all.  One sec.”  I went off, found it, pulled out my hotwiring spells, and brought it back to him.  He accepted it with a little bow.

   “Now, if you’ll excuse me,” he asked, “I’m afraid I really do have to hurry.”

   “By all means.  I wouldn’t want to keep you from your grandmother’s bedside.  A pleasure to meet you and I would not be against meeting again.  Goodbye.”  I showed him out the door to the tune of a repeated thank-you and farewell.  Polite fellow, I thought.  Maybe I should be less grouchy about my personal space.  From everything I could see, he really did regret what he viewed as a terrible misunderstanding.

   Once he was gone, I built myself a chair.  A crude, heavy thing, but something I could lug down to the stand to sit on.  I put it in place, then took down my minimal Halloween decorations.  I wondered if Myrna had noticed—probably—and whether or not she would have anything to say about them—probably.  The candy bowl certainly noticed; most of it was missing.

   My magical zones were still charging, so there was nothing much to do with them.  Instead, I whipped up a flyer, printed several dozen, and cruised around to coffee shops, ATMs, and similar all-night places to post them.  Then I came home to mix and pour more concrete.

   





   





Monday, November 2nd 

    

   I manned the charity stand shortly after dawn.  The kids waved at me as they hummed off to school in their schoolbus-cab.  I gave them a thumbs-up in return.

   A number of people came by with contributions, including a guy who wanted to take pictures.  I explained I was only keeping the stand open while the proprietors were out.  It was their idea; all I did was donate some lumber and paint.  Anything anyone else wanted to give should be brought by after school if at all possible.  If it wasn’t possible, then yes, I would accept it—but if you can, please come back this afternoon!

   Most people could, including the guy who wanted pictures.  I suspect I’m not nearly so newsworthy as the kids.  Certainly not as photogenic, even though I show up in cameras and suchlike during the day.

   Susan went out of her way to be helpful; she kept me supplied with lemonade, hot tea, eggrolls, and flirting.  Olivia came with her on those trips and was overjoyed to see me.  I wound up baby-sitting to avoid the crying and screaming when Mommy wanted to take her home.  Fortunately, her afternoon nap coincided with Myrna showing up.  Susan took an exhausted Olivia home when Myrna arrived.

   I can’t prove the timing wasn’t a coincidence, but I have my doubts.

   “I see you’ve taken down the symbols from your doorway,” she noted.  Her voice was sweet and her expression cheerful, but there was a rebuke in there, anyway.

   “Well, yes.  I certainly wasn’t going to put them up all week, like some people,” I pointed out.  That seemed to take some of the wind out of her.  “They were only there to let the kids know it was okay to come get the candy.  Naturally, I took them down when the candy ran out.”

   “Do you know the origins of that superstition?”

   “Yep.  And if it earns me goodwill with a bunch of neighborhood kids instead of goblins and fairies, that’s good enough for me.”  Myrna was nonplussed at this idea.  I’m sure she wanted to go on about how it was catering to superstition, but I jerked the rug out from under her.

   “Well.  Good.  So, you’ve started a charity for Mark and his boy?”

   “Nope.  I’m minding the store for the kids who did.”

   “I beg your pardon?”

   “They asked me to keep an eye on their lemonade stand while they went to school.  I guess it comes with the territory when the kids know you’re a decent person.”

   “Then why wasn’t I informed?”

   I didn’t say what leaped to mind.

   “Informed of what?”

   “As the president of the neighborhood association, I feel I should be kept abreast of developments and plans along our street.  Don’t you?”

   “I didn’t know we had a neighborhood association.”

   “Yes, we do.”

   “Okay.”

   “Good.  I’ll expect to have a report on everything collected.”

   Suddenly, I’d had it with her.

   “Go to hell.”

   I couldn’t have shocked her more with a cattle prod.

   “What!?”

   “I’m sorry; language.  What I meant to say was, ‘No.  This is none of your business.’  My mistake.”

   “It most certainly is my business!  I’m responsible for everything on this street!”

   “Then why didn’t you stop the fire?” I queried.  “If you’re responsible, that is.”

   “That’s not what I mean!”

   “Oh.  Then why didn’t you put together a charity donation drive?  You’re responsible for that, at least.  Right?”

   “I had planned to discuss the matter with Mister Spotznitz when he was released from the hospital!”

   “Yes, I’m sure he’ll be in a mood to discuss it while he’s wondering about his next meal.”

   “Fred has made arrangements!”

   “I’m so glad you’re on the job,” I observed, drily.  “In the meantime, I’m expecting a reporter this afternoon.  If you have the authority to order the kids to tear down their stand and remove it, go ahead—I’ll let the news know you shut the kids down.  If you don’t have that authority, go away.”

   “You can’t order me to leave!”

   “You have a point.  It’s Mark’s property, not mine.  Feel free to stand there all day, if you like.”  I put my boots up on the stand and leaned back in my chair.

   “You just wait!  You can’t get away with this!”

   “Get away with what?” I countered.  “What, exactly, am I getting away with?”

   “This!”

   “I won’t get away with minding a charity stand for the neighborhood kids?”

   “You know what I mean!”

   “No, I’m afraid I don’t.  What am I getting away with?  I’m not making anything off this; I even donated to their charity drive.  Did you?”

   “That’s beside the point!”

   “That’s true.  Any lack of the virtue of charity is another matter entirely.  However, if you have some sort of objection, madam, I urge you to go pray about it.  And then, with the guidance of your faith and within the tenets of your religion, do the right thing.  I’m sure Fred will be behind you, right at your heel, every step of the way.  In fact, as soon as you explain it to everyone in the neighborhood, I’m sure they’ll all do the right thing.

   “I, for one, will be here.  Good day to you.”

   I laced my fingers behind my head and closed my eyes.  She kept trying to talk to me anyway.  I tried to emulate Bronze and pretended to be a statue.  I moved only to greet fresh contributors and explain the schedule.  We were making a pretty good haul even without the people who promised to come back.  Myrna eventually went away, hopefully to start some sort of fund-raising on her own.  I suspected there would be some hell-raising along with it, but Myrna wouldn’t see it that way.  People like her never do.

   When the Three got back from school they rushed right over.  Patricia took over the stand while Luke and Edgar helped me transfer our latest loot to storage.  I also got a five-gallon bucket, cut a hole in the lid like an oversized coin slot, and painted “Can you spare a dime?” on it.  We put it at one end of the stand.

   We were still moving stuff when Susan and a woman I didn’t know started setting up a table next to our stand.  Susan folded a posterboard sign reading “Bake Sale” into a sort of tent shape, hiding the words, and instead drew a big, black arrow on it.  She placed it on the folding table so it pointed at the bucket.  Then she and half a dozen other ladies started trotting out all sorts of home-baked goodies.  Velma’s cookies were especially tempting; nobody, but nobody, bakes like a grandmother.

   I barely had time to get formally introduced to the rest of the neighborhood ladies before the flood started.  I turned away people all day, telling them when the kids would have the stand.  It was the kids’ stand, not mine, and they should get the pleasure of accepting donations for their friend.  I didn’t expect anyone to actually come back.

   I was wrong.  I have been more wrong, but not often.  I’ve also been wrong about things I was very sad to be wrong about, but this wasn’t one of them.

   The people I turned away not only came back, they brought friends.  One guy, with an old gas-burning truck, not only returned with the furniture he tried to give me, but he also came back again with a second load.  We put two couches and three easy chairs—old, but still solid and comfortable—on the sidewalk and on the walk up to the now-missing door.  He drove the rest of it to the end of the street and we put it in my barn.

   The charity drive became a lawn party.  People came to drop things off, stayed for a bit, ate a cookie or a slice of cake, bought lemonade, and put money in the bucket before they left.  I discovered some people still use checkbooks, too; more than one check went into the bucket.  A number of people wanted to use their skinphones to load a digital stick.  I didn’t know they could do that, but I had a digital stick.  I put Edgar in charge of it; he parked himself at the end of the table with the coin bucket and held the stick up whenever someone walked past him.

   I think his serious, earnest expression earned us twice what the bucket did.

   Myrna showed up and took over the bake sale.  She didn’t change anything, but assumed a sort of authority over the yard and bossed the place.  Once again the center of attention, she was all smiles and good humor.  She didn’t speak to me or to the children, though.  I suspect the kids didn’t mind.  I know I didn’t.

   The picture-taker showed up—Elias Watson, a blogger and newsie, whatever a “newsie” is.  He took pictures of the kids at their stand, of the people lining up to help, everything.  He interviewed people, especially the kids, and, rather involuntarily, accepted Myrna’s press release.  He also wanted to know how long this was going to go on.

   “Gary gets out of the hospital tomorrow,” Luke told him.  “His Dad might get out by the end of the week.  We’ll stick until his Dad can collect his stuff.”

   News to me.  Nobody tells me anything.

    

   We finished moving the loot into the house and barn after it got dark.  I took a “bathroom break” around sunset—that took a while; sunsets seem longer on round worlds than flat ones—before coming back out to finish.

    I had to carry the bucket.  That’s a lot of loose change.

   My original thought for the evening was to head straight out to see if Mary was around.  Now, though, I had to deal with the aftermath of charity.  Fortunately, it’s not hard to find an automated coin-counter machine.  It put the total on our digital stick.  The same machine did the same with the folding money.  Checks were the hard part.  I totaled them up, deposited them in my own account, and consolidated it all.

   The accounting paperwork took a while, but I was done before midnight.

   I can calculate a cometary orbit or work out the equations of a new spell, but financial wizardry is still a mystery to me.  Oh, well.  That’s why I hire that sort of talent.

   After some consideration, I’ve decided tomorrow night should go more quickly.  The first flood will hopefully taper off over the rest of the week and be less of a job to tally up.  I’ll stay in tonight and try to finish my concrete project.

    

   Mixing concrete in an Oklahoma thunderstorm is not rewarding.  I moved everything into the barn and grumbled back at the weather.  It didn’t seem to care.

   Well, there’s always my ruthenium and iridium experiments.  I went into the house to play with electricity and space.

    

   Footnote:  Oklahoma storms are quite capable of knocking out even modern power lines.  This is not helpful when you’re in the middle of a project to warp space or build an electromagical transformer.  You’d think they would have figured out a way to prevent that by now.

   Maybe I should look up the local gods and see if the one in charge of weather is ticked off at me.  I’m not sure what I could have done, though.

   I guess I can practice brooding darkly in my lair.  It’s something I’m supposed to be good at, after all.  Have to keep up the standards, right?

   You could have a nap, Boss.

   “What for?”

   You haven’t slept in a long time.  Plus, you do that whole psychic visions thing when you relax your brain.

   “See, now, that’s kind of the reason I don’t want to.”

   Psychic dreams?

   “Relaxing my brain.”

   I don’t get it.

   “I’ve recently had a good look at the nastiness my conscious mind sits on top of.  I’ve had enough of it to last a lifetime.  I’d rather not let it out.”

   But you’re immortal, Boss.

   “I know.”

   Don’t you need to sleep?  I mean, eventually?  Elves are immortal and they sleep.  Even dragons sleep.  We’re famous for it.

   “Dragons are famous for burning things and eating everything else.”

   That, too, Firebrand agreed, smugly.  But dragons also sleep for ages.

   “Good.  But I don’t know that I ever actually need to sleep.”

   Maybe you should try.  You might notice a difference.  Maybe not, but you could do that whole experimenting thing you love so much.

   “And let my personal demons loose in my mental study?  No, thank you.”

   Suit yourself.  Thought I ought to mention it.  Although, if the personal demons are all you’re concerned about, Bronze and I can keep an eye on things.

   “Maybe later.  Right now, the idea of sleeping and letting my subconscious mind run wild makes my skin crawl.”

   I thought that was snakes, not vampires? Firebrand asked, doubtfully.

   “Shed.  Snakes have their skin shed, not crawl.”

   Oh, right.

   “I thought you were once a dragon.”

   Not the same thing, Boss.  Dragons don’t shed their skins.

   “They don’t?  Then how do they grow?”

   Our skins and scales get bigger, too.

   “But what if you lose a scale?”

   They grow back, of course.  Why?

   “I thought they left a bare patch if knocked off.”

   For a while, yeah.  A couple of years, maybe.

   “Shows what I know.  Thanks for setting me straight.”

   Anytime.  Want to get back to brooding, now?

   “I do need the practice.”

   





   





Tuesday, November 3rd 

    

   I manned—well, monstered—the stand shortly after sunrise.  Fred was already there, bundled up against the change in weather and sipping hot coffee from a thermos.  He waved as I approached and moved from my big chair to one of the folding ones.  The air was cold and the ground was wet; his chair sank a little in the yard.  That was one reason I built the big one.  It had a large, flat footprint and was unlikely to sink significantly even under my weight.

   “Morning, Fred.”

   “Morning, Vlad.  Coffee?”

   “No, but thanks; I get up early for a hearty breakfast.”

   “I wish I had.  How was your night?”

   “Busy.  I’m no accountant.”  I decided not to mention the power outage; it was much later.  Most people probably slept through it.  I settled into my chair.  “Nice to see you here.”

   “Yes.  About that…” he trailed off.  I put my feet up and relaxed.  He’d get to it when he got to it.  It took him the space of a long, awkward silence to sort out what he wanted to say.

   “You’re probably wondering,” he began, “why I’m here this morning.”

   “Nope.”

   “No?” he asked, surprised.

   “I figure Myrna put you up to it.”

   “I suppose, looked at in a certain light… yes.  In a way.  You’re not wrong, but I’m not sure you’re right, either.”  He sighed, the very picture of a man with troubles.  “Vlad, can I ask a favor?”

   “Sure, Fred.  Larry still has my ladder.”

   “What?  No, not that.  It’s about Myrna.”

   “Oh.  The shovel is in the barn.”

   “That’s not what I meant,” he said, somewhat sharply.  I guess he had cause.  “I’m talking about the way you spoke to her yesterday.”

   “What about it?”

   “She’s my wife, Vlad.  Now, I admit I only heard her side of it.  She says you were insufferably rude.”  He held up a hand as I took a breath.  “I know—she’s easily offended.  She can also come across as bossy and rude, herself.  Do you think I don’t know it?  I’ve been married to her for fourteen years, Vlad.”

   “Huh.  I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

   “What I’m trying to get at is I know she can be a pain, but she means well.  Usually, she does good things around the neighborhood… in her busybody way, of course.”  He sighed.  “I do my best to keep everyone’s feathers down when she rubs them the wrong way.”

   “Maybe you’re not doing her a favor,” I suggested.

   “What do you mean?”

   “Maybe it would be better if she did get snapped at a few times.  She might adjust.”

   “Perhaps.  But… look, Vlad, can I ask you to keep a secret?”

   “Okay.”

   “I need your promise never to speak of it,” he insisted.  Now I was interested.

   “Very well.  I promise.”

   “There’s a reason Myrna is so… so…”

   “Intrusive?  Snoopy?  Overbearing?”

   “Not quite the words I wanted, but not unjustified,” Fred admitted.  “Thing is, she needs something like that to do.  A cause, a project, whatever you want to call it.”

   “Oh?”

   “She can’t have children, Vlad.”

   “Oh.”

   “She… I guess she kind of makes up for it by trying to be a surrogate mother authority-figure to everyone around her.  It’s not that she’s trying to make your life miserable—far from it!  She wants everything to be perfect in her neighborhood.  And she wants to make it so herself, to be the person to do that.”  He paused to sip at his coffee.  “I’m probably not explaining this too well.”

   “I think you’re doing a fine job.  And I think I get it.”

   Well, damn.  I’m discovering all sorts of hidden depths to people.  First, Mark isn’t merely an unwashed, beer-guzzling, child-abusing single father; he’s a loyal friend with some metal in his backbone who, when the chips are down, will change his whole life around for the sake of his son.  Now Myrna, the neighborhood busybody and gossip, is trying to find some sort of substitute for motherhood by being involved in everyone’s life.  The fact both of them offend me is still relevant, but being offended doesn’t, by itself, make me right.

   How do you despise someone when you understand and empathize with their reasons?  What happened to the old days when I could despise people for being unpleasant and let it go at that?  Is it a difference in the cultures, the worlds, or is it me?

   “That’s why I’m here this morning,” Fred continued.  “She was really hurt by your comments—whatever they were.  No, don’t tell me.  I’m sure she deserved every word.  Still, it hurt her feelings, and now she’s determined to be involved in the kids’ project.”  He finished the cup and screwed it back into place on his thermos.  “If you insist, I’ll go home, but it would make her feel better if you’d let me stay.”

   Great.  I’m surrounded by decent people.  What am I doing in this neighborhood?

   “Can’t kick you to the curb, Fred,” I told him.  “It’s not my lemonade stand.  It belongs to a bunch of neighborhood kids.”

   “I think I understand,” Fred replied.  “I’ll just sit here for a while, then.  If you need a break, I’ll keep an eye on it for you.”

   “Thanks for the help.  I’d be glad to have someone I can trust.  Remember, we tell people to come back so the kids can collect it, if possible.  We’ll take it, whatever it is, if they insist they can’t come back, but anyone who can come by after school should do so.”

   “We’ll lose contributions that way,” he pointed out.

   “We might, but anyone who does come back will make the proprietors happy.  It’s not about maximizing collections.  Those three need to do something for their friend.  That’s what this is about.  So we lose a few donations—big deal.  We’re not a business, trying to meet expenses.  We’re helping kids who feel helpless learn they aren’t.”

   “Are you sure you’re not religious?” he asked, chuckling.  “You might make a fine preacher.”

   “I don’t have to be religious to recognize a good deed when I see one.  They’re generally the things that startle me; I don’t see them all that often.  And these kids are quite startling.”

   “Fair enough.”

   We sat there together and waved back at the Three as they rode off to school.  After that, I left the stand in Fred’s care and went home to my spacewarp bench model.

    

   I think I’m on the wrong track.

   My original idea was that pre-stretching the fabric of space it would make it easier to open a magical gateway in that zone.  To use a water metaphor, it would be like stirring the water by hand to get it moving before starting the whirlpool generator.  That’s what it looks like through a gate, anyway.  It’s not unreasonable to think along those lines.

   It doesn’t seem to work that way.  I’m using a couple of cardboard toilet-paper rolls as gates.  They’re easy to write on and small enough to be relatively cheap on the magical front.

   Yes, I use toilet paper.  There are also children around who occasionally need to use the bathroom immediately, rather than go all the way home.  As for my own biological waste, the less said the better.  Trust me on this one.

   The target gate faces a lamp so it’s easy to tell when they form a connection.  Every time I’ve tried to open my tiny point-to-point gates with a warp magnet on, it’s taken more power than I expected, not less.  I think there’s something fundamentally flawed with my hypothesis.  Maybe I need stabilized space to open a gate, rather than weakened space?  If so, the experiments aren’t a total loss.  Maybe iridium warp magnets could be used to defend an area from that sort of magical intrusion.

   Wait a minute.  What if I made a miniature gate out of iridium?  Would it be a better material to make a gate out of?

   I think I need to get some more iridium.  No, I need to order some iridium already made into rings; iridium is one of the hardest elemental metals.  I’ll get someone else to do the heavy lifting on forming it.

   The ruthenium is another story.  I’m moderately optimistic about using it as a transformer coil.  I only have one ingot, but if I treat it like an electrical transformer, it emits a magical field, not a magnetic one.  This produces a detectable level of power.

   This could be the key to producing magical energy from other energy sources.  Technomagical devices?  Enchanted technology?  Maybe.  All I know is the potential is there.  I’ll start fiddling with the ingot and see if I can enhance the transformative properties by putting spells on the metal.  If so, I could be on to something big.  I could go to a non-magical world and have a way to make the magical energy I need to get out of it!

   Which brings me to my cosmological questions.  I already have the idea that universes can be ranked, or stacked, in a sort of trickle-down diagram based on their magical potential.  High-magic universes are higher up; low-magic universes lower down.  Using magical energy in one universe causes a portion of that power to flow downward into a lower-magic universe, which is how magic can accomplish work.

   How does the warping of space affect that?  Another question:  are all universes of similar magical potential—all of them on the same level in that hypothetical ranking—similar in other ways?  If a universe has an arbitrary magic rating of six, is it the only one with that exact rating?  Or could there be a whole layer of the diagram with a dozen, or hundreds, or an infinite number of exactly magic-rating-six universes?

   I really need to build a gate.  A highly efficient gate, one I can use for experiments without exhausting my magical budget for a month.  As it is, the warp magnets will not help with that.

   I started dissecting the gate spell itself, then.  It’s a highly-complex spell with… forgive me, but I’m going to have to use a computer metaphor.  If a spell is a program, then a gate spell has tons of subroutines.  I would expect it to, naturally.  It has to handle all sorts of different things to work correctly.  It has to be able to lock on to a destination.  It has to adjust to the different shapes of two gates—you don’t want to find your shape warped by going through a round gate and coming out a rectangular one, for example.  You’d look like a funhouse mirror victim.  Gates also have to adjust for relative velocities; a gate from one universe to another, for example, has to let you come out normally at the other end, not traveling at some ridiculous speed in a random direction.  All sorts of stuff.

   There are innumerable subroutines like that.  Most of which, to be honest, I don’t know what they do.

   I think it’s time to stop cutting-and-pasting when I cast the spell and start learning how to build one—learning how it works, and why it works, rather than how to operate it.

   This is going to take a while.

    

   I made it back to the charity stand before school let out.  There was another pile of loot to haul away, so I got started on that, putting anything that wouldn’t mind the cold out in the barn.  I also emptied the cash bucket.  Susan helped me move stuff.  She came by the house earlier, when she saw Fred holding down the stand, but I didn’t answer the door.  I made a note to put another doorbell downstairs; if I’m concentrating, I don’t hear it down there.  Maybe I should get a link to my skinphone.  I’ll have a word with Diogenes.

   That feeling of being watched came back and haunted me for a while.  There were plenty of people around, but no one paid me any special attention.  Still, my paranoid feeling persisted.   I didn’t see a scrying spell, but that doesn’t mean there wasn’t one, only that I didn’t find one.  Someone with a technological spying setup?  A drone?  No, I didn’t see one, and they don’t make invisible drones.

   Well, phooey.  Maybe they do.  I’ll have to look it up.

   Could there be a spell on me?  Or could Sparky be watching me, somehow?  I doubted there was a spell on me.  Once alerted and actively searching, I would notice—or Firebrand or Bronze would.  But I don’t know the mechanism by which energy-state beings do anything.

   I went down into the basement and stood in the Ascension Sphere.  The feeling of being watched stopped the moment I stepped over the line.

   Well.  What does this tell me?  First off, I’m not imagining it.  It’s magical, whatever it is, and it doesn’t produce a visual distortion near me.

   This does not comfort me.

   I stepped out of the Sphere and waited.  The feeling did not return.

   Okay, so, it’s broken when I step into an Ascension Sphere.  Either the Sphere eats the spell or it breaks the target lock.  How do I find out which?  Considering what I have to work with, I don’t.

   I hate that.

   Other than that, the afternoon and evening were similar to yesterday.  There was less in the way of baked goods, more along the lines of hot drinks.  We still had a wave of people wanting to give stuff away.

   Maybe I’ve spent too long being a suspicious and unpleasant person.  Or too much time with my own inner demons.  I’m not used to this… this… unbridled generosity.  Oh, sure, the things we’re getting are mostly small or old—a couple cans of soup, or someone’s spare shoes, a quilt from the back of the closet, or the couch that’s been in the garage for the last two years.  But people are making an effort to scrounge up this stuff and actually bring it.  They’re not saying “Oh, wow, sucks to be them.”  They’re doing something.

   I’m surprised.  I’m not sure what that says about me.  Nothing good, I’m sure.

    

   Tallying up the loot went much more quickly with Fred helping.  I get the impression he’s part accountant.  Then again, he’s a preacher; they take up a collections.  I suppose he should be good at this sort of thing.  Of course, now I have a mental image of him dumping all the collection plates into a big chest in some back room and raking his hands through it, laughing like a pirate who just unearthed a treasure, gold and jewels running through his fingers.  This is totally at odds with Fred sliding checks and bills across his skinphone to scan them into an accounting application.

   I did the lifting and carrying, he did the counting.  We were done in nothing flat.

   Thankfully, this meant I had time to go out for the night.  I double-checked my humanity in the basement—I can’t see myself in a mirror, but I can cast a scrying spell.  I do show up in those.  With a little makeup touch-up, I was ready to go to town.

   The Gold Dome was, like it says on the label, a gold-colored geodesic dome.  Truth in advertising at last.  It was built onto, or had built onto it, a more regular, one-storey structure, square, toward the back.  It wasn’t exactly a restaurant, but it wasn’t a bar with a dance floor, either.  Somewhere in the middle… maybe a nightclub, in the old-fashioned sense?  Dinner, a singer, dancing, maybe a show of some sort, all that in one spot.  That seems closest.

   The place was busy.

   There was a single-room structure serving as both entryway and kennel for the guard dogs—excuse me; the head waiter and the bouncers.  I should have dressed more formally than my usual jeans and shirt, but at least I remembered to wear a jacket.  I think the jacket did it; it was a nice jacket.  That gave me the chance to buy a membership at a ridiculous price.  The head waiter looked down at me from behind his podium—he was at least four inches shorter than I, but he managed.  He sniffed as though I needed a shower.  Eventually, he summoned one of the lesser waiters to show me to a tiny table at one end of the bar, by the toilets.

   It was a bit crowded, but what can you do when you’re popular?  It was a nice place, otherwise.  The lighting was dim but not dark, slightly augmented by a bottled candle on each table.  Nicely intimate.  The chairs were comfortable, the sound system subtle, and the clientele seemed more interested in having fun than in getting drunk.  Unlike the underground rave, this wasn’t trying to give me vampiric seizures.  I liked it.

   Given there were minimal drugs in use and only moderate alcohol, the spirit of the place had a healthy, vital flavor to it, too.  Maybe that’s why Mary liked it.  I thought it was tasty, too.

   I sat at my table and uncoiled tendrils, spreading them invisibly through the great room.  I didn’t drain the vitality out of anyone; that wasn’t the point.  People walked through them without so much as a sudden chill.  No, I was searching for Mary.  I could spot her through a mile of night, but there was a crowd to look through and eyes sharp enough to draw blood are not the same as x-ray vision.  Although, a spectrum-shifting spell could let me see x-rays; it’s not a terribly power-expensive spell… but then I’d be looking through a sea of mist-shrouded skeletons.  Not really an improvement.

   If I brushed her with a tendril, however, it would be like swimming in the ocean and brushing against a shark.  Nevermind that I’m a shark, myself; it’s something you notice.

   After five or ten minutes, I was fairly sure she wasn’t there.  Maybe she wasn’t there yet.

   “Sir?”

   I diverted my attention to the waitress.  She smiled at me and put down a glass of water.  She probably wanted to take my order.

   “I’m sorry.  Lost in thought.”

   “Do you need a minute?”

   “Actually, I’m really waiting for a friend of mine, a lady named Mary Thessa-something.  I have a terrible time pronouncing it.  She’s a regular here, I believe.  She was supposed to meet me.”

   “I’m sorry, but I don’t know anyone by that name.  Would you like something while you wait?”

   “How about a cup of coffee?

   “Coming right up.”

   The waitress breezed away.   I sat back to enjoy the ambiance.  It really was a nice place.  Maybe a little noisy, but that was probably my hearing.  Everyone seemed to be having a good time.  I practiced patience and waited for my meeting.  I’m the new guy in town, after all; I suppose I should have the decency to check in with the local vampire community.  If I’d known there was such a community, I’d have checked in before buying the house!

   Blending in can be so troublesome.  I hope I don’t have to move.  I feel all settled down.

   Still, I searched the menu on the off chance they had something subtly vampiric on it—maybe the place was owned by a vampire and had a “Bloody Mary Special” or something.

   Hmm.  Mary.  Bloody Mary.  Coincidence?  Probably.  She wasn’t old enough to be the originator of the drink.  On the other hand, one of her predecessors might.  I wonder what the actual origin of the drink is?  Maybe I should look it up, sometime.

   The waitress slid a cup and saucer onto the table, along with a small container of cream and packets of sugar.  Real sugar, I noticed, not the synthetic stuff.

   The menu itself was one of those leather folders with little pockets to hold the corners of the parchment-like paper.  The actual dishes leaned toward what I think of as “real food.”  That is, nothing soy-based, vat-grown, or artificial.  Everything was actually grown the way Nature intended, either picked off the plant or cooked right on the bone.  I wondered how they could stay in business.  They didn’t list the prices, which meant the prices might cost you your appetite.  If you can afford to be here, then the price of your meal should be immaterial.  Apparently, the membership fee wasn’t the only thing with too many zeroes.  Some of that must be inflation and the economy, but still…

   Nope, nothing hinted at being outside the range of human food.  I closed the folder and put it away.

   The candle blazed white.  I put the saucer on top of it until it dimmed and went out.  The last thing I needed was a conversation with a fire-goddess-thing in a crowded restaurant.  It’s embarrassing.

   The candle didn’t light again when I removed the saucer.  I put it back under the coffee and pretended to sip the stuff while I watched the room.  It’s more fun to watch a crowd, somehow, when they’re bright things.  When it’s hard to see the outsides, they seem like spiritual beings, moving strangely around each other.  I don’t know what it is, but a crowd seems almost to have a life field of its own, a vitality that is linked to, yet separate from, the individuals.  Energy moves from one person to the others, back and forth, up to the singer on the stage, back down to the listeners, and circulates.

   How amazingly subtle.  I never noticed that before.  Maybe that’s what Mary was after at the rave, rather than anything from individuals.

   A slight dissonance in the crowd attracted my attention.  An elderly man was at the bar, apparently arguing with the bartender.  While such an argument would hardly attract attention under normal circumstances—there’s always someone who’s grumpy about something—the strange patterns of the elderly fellow were noteworthy.  He seemed agitated and upset, but the way he was upset seemed… strange.

   I moved closer to examine him unobtrusively, and to hear pick out his voice from the ambient noise.

   “Sir, I’m going to tell you again, we don’t have any flowers.”

   “What kind of a place is this?  I’ve been giving my wife flowers for forty years at our anniversary dinner.  Why aren’t they here?”

   “Sir, this isn’t a flower shop!”

   “But I ordered them!” he insisted.

   At closer range, I could see his confusion.  I don’t know what he was thinking, but he seemed to feel that there should be flowers.  The bartender wasn’t a florist, but, somehow, in his mind, a florist should be involved.  Was he drunk?  No, that’s pretty obvious in Vamp-O-Vision.  Confused, yes, but not drunk.

   The bartender was reaching the limits of his professional cool.  Fair enough; he’s not paid to deal with this kind of thing.  On the other hand, a quick look around—from a standing vantage, rather than a sitting one—showed me a small table with a worried elderly lady and an empty chair.  A suit stood nearby; he watched the interplay at the bar with a keen expression, but he couldn’t hear what was going on at that distance.

   “Excuse me, sir?” I interrupted.

   “What do you want?” the old man snapped.

   “Flower delivery, sir.  We need to know which table they go to.”

   “The—oh.  Um.”  He turned and his gaze wandered around the room, searching.  He pointed.  “There.  That’s our table.”

   “Very good, sir.  We’ll have them there before the end of dinner.”

   “You’d better,” he mumbled, and headed off to his table, confusion still swirling in his spirit, damped somewhat by satisfaction.

   “Barkeep?”

   “Yes, sir?”  He sounded relieved.

   “What’s up with the old guy?”

   “I don’t know.  Old people get a little crazy, sometimes.”  He shrugged.

   “Fair enough.  Is there someone here who handles… hmm.  Who would take care of unusual guest requests?”

   “Georges.  He’s the assistant manager.”

   “Very good.  Could you send him to my table, please?”

   “Of course, sir.”

   I sat down at my table and pretended to sip coffee.  It wasn’t easy to see the older fellow, but I had an intermittent line of sight on his wife.  She seemed quite happy.

   Mary came into the room, dressed for a society dinner and accompanied by a smiling gentleman in black tie.  I was acutely conscious of them since they both felt like the metaphorical sharks swimming through the ocean of life around me.  They sensed me about as quickly, obviously on the alert.  By the time they actually reached me, I had returned the menu to the waitress and placed my palms on the tabletop.  I smiled, but didn’t show teeth.

   “Good evening,” he offered.  They stood near the table, close enough to talk, but without crowding.  I noticed he had dark hair, bright blue eyes, long fingers, broad shoulders.  He could have been an Hellenic wrestler or a concert pianist.  Judging by his looks and his speaking voice, he might manage lead singer in a rock band without too many problems, either.

   Why are so many vampires devilishly good-looking?  You’d think there would be more average-looking people, but with charming personalities.  I know there are some average-looking people with socially inept personalities.  One, anyway.

   But why the preponderance of beauty?  Is it an immortality thing?  Pretty things should be preserved?  Or does vampirism add something indefinable to ones features and form?  Am I more handsome and exotic than I think?

   I would think vampires, of all people, would learn to value personality over appearance.  Then again, personality changes over time; the appearance stays pretty much the same.  Maybe the really old fangsters know something I don’t on this.  I’ll figure it out eventually, assuming.

   “Good evening to you,” I replied.

   “My, but it’s dark in here,” he continued.  “Would you mind if we joined you?”

   “Not at all,” I replied, picking up on the emphasis.  Did Mary overhear my conversation with Powers?  Maybe.  She might have asked around the party guests to try and find out my name.  “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

   He slid into the seat opposite me and clasped his hands together on top of the table, smiling.  He showed teeth.  I smiled back at him the same way.  Mary sat to my left, miniature purse-thing on the table, fingers laced under her chin.  In that pose, she reminded me of Audrey Hepburn in… oh, what was that movie?  Breakfast At Tiffany’s, that was it.

   “I’m Antonio Corbano, Thessaloniki, and I believe you have already met Mary.  It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.  Have you had dinner?”

   “No, but I’m not especially hungry right now.  And Mary and I have not been formally introduced.  I was under the impression her last name was Thessaloniki.”

   “I’m sorry,” she apologized, sounding contrite.  “The, ah, circumstances weren’t ideal.  Mary Lambert, of the Thessaloniki.”

   “Mary Lambert?” I asked.  “As in ‘Mary had a—’”

   “Please don’t,” she interrupted.

   “I’d imagine it was tempting to get married if only to put a stop to that,” I observed.

   “You have no idea,” she agreed, wearily.

   “You haven’t changed it in assuming a new identity…?”

   “It’s not time for that, yet.  It’s easier to alter records than manufacture them.  Give it another fifty years and I’ll have inherited everything from myself.”

   “Oh.  It sounds as though you’ve got a system all worked out.”

   “Of course.”

   “Halar?” Antonio asked.  “I understand you wanted to discuss something?”

   “Yes, of course.  To business.  I’d like to know if the area can stand to have another member of the club, so to speak.”

   “You’re thinking of settling here for a time?” he asked.

   “Thinking, yes.  I don’t want to step on the toes of any blood relations,” I said.  Antonio chuckled at that.

   “Blood relations.  I like that one.  But, really, I don’t know anything about you.  Mary told me what she could, of course, and I did some checking, but you’re something of an enigma.”

   “Not a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma?” I joked.  He and Mary both shot searching gazes in my direction.

   “I was told you hadn’t been up and about all that long,” he half-asked, glancing at Mary.  “Is that from the last time you were ‘around’?”

   “I read it somewhere,” I told him, which was the truth, although not all of it.  “A man named Churchill, I believe.”

   “Yes,” Antonio agreed.  “I never met him, but I respected him as a statesman.”

   “I would have liked to meet him,” I said, honestly.  “One moment, please.”

   A tallish fellow in a black suit arrived at the table.

   “I am Georges, the assistant manager in the Gold Dome.  Miss Lambert, Mister Corbano.  It’s a pleasure to have you with us again.”

   “It’s a pleasure to be here, Georges,” Tony replied.

   “I understand there’s a special request?”

   “That would be me,” I offered.  “Halar Smith.”

   “Mister Smith,” he said, inclining his head.  “How may the Gold Dome be of service?”

   “Are you familiar with the elderly couple over there?” I nodded toward them.  He glanced over.

   “I am, sir.”

   “The gentleman seems to be under the impression he ordered flowers for his wife of forty years on their anniversary.  He seemed a bit confused to me—maybe he’s having a bad night.  I doubt they would be out in public if he was always in such a state.  I think it would help him greatly if he saw his wife receive flowers—on his behalf.  Could you please arrange for an emergency delivery of an anniversary arrangement before their dinner is over?”

   “Certainly, sir.”

   “My tab,” I added.

   “You may leave it in my hands,” Georges assured me.  He bowed slightly to us and vanished to wherever waiters go.

   “That was exceptionally kind of you,” Antonio observed.

   “It’s only money.”

   “No,” Mary denied, “it isn’t.”

   “What I meant was that money is useful, but it’s not really all that important.”

   “That’s not what I meant, either,” Mary replied.

   “Oh.  Good.  I think.”

   “It was still kind of you,” Antonio affirmed.  “So, tell me a bit about yourself.  Where are you from?”

   “My people lived in caves,” I told him.  “I doubt anyone alive could find them.  My tribe, if you want to call it that, were the Karvalens.”

   “I’ve never heard of them.”

   “I’m not surprised.”

   “But your tribe… do you mean your mortal tribe?”

   “In the sense the tribe was composed of mortals, yes; I was their leader… chieftain… their king, yes; that’s it.”

   “But what tribe of blood do you claim?”

   “I don’t.  All that is news to me.  I’ve never heard of it.  As far as I know, we didn’t have tribes when I was… well, you know.”

   Antonio frowned.  I obviously added to his troubles.  He and Mary exchanged glances again.  They didn’t like it.  Rather, Antonio didn’t like it in any way.  Mary seemed to find it more exciting than disturbing.

   “Is that a problem?” I asked.

   “Not exactly,” Antonio assured me.  “Or, rather, only for me.”

   “If I’m being inconvenient, I’ll help however I can.”

   “It’s not your fault; it’s you.”

   “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

   Antonio sighed, a purely theatrical gesture for a creature that does not need to breathe.  Then again, sometimes I sigh, too; I also sometimes pause to take a few deep breaths.  It may not be necessary, but I feel better afterward.  Reflex?  No, not reflex.  Maybe it’s a learned behavior.  But there it is.

   “Maybe we should go somewhere else to talk,” he suggested, finally.  “This is fine for a… an interview, but I’d rather not discuss everything here.”

   “Sure.  I didn’t see anything on the menu for me, anyway.”

   I paid at the bar and we left the Gold Dome.  He led us past the cabs sitting out front and around to the parking lot.  Several private vehicles, mostly electric, stood in ranks.  His was a practical-looking cross between a land rover and a van—sporty-looking, but mostly a comfortable people-carrier.  The interior was more like a cozy room than a car.

   He took the driver’s seat while I held the door for Mary and handed her in.  He touched icons on the guidance system while I took my seat.  As the thing hummed out of the parking lot, I saw a drone land with a florist box slung underneath it.  Excellent.

   “Now,” he began, swiveling his seat to face me.  We all faced each other while the vehicle did the driving.  “Let me try and explain our problem.  You’re obviously unreasonably old.  That means some noses are going to get out of joint if I’m the one who welcomes you to the city.”

   “I’m sorry, both for your difficulties and for the fact I don’t understand them.  Why would it matter who welcomes me?  As long as there’s room for me, that is.  Is population pressure the problem?”

   “Oh, I’d say there’s room.  Oh-kay-cee could handle dozens more if they observed proper feeding protocols.  That’s always the troublesome part.  We try to stay out of the light, as I’m sure you understand.”

   “Of course.”

   “My problem isn’t the fatalities.  It’s the politics,” he sighed.  He had my instant sympathy.  I hate politics, too.  It’s one of the many reasons I’m such a lousy king.

   “There are three tribes, and you’re the sort-of leader of yours, right?”

   “Yes.  See, you don’t belong in any tribe.  If I welcome you to the city, then, by default—and I hate to bring this up, but you do understand we have some rules?”

   “I had a vague notion, but Mary and I didn’t get into it.  She’s the only person I’ve discussed this with.”  Mary nodded at that.

   “We didn’t have a long talk about that,” she pointed out.  “I would have explained the requirements, but…”

   “I quite understand,” Antonio empathized.  “You had every reason to be frightened.”

   “With reminds me,” I interrupted.  “Mary, I’m sorry.  I apologize for frightening you.  I shouldn’t have.  It wasn’t nice, nor was it polite.  I don’t want to frighten you, and I’ll do what I can to make you feel at ease.  Please forgive me.”

   The two of them stared at me for a number of seconds.  A light rain started, pattering on the windshield and roof; the wipers came on automatically.

   “Do you really mean that?” Mary asked.

   “Of course.”

   “Then I accept your apology.”

   “Thank you.”  I turned to Antonio.  “Please excuse me.  You were saying about the rules?”

   “Yes… yes, I was.  If I invite you in, then you follow the rules of our Elders, and you’re under the authority of the Thessaloniki.  Normally, if I was counseling someone about whether or not to make a new Thessaloniki, the Elders would wave a hand and tell me to deal with it.  In the rare event a Constantine or a Phrygian wanted to be adopted into the tribe—once in a while, we do find someone who seems to be misplaced—the Elders would want to meet the supplicant and have an interview.  Regardless of the verdict, they probably wouldn’t do much more than that.

   “Your case, on the other hand, would have repercussions.  You’re obviously not a member of any tribe.  One could argue that you should be the Eldest, possibly over even the three Elders of the tribes.  But if I welcome you to the city on behalf of the Thessaloniki, then you’re effectively making yourself a part of my tribe—quite possibly the Eldest of the Thessaloniki.  Do you see the problem?”

   “Not really.  I’m not sure why anyone would care.  All I want to do is have a quiet little estate with a few guards, some ugly dogs, and big library.  And the occasional dinner guest.  I can’t imagine how that would bother anybody, aside from the dinner guest.”

   “That wouldn’t,” Antonio agreed.  “The problem is a number of our brothers and sisters and cousins don’t particularly care for the way the Elders do things.”

   “Oh, I see.  Well, no, I don’t, but I’m trying.  What’s that got to do with me?”

   “Remember how I said you could be regarded as the Eldest?”

   “Ah.  They might try to use me as an excuse to ignore the Elders?  I don’t answer to you, I answer to him.  That sort of thing?”

   “Possibly.  On another level, it’s also possible someone might decide it would be worth the risk to consume your power.”

   “You mean someone might try to eat me?”

   “Effectively, yes.  There is power in your blood.  Every mouthful would give the drinker a fraction of your power.”

   “I did not know that,” I said, slowly.  Vampires around here are obviously different.  Sasha and I fed on each other as a—hmm.  We never fed on each other without the other doing so at the same time.  For all I know, maybe I can eat another vampire.  Interesting.  I don’t think I want to try it.

   “Really?” he asked, surprised.

   “I’ve never had cause to try.”

   “Please don’t,” he advised.  “The elders of the city—including me—would have to investigate it and try to either bring you before the Elders, or bring them sufficient proof of guilt and proof of destruction.  Nobody likes a cannibal.  I’d have to do the same thing if you crumbled to powder or otherwise vanished—someone would have to be held responsible.”

   “Fair enough.”

   “And that’s the other thing.  I may be required to bring you before the Elders anyway.”

   “For what?” I asked.

   “For being what you are.  They might want to see you.  And maybe to test you.  You’re not in the nominal pecking order; you simply don’t fit in and they’ll hate that.  Everyone has their place in the great tree of our ancestors, either above or below someone else.  They’ll want to put you somewhere.”

   “I’d appreciate it if you could put me at the bottom of the Thessaloniki and not mention me to anyone,” I told him.  “It would suit me to be the youngest—well, the newest—and the least interesting.”

   “Yes, I agree.  I think you’d find it reasonably quiet.  That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

   “I hate politics and love quiet.”

   “Then my tribe is what you want.  The Phrygians would involve you in spreading their web of control over human society.  The Constantines would expect you to join in with their gang activities and bloody rituals.  Thessaloniki tend to be more artistic and reclusive than either of those.”

   “Great.  Let’s do that.”

   “But, as I mentioned, the Elders will want to examine you.”

   “If all I want is to be left alone, what’s the big deal?” I asked.  “I’m not bothering them.  I don’t want to bother them.  I don’t want to bother anyone, aside from the occasional dinner guest, like I said.  I don’t understand the problem.”

   “Politics.”

   “Crap.”

   “Same thing,” he agreed, and explained.

   The short form is this: somewhere around the Roman Republic period in this world, vampires of various sorts existed.  Most of the really powerful sort were public with their identities, thinking themselves invincible.  Such creatures were independent monsters, living and feeding on human society without challenging each other.  It was actually rather easy; dinner was readily available.  They could have a criminal, barbarian, or slave brought in.  Some had their own mystery cults and, presumably, nights of non-stop blood feasts.  The lesser breeds of night-dwellers were more circumspect.

   Eventually, when the Republic moved on to Empire and then into the fall, the majority of those public vampires either died or went underground—literally, underground.  During the latter days of Rome, humans began to regard these creatures as predators, as monsters, and began devising ways to kill them.  There were theories about how the fires of Nero weren’t intended to clear space in Rome, but to burn out the blood-drinking monsters.

   Thus, it was no longer safe for the so-called “invincible” breeds of bloodsuckers to be so open with their identities.  Some chose to enter a great sleep, hidden away in deep caves or remote locations.  It was said some even took ship into the Atlantic and sank themselves in the ocean deeps, returning to the continent where they were born.  Archaeologists exploring the underground areas of Rome are still under close scrutiny by the vampires or their servants, lest they unearth something better left buried.

   Of the so-called invincible vampires, three of them chose not only to continue to live as men, but to start bloodlines, or tribes.  They were the Elders, and all the three tribes are descended from them.  Since they formed an alliance, they survived.  Add in their strict rules about keeping out of the public eye, as well as their policy of discrediting or destroying evidence of the existence of vampires in general, and it was no wonder people didn’t believe in them.

   Mythology.  That’s all we are, now.

   Some of the younger vampires don’t like their elders’ restrictions.  The Constantines, in particular, enjoy the occasional night out on the town.  This usually gets passed off as drug-fueled gang members; the Constantines are impressively strong and hard to hurt.  For example, they think it’s a thrill to lie down on the highway, grab the undercarriage of an automated truck as it passes over them, and climb aboard.  The younger ones chafe under the Elders’ restraint.  Their powers don’t lend themselves well to subtlety.

   Some of the Phrygians are also against the Elders’ policy of quiet living.  Their powers are well-suited to manipulating people; why not manipulate the whole world—and rule it?  From the shadows, fine, but rule it nonetheless?  Many of their younger members and even a few of their older ones lean toward that idea.  There’s even a theory the Elder Phrygian does rule the world and allows the rest of the tribe to complain so no one will suspect his influence.

   The Thessaloniki don’t, as a rule, want to interfere with humanity or the status quo.  They’re more watchers than anything—although peeping toms, spies, and busybodies are also good descriptors.  While some of them wouldn’t mind being part of the ruling class of the planet—or, for that matter, merely accepted as real people—the vast majority can’t be bothered to care too much.  They’re enjoying being themselves without interference.

   At least, that’s how Antonio described it.  He may be biased.

   The way this applies to me is the political changes I can cause.  I could be Eldest and form a new policy.  I could form my own tribe and maybe adopt others into it.  Or I could be eaten alive, so to speak, and someone else could start a vampire rebellion, or stage a coup.  Under normal circumstances, vampires are basically judged on their age.  The older they are, the more powerful they are.  Drinking the blood of a more powerful vampire hastens the drinker along, making them more powerful by some fraction of the age of the donor.  A brand-new vampire created by a thousand-year-old specimen is measurably more powerful than one created by a vampire only a century old.

   As an aside, one other way to expand one’s vampire powers is to switch tribes.  Someone’s adoption into a new tribe generally upsets the original tribe.  They say all the tribes are supposed to be at roughly equal numbers to avoid the appearance of favoritism, but it seems unlikely.

   When someone switches—rare, but it happens—they spend a decade or so as a probationary member of the new tribe to see if they really do have the right temperament.  If so, the applicant gets to drink blood by the gallon from his or her sponsor in the new tribe, which starts a secondary vampiric change.  The applicant starts to gain the powers of the new tribe, slowly, and spends another decade or so getting used to them.

   Joining the Thessaloniki tends to drive people insane, though; Phrygians even worse.  It seems to have something to do with the mental and perceptual powers of the tribe.  Joining the Constantines isn’t usually that hard on the mind, but they never seem to reach that state of eerie gracefulness most Constantines display.  Adopted Constantines tend to be just as strong and tough, but somewhat clumsy in comparison to their brethren.

   Grabbing me, pinning me down, and pumping blood out of me could provide a tribe, or a faction within a tribe, with an enormous increase in their powers.  If they could keep me prisoner, feed and drain me repeatedly, the effect could be extremely far-reaching.  A dozen vampires guzzling ten-thousand-year-old blood would rapidly become more powerful than any but the Elders, themselves.

   “The Elders won’t like that possibility,” Antonio finished.  “Now do you see the problem?”

   The incumbents never like political change.  Universal truth.  Interuniveral truth.

   “I’m guessing,” I mused, “if you sponsor me for residency, everyone will assume I’m helping you by feeding you older-than-civilization blood?”

   “Probably.”

   “So, really, I’m kind of screwed.”

   “I wouldn’t put it that way,” he protested.

   “Yes,” Mary disagreed.  “That’s exactly right.  You are.”  Antonio glared at her and she shut up.

   I swiveled my chair away and looked out the window for a while, watching the rain slide by on the glass.  I thought about my situation.  Once again, I feel a certain amount of control over my life slipping through my fingers.  It’s like holding on to mud.  Get a grip and it slithers away.  Just when you think you’ve finally got the stuff under control, you’ve tracked it all over the carpet.  And then comes the occasional, unexpected rock, or bit of broken glass.

   Am I bitter?  No, I don’t think I am.  Tired, maybe.

   Still, I should be fair.  It isn’t my problem alone.  My life goes pear-shaped with remarkable regularity, and I should accept it’s going to.  When you live forever, it’s really a case of when it will happen, not if.  Antonio was doubtless in a similar boat for different reasons, both of us paddling madly to keep abreast of the current.  We both had the same political problem—me—but from opposite perspectives.  He was being amazingly decent about it, working with me on it, rather than throwing me to—

   Hold on.

   I swiveled to face them again.

   “So, where are we going?” I asked.  “Or are we riding around for the privacy?”  Antonio became uncomfortable; Mary’s mood moved into scared and excited.  Neither of them had a big reaction, but it was there; I was watching closely.  Physical expressions can be controlled.  The way the spiritual energies inside someone—even a vampire—move around are another matter.

   “I had hoped we could—” Antonio began, but Mary interrupted.

   “Tony?”

   “Yes?” he asked, startled.

   “I believe him.”

   “Believe him?” Antonio echoed.

   “He meant it.  When he said he was sorry.”

   “So?”

   “So, I can’t do it.”  She turned to me.  “Please pardon me, but I have to talk about you rather than with you for a minute.”

   “Go right ahead,” I encouraged, interested.  We were out of the city by then, cruising on a secondary highway.  If we slowed down to make a turn onto a driveway or rural road… well, until then, I felt I could afford to listen.

   “I believe him,” she continued, to Antonio.  “Everyone says they’re worried about him being one of the original monsters.  He’s not.  The cruel and terrible creatures they tell us they remember… A monster like that wouldn’t even say he’s sorry, much less mean it.  He wouldn’t apologize without a compelling reason; he wouldn’t apologize merely because it was polite or appropriate.”

   I had a momentary flashback to sitting in front of a candle and hearing the Goddess of Fire apologize to me.  A dozen thoughts ran through my head in short order, including the idea she might have been sincere.  I know I was when I apologized for frightening Mary.  On the other hand, a simple apology for infant sacrifice doesn’t seem to cover it.  Not to me, anyway.  I think it has something to do with the severity of the offense.

   Maybe I should talk to Sparky again and see how sincere she is.  Then again, maybe I should ignore her forever and pretend she doesn’t exist.  Difficult, if I ever want to talk to my daughter or granddaughter again.

   Urgh.  My eldest daughter.  My body was busy while my consciousness was imprisoned.  I’ve been trying not to think about that.

   “What are you trying to say?” Antonio asked, lips twisting toward a scowl.  I caught a glimpse of extended fangs.  Mary also saw; her fear increased slightly and her excitement skyrocketed.

   “What I’m saying is… I can’t do this.  I’m saying I won’t.”

   Antonio sighed again.  Sometimes you have to, dead or not.

   “Then what do you want to do?” he asked, exasperated.  “Jump out?”

   “Is that my only alternative?” she asked.

   “Jump out and start running,” he clarified.  “Forever.”

   “Halar?  I know you have no reason to trust me, but—” Mary began.  Antonio suddenly reached for her with both hands.  He choked off her words, then drew one hand back as though to strike her.  I grabbed the hand, twisted it around and down and up again into a hammerlock.  Hard.  I think a human might have lost the arm.  His shoulder made an interesting sound and so did he.

   “Let go of her,” I told him, quietly.  He did, but only to struggle with me, trying to twist out of the lock.  I seized the back of his neck and jerked him up, denting the roof with his head.  With a jerk and a twist, he wound up on the floor between the seats with me sitting on him.

   “Mary?” I asked.  “Would you like to finish what you were saying?”

   “Don’t!” Antonio shouted, muffled by having his face shoved flat into the floor.

   “I think we should get out,” Mary said.

   “Here?  Now?”

   “Yes.”  She overrode the window control to lower it in the rain and gestured for me to go.  I had a bad moment deciding whether or not to trust her on this.  Still, from the conversation, things were not going to go well if I reached the vehicle’s destination.  We were well outside the city proper, so no one should be around to witness the sudden bailout… and she did say “we.”  The worst thing likely to happen was some ruined clothes, a startled cow, and an uncomfortable walk.  Possibly an interesting apology and explanation, too.  Why not?  This could be interesting, indeed.

   “If this is a mistake,” I told Antonio, “I apologize.  Please forgive me if I’m being misled.”

   “You’re doomed,” he said.  “Doomed, I say!  A thousand drinkers of blood will seek you out—”

   I punched the back of his neck, breaking it.  Since he was a corpse, anyway, it would just take a while to regenerate.  It shut him up, at least, since the discussion was obviously not going well.

   “Even I’m not that cliché,” I told him.  His lip curled in a sneer, but without control of his diaphragm, he couldn’t speak, which suited me perfectly.  Boring conversation, anyway.  Now, if we could just avoid having company…

   I glanced at Mary.  She nodded at me and led the way, leaping gracefully through the window.  She reminded me of divers coming off the springboard at the pool.  Very smooth, very neat.  I, on the other hand, managed to get out through the window without catching on anything, which I regarded as an accomplishment.

   I tucked, rolled, and bounced like a beer can on the freeway, only bigger and with less clattering.  It’s not really dangerous for an undead to do that—well, not counting traffic—but it still hurts.  So, undead beer can—blood can?—skipping and flipping down the road and off onto the shoulder.  At least I didn’t hit anything more material than long grass and a big shrub, much to the detriment of the shrub.

   When I finally came to rest, I lay there for a moment to take stock.  Lots of abrasions, but those vanished almost as soon at they came off the road surface.  No broken bones, which was slightly surprising.  My bones are obviously stronger than I thought.  Had I encountered a lamppost or road sign, on the other hand, I feel sure neither of us would have enjoyed it.  Maybe I should get a sledgehammer and test my bone strength.

   Or maybe I’ll skip that.  Yeah, I probably will.  It’s one thing to get a knife in the hand or a bullet in the body in order to make a point, but charting the level of force to break multiple bones out of curiosity is a little beyond even my obsessive need to know.  On the other hand, if I use a spell to block pain nerve impulses….

   I sat up, brushed myself off, climbed to my feet.  I was already soaked from puddles and the rain; my clothes were rather torn and worn.  Pity.  I liked that jacket.  Genuine, vat-grown suede.  Ruined.  Utterly ruined.

   I hiked back up the road to look for Mary, pausing to put the shrub back and tamp it into place.  It wasn’t happy, but it ought to survive.

   Mary was in the ditch and clawing her way up onto the road shoulder.  I helped her up.  Her dress, once glamorous, would make a dry cleaner gasp in horror.  Her left arm bent at an odd angle, presumably broken during her tumble.  Along her track, I saw a sign with a nasty bend in the post, which explained the arm.

   “You okay?” I asked.

   “Mostly,” she admitted, wincing as she cradled her broken forearm.  “We have to go.  He may decide to come back.”

   “One second.”  I took her arm gently, pulled suddenly, and set it in the proper alignment.  “Healing goes faster when you make it easy,” I told her.  “First aid, setting bones, even stitches will accelerate the process.”

   “I know that, but I don’t know how to set a bone.”

   “Really?”

   “I never needed to know.”

   “I’ll show you in more detail, sometime.”

   “Why did you break Tony’s neck?” she asked.

   “Why did we bail out?” I countered.

   “Because he was taking you to a place where the assembled tribes of the city could pass judgment on you.  I think it wouldn’t have gone well.”

   “Execution for the overall good of the city and vampires in general?”

   “Probably.  Almost certainly.  Now, your turn,” she said.  “Tony?  Neck?”

   “Oh.  Since it’s his car, you and I probably couldn’t override the autodrive—I presume that’s why you wanted to bail.  But that wouldn’t stop Tony from stopping and turning around on manual.  Or, for that matter, phoning ahead to people who might be willing to come out and help him.”

   “I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted.  “If he’s conscious when he arrives, they’ll probably come looking for us.”

   “I’m fairly sure he won’t be able to talk until his neck un-breaks.”

   “Ah.  Then we probably have a bit of a head start.  I like that.”

   “Think we can risk calling a cab?”  I checked my skinphone; it was still working.  It’s a small, tough little bracelet.  They’re surprisingly sturdy.

   “I would, but I can’t find my bag.”  Mary’s hands were spread at about waist level, a physical gesture to help her concentration while reaching out with her feathery tendril.  I glanced back the way we’d come, but there was no sign of the bag.  In the ditch, maybe.

   “Not a problem,” I decided.  “I’ve got a cab coming even now.”

   The cab hummed to a halt and I handed her in.  The computer turned up the heat and the blower because of the weather; it wasn’t a dryer, but it helped.  Those Google programmers think of everything.  Since it needed a destination, I told it to take us to the Gold Dome.

   “How’s the arm?” I asked.

   “Better.  Give it another hour.”  An idea struck her.  She asked, “Did you break anything?”  She sounded casual.

   “No.”

   “How long would it take to heal if you did?”

   “I’m not sure.  Maybe a minute?  Less, if I help it along.  It’s been a while since I last broke a bone.  Since I last had one of my bones broken, I mean.  But don’t worry about it; you’ll get there eventually.”

   “Assuming,” she muttered, darkly.

   “So, while we’re headed back into town, is there anything else I should know?”

   “Probably,” she admitted, wringing out her hair one-handed and flipping it behind her.  “I don’t know what to do now.”

   “Go home?” I suggested.  “I’m the one they’re after.”

   “They’ll be displeased with me, too,” she pointed out.  “They’ll assume I’m currying favor, hoping to be gifted with some of your blood and power.  That’s what Tony meant about running forever.”

   “So it’s already started—I’m some ancient monster that’s come awake and the vampire civil war is inevitable?”

   “I… I don’t know.  Maybe.”

   She actually sounded excited.  She tried to hide it, but I think she… she wasn’t looking forward to it, exactly, but if it was coming, then she would do her best to enjoy it.

   That kind of attitude explains quite a bit about why she decided to throw caution to the wind and help me.

   “Gee, thanks.  I feel much reassured.”

   “You want me to lie to you?” she asked.  “Or was there something else I should have done in the car?  Maybe I should have let you walk into a conclave of ten or a dozen vampires, all primed to have you killed out of hand?”

   I sighed.  Yep, that does seem to help, at least a little.  Sometimes.

   “You are right,” I admitted.  “I was snappish and sarcastic and I should not be.  You may have saved my life.  Let it be noted I am officially grateful.  I apologize.”

   “Oh,” she exclaimed, apparently remembering she was talking to an Ancient Evil from the Dawn of Time.  “I didn’t mean to… that is, I should have… I’m sorry for my tone,” she finished.

   “Don’t worry about it.  In the meantime, what do we do about this?  I absolutely do not want to have a war—messy things, wars.  I don’t even want to be famous, infamous, or well-known.  Given a preference, I don’t want to throw away everything I’ve established and move, either.  So, since you know the social and political situation better than I do—way better than I do—start thinking.”

   She gave me an irritated scowl, at first.  Then her brows drew together as something caught her curiosity.  She reached out with one finger and lightly touched my face, along the cheekbone, near my left ear.  She rubbed the area lightly.

   “Your skin…”

   “Is my makeup coming off?” I asked.  “It’s supposed to be waterproof.”

   “It looks rubbed off.”

   “It’s not supposed to do that, either.  Road rash is outside the warrantee, I guess.  Maybe it’s still on the skin I left on the concrete.”  I checked my arms and legs.  Yes, a couple of other patches were showing the dark, charcoal-grey color of my nighttime complexion.  Most of it wasn’t so bad; the rips and rents concealed them.  I fished in my pocket for my makeup compact.  It was still there, but the cover was cracked.  Good enough, though, for a patch job.  I started applying it to the dark patches on my hands.

   “Could I trouble you,” I asked, “to help me with my face?”

   Wordlessly, she took the compact and touched up my left cheek and a bit of my right forehead, near the hairline.

   “Thank you.”

   “You’re welcome.  Where are we going?”

   “Where would you like?  I’d be happy to drop you off wherever.”

   “I can’t exactly go home,” she pointed out.  “When he gets up, Tony will talk to Horace, and Horace knows where I live.”

   “You don’t have a spare lair?” I asked, surprised.  “I thought you’d have at least a fake slot in a mausoleum, somewhere.”

   “I’ve never needed anything like that,” she lied.  I could see the lie in the way her spirit glittered.  If she wanted to keep her backup lair or lairs a secret from me, I wasn’t going to push it.  Even asking was probably a faux pas on my part.  Come to think of it, maybe I should have a backup lair, too.

   “If you expect to get much older, you’ll have to learn this stuff,” I suggested, pretending I believed her.  “Much as I’ll have to learn how to navigate the political waters, it seems.  I’ll make you a deal.  You sort out our political problems, I’ll arrange for someplace to hide.  Is that a deal?”

   “At the moment, it’s the best deal I can hope for,” she admitted.  “Only, how do I know I can trust you?”

   “I don’t know.  Does it matter that I trusted you?”

   “You raise a good point.”  She rested her chin on her palm, tapping her lips with her fingertips.  “All right.  I agree.”

   Which threw on me a dilemma.  Take her home?  Or find a spot to hide out?  I could get a hotel room, make sure housekeeping knew the place was off-limits for the day, and so on.  We could get a new hotel every night, pay cash, and go on like that until she figured out a plan to get us out of this mess.  It could work.

   But I wanted to go home; there were too many things going on.  Besides, I didn’t feel comfortable letting her out of my sight.  She could patch things up with Horace or Tony or whoever by telling them to come visit her hotel and ambush me in the parking lot.  I didn’t think she would, but she could.

   Of course, she could do that at my house, too, only it would be more difficult.  On the other hand, if a bunch of vampires showed up while I was at home, I’d have a couple of handy power centers for spells, as well as Firebrand and Bronze.  That would be a considerably more favorable arrangement.

   I punched instructions for home.

    

   The rain stopped by the time we made it to my street.  We went past it, stopped at the next corner, got out and walked back.  It’s not that I don’t trust Google, but I don’t trust people with power not to abuse Google.  There’s a difference.

   Once inside, Mary complimented me on now nice the place was.  I didn’t see it.  Maybe she likes the minimalist look in the living room and the piles of clutter elsewhere—I have to reorganize and get the rest of the cold-tolerant stuff out to the barn.  Maybe she meant the house, itself, rather than the lack of décor.

   “What’s with the bags of laundry?” she asked.  “Or shouldn’t I ask?”

   “Charity drive,” I explained.  “A neighbor had a house fire, so the local kids decided to set up shop for donations.  I’m letting them store their loot here.”

   “Nice.  Isn’t it awkward, though?  People coming into your house while you sleep?”

   “You’d think that, wouldn’t you?” I evaded.  “Do you want the closet in the master bedroom?  Or would you prefer the basement?”

   “Let me look at them.”

   She eventually decided on the basement; the bedroom closet might leak some light.  She didn’t like the diagrams drawn on the basement surfaces, though.

   “I don’t know what to make of these,” she admitted, gesturing.  “Are you… um… non-traditionally religious?”

   “If I’m older than the current religions, wouldn’t that make them the non-traditional ones?” I joked.

   “Huh.  You know, I don’t have a good response to that.”

   “It’s not religion.  These are spells,” I told her.  “I’m a wizard.  Now stop looking panicky.  They’re harmless.  Don’t fool with them.”

   “What do they do?”

   “Arcane stuff.”

   “You could just say you don’t want to tell me,” she sniffled, sounding hurt.

   “Fine.  They gather in and concentrate magical force for use in other spells.”

   “See?  That’s all you had to say.”  She regarded the diagrams without touching them.  “Are they… doing that?”

   “Yes.  You can feel them, if you want.  Like I said, it’s harmless.”

   She spent a little while running a feathery tendril around and through my basement Ascension Sphere.  Her expression was one of perplexity.

   “I feel something,” she agreed.  “It’s odd.  I don’t know how to describe it.”

   “Ever touched anything you knew was magical?”

   “Knew?  No.  Suspected, yes.”

   “Then it’s probably like seeing a new color for the first time.  It was for me.”

   “That’s… not quite it, but yes.  That’s close,” she agreed, still regarding the Sphere.  “And weird.”

   “You get used to it,” I assured her.  “Meanwhile, may I have your sizes?  I’ll loan you some clothes, for now, but I’ll get someone to fetch back something specifically for you later today.”

   “You already have servants?” she asked, surprised.  “Oh.”

   “Oh?”

   “You don’t know about that rule, and you’re powerful enough to work quickly…”

   “You know what?  Screw the rules.  We’re outside the rules.  You can explain the whole Emily Post-Vampire Bite later, maybe.  For now, tell me your sizes and I’ll get you some around-the-house stuff.”  She did and I wrote them down.  “Got it.  Are you hungry?  How often do you need to eat?”

   “I try to snack a little every night, rather than wait until I get hungry.  Normally, I’d start getting peckish in a couple of days, but my arm, you know.”  She held up her damaged arm.  It looked perfect from the outside; inside, it was almost completely regenerated.  “I could use some blood tonight.  Tomorrow I’ll be famished.”

   “Got it.  I’ll see what I can arrange.”

   “You’re going to feed me?”

   “You keep looking surprised,” I noted.  “Has the idea of hospitality changed so much?  Are you not my guest?”

   “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

   “Please do.  In the meantime, have you thought about how we’re going to get out of our socio-political troubles?”

   “Yes.  No ideas, though.”

   “Fair enough.  You keep thinking.  I have some concrete panels to lay.  Help yourself to the bathroom and the video.  Let me know if you need anything and don’t open any door that’s locked.  I’ll be out front.”

   I left her to clean up while I dug around in the charity collection for some spare jeans, a shirt, and some socks.  A pretty lady can dress in a man’s casual wear and make it work; the belt was vital, though.  Mary’s hips aren’t big enough to hold up jeans sized for Mark.  I also didn’t have any real footwear that would even come close to fitting her, but socks are almost universal.  I left the pile next to the bathroom door and went outside to finish my concrete projects.

   Most of the concrete was already poured in the root cellar, covering the dirt floor in a layer of pavement.  It wouldn’t stop me from empowering the concealment spell; the energy would go right through it.  It would drastically slow down anyone with a shovel, though.  Someday, if I stayed, I would probably add something explosive and fragmentary to further deter intruders.  For now, with the concrete nicely set, I laid the old wooden flooring down over it and added a handful or two of dirt, scuffing it into the cracks.  You would never know the floor was anything but a layer of wood over dirt.

   The rest of the concrete was already mixed with pigments and cast in thick, one-foot squares, both black and white.  Now that they had cured somewhat, I laid these out on the wet yard.  There was a level area to the left of the walk up to the house.  The pattern would form a giant chessboard—nine concrete squares to each chessboard square, making each space three feet on a side.  That’s a lot of concrete, but handling that many heavy rocks was no harder than assembling it out of cardboard—just tedious.  Nine per square, sixty-four squares… five hundred and seventy-six blocks.  Over three tons of concrete.

   Told you Google Vans loved me.

   Mary came out on the porch and curled up in a chair to watch.  I noticed she didn’t turn on the porch light.  Probably a good thing.  Maybe Myrna wouldn’t be quizzing me about my houseguest in the morning.  Everyone should have been in bed before we walked up to the house, but you never know for sure.

   Eventually, Mary pulled off her socks and came down off the porch, barefoot, to stand next to me in the wet grass.  I appreciated she didn’t get the socks wet and muddy.

   “May I ask what you’re doing?”

   “Giant chessboard,” I said, stomping a block into place, then jumping up and down on it to set it firmly.  I’m not a pile-driver, but I play one on construction sites.

   “Um.  I got that.  How about why?”

   “I know people who like to beat each other up with wooden sticks and real armor.  I figure they might like a living chess match.  Assuming we can find thirty-two people who are willing to play, that is.  Sixteen is the minimum, I think.  We could use markers for pawns, I suppose, and assume they’re automatically captured.”

   Mary watched me work for a bit, then started bringing me more of my homemade bricks.  She favored her injured arm, carrying one brick at a time in her good hand.  She didn’t seem to find them unduly heavy, despite her slight build.  I wondered how strong she was.  Her help moved things along much faster, though, and I finished with a little time to spare before sunrise.  I hadn’t thought I’d get them all in place until tomorrow.

   When I finished jumping up and down, the chessboard seemed reasonably level and the bricks nicely seated.  We went inside and I stacked more wood on the fire.  It caught immediately.

   “How’s the arm?” I asked, once we were settled in front of the fireplace.

   “It’s good.  It doesn’t itch or tingle anymore, but I’m trying not to strain it until tomorrow.”

   “Glad to hear it.  Do you have any preferences on what sort of blood you drink?”

   “Not really.  I mean, human, obviously, if I have a choice, but anything will do.  The Phrygians are the picky eaters.”

   “How fresh does it need to be?  Straight from the throat, or something cold from the fridge?”

   “That’s a good question.  I’ve never tried storing it for any length of time.  The idea always struck me as risky.”

   “Risky?”

   “I would rather not run the risk of having to explain why I have blood in the fridge,” she pointed out.  “A burglar who quietly steals stuff and leaves is different from a burglar who notices the psychopath blood bank and anonymously reports it to the police.  You wake up that night with cops all over the house.  While it’s an interesting adventure, it’s also damnably inconvenient.”

   “Huh.  I hadn’t thought of it like that,” I admitted.  “I’ll bottle some and you can try it later.  We don’t have to keep it.  In the meantime, if I have a small zoo of rats, rabbits, cats, squirrels, and all that sort of thing…?”

   “Yes, I can manage that.  I’d prefer not to have rat, though, if you can manage it.”  She shivered.  “It reminds me of a bad day in London.”

   “You mean a bad night?”

   “No, I mean a bad day.  The London sewers have rats galore, and they will nibble on you if you sleep down there.”  She shivered and rubbed her arms as though cold.

   “I’m sorry I asked.  I’ll see what I can do.  Now, let’s get you settled in.  Do you need something to sleep on?  Or does it matter?”

   “Bedding is purely aesthetic,” she admitted.  “I like a real bed, but I’ve slept through the day curled up in a rain barrel and been none the worse for it.”

   “I think we can do better.”

   We set her up with a camping mat, pillow, and a blanket.  She settled into it and got comfortable.

   “Halar?” she asked, as I opened the door to the stairs.

   “That’s not actually my name,” I replied.  “I mean, I use it, sometimes, yes.  But the name I’m currently using is ‘Vladimir Smith’.”

   “Vladimir?  Why does that sound familiar?”

   “I have no idea.”

   “So, what do you want me to call you?”

   “Whatever you like.  Vlad, Halar, Dark, Hey You—any of that will do.”

   “I think I like Vladimir.”

   “Works for me.”

   “In that case… Hey, Vlad?”

   “Yes?”

   “I’m sorry you’re having troubles.”

   “I’m sorry you’re having troubles because of my troubles.  Can we forgive each other?”

   “Of course,” she agreed, smiling.  “I might have a harder time forgiving myself, though.”

   “Why?”

   “I threw away my old life—and possibly my life, in general—for an adventure.”

   “Then I hope you like adventure.”

   “I love it.”

   “Good.  We’re ahead on points.  Good morning.”

   “Good morning.”

   I went out back and started gathering up small animals.  Mary might not be starving, but the blood would do her good.  Besides, draining their vitality with tendrils was good for me; it was a busy night.  When I ran out of boxes and other containers, I had to stop collecting.  I hadn’t anticipated needing a kennel for rodents and miscellaneous vermin.

   Oh, well.  It was shopping day.  I’d pick up more supplies and build something.

   





   





Wednesday, November 4th

    

   I went out to the stand after my morning hygiene.  Fred was already there, sitting in my chair.  He switched to the folding chair when he saw me coming.

   “Hot soup?” he offered, holding up one of the two thermos.  I settled into the vacated seat.

   “No, thanks, but you go right ahead.  You’re minding the store today.  I’m only here to keep the chair warm until the kids go off to school.”

   “Oh?”

   “Busy day.  It’s shopping day, for me.  I was wondering how I was going to manage, at least until you started holding down the stand.  Thanks, Fred.”

   “My pleasure, Vlad.”  He blew on a plastic cup of soup and sipped carefully.

   Once the kids waved goodbye on their way to school, I left the stand in Fred’s capable care and went to the local stores to pick up clothes.  A set of practical shoes and a pair of heels, some pants, shirts, underwear of all descriptions, and a dress.  It was easy; I asked the girl in the clothing section to help me and handed her a list of sizes.  I did my best to stay out of her way.  Women’s clothes are as arcane as any spell diagram.  They have more bits going all different directions.  Even dead women are complicated.

   I also picked up some hardware supplies and the usual load of groceries.  If I lived in the city, I could use a delivery service for groceries.  More modern homes have a smart system that will monitor what’s in the fridge and the pantry.  When you’re out of whatever you put in, it automatically orders more and it arrives at your door, usually within hours.  I was too far out of town and the delivery radius.  Alas.

   I also got some spice containers—small, ceramic vials, about the one-ounce size.  Plus some electronics, including the video screen for Bronze.  And another shipment of charcoal, along with a large drum of kerosene.  She likes kerosene.

   Once home, I aimed a wireless signal toward the barn and set up the video.  A little work with a remote control, a soldering iron, and some wire made it possible for her to stomp the television channel, volume, and power buttons without crushing anything.  She seemed pleased.  I got the feeling she was mildly bored.  Nothing serious; she’s quite capable of being a statue for years on end if she has to.  While that may not bother her unduly, I’m sensitive about it; I don’t like letting her be anything less than happy.

   I assembled a garment rack in the basement while Mary’s stuff was running through the wash.  Thank DuPont for modern fabrics!  At least I didn’t have to worry about dry cleaning or special wash requirements.  Eventually, I hung it all up for her.

   Once I had that done, I paused to look at her.  One could almost think she was asleep, but she wasn’t breathing.  I checked for a pulse and was unsurprised to find nothing.  Her hand was room temperature.  Her skin was dry and pale.  To all outward appearance, she was a corpse.  Which was certainly understandable, but left me with much to ponder on the subject of different species of vampire.

   What started vampires?  Are vampires from each universe unique?  Or are they descendants from one proto-vampire?  Or some combination of differing vampire sources?  When you have a demonic blood infection that makes you a vampire, how does that react with a viral vampire infection?  Do they fight, or do they mix?  Does the subject explode, melt, or grow stronger?  Is it possible to have hybrids of vampire species?  Or hybrids of certain combinations?  Or do they all reject each other?

   This is, I think, a dangerous line of experimentation.  I’d still like to know, though.

   Then it was carpentry for cages, with wire mesh for doors over each of the boxes.  I went ahead and lugged those things down into the basement as well, lining them up along one wall.  Might as well keep everything in one spot.  Besides, I didn’t want anyone to wander into the barn and wonder why I had a dozen boxes of rodents on hand.  Of course, I didn’t want anyone wandering into the basement and wondering why I had arcane diagrams, sacrificial animals, and a body on hand, either, but I’ve made it much harder to get into the basement.

   I transferred my current catch downstairs, dumping them in categories.  Rabbits in one box, possums in another, and so forth.  All except the skunk; I left it in the box out back of the barn.  I wasn’t bringing it inside.  It was aggravated and I didn’t have vitality-draining tendrils to subdue it at the moment.

   No cats.  I didn’t find any cats.  Rats in the barn, yes.  Stray dogs in the neighborhood, sure.  But no cats.  I still haven’t seen any.  I wonder if they can smell me, or something.

   I filled the spice vials with rabbit blood.  I can do that during the day; blood doesn’t crawl over to me unless it’s after dark.  All the vials went into the fridge—and I mentally thanked the Ardents for not buying a smartfridge.  If Mary could stand to drink a vial tonight, that was worth knowing.  We could go through one vial a night until we decided the blood had gone bad and we’d have ourselves a good idea of the shelf life involved.

   Next was the mail.  There was a nice thank-you note from the Etierre family—a formality, really, but a polite one I appreciated.  The rest was junk mail.  Unsurprising; not many people were going to send me a letter.  I was mildly surprised there was still a postal service.  I would have thought everything would be digital, but I guess some things never change.  Firebrand found the junk mail delicious.

   For about half an hour, I worked on my interdimensional portal experiments, but I couldn’t really get anywhere with it.  I can distort the fabric of space in a localized area, but I need to start building an actual gate.  Maybe I can enhance it with technology, but it seems as though I’ll need to base it in magic and modify it from there.  I suspect the gate-builders in Zirafel didn’t really understand the fundamental nature of what they did.  They merely achieved an effect, much like early scientists used magnets and wire to make electricity.  It worked; that was sufficient.  Why it worked wasn’t so important, as long as they got results.

   Which kind of sums up most of the thinking over there.

   Then school was about to let out and I had to get back to the stand.  Charity.  If I’d known this was going to eat into my schedule so badly, I might not have done it.  Then again, maybe I would, anyway.  I guess I’m a softie.

   Fred and I got the morning loot sorted out and I met the Three as their vehicle dropped them off.  When they took over the stand, I started re-sorting the stuff in the house.  Anything that could stand to be out in the barn went out to the barn.  It cut down markedly on the clutter.  It was also a much slower day.  The initial rush of donations lightened to a steady trickle.  The Three weren’t too thrilled about that, but when Gary’s cab pulled up and let him out, they were ecstatic.

   It was a bit of a teary-eyed moment for everyone.  As for me, I got something in my eye.  Fred pretended not to notice.  Oklahoma can be dusty even after a lot of rain.  Seriously.

   Edgar’s family planned to put Gary up until Mark got out of the hospital.  Gary and Edgar went off to get him settled in.  After a while, Gary came back and I helped him go through donated clothes to find stuff that would fit him and didn’t “look goofy”—his words.  I also assured him he didn’t look like a burn victim.  He seemed overly concerned with hiding the damage.  Habit, I suppose.

   Fred and I sent the kids home early when the contributors stopped showing up.  The Four were not well pleased, but they took it with fair grace, aside from Luke’s vocabulary.  Fred and I sorted out the evening take and I thanked him again for his help.

   Altogether, it was a busy day, but a good one.

    

   I showered, whistling, while the sunset killed me and did its hot-insect dance all over my skin.  I endured it, rinsing away the byproducts of fatality.

   Damned if at that moment I didn’t get that feeling again.  Someone was watching me.  Some sort of supernatural attention was focused on me and I could feel it.  Was it someone from Rethven?  Or one of the so-called gods?  Or was it more local?  A house of magi, perhaps?  Or a particularly old and mystical vampire?  Whatever it was, it ignored the house’s scryshield entirely.  The shield didn’t even register anything trying to look in.  

   The trouble was, I couldn’t figure out what was doing the looking.  I couldn’t even tell why I felt it.  Admittedly, I’m much more psychic than the average bear, so I would think I could detect anything looking at me.  Yet, there was nothing but a feeling of being watched.  No scrying distortion, no spirit hovering in the air… just a feeling.

   Since I was in the shower, I took appropriate action.  I ignored it until it went away.

   Suitably dried, dressed, and disguised, I went downstairs to check on Mary.  She was still asleep, though, which seemed odd.  I sat down on the floor and waited, puzzled.  Running tendrils over and through her, I couldn’t find anything wrong.  Structurally, she seemed sound.  Spiritually, she was a soul bound into undead flesh.  It all seemed in order, at least for her.

   Her eyes snapped open.  She stretched and sat up.

   “Good evening,” I offered.  “Sleep well?”

   “How…?  How long have you been there?”  She glanced around the room, noting with alarm the clothes and the cages.  “And who else has been down here!?”

   “Relax.  I’m an early riser.  The moment the sun touches the horizon, I’m up and moving.  You seem like a late sleeper, at least to me.”

   “So, you’re the only one who’s been down here with me?”

   “Yes.”

   “Promise?”

   I chuckled.  She seemed so plaintive.

   “Yes.  I promise.  No one has been down here but me.  I moved everything with my own hands.  I swear.”

   “Okay.”

   “Do you need to clean up?  Or do you bother with that?” I asked.

   “Every day.  A lady should always look her best, don’t you think?”

   “Fair enough.  Should I leave your clothes down here, or would you rather have a bedroom to keep them in?  It may seem awkward to have a makeshift basement camp.”

   “I’d be happy to have closet space up there and sleep down here, if that’s all right with you.”

   “I’ll take care of it.  Go ahead and take the bathroom; I’m already done with it.”

   “Actually, I should have breakfast, first.  It can get… messy.  Besides, I’ll need to brush my teeth.”

   “Oh.  I hadn’t thought of that.”

   “Really?”

   “I don’t generally leave a mess.  Well,” I countered, thinking of some of the more violent meals, “not a bloody mess.  It’s complicated.  But you go ahead.”

   “If you know a way to do it without making a mess, I would be eternally grateful if you would teach me.”

   “Eternally?” I asked.  “That could be considered hyperbole from anyone not immortal.”

   “How about millennially?”

   “Impressive.  Like I said, it’s complicated, but I’ll show you later.”

   “Okay.”  She examined the boxes/cages and nodded, looking at the animals.  She started at one end and worked her way along, reaching into each box with that feathery tendril and wrapping the creatures, one by one, within it.  Initially, each animal panicked, then it settled down, then it collapsed as the last of its life energy drained from it.  Once that was done, she picked up each unresisting form and sank fangs into it, sucking the blood and squeezing the body.  It wasn’t really all that messy, but it would still require explanations if she didn’t clean up first.

   “I think I’ll be in the bathroom for a bit,” she informed me, once she finished.

   “I think you mean ‘for a bite’.”

   “No, ‘bit’ is the past tense of ‘bite.’ I already did the bites.  Now I’ll need the bathroom for the bit.”

   “I like that one.  Hold on a second,” I told her.  “Watch something.  Wipe your chin and hold the blood in your hand.”  She did so and I stepped close to her.  I pressed my sleeve against her forearm and the blood on her hand crawled along her skin toward mine.  It met the sleeve, soaked into it, sank through, and even the stain vanished as it absorbed into my skin.

   “That’s how I avoid making a mess.   It all soaks in.”

   “So I see,” she sighed, faintly.  “I don’t suppose this is it a trick I can learn?”

   “It’s something that comes to you, eventually.  I didn’t work on it; I noticed it happening.”

   “It’s becoming much more tempting to ask for some of your blood,” she grumped.  “It must be insufferably convenient to be able to do that.  I can’t tell you how many times bloodstains have been a problem, and not only for my wardrobe.”

   “Fair enough.  I’m not dead-set against it, but I’m not sure how you’ll react to having my blood in you.  We’re not alike.  It might not go well.”

   “I may need to,” she said, sadly.  “We’re still in a lot of trouble.”

   “True.  But you go ahead and hit the bathroom; we’ll discuss it more when you’ve finished your evening routine.”

   “Oh, and do you have some of that makeup?”

   “Of course.”

   “May I see it?  And a comb?” she asked.  I handed her a new compact case; I have spares.  She opened it, dabbed it, and gestured me to turn my head.  She treated the area along my left temple, near the hairline.  She handed me back the case and ran a comb through my hair.

   “There,” she said, returning the comb.  “You were a little rumpled.”

   I thanked her.  I didn’t add she might be handy to have around.  This not being able to see myself in mirrors is more troublesome than I anticipated.  Bronze tells me where I’ve missed a spot, but she can’t actually apply makeup.

   Or can she?  If I put a makeup kit on a shelf, could she handle it with her mane?  Interesting thought.

   Mary went upstairs and I moved her clothes for her.  I took the animal bodies out to the barn, ran them through an old, hand-powered meat grinder, and scattered the remains through the fields.  It might attract larger animals.

   Mary was dressed and in the living room when I returned.  She’d selected the red dress and the matching heels.  Well, it was the only dressy thing we had; the rest were all practical clothes.

   “You look good.  Did you try on anything else?” I asked.  

   “Some of the shoes.  You did a good job on those, by the way.”

   “The salesgirl was pretty sharp.  She picked out most if.  So, who do we see and what do we say to get them to stop being annoyed with us?”

   My phone rang.  The caller display told me it was Sebastian.

   “Excuse me; business call.”

   “Of course.”

   “Hello, Sebastian,” I said, sliding out the earpiece from the skinphone.  I plugged it into my ear in time to hear his reply.

   “Master Smith!  I’m so glad to hear your voice.  I know it’s after nine o’clock, but is it too late to call?”

   “Not at all.  I’ll cheerfully take your call whenever I can.  If it’s not a good time, I simply won’t answer.  Since time zones are tricky, feel free to try me whenever is convenient for you.”

   “Fair.  Very fair.  I can’t see you on the vid, though.”

   “I know.  I don’t get dressed to take calls.”

   “Ah.  My apologies, sir.”

   “Think nothing of it; you had no way to know.  I take it this is a business call?”

   “Yes, indeed.  Are you interested in another commission?”

   “Always.  The scheduling may be tricky.  Things are busy for me right now, but I’ll be happy to see what I can work out.”

   The client was in Mexico, which was something of a problem; I didn’t have a passport.  I should be able to get one, but it would delay things.  I told Sebastian I would have to sort some things out and he agreed the scheduling was flexible.  I’d call him when I had a better idea of when I would be available.  We signed off and I turned my attention back to Mary.

   “I don’t think I ever found out what you do for a living?” she asked.

   “I’m independently wealthy, occasionally rob casinos by cheating, grow diamonds and some other gems with magic, and have commissions from families of magi to put power-gathering spells in place for them.  What’s your job?”

   She cocked her head to one side, a gesture that made her look inquisitive and much younger.

   “You know,” she observed, “when you answer my questions, you raise twice as many.”

   “I apologize for being complicated.”

   “That’s all right.  I kind of like a mystery,” she told me, smiling.  “I’m also moderately wealthy,” she continued.  “I don’t really have a job, as such, but I occasionally do work as an international jewel thief.”

   “You’re kidding.”

   “Yes, I am.  But I am a pretty good thief.  I can pick any mechanical lock or crack a tumbler-based safe pretty easily.  I can feel around inside it, you know.  These new electronic versions are harder; I have to try and trace along the circuits to find the trigger.  Then, bypassing the logic portion, attempt to fool it into thinking it got the unlock signal.”  She shook her head.  “The jobs are easier, now that I’m undead, but more dangerous.  If I’m caught, I’m pretty much going to die.  That’s why I usually stick to small-scale stuff, these days.  Housebreaking, mostly—things I can fight my way out of.  I still try to keep up on the technology, though.”

   “Fair enough.”

   “Mind if I ask how you do what you do?  I mean… a professional magic person?”

   “Not at all.  But hang on a minute; I want to get something from the kitchen.”

   I fetched back a vial of rabbit blood and explained about roulette and my telekinetic trick.  Technically, now that I’m a part-time undead, I’m always a little bit psychic; my nighttime tendrils seem to raise it by a couple of orders of magnitude.  Like everything else vampirism changed in me, it’s strongest at night and weakest during the day—but I didn’t explain about the daytime thing.

   I had the vial orbit my head while I explained.  I didn’t use my hands.

   “So, a small white ball?”  I shrugged.  “If the wheel isn’t rigged, it’s nothing to me to bounce it exactly where I want it.”

   “Now,” I continued, “this is rabbit blood, fresh-squeezed today.  Pour out a little bit on the coffee table and then drink what’s left in the vial.  Let’s see if we think it’s still good.”  The vial hovered in easy reach for her and she plucked it out of the air.

   She did as instructed.  The blood on the table crawled over to me and sink into my skin, but I thought it was slower than usual.  She made a face when she drank what was left in the vial.

   “No good?” I asked.

   “It’s okay,” she said, still making a yuck face. “but it’s cold and thick.  It’s like… like… do you remember eating meat?  Like steak?”

   “Of course.”

   “Ever not finish?  And try to eat the rest later?”

   “Yes.”

   “You know the difference between how it tastes the first time and the second?”

   “I think I see where this is going,” I agreed.

   “Yeah.”  She made another face.

   “Well, now we know, in an emergency, blood has a refrigerated life of at least several hours.  It could be stored during the day instead of trying to keep something captive until nightfall.  That’s good to know.  We’ll try another one tomorrow night.”

   She made that face again, but agreed and changed the subject.

   “So, you steal from casinos, you grow gems, and you have dealings with the magi?”

   “Yep.”

   “Which one do you want to explain first?  Assuming you’re willing to explain, of course, to satisfy my girlish curiosity.”

   I started with the gems.  It’s magic.  I can explain the mechanism of the spells, but it’s still magic.  As for the magi, what more is there to explain?  I have a spell to make a circle that will charge up with power.  They can use it whenever they decide they need to.  They pay me to cast the spell for them.  That’s what I told her.

   “Do they know what you are?” she asked, puzzled.

   “Not that I’m aware of.  Some of them might suspect, I suppose.  I don’t think I’ve been the target of any identifying magic, if that’s what you mean.”  I decided not to mention my feelings of being watched.  It might be Sparky or one of her kind; I didn’t want to bring that up.

   “No, I wondered if they knew they were having dealings with us.  They usually avoid us like they avoid sudden death.  We don’t get along all that well.”

   “Really?  Why not?” I asked, curious.

   “They’re alive.  They have blood full of magical power.  And we’re magical creatures.  Our blood is powerful, and they doubtless think our teeth are useful and magical, and maybe our ashes.”

   “Ah.  They think we want to eat them and they want to use us for spell components.”

   “Yep.  At least, that’s how it was explained to me.  Some of them want us dead.  More dead.  Thoroughly dead.”

   “I can see how that isn’t an awesome basis for a relationship.”

   “So I’m told.  I’ve never actually met them.  At least, not that I know of.”

   “I can arrange it, if you like.”

   “No, but thank you anyway.”

   “Okay.  So, back to our current troubles with the vampire lords of the vampire tribes.  What’s to be done about it?”

   “Well,” she considered, clasping her hands together, index fingers extended, fingertips pressed against her lips.  She looked up and to the right, thinking.  “I’m making some assumptions, so let me get those out and you can tell me if I should go with them or not.”

   “Fair enough.”

   “First, I’m assuming you either can’t or won’t go to the three Elders of the tribes and kill them out of hand.”

   “Right,” I agreed.  “That’s kind of an absolute last resort.”  I didn’t add that if it was my only option, I’d give it a try.  As it was, I figured I could build a gate and go back to Karvalen before it came to that.  Besides, first I’d have to find them, then figure out how to kill them.  Either one of those could be a sizable project.

   “Got it.  I’m also assuming you don’t want to go that route on a smaller scale.  That is, kill every vampire in the greater Oklahoma City region and declare it your private feeding ground.”

   “Also correct.  That’s asking for more trouble, I think.”

   “Eventually,” she agreed.  “Far better for what we want is to get the Elders to accept you as part of the tribes, declare you off-limits, and make it clear that anyone who tries to drain you will get beheaded so fast it’ll feel like a cold breeze through the neck.”

   “I could tolerate that,” I admitted, “but wouldn’t it be better to keep me at a lower profile?  Pretend I’m a nobody vampire and beneath notice?”

   “Too late.  Too many people know you exist, and turning Tony into a rag doll didn’t make you any less noticeable.”

   “I could say something about it being the only way to make a clean exit from a moving vehicle.”

   “It’s not the reason, it’s the deed.  Tony’s not a lightweight.”

   “So we’re back to the idea of the Elders making me off-limits.”

   “The problem with that,” she continued, hands clasping more tightly, “is getting them to do that.  Like Tony said, before you broke him, they’re not going to appreciate having you around.  The fact he was taking you—we were taking you—to a council of judgment indicates to me the Elders already didn’t like you.”

   “Right.”

   “So, as I see it, we need to make it worth their while.”

   “I’m okay with the idea of paying them off.  It raises the question of their price, though.  What do they want?  Or, rather, what can we give them they’ll accept as valuable enough?  Money?  Property?  Magical widgets?  What?”

   “Um.  No.”

   Dammit, everyone always wants the same thing out of me…

   “Ah.  They’ll want some of my blood,” I guessed, sourly.

   “Probably.  Enough, at least, to feel they’re powerful enough to overrule you if you start to get ideas along the lines of the god-king-emperors.  That’s my guess, at any rate.  I don’t know—I’m not an Elder.  I’m barely a full citizen.  Was barely a full citizen.”

   “Beats the hell out of my status,” I argued.  “So, the next thing we need to do is find a way to reach the Elders and pitch the idea.  Assuming, of course, my blood is compatible with theirs.  I’m a different species of bloodsucker from you, remember.  Then again, they’re closer to the theoretical primal source…”

   “Yeah.  I’m thinking they won’t even ask about that.  They’ll guzzle your blood like… well, a bunch of vampires.”

   “That’s not much of a metaphor.”

   “I can’t think of anything that guzzles like a vampire.  Ticks, maybe?”

   “Excellent point.  And what if it kills them?” I asked.

   “Well, at least everyone will know your blood is absolutely undrinkable.”

   “Huh.”  I thought about that one for a minute.  “That would certainly have its good points.”

   “I suppose.  But it also means anyone who views you as a threat wouldn’t even try to take you to drain you.  They would automatically be out to blow you up, burn you, or force you into the sunlight.”

   “Thank you for that dash of cold water down the trousers.”

   “I’m trying to be realistic,” Mary pointed out, grinning toothily and displaying dimples.  “For the moment, at least, you’ll be able to tell who works for the Elders.  They’ll be trying to burn you or blow you up.  Anyone else will be after your blood so they can increase their personal power.”

   “Great.  Ever considered writing a book of inspirational quotes?” I asked.  Mary dimpled again.

   “Not lately.  But, on a more practical note, do you have a razor that hasn’t been chewed to bits by your face?  And scissors?”

   “Sure.  May I ask why?”

   “I’d like to shave my head tonight.”

   I considered her expression.  She was quite serious.

   “There’s something I don’t hear every day.”

   “This isn’t my natural color,” she explained.  “It’s hard to dye it repeatedly.  If I cut it off at night, it grows out to this length again while I sleep.”

   “I didn’t know that.”

   “Your hair doesn’t do that?”

   “Species,” I pointed out.  She nodded.  “My hair grows more naturally, but also more slowly.  I can’t have your trick with the hair.  I have to wait, like a human.”

   “Okay, things are different for you.  I can go with that.”

   “So, what’s your natural color?” I asked.  She smiled again.

   “Wait and see.”

   “That’s fair.”  I stood up.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

   “Can I help?”

   That’s an excellent question, I thought.

   “That’s an excellent question,” I mused aloud.  “I don’t think so, but I’ve been wrong about so many things in my life I’ve learned not to be certain of anything.”

   “Doesn’t that make life difficult?”

   “No, I just assume I’m wrong and keep going until someone points out how I’m wrong.  You get used to it.  Come with me.”

   We went out to the barn for the shop tools.  Since I was going to have to build a gate in order to experiment properly, I might as well get started.  Mary actually was a help.  I drew the shapes I needed for a gate and she helped cut and file sheet metal into tiny symbols.

   My new idea came to me while I was working on other projects.  Most of my best thinking is done while I’m doing something else.  In this case, stomping concrete slabs into the yard.  

   What I should have done, rather than go wild-hareing off on my magnet idea, was make a modular gate spell.  Admittedly, the magnet thing might still be useful, but I don’t understand the practical aspects of interuniversal transit well enough to make the logical connections I need.

   Right now, setting a destination for a gate spell involves visualizing and projecting that vision into the gate itself.

   As an aside, I believe using a scrying device, such as a magic mirror or crystal ball, to locate the destination beforehand should act as a sort of line of least resistance, greatly enhancing the ease with which one might target a gate within a single universe.  I’m still drawing a blank about how to do that in any practical way between universes, though.  I can use the brute force method and hammer on the interuniversal boundaries until I see through them, but that method is not only exhausting, it’s also likely to attract the attention of Things From Beyond.  Maybe even attract Them.  Bad idea.

   Back to the gate spell.

   My idea is that the subroutines—for lack of a better word—within the larger gate program have specific functions.  What those functions are, I’m not sure, but my theory is they affect anything actually moving through the plane of the gate effect.  This is a transformative process to “tune” whatever goes through the gate to match the physical constants of the destination universe.

   As an example, if the speed of light were different between two universes, it would have some rather drastic alterations on life as we know it—if that were the only change.  There may be an infinite number of universes with different speeds of light.  But if we change other physical constants, too, there may be dozens, hundreds, billions of possible combinations where matter, energy, life, even consciousness can exist in forms we can recognize and relate to.

   If, of course, our own physical constants are adjusted to match.

   I suspect the magicians of Zirafel didn’t know this.  What I think happened is they tried gate technology—mana-ology?  Spell-ology?  Thaumatology?  Oo, I like that one!  Thaumatology!—they tried gate thaumatology between universes and things went badly for the test subjects.  So someone added a transformative subroutine that could adjust itself.  It would “read” the home universe, “read” the destination universe, and automatically adjust a particular quality from one to the other.  Once it set itself up, the next subroutine would do the same thing with a quality not already covered by a previous subroutine.

   So, for some universes, it worked perfectly.  In others, it caused nasty reactions in the victims.  I mean, “volunteers.”  So they added more subroutines and more subroutines, stacking them to affect a greater variety of possible variables.  They didn’t know what the variables were, just that they needed more of that particular function.  Then, when they didn’t have anyone die, they added some extras.  Just because.

   Magicians are usually rather cautious about their lives.

   My idea was to build a gate with two improvements.  First, programmable subroutines.  If I could open a gate to Karvalen, for example, the existing spell would open a gate, allow passage, and close.  My version—at least, what I wanted—was a spell that would remember those settings.  Once I opened a gate to somewhere, I could then store the pattern, the combination of conditions, and just plug it in again the next time I wanted to go there.

   The other improvement was a computer code technique called a loop.  Think of a spell as a long list of instructions.  The tune-to-the-other-universe instruction handles one quality at a time, so you have it repeated, written out in the spell, ten, a hundred, or a thousand times.  This takes up a lot of space and makes the spell incredibly long.

   The loop says “Do this paragraph.  Now, go back and do it again.  Have you done it ten, a hundred, or a thousand times?  No?  Then do it again.”  Then, when the spell actually has done that function however many times you want, it goes on to the next paragraph.  The list of instructions has been shortened by pages and pages—and, incidentally, made the spell simpler.

   No less expensive to cast, sadly, but quicker and easier to build.

   It might also be important to have a gate on hand.  With vindictive vampires trying to steal my blood, having a bolthole straight out of the universe could be vital.  So we worked on building one.  Instead of the Zirafel form—a pure spell wrapped in enough force to make it a quasi-physical structure—I settled for sheet metal.

   Would it work better if it was made of iridium?  Yes, almost certainly.  But that would come later, if ever.  Proof of concept, first; elaboration second.

   Also, with the individual symbols being, well, individual symbols, as in physically separate pieces to be bolted to a gate framework, I could enchant them individually.  The local variation of the mekak symbol, for example, means “distance,” and would become a magical representation of that concept.  The rest would be similarly empowered.  Combined in the proper order and bound together with an enchanted rim—or between two rings, one inner, one outer—they would be a gate spell.  Much more convenient than dealing with a compacted, compressed, monolithic thing like the Great Arch of Zirafel.  Possibly more precise, too.

   I still wonder if T’yl was trying to put me back in the library of carnivorous ivy.  I’m not sure I’d like that world any better, but I’m pretty sure I can stay out of the way of the omnivorous ants.  Avoiding them is one of my life goals.

   If I brought a gate enchanted with the symbols of this universe into another universe, would it still work?  Or would it fail completely?  Or would it only open to this universe?  Ask me again next year, but I think it would require stunning amounts of power to make it work, otherwise it would simply fail.  It might make a good target point, though, if I set it up in a foreign universe.  I could put it in Rethven and it might be exceptionally good at receiving gates from this universe.  I may have to experiment with that.

   The problem, for me, was I had to break down the biggest, most complicated spell I knew into component parts.  That’s like taking apart an aircraft carrier so you can put it back together.  It’s like disassembling a human body and arranging it in an exploded view for the eight-year-old’s Home Homunculus Kit.

   While I worked on turning the spell into pieces of spell, Mary was surprisingly good with a file.  I wondered if it was from doing her nails or filing through locking mechanisms.  Maybe it was the supernatural dexterity from being a vampire, but I doubt it.  I’m a lot faster than I ever dreamed of being, but my coordination hasn’t noticeably improved.  Still, Mary’s species of vampire might have advantages over my species in that respect, too.

   We made a surprising amount of progress.  Perhaps most surprising, Mary didn’t ask many questions or try to make idle chitchat.  She saw I was concentrating and busy, so she focused on what she was doing.  True, she interrupted my train of thought a couple of times, but it was always relevant—Does this need to be shorter?  Is this thick enough?  Is the curve on this part correct?

   She noticed Bronze; Bronze was watching a documentary on autonomous vehicles, occasionally crunching charcoal and washing it down with kerosene.  Mary kept all those questions to herself.

   We worked through the night until Mary asked to call it quits.

   “It’s getting early,” she pointed out.  “I still need to cut my hair and get to bed.”

   “Of course.”  I helped put stuff away and stored our work.  As we walked into the house, I held the door for her and asked, “Do you want me to help cut your hair?”

   “God, no!” she exclaimed.

   “You said you were going to grow it all back.  I’m not sure how I could ruin it.”

   “That’s not it.  I’m cutting it off.  I don’t want you see me like that!”

   “Okay.”  I will understand women, someday.  I’m immortal.  I could live that long.  All I have to figure out is how to make it through the Big Crunch and the Big Bang when the universe recycles.  Maybe hide out in another one until the first one settles down.

   Huh.  That might actually work.

   Mary went to the bathroom and I went outside.  There were relatively few small animals available, but I collected them anyway; I was hoping Mary wouldn’t be too hungry until Friday night.  I go anti-mugging on weekends.

   She came out of the bathroom in her robe, a towel wrapped around her head.  She caught me looking and waggled a finger at me.

   “Don’t you go looking while I’m sleeping,” she warned.

   “Perish the thought.  Oh!  And another thing.  Is it possible for you to wake up during the day?  Not go out in the sun, obviously, but if your coffin is on fire inside a bomb shelter, can you wake up and get out of it?  Or do you go all corpsified until sunset?”

   “I don’t think I can be woken,” she admitted, thoughtfully.  “I’ve never had to, at least.  Why?  Can you?”

   “Yes.”  I didn’t elaborate.  “Would you like me to try and wake you early?  It might be good to know if you can, just in case.  Besides, it may be something you can develop through practice.”

   “As long as the test isn’t damaging, sure.”

   “Another thing.  How often do you dream?” I asked.

   “Always.”

   “Always?”

   “I dream every day,” she assured me.

   “Well, that’s something.  I’ll see you in the evening.”

   “Good morning.”

   “Good morning.  Pleasant dreams.”

   “You, too.”

   She unlocked the basement door and vanished downstairs.

   Interesting.  She dreams every day.  I wonder if I’m missing out by not sleeping.  But that’s a question for later.  I know I’m avoiding my personal demons.  I’ve been practicing compartmentalization, repression, and denial as coping mechanisms.  I think I’m getting good, but I can’t tell for sure; I’ve repressed it.

   Right at that moment, though, I wanted to get out a candle and have a brief conversation.

   I sat down in a Stall, lit the candle, and sucked up all the local power to cast a divinatory/communications spell.  It was nothing more than a beacon tuned to the metaphysical color of the goddish entity I’d spoken with, but hopefully I wouldn’t need anything more complicated.  

   The candle flared immediately, the flame growing to a white flare while the candle burned quickly.

   “This is unexpected,” came the voice of the so-called goddess.

   “I don’t have much of time, so please listen.”

   “Very well.”

   “I’ve given it a lot of thought, and I’m not accepting your apology,” I told her, “and here’s why.  You ordered Tamara to sacrifice my son to you.  That’s worth more than an apology; that demands vengeance.  But I love my daughter and my granddaughter, and anything I do to you is going to affect them.  I won’t do that.  So I want you to know I’m still plenty pissed off at you and I dislike you intensely, but I’ll stay out of your hair if you stay out of mine.”

   “I understand,” Sparky replied.  “Before you settle on that course, you should ask Amber and Tianna why I required such a sacrifice.  You may find My reasons were sufficient.”

   “You think you had a good-enough reason?” I demanded.

   “Not for what you think happened, but you are ignorant, not stupid.  You will learn, in time.  I forgive you for biting me, and I forgive you for your unjust anger.  Talk to our children.  Please.”

   And the candle finished burning away, leaving only smoke and confusion.

   I went into the house to shower and brood.

   Please?

   





   





Thursday, November 5th

    

   It bothers me that Sparky said “Please.”  It may be the first time that’s happened.  Not to me, necessarily; it may be the first time she’s ever asked anyone for anything that nicely.  First, she apologizes.  Next, she says “please.”  It’s like she’s trying to be… I don’t know.  If we were a pair of regular human beings, I’d say she’s trying to make up with me after a breakup.  That’s not the… case… here….

   Is it?

   It bothers me even more that I can’t call Amber or Tianna and ask them why she’s trying to be so… forbearing?  Tolerant?  Nice?

   There are a lot of things that bother me, I guess.

   This morning, I put up an awning over the stand.  The weather report predicted a rainy day and I knew Fred would be out there in it.  Once I waved to the kids on their way to school, I finished the awning and let Fred handle the stand.  He seemed both surprised and pleased at the awning.  He brought an umbrella—a big, beach-sized thing—but he didn’t even need to open it.

   I went back to the barn and put a fresh spell on my expended Ascension Stall.  Bronze was watching something on racehorses.  She seemed engrossed in the show.

   Maybe I should carve the ideograms into the wood of the stall.  It would save time when I’m trying to cast the spell.  If I make the carvings part of the spell structure—that is, if the spell is dependent on the physical diagrams—then I could simply re-empower it whenever I expend it.

   On the other hand, it might also raise questions.  The barn isn’t exactly a secure location and I have nosy neighbors.  Well, one nosy neighbor and some kids who have the run of the place.  Oh, well.  I’ll have to do it the hard way and hose off the chalk.

   With my Ascension Stall completed, I went ahead and prepared a second one.  If I needed to use one already, it would be good to have two.  General rule of thumb, there.  Besides, how do you go wrong with extra batteries?  I put up the second one, made sure they were both running properly, then applied the hose to the chalk marks to hide the evidence of unholy wizardry in Myrna’s happy little neighborhood.

   Before I could get down to serious business with my new, metal symbols, someone knocked on the barn door.  I swept them into a box and answered it; it was Susan, with Olivia riding her hip.  Susan wore a troubled expression.

   “I’m really sorry to bother you,” she began.  “I remember hearing you used to be a handyman and general fix-it kind of guy, and I was wondering if you could come over and help me?”

   “What’s the trouble?”

   “The kitchen sink is plugged again.  It keeps doing that.  I’ve dumped all sorts of drain cleaners down there but it keeps stopping up.  If it’s something you can fix, great.  I’d rather not call a plumber unless I really, really have to…”

   “I’ll look at it.  Give me a minute to get some stuff.”  I picked out some tools and clanked them into a toolbox, then walked over to her house with her.  The rain hadn’t really started, yet, but there was a heavy, thick feeling in the air and the beginnings of a drizzle.

   While Susan cleared the under-sink cabinet area, I added some water to the sink and got out a plastic tube.  I fed the tube into the drain, as far down as it would go, and started siphoning off the water into a bucket on the floor.  No point in getting it all over me during the next step:  taking the drain apart.  Little Olivia tried to help until her mother intervened.  I didn’t mind, but Olivia did tend to be more of a hindrance than a help.  No doubt Susan was in something of a hurry to get her sink working.

   Susan came back after a bit and sat down at the kitchen table to watch.  I finished taking the drain apart and applied a towel to me and then to the parts.

   “Well, I found the problem.”

   “What is it?”

   “Do you dump cooking oil down the drain?”

   “Yes.”

   I showed her the elbow joint.  It had a layer of congealed grease in it.

   “Save a soup can or something,” I advised, “and throw the drainage away rather than try to pour it out.  We can clean this out, and the stuff farther down the pipe will eventually wash away, but it’ll keep clogging if you keep pouring grease in it.”

   We cleaned up the parts, scrubbed out the pipes, and I put the thing back together.  The water worked perfectly after that.  A few months of hot, soapy dishwater down the drain and any grease farther down should take care of itself.

   Susan thanked me and insisted on feeding me.  I didn’t mind.  Sandwiches always taste better when someone else makes them.  And, of course, that’s when she made her move.  Specifically, slipped one foot out of her shoe and slid her toes up my pants leg.

   Oh, great.  I’m in a bad porn flick.  Does this really happen?

   Apparently so.  Oh, she didn’t “accidentally” spill anything on herself and start undressing.  She only made it clear she was willing if I was at all interested.  To be fair, Susan was quite pretty.  In other circumstances, I could be persuaded.  As it was, I had enough to think about without fooling around with a married woman.  That sounds like a project all by itself, and one that would require my undivided attention.  Complicated.  Dangerous.  Oh, and morally wrong and, at best, ethically questionable; I should keep that in mind, too.

   Then again, I’m no shining example of high morals and ethical ideals.  Maybe later.

   “Where’s Olivia?” I asked, looking for an excuse.

   “Mei Ling’s watching her.”  Luke’s mother, next door.  Well, so much for an excuse.  Now it sounded like cautious double-checking.

   “Thanks for the lunch,” I told her, “but, as much as I might like to help with any other plumbing you might need tended to, today is really not a good day.”  She was rather crestfallen.  “Can I ask if this is something Larry knows about?”

   “No… but… no, he doesn’t.  And I’d like to keep it that way.”

   “Absolutely.  Nothing’s happened.  I can play ignorant with startling success.  What I’m wondering is, why me?  I mean, I’m no prize.  Is it something here, at home?”

   “Do you really care?” she asked, smiling at me.  Maybe she leered.

   “Yep,” I told her.  She seemed startled.

   “You do?”

   “Of course.  Normally, I wouldn’t pry, but your toes tell me I should ask.”  She drew her foot out of my pants leg and put her shoe back on.  She didn’t seem offended, though.

   “Larry and I are only together because of Edgar.  Senior high, prom night, and over the summer we got married—before I started to show.  Okay?”

   “I get it.”

   “He gets some,” she replied, with a dash of bitterness.  “Here, when I’ve had enough to drink.  Elsewhere, when he can, and he thinks I don’t know.  I think fair is fair.  Isn’t it?”

   “I sympathize.  And, someday, I might agree to help out.  You really did pick a bad day for it,” I assured her, truthfully.  Her smile came back on, full strength.

   “You mean, maybe tomorrow?”

   “Look, we both have difficult schedules.  You have a house full of family; I have work projects.  We both have Myrna and the Fabulous Four roaming around.  There’s not going to be many opportunities, here,” I pointed out, thinking rapidly on how to excuse myself from any implied commitment.

   “That’s true.  That’s why I was hoping, when the sink stopped up, what with your reputation for being a handyman…”

   “The problem was the sink was actually stopped up.  Took too much time.  Try me again when you have a nonexistent problem and, if I have time to ‘fix’ it…” I trailed off.

   “Ah, I see.  All right.”

   “Try calling, first.  Then you’ll know if I’m busy.  Don’t waste a perfectly good excuse,” I suggested.

   “I can do that.  I will.”

   “Happy to help,” I told her, and stood up.  She circled the table quickly and hugged me, then kissed me, hard.

   “For future reference,” she whispered.

   I gathered up my tools and went home in a reflective frame of mind.  I was kind of torn between being busy indefinitely—sorry, my schedule isn’t helping out—or poking my nose into her marriage and seeing how often Larry was “working late.”  Not that his behavior justified hers—nor mine, if I chose to agree to what she wanted—but it might make the internal accounting system I use for a conscience feel better.

    

   I made a second lunch, ate it, then prepared a third.  Fred and I ate that at the stand.  He was happy; I brought the still-sizzling hamburgers straight to him in an insulated container.  Myrna had apparently fixed him cold cut sandwiches for lunch.  Her way of disapproving of the stand?  Or was it a side effect of her time limitations with all her other social domination—excuse me, “activities?”

   Business was slow.  Not surprising, what with the cold and the rain.

   “It’ll pick up on Saturday,” he assured me.

   “Oh?”

   “I’ve been mentioning it to parishioners, and there was a note in the church bulletin last night, at the Wednesday services.  I also let a few other folks know Saturday was a good day to come contribute.”

   “Sounds good to me.  Thanks, Fred.  The kids’ll appreciate it, and I’m sure Mark will.”

   “I’m just doing my job,” he replied, grinning.  “And thank you.”

   “For what?”

   “Well, let me see.  Encouraging the kids to do something for their friend.  Building a charity stand.  Storing the contributions.  Making a money bucket.  Handling the cash flow through your account.  Being understanding about Myrna and her little quirks, especially after the first day.  Oh, and a hot lunch.  And an awning.  And letting the kids play in your barn.  And all the other work you do around here.”  He smiled and handed me another hamburger.  “I saw you trudging over to Susan’s house with a toolbox and a plunger.  Makes me wonder what else you’ve helped with that I didn’t see.  I don’t know if anyone else has thanked you for all that.  Someone should.  So I did.”

   That kind of killed the conversation for me.  I mean, what do I say to that?  Okay, “You’re welcome,” obviously, but seriously.  Would he still be thanking me if he knew everything?  He’s a minister, or a reverend, or some species of the religious persuasion.  I doubt he’d have anything good to say about a blood-drinking fiend of darkness that haunts the night by preying on human beings.

   Hmm.  That reminds me.  I need to talk to Mary about why vampires exist, or if they even have a reason.  Do the local bloodsuckers have some sort of creation myth?

   We minded the stand for the afternoon.  The kids came back from school and came over to join us, but Gary got right back into a cab and buzzed away.

   “What gives?” I asked.  Edgar explained that Gary’s father, Mark, had some sort of emergency.  He didn’t have the details, but Susan sent Gary to the hospital to be with his dad, just in case.

   I didn’t like that, but I’m suspicious by nature.

   What with the weather and the slow day, Fred and I sent the kids home early.  They were in kind of a depressed mood, anyway.  Fred and I sorted out the few things we’d collected and he went home.  Doubtless, Myrna would gloat over the wasted effort.  Or maybe that’s unkind of me; I shouldn’t assume she’s like that.  Maybe she’s really a nice person underneath it all, albeit with a few really annoying faults.  We all have them.  It’s not fair to think of her as a gloater until I catch her gloating.

   With a fire blazing away in the fireplace, I settled on the heaviest chair.

   Busy, Boss? Firebrand asked.

   “Not at the moment.  Why?  Assassins sneaking up the yard?”

   Not that I’ve noticed, but if those magi types show up, how would I tell?

   “Fair point.  What’s on your mind?”

   First, the nosy person—Myrna?

   “Yes?”

   She’s been poking around.  Came up to the door, rang the bell, and tried to peek in the windows.  Walked all the way around the house, in fact.  That porch puts the windows at an easy eye-level.

   “Any idea why?”

   She suspects you don’t live alone, Boss.  She’s seen lights on and stuff at all hours and assumes you sleep.

   “Oh.  Did she find anything?”

   Not that I noticed her noticing.  She didn’t bother with the barn.  If you let kids play in it, then there’s nothing worth seeing.  That’s her theory.

   I understand Fred’s point of view on Myrna.  I kind of understand Myrna’s neurosis, or quirk, or pathological need, or whatever it is.  On the other well-taloned hand, I do not like having her nose around my house, much less pressed against my windows.

   Maybe I should get a dog.

   “Anything else?”

   Yeah.  While you were talking with the lady corpse—

   “Mary.”

   Mary, right.  She’s scared, Boss.

   “I’m not trying to be scary.”

   She’s scared of you anyway, but that’s not what I meant.  You’re scary and exciting and she likes that.  She’s more scared of her situation.  She’s not used to relying on the hospitality of others.  Something about being utterly helpless during the day and not knowing how your household is set up.  She thinks you have mind-controlled servants roaming around the place and it creeps her out that she’s never seen them.

   Worse, for her, is she’s desperate to figure out how to get out of the social mess.  Right now, her only hope is that whoever comes after you doesn’t deliberately go after her; it’s her only chance to survive.

   “My heart bleeds for her,” I observed.  “On the other hand, she did put her life in jeopardy by warning me about the upcoming trouble.  I suppose I can’t blame her if she regrets it now.”

   I wouldn’t say she regrets it so much as she worries about it.  It excites her to be on an adventure, or in danger, or whatever it is.  Something about her likes this.  She’s unhappy she doesn’t see a way out of it.  She also doesn’t want you to die, Boss.  She likes you, in a frightened fashion, and being scared of you also excites her, like I said.

   “That’s kind of sad, actually.”

   Man of mystery, Boss.  Nothing like a riddle in a mystery in an enigma, or something.  Besides, she likes being scared.

   “She does?”

   She does and she knows it.  She’s immortal and enjoys adventure.  It keeps her from being bored, Boss.

   “I’m immortal and I’m not bored.”

   Have you looked at your so-called life, lately?

   “Maybe you have a point.”

   And an edge.

   “Ouch.  I don’t suppose you have any ideas on how to deal with vampire society?”

   Cut them to pieces and burn the pieces until they give up or run out of vampires, Firebrand replied, without hesitation.

   “How about any helpful ideas?”

   That’s not helpful? Firebrand asked.  It sounded genuinely puzzled.

   “It’s only helpful if we can surprise lots of them together at one time.  If word gets around we’re picking off individuals or small groups, they’ll start using new tactics.”

   Well, that’s not fair.

   “Maybe not, but we have to assume they’ll cheat.  They’re undead monsters, after all.”

   Good point.  You can’t trust those bastards.

   “Meanwhile,” I went on, ignoring the comment, “I need to try and wake Mary.”  I added more wood to the fire, building it up to a roar.  “Don’t let the fire get out of hand,” I cautioned.

   I’m on it, Boss.

   I went downstairs and shook Mary a little.  She lay there, limp as a corpse.  I tried a number of small, painful things—bending a finger, pressing some nerve points, that sort of thing.  No response.  I even fetched a lighter and lightly burned the edge of her hand.  No reaction, aside from a little singeing.

   Well, so much for that experiment.  Daytime corpses seem to stay that way.  I’ll try again after sunset and see if she can wake up early.

    

   Yep.

   After my sunset shower and change, I went downstairs and started trying to wake her.  All it took was a little poking and prodding and she stirred.

   “Evening, sleepyhead,” I offered.  “The sun has been down for a quarter of an hour and you’re still lying there, dead to the world.  Come on.  The night’s a-wasting!”

   She stretched and sat up, then unwrapped the towel from around her head.  Long, pale-blonde hair tumbled down over her shoulders.  The combination of the blonde hair, the blue eyes, and the athletic figure put me in mind of Scandinavian models, but without the eating disorders.

   “Nice,” I observed.  “Is that the hairstyle you had at the moment you died?”

   “Yes.  I figured longer hair can always be cut, but shorter hair requires a wig.”  She shook her head, fluffed her hair, rang fingers through it.  “It’s a fright when I first grow it out.  Do you have a snack for me before I hit the bathroom?”

   “Right here.”

   She drank her breakfast and we tested another vial of rabbit blood.  Still edible, apparently, but according to her, disgusting.  I took her word for it.  If the blood will crawl across the table to soak into my skin, it’s good enough for me.  Ogre blood goes bad fairly quickly if you leave it in the corpse, I know that.  On the other hand, I’ve drunk bloody juice from a package of frozen steaks.  Refrigeration is key.

   While she was in the shower, I called Larry to find out what was up with Mark.  He put me on the phone with Susan; she took the call from the hospital.  Mark had suffered a fall, resulting in a severe blow to the head.  That was all she knew.

   My suspicious nature was still ticking over.  Hospital patients don’t spend much time wandering around.  It was possible he was well enough to walk to the toilet instead of dealing with a catheter, but a slip and a fall?  Hospitals hate that sort of thing.  They even put perfectly healthy people in wheelchairs to take them out of the building.  What were the odds Mark actually had an accident?

   Mary came out of the bathroom with her red dress again.  Her hair was done differently, too.  It still looked rather wild, but now it was an artistic wild instead of I-just-woke-up hair.

   “I’m going into the city to visit a sick friend,” I told her, “and find out who tried to kill him.  Then I’m going on a murder spree or a rampage, depending.  Want to come along?”

   “I wish you’d tell me these things before I pick my outfit,” she complained.

   “I just found out.”

   “Excuses.”  She ran her fingers through her hair and frowned.  “What’s the difference between a murder spree and a rampage?” she asked.

   “Scale.”

   “Let me change clothes.”

    

   We dressed in jeans, practical shoes, shirts, and light coats to keep the rain off.  Mary put her hair in a ponytail and added a baseball cap to keep her hair mostly dry.

   There was little else to discover at the hospital.  Mark was still unconscious in the ICU and likely to remain that way.  I didn’t get much out of the staff, since I wasn’t a relative.  Mary managed to wrangle some information out of a doctor by claiming to be Mark’s girlfriend.  Mark had a bleed in his brain from the impact, which they fixed.  The only question now was how much damage had been done to the brain.  As for how Mark managed to hit his head, the doctor had no idea—or was instructed by the corporate lawyers to not say anything due to potential liability of the hospital.

   Mary and I sat in a waiting room, leaned against each other like a tired couple, and whispered.

   “What’s the plan?” she asked.

   “I suspect some unpleasant elements of organized crime want Mark to drop conveniently dead.”

   “Powers?”

   “I sincerely doubt Powers wants to have anything to do with this.  In fact, I would bet hard money he recommended against it, if anyone asked his opinion.”

   “Powers’ boss?”

   “More likely.  Thing is, I don’t know for certain this is anything more than an unfortunate accident.  I need a few minutes alone with Mark to find out.”

   “He’s comatose and almost certainly brain damaged,” she pointed out.

   “I plan to pull his soul out, ask it, then put it back.”

   Mary didn’t argue it.  She didn’t even ask if I was serious.  She turned her head to stare at me for a few seconds, then nodded and moved on.

   “Okay.  I can distract the nurses at the station.  You walk by like you know exactly what you’re doing and they won’t pay any attention to you.”

   “Suits me.”

   Mary did her part in getting the nurses attention; semi-hysterical wives are good for that.  I don’t even know what her story was, but it seemed effective.  I ignored her and walked calmly by.

   Mark was well and truly out.  At least hospitals in this time and place don’t beep constantly.  The numbers didn’t mean much to me, aside from basic things like heartbeat and respiration.

   Gary was curled up in a chair, asleep.  I touched him with a tendril, checking to see how tired he was.  Pretty tired, but that was to be expected.  His healing spell was still running and his father was gravely injured.  Either one is tiring, but both are exhausting.

   Mark’s healing spell was only aimed at his burns.  I added some power to it and told it to work on his brain, too, to get it back into shape.  It would ramp up his natural healing process and expand on it.  Things that wouldn’t heal naturally could do so; things that would heal with scars wouldn’t leave scars; things that would heal completely would heal faster.  

   I wove tendrils all through him, felt out the shape of his soul, and stretched it a bit.  That didn’t work too well on its own; I had to cobble together a magical matrix to help it.  That took a while.  Some of the bindings between the soul and the flesh were more fragile than I liked.  I had to reinforce those at the same time I stretched them in order to get him to answer questions.  Think of it as having his ghost sit up while his body didn’t.  He never actually came out of his body.  He became a little distant from it in spots, that’s all.

   I kept tendrils wrapped around his head, effectively blindfolding his spirit.  I didn’t want him to see me like this.  Come to that, I didn’t want him to see him like this.

   “Who did this?” I asked, softly, pulsing the question mentally down the strands.

   “What’s happening?”

   “You’re in the hospital and getting better.  Now shut up and answer the question.”

   “It was Weaver and Russel,” he said.  “Who are you?  Where am I?”

   “I’m the Dark and you’re in the hospital.  Where can I find these two and who do they work for?”

   Mark and I discussed matters for a bit.  When I felt I had all the information, I put him back into his body, made sure he was tacked down inside it, and double-checked my healing spell.  It really needed more power, but I didn’t have enough to charge it properly.  With luck, it would let him recover enough to go home and regular therapy could take it from there.

   But I knew I’d come back to visit and add that little extra.  I’m such a sucker for a happy ending.

   Walking out of ICU attracted a little attention, but nobody tried to stop me.  Leaving isn’t nearly as likely to disturb patients.  The staff wants you to leave; you’re one less person in the way.

   Mary and I regrouped in the lobby and walked out into the light, cold rain and gusty winds.  Nobody was anywhere near us.  Almost nobody was out on the street at all.

   “Find out what you wanted to know?” she asked, taking my arm and pressing close as we walked away.

   “I think so.  Do you know any enforcers named Weaver or Russel?”

   “Not that I recall.”

   “How about a mid-level boss named Tyrone?”

   “That name I know.  He has a hand in most of the stolen merchandise in the city.  I haven’t met him, but I’ve sold a few pricey things to people who work directly for him, I think.  Powers is under him, I’m sure.  I’m not sure what else he’s into.”

   “Want to burn his house down?  Or do you want to watch?” I asked.  The rain slowed to a drizzle as we walked.

   “Can it wait a day?” she asked.

   “I suppose, but why?”

   “If you’re going to be a hell of a distraction, I’d like to rob the place.”

   “I’m going to be the distraction from Hell,” I assured her, chuckling.  “Guardian demon, remember?”

   “I bet Tyrone will.  If he lives.”

   “No promises.”

    

   Mary and I went shopping.  She knew what she wanted and where to get it.  All I did was pay for it.  Afterward, we swung by her bank and the all-night terminal there.  She did some money-juggling.  I’m not sure what, exactly, but it gave her some cash and put her balance into some other account, presumably covering her financial tracks.  I don’t know what she did with the terminal or what instructions she gave.  That’s modern finance for you—more complicated than Hohmann transfer orbits or calculating eclipses.

   “Any chance your relatives will trace you by the money?” I asked.

   “Oh, they’ll do that,” she assured me.  “As long as I’m not at the bank when they show up, the best they can do is tell I’m still around town.”

   “Works for me.”

   We went to an all-night coffee place and Mary did some cybering.  Aerial views of the neighborhood where Tyrone lived, his house and surrounding grounds, street views of the place, that sort of thing.  Then we went for a drive down his street and around the neighborhood.

   “What do you think?” I asked.

   “Nice wall, but it’s for show,” she told me.  “The front gate is real, but aside from the guard on it, it’s not much.  The whole outer perimeter is nothing but an elaborate tripwire, really.  Having dogs and live guards on the grounds means they don’t have motion sensors outside.  My feeling is the guards are muscle in suits, not professional security.  The dogs aren’t a problem if you know what you’re doing.

   “The house itself,” she continued, “is trickier.  There’s no telling what sort of security they have.  But that’s part of what makes it fun.”

   “So, you have a plan?”

   “Yep.  You’re going to like it.”

   “I am?” I asked, dubious.

   “Of course.  Don’t you want to rescue me?  It is your turn, you know.”

   “I suppose it is.  Tell me more.”

   





   





Friday, November 6th

    

   Mary put together her new housebreaking outfit.  I sucked up all the power from another Stall and did some work with a scrying mirror and a sketchpad.  She didn’t ask me how I got the layout of the house and the location of both safes.  She took the notes, kissed my cheek, and told me I was the best accomplice she’d ever had.

   I’ve never been called that before.

   After sunrise, I went down to the local animal shelter to find myself a dog.  This did not go well.  I walked in the front, into the business office portion of the building, and I heard the rising wails and rattling cages in the back.  I didn’t even get to talk to anyone; someone from the back burst into the front and demanded help—the cats were going crazy and the dogs were barking and everything was going to hell in a handbasket!

   I wandered back out.  Hopefully, things calmed down.  I guess cats really don’t like me.  Shame about that.  I don’t have anything against them.  I suppose it goes with being a part-time undead.  Once again, I am tragically understood.

   As a result, it took me most of the day to get a dog.  I had to go cyberhunting for people trying to get rid of one.  On the plus side, the dog I got came with shot records, chew toy, pet bed, the works.  She was a mixed-breed of German shepherd and black Labrador, I think; she didn’t have a pedigree.  She used to be the husband’s dog, but when the wife kicked him to the curb, it was time for the dog to go, too.  Since his apartment didn’t allow dogs, it was a case of free-to-a-good-home.

   She didn’t like me a whole lot, at least to begin with.  We sat down with Firebrand and had a nice, long talk.  She still wasn’t too thrilled about being adopted by me, but meeting the Four-minus-one helped settle her in.  They liked her instantly; she liked them.  I think having a huge yard also helped.  If I had to live in the house, too… well, that was acceptable.

   I made sure Francine got to meet Bronze.  Bronze and Francine were indifferent to each other; Bronze doesn’t care and Francine thinks metal things are metal things.  Francine and I would talk about Myrna later.

   The Three took a vote.  Her name is Francine.  I made sure to let Francine know that.  She was good about it, since the Three wanted it that way.  She also helped keep the Three occupied around the stand while nothing happened; the charity drive was pretty much done.

   “One more day,” Fred encouraged them.  “It’s the weekend.  Most people can’t make time during the week.”

   “He’s right,” I added.  “It’s a Saturday.  People get stuff done on Saturdays.”

   One more day, they agreed.  Fred gave me a knowing look.

   We sorted out what little we’d collected and everyone went home.  The kids went to dinner.  I installed a dog door in back.  Afterward, I went to collect gems from my attic and cast some spells for later.

    

   Having finished with the day, I took my sunset shower and re-introduced myself to Francine.  She was not amused.  I tried tackling the problem from a predator standpoint:  If I’m the alpha predator, she’s part of my pack, like the kids.  That means anything and anyone else that might frighten or threaten Francine has to deal with me.

   Francine’s doggy logic liked that much better.  Of course, I had to go through it with her again after I woke Mary up.

   “New dog?” Mary asked, puzzled.

   “First dog,” I corrected.  “Nosy neighbor has been trying to peep in the windows.”

   “Ah.  Have you seen my prybar?”

   “The miniature one?  It’s in the kitchen.  The blackening stuff has dried, too.”

   “Good.”

   We got our stuff together.  She trimmed her hair down to a shorter, sort of pageboy cut and darkened it to a rich brown color.  She dressed for cat-burglary; I dressed for fantasy monster intimidation value, complete with armored underwear and enormous sword.  Mary looked me over and pronounced me beautiful and terrifying.

   “Thank you,” I replied.

   “By the way, am I correct in assuming you wear some sort of contact lenses?”

   “Yep.”

   “May I ask why?”

   I took out one of my eyeball contacts and gave her my best one-eyed glare.  I’d think it’s hard to tell where I’m actually looking, what with the lack of iris or pupil.  Maybe the other eye gave it context.

   “Ah,” she gulped.  “Yes, that’s a good reason.  Remember to take those out before you start trying to terrify anyone.”

   “That bad?”

   “No.  But all they’ll remember is the eyes.  I promise.”

   “Fair enough.  Speaking of memorable features,” I added, putting my eye covering back in, “do cat burglars normally show that much cleavage?”

   “Most cat burglars don’t have this much cleavage.”

   “I don’t know any professional cat burglars, but I absolutely believe you.  May I ask why you’re going with that look?”

   “Well, when they catch me, I’ll put my hands on the back of my head, like this,” she demonstrated, “and get down on my knees, like this, and pull my shoulders back, like so…” Under tension, the zipper on her jumpsuit opened even farther down her front.  She looked up at me imploringly.  “Please, please don’t hurt me…” she whimpered, widening her blue, blue eyes.  

   “Well, it’ll certainly keep you from being killed out of hand,” I admitted.  “It might not be good as a long-term strategy, but it’ll definitely cut down on the gunfire.”

   “By then, you’ll rescue me.  We’re assuming they catch me, of course.  Going in with minimal information means they probably will, but I’ll already be inside when you attract their attention.  Sort of a head start when you become the diversion.”

   “Ah.  Got it.”

   “Worked out how you’re going to get in?” she asked.

   “Yep.  Through the roof.  And you?”

   “You’re going in through the roof?”

   “I’m pretty sure I can get there.  I’m not sure if I can land on it without going through it, but, one way or the other, I’ll definitely get in through the roof.”

   “I’m not going to ask.  See how good I am about not asking?  But if you can get me to the roof, that would be excellent.”

   “Getting to it isn’t the problem.  You’re light, though.  You should land without crashing right through.”

   “Still not asking,” she told me.  “It’s tough to not ask, but so am I.  I’ll wait and see.  Now, let’s get into streetwear.”

   “I thought we already got dressed for our night out?” I asked.

   “Yes, but you can’t drive over like that.  Trust me.  I know this drill.”

   “You’re the professional.”

    

   The house was a ten-bedroom, two-storey thing with a lot of roof; I was betting on a lot of attic space.  It also had a four-car garage.  According to my spying, three of the cars were typical electrics, but Tyrone also owned one of those gas-burning hypercars—low, sleek, and looking as though it wanted to eat the road rather than drive over it.  Pity about that.  It was such a beautiful car.

   We walked a long way from where the cab dropped us off.  Tyrone’s place wasn’t exactly out of town, but it was definitely in a more rural type of suburb.  This gave us ample opportunity to find a secluded spot, change clothes, and cache our mundane outfits.  Mary helped me remove every trace of makeup while we dressed again.

   During the remainder of the walk, I kept Firebrand under my cloak; given the misty, drizzly weather, the cloak and hood weren’t too out of place.  Mary wore a disposable rain slicker for outerwear, concealing her cat-burglar attire.  When we reached the gravel road bordering the back of Tyrone’s property, we stopped by the wall and considered.  I didn’t think I could get her to the roof from here, but going around to the nearest side took us along an actual street and ran more risk of witnesses.  Mary decided it was worth the risk.

   We casually strolled until we reached the point of closest approach between wall and house.  I fingered an empowered gem in my pocket—I added pockets to my outfit; I like having them—and put a gravity-warping spell on her.  It was of short duration but high intensity; it only had to get her through one major leap.  Or, in this case, one major throw.

   I laced my fingers together and she stepped into my hands.  She leaped, I threw, and she sailed into the air like an inhuman cannonball.  I jumped to catch the top of the wall and peeked over.  She was still sailing through the night sky in the weird, almost-slow-motion effect of low gravity.  I snapped tendrils out, grabbing her in flight, and started guiding her; I feared I might have pitched her right past the house.  My gravity-warping spell seemed to be working exceptionally well.

   Different universe, different rules for gravity, maybe?  Something to look into.

   Between guiding her to the target and, toward the end, lifting to slow her impact, she made it to the roof unnoticed.  She landed in an acrobat tumble, absorbing the impact and dulling the sound, before she lay down on the shingles and waited for any alarms.  I felt her ambivalence through my tendril-touch.  She loved the ride and wanted to never do it again until later.  Interesting.

   I dropped down and leaned against the wall to wait, stretching my hearing for any sound of shouting or other alerts.  It was a long wait.  I don’t know how Mary got into the house, but she didn’t set off any alarms.  Then again, it wasn’t that late at night.  Most of the security systems were probably off while people were still roaming around.  She avoided notice for quite a while.

   Eventually, I heard the shouting.  My turn to get into position.

   I backed off across the street, armed my own gravity-warping spell, and shifted into overdrive.  I flashed across the road, toward the wall, accelerating at unreasonable speeds.  As I started my jump, using the curb and the top of the wall as stepping-stones—to the top of the curb, to the top of the wall!—I activated my gravity-spell, damping out some of the planet’s hold on me.  My leap thrust some bricks out of the top of the wall.  I shot into the air much as Mary did, only with a flatter arc.

   Tendrils uncoiled and reached out, seizing the roof, sinking into the physical structure of it, giving me something to hold on to and pull against, drawing me across the intervening space more quickly.  Where Mary nearly cleared the far side of the house, I barely made it to the house at all.  It was tricky, landing on the roof without breaking it.  I spread tendrils all along my landing zone, hoping to reinforce the roof and dampen my impact.  I hit it with my toes, used my legs as shock absorbers, and pretty much went down flat on the thing to spread out the blow.  I was glad the pitch of the roof wasn’t all that steep.

   I lay there for over a minute, listening.  It was a hefty thud, but maybe nobody noticed in the excitement of finding a sneak thief in the house.  After a minute or two of listening, it seemed I was unnoticed.  Anyone outside would surely have heard it, but, as Mary suspected, these were grunts in suits, not professional security.  Professionals don’t run to see what the excitement is.  They keep an eye on their assigned sectors while other professionals deal with the problem.  Then again, professional security might also be obliged to report criminal activity on the part of their employer, too.  Trade-offs.

   I worked my way to a skylight, felt around inside it with tendrils, unfastened it, and slipped down into the attic.  It wasn’t a finished attic, but it had flooring and piles of stuff in boxes.  It wasn’t regularly used and that was perfect.

   With Firebrand, I cut through the rafters, or beams, or whatever those things are that angle up toward the peak of the roof.  Firebrand half-cut, half-burned through the wood, going through it like… well… At any rate, before long, a sizable section of the roof was more sitting on the top of the house than part of it.  That was an excellent start.  We also poked a couple of holes in between for future airflow.

   I felt around through the floor, made sure no one was in the room, and cut through the floor/ceiling.  We made a big hole and I dragged the pieces up into the attic to avoid making too much noise.  Once we were down on the second floor, in a home theater room, we cut our way down again, landing in a hallway.  I activated a fireproofing spell on myself, for safety, and got down to serious distraction work.

   Whistling cheerily, I walked through the ground floor, letting Firebrand play flamethrower in room after room.  It would set the furniture and carpet on fire while I threw anything handy through a window.  I also ripped the doors off.  We managed three rooms in quick succession before the fire alarms went ballistic.

   I started going through walls.  No one was going to notice over the shrill screaming of the alarms, and the walls were usually drywall; frame structures are like that.  Occasionally, there was an electrical conduit or a water pipe.  I made sure to cut water pipes; it lowered the pressure for the sprinkler system.

   Trouble, Boss, Firebrand warned as I strode through a wall.  I turned.  A man stood in the doorway of the sitting room I was leaving.  He had a shooter’s stance, pistol raised.  I knocked the gun aside with a sudden lash of tendrils; they did that braided-coiled-joined-together-tentacle-thing again.  It slapped the gun right out of his hands and I played the jet of fire from Firebrand over him.  Instead of stop-drop-roll, he ran away screaming.

   He didn’t pay attention to fire safety in school.

   We kept going through walls and rooms along the front of the house.  When we crossed the entryway, I put some cuts around the doorframe and kicked the whole thing into the yard.  It rang with an odd, metallic sound as it sailed over the front porch; I think the door was armored.  Firebrand set the entryway and the hallway on fire and we moved on.  Air was already sucking into the house and up through the holes we’d made coming in.

   People kept showing up to shoot me.  They ran away screaming when Firebrand set them ablaze.  One guy seemed almost to explode—I assume he was carrying several guns or an abundance of ammunition.  None of them seemed to remember even the most basic fire safety.  What do they teach children in school, these days?  Maybe it’s hard to remember “Stop, drop, and roll!” when you have distractions—such as actually being on fire, in a burning building, amid streaming clouds of smoke while the alarms are trying to split your head with the noise and the sprinklers are drizzling hot water all over you.

   I was doing my best.

   One guard was smart.  Well, smarter.  The smart thing to do was leave.  This guy waited ahead of me, watching for me to come through the wall.  He had a machine pistol of some sort.  It emptied itself in under three seconds as I came through into the room.  Most of the bullets were stopped by the combination of spider-silk layers and polymerized plates.  Only a couple found the tiny gaps between plates.  Armor-piercing bullets, I must assume; regular rounds wouldn’t go through all those layers of spider-silk.

   Contrary to movie myth, I did not go staggering backward under the impacts.  Even a human being will usually stand there and suck up the bullets without bobbling around and flailing backward.  The bullets just don’t have enough momentum to materially affect something as massive as a grown man.  I have about three times the mass of a normal human, so bullets have even less effect.  And that’s before we even get into issues like shock, blood loss, and so on.

    They didn’t do much structural damage to me, but bullets hurt.  The multiple impacts were no worse than a rough massage, but the penetrations were unexpected stabbings.  That does not encourage relaxation.  It also made me realize a weakness in my plan.  Only by good luck did I not take a round in the head.  A bullet through my brain would slow me down rather drastically—several seconds, possibly even a minute.  That’s a long time to lie down while people shoot at you in a burning building.

   Before he could reload, I blinked across the intervening distance and performed long division on him, from crotch to crown.  The two main pieces fell with a slurping sound and his blood immediately began crawling over to me.  I let it crawl over me, working its way into me, while we continued to ignite the place.  My wounds spat out the foreign material—the bullets—as I continued to be a diversion.

   I finished my walk along the front wall of the house.  The hole in the middle of the house acted like a chimney, sucking air from the outside to drag the fires inward.  All of that was behind me, however; my path finished in the garage.  With a little luck, anybody important would be there by now, trying to escape.

   I was lucky; Tyrone was not.  He was in the supercar and waiting for the garage door to get out of the way.  I crossed the garage in a leap and landed on the hood, crushing it in, before taking the roof off with Firebrand.  I jerked Tyrone up out of his seat and gave him a good look into the fang-filled freakshow of my mouth; I can open wide enough to bite a softball in half.

   Seat belts are important.  They not only help preserve your life in an accident, they make it inconvenient for undead monsters to pull you out of your getaway vehicle.  There’s a safety tip, in case you needed another reason to wear one.  Tyrone should have worn his; it would have slowed me down in lifting him out of the car.

   “The hospital bills for Mark Spotznitz are nothing compared to the damage here,” I told him, standing on the caved-in hood and holding him at nose-distance.  He struggled, kicking and trying to pry my grip loose; I ignored this.  “How much did this house fire cost you?  One house?  Everything in it?  A million?  Two million?  Ten?”

   I poked Firebrand through the windshield and it vomited flames all over the seats, setting the interior alight beneath him.

   “How much was the car worth?” I asked.  “Oh, are your feet too warm?  That’s a shame.  I hope nothing else happens to Mark,” I added.  “I might become upset.”

   “Drop him!” someone shouted, behind me.  Oh, yes; the garage door was up by now.  I glanced over my shoulder as a bunch of high-power flashlights spotlighted me.

   “Okay!” I shouted back, and dropped him into the burning interior of the car.  While he screamed, I moved, causing the front of the car to skid in the opposite direction.  I went forward-left, out through the garage door, planting my feet hard on the driveway to slow slightly, to turn, using the guy on my extreme left like a bounce rail in a pinball machine.  He crunched and flew away while I hammered concrete with my feet, charging down the rough line of tough guys who were only now starting to turn to face me.  Firebrand blurred, gleaming bright and hot, carving through mortal flesh and bone as I blasted past everyone.  Four men started to fall over, dead and in pieces without yet realizing it.  The three outside my reach on that run were still turning to look for where I’d gone.

   I came out of overdrive and slammed to a halt, ankle-deep in lawn, standing at an angle.  I went back the way I’d come, ignoring Tyrone’s screaming, while blood from subdivided corpses flowed and crawled all around me.  Streamers of it flailed upward, wrapping around me like crimson tentacles and sinking into my clothes.  The three survivors stared at me while I grinned at them, fangs out, blood writhing all over me, Firebrand blazing brighter than a magnesium flare, white as polar snow.

   Their eyes shifted up, at something above and behind me—something about one of the other garage doors?  Someone about to come out and shoot me, maybe?  A shooter in a second floor window?  I glanced back.

   Firebrand’s blazing glare threw my shadow on the wall.  It was much darker than I expected.  Not only was all color leached from the area it covered—I don’t see color in darkness, only shades of grey—but things actually seemed dim within my shadow.

   The guy hanging out the window, clutching at his throat, seemed to have my shadow’s hands squeezing his neck.  As I watched, the shadow jerked him out the window and threw him down to crunch on the driveway.  It shrank down and resumed acting normally.

   Yeah.  Okay.  So, that happened.

   That’s new.

   Maybe I’ll pretend it didn’t happen and move along.

   As for the guys already in the driveway, monsters were above their pay grade.  Morale collapsed; they turned and ran for it.  I let them while I helped Tyrone out of the burning garage and extinguished him.  He wasn’t as badly burned as Mark, but I made my point.

   I heard fire engine sirens in the distance.  That suited me.

   “You remember that name,” I told Tyrone.  He stared at me, whites all around his eyes, still screaming.  I couldn’t tell if it was terror or pain from the look on his face.  His spirit screamed from both.  That also suited me.  “Mark Spotznitz is the worst sort of bad medicine.  I’m the Dark.  I’m his guardian demon.  I don’t protect him.  I do nasty things to people who bother him.  Do you get that?”

   Tyrone failed to acknowledge understanding.  I seized him by the hair and picked him up.  He didn’t have a choice about eye contact with the black-eyed monster on his driveway.

   “I asked if you got that,” I repeated, stroking my tendrils through him and leaving cold trails through his flesh.  At the same time, I opened my mouth wide enough to swallow a baseball and ran the tip of my industrial-length tongue along one of his cheekbones.

   If the loss of sphincter control is any indication, Tyrone understood.  I chose to take it as such.

   I went back into the house to let Firebrand spray flames up through the second floor and into the attic, enhancing the chimney effect.  Then we punched a fiery hole out the back of the house; we might as well make sure it was a fully-involved structure fire.

   With a fire engine coming up the street, I stood out back and stuck Firebrand into the rear wall of the house.  It cried out in glee and enhanced the flames.  Everything started burning hotter.  I drained the power from another gem and fed the magic into Firebrand; the roof didn’t exactly blow off, but it did shift and start burning brightly.  The dragon-sword pulled fire from the front, drawing it farther back in wild, writhing streamers of flame, shattering windows with the heat and igniting everything on the way to the rear of the structure.

   No insurance claim for this place.  Some sort of accelerant was clearly indicated.

   I ran across the back yard, hurdled the wall, and found Mary already waiting for me.

   “You’re late,” she teased.

   “I was busy being theatrical.  How did I do?  Was I an adequate distraction?”

   She hopped up and caught the edge of the wall, peering over.  I joined her.  The house was an inferno.

   “I’d say you managed it.  Are you always a pyromaniac?” she inquired.

   “No, but it tends to happen when I’m angry.  I feel much better, now.”

   “You need a hobby.”

   “I have hobbies.  People annoy me by interfering.”  I dropped to the ground and she joined me.  There was a bloodstain along her right shoulder and a healing wound on that side of her neck, from windpipe to right below her ear.

   “How did you get injured?” I asked.  She shrugged.

   “Soft tissue.  When the fire alarm went off, the guard behind me cut my throat.”  She rubbed it lightly.  “That’s when I killed him.  It’s amazing how people stop paying attention to you once they cut your throat.  Even mortals can be deadly for several seconds after a wound like that.”

   “Anything else unpleasant?”

   “Aside from some valuable paintings going up in smoke, no.”

   “Alas.  So, how did we do?”

   “Never count anything until you’ve gotten away,” she replied.  “We’ve been standing here and chatting.  Let’s go.”

   We sprinted off into the night.

    

   Once we were dressed in more mundane attire, we sat in the shelter of a bus stop and dried out a little.  An electric bus pulled up and we rode it for a while, drying further.  Mary paid by feeding bills into the thing rather than use a credit card or digital stick.

   She finally picked a spot to get off and we walked a bit more.

   “Why all the walking?” I asked.

   “Fewer data points to correlate,” she pointed out.  “Every time a bus door opens, it’s logged.  Every cab call, it’s logged.  It may take a court order to pry it out of the data vaults, but some people can get a court order—or bribe someone, or blackmail someone, or—well, you get the idea.  We’re making it harder for the data analysts to build a statistical universe and much harder to prove anything in a court of law.”

   “I’ve always tried to do that.”

   “Then we need to go over your techniques,” she groused.  “You simply don’t understand this modern era.”

   “You’re probably right.  But how are you doing?  You were wounded.  Are you hungry?”

   “Not especially.  I grabbed a quick bite from the one who cut my throat.  How about you?  You looked as though you had a few dozen holes in you.”

   “I also cut several people apart.  Remember how blood chases after me?  It works on the large-scale spills, too.”

   “Eww.  Convenient, but eww.”

   “I do want to take you with me on a hunt, and soon.  I have things to teach you about being a soul-devouring monster.”

   Mary had no reply to that.

   Eventually, we did get home.  We dried out and changed, then repaired to the living room to count loot.  I built up the fire and hung Firebrand in the fireplace.  Mary was good about not noticing.  Then we started going through her satchel.  Francine came in, yawned, and plopped down next to the fire.

   “I’ll say this,” said I, somewhat later, “one good thing about criminals is the way they love to deal in cash.”

   “I’ll say,” she agreed, tapping a stack of bills to straighten it.  “I should have gotten a partner sooner.  Knocking over mob houses is profitable.  Much more profitable, even after the split.  Maybe you should kill everyone, next time, without burning the place to the ground?  We’d make a much bigger haul.”

   “Could work,” I allowed.  “Maybe I can afford that passport, now.  And maybe a motorcycle, too.”

   “Motorcycle?  What for?”

   “You said cabs are tracked and logged.  It’s not like I can ride my horse to a heist; people notice.”

   “But the anti-theft system, the built-in phone, the RFID, the holographic layer on the license plate… all that will go into the data vaults every time you go through a stop light, into a parking garage, or pass a public building or traffic control point.”

   “Oh.  I guess I’ll have to skip the motorcycle, then.”

   “I’d say so.”

   “How does organized crime manage anything?” I asked.

   “They aren’t really my area of expertise, but I can think of two things they have going for them.  First, they have a lot of people.  If nobody does anything repetitively, or if someone has a good, legal reason to be tagged in a location regularly, the data mining monkeys don’t have anything to work with.  Second, unless it’s public data—federal, state, or local law enforcement, mainly—the privacy protection laws require a court order to get it.  So the monkeys don’t get to look at most data; they’re working from a much more limited set.”

   “Eventually, that set will get big enough to be a statistical universe on its own,” I pointed out.  She shrugged.

   “So?  I don’t know what they do; I was never in that scene.  Somehow, they manage.  For all I know, they rent data monkeys to hide data, or they have silverback crackers on the payroll to fix things.  Which, eventually, we may have to do.  You can’t be on record as immortal.”

   “Yeah, getting a fake identity is a pain,” I admitted, and left it at that.

   “Meanwhile,” she diverted, changing the subject, “would you mind if I asked a few questions about how we did that?”

   “Shoot.”

   “How did you throw me?”

   “Magic.  I used a magic spell to make you lighter.  Then I used my vampire powers to steer you.”

   “Like when I click tumblers inside a lock with my mind?”

   “Yes.  Although on a larger scale.”

   “I got that.  I remember you moving stuff.  I didn’t realize you could move things that big.”

   “Size matters not,” I quoted.  “It’s weight.  You were lightened, remember?”

   “So, magic spells and super-vampire powers,” she spat, disgustedly.  “I hope I’m undead long enough to get all that.”

   “Give it time.”

   “Oh, you’re funny.”

   “Thank you for noticing.”

   The fire flared up and changed to a bright yellow.  Flames danced higher and higher, rocketing up the chimney.  Francine scampered across the floor and hid behind me, crouched and growling at the fireplace.  I put a hand on her head and scratched behind her ears.  She calmed down, but she didn’t like that fire.  Mary grabbed the biggest fire extinguisher and readied it.

   A voice came out of the flames.

   “Father?” it said, with a rushing, crackling sound.  I recognized the voice.  In the streams and ribbons of fire, I thought I saw the outlines of a familiar face.

   “Amber?”

   “Father!  I’ve been trying to reach you.”

   “You succeeded,” I replied, surprised.  “What’s the matter?”

   “The Church of Light.  I have word it’s trying to recruit magicians again.  It might be trying to spread its influence, but I think it’s planning to try to find you.”

   “As I recall, it doesn’t much care for Sparky, either.  And, by extension, you or Tianna.”

   “I know, but I’m here and know more about what’s happening.  You’re there—wherever there is—and would be taken by surprise. I wanted to warn—” Her voice cut off as the flames vanished, their fuel exhausted, leaving only hot ashes in the fireplace.

   “Well, damn.”

   I tried to damp them down, Boss, Firebrand offered, because of how the candle behaved.  I don’t know if I helped or not.  There was weird magic going on in that.

   Divine?

   Probably. I’d guess it was a priestess-thing, not a magician-thing.

   Thanks for trying.

   De nada, Boss.

   Mary lowered the fire extinguisher and regarded the dark fireplace.

   “I suppose you find that odd,” I commented.

   “Actually, yes.  I do find it odd, which is odd.”

   “What do you mean?”

   “I don’t find it terrifying, weird, freaky, scary, spooky, nerve-wracking, or spine-tingling.  It’s just odd, and that’s odd.”

   “I see what you mean.  Think you’re adapting to the supernaturally weird?”

   “I’ve been undead for quite a while, now.  I guess it’s about time.  Plus, I’m hanging out with an unholy evil from the elder days of the world.  That should count for something.”

   “Good point.”

   “So, who was that?” she asked, stowing the fire extinguisher and resuming her seat.

   “My daughter.  Her name is Amber.”

   “And she’s a… fire thing?”

   “No, she’s… well, yes, actually, she is, come to think of it.”

   “That must have been a hot night for you.”

   “In a manner of speaking,” I agreed, thinking of Tamara and her patron fire-goddess.  “No, she was born normally, like any other mortal.  She grew up as a priestess to a fire-goddess thing.  When she was assassinated, I bound her spirit into divine fire and she lives on that way.”

   Mary leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers.  She scrutinized me over them while I petted Francine.

   “You know,” she said, quietly, “I’m really not sure what to do, here.”

   “Hmm?”

   “Look, the Elders are probably worried you’ll upset the status quo.  When you’re on top and immortal, keeping things going as they are becomes pretty important, I’d guess.  I’d sure like to live long enough to find out for myself.  Younger vampires don’t want to wait; when you’re immortal and on the bottom, it works the other way.

   “As things stand, the Elders want you, in particular, to go away; the younglings want to drink your blood.  Thing is, you have stuff going on in the background of your life that makes me think these issues are nothing more than a sideshow.”

   “Trust me on this,” I told her.  “I take the local problems seriously.  Nothing is more serious than the man right in front of you with an axe.”

   Mary pointed at the dead fireplace.

   “And that?  Is that local?”

   “No, that’s about as far from here as you can get.  But I’m here.  I have to take here seriously.”

   “Fine.  The face in the flames didn’t bother me too much, but you… you scare me.  What the hell am I doing here?  What do you really need me for?  Can’t you go tell the Elders to piss off and leave you alone?  Or drain off a couple of gallons of blood and tell everyone who wants it to come and get it?”

   I like that first idea, Firebrand commented.  Mary’s eyes widened; Firebrand included her.

   “You,” I told Firebrand, “are not helping matters.”

   “What was that?” Mary demanded.  I glared at Firebrand.

   “Introduce yourself.  Politely,” I added.  Firebrand obligingly covered itself in fire.

   Hello.  I’m Firebrand.  I’m the spirit of a dragon the Boss, here, dragged out, couldn’t digest, and upchucked into the metal of this sword.  I’m also known as the Sword of Kings, the Dragonsword, and “You jerk,” but that’s a nickname among friends.  I kill things by cutting them or burning them or both.  Nice to meet you, Mary.

   “You… have a… talking sword,” she said, slowly and carefully, as though the words might break.

   “Technically, it’s a psychic sword.  But yes, it talks.  Too much, sometimes.”

   Where do I get that from, Boss?  Dragons only have conversations when eating you isn’t an option—and eating you is always an option.

   “Still not helping,” I replied.

   “A psychic, flaming sword,” Mary insisted, “with a dragon in it.”

   “Yes.”

   “You’re a vampire with a psychic, flaming, dragon-sword.”

   He’s also a deposed king, an angel, and has been mistaken for a deity a few times, Firebrand supplied, unhelpfully.

   “Shut up, you.  She’s having a hard enough time adjusting.  It took me years to adjust to being this weird and I took it in stages.  She’s getting it all at once.  Lay off.”

   Mary licked her lips and closed her eyes.  Firebrand extinguished itself.

   “The evening was going so well,” she remarked.  Francine padded over and put her head in Mary’s lap.  Mary scratched Francine’s head, absently.

   “Look, forget about all that,” I advised.  “I’m trying to deal with the Elders, the younglings, and fitting in with vampire society.  The rest of it isn’t your problem.  Help me solve the political issues and I promise, you can either get the full explanation of who I am, where I come from, how I got here, all that… or you can choose not to find out, ever, and never be bothered with it.  Red pill or blue pill, your choice.”

   “Red pill?  Blue pill?”

   Shucks.  My cultural references are out-of-date.  I’m going to have to get used to that or pay more attention to pop culture.  Assuming I ever sit somewhere long enough to do so.

   “The choice is yours,” I clarified.  “Entirely.  All I want is your help dealing with vampire culture.  If you would like to help me blow up, burn down, and rob mob boss houses, I’d appreciate it.”

   “You’ve got that in the wrong order,” she pointed out, smiling slightly.

   “Huh?”

   “You rob them first.  You blow up or burn down afterward.”

   “Ah.  Right you are,” I agreed.  She smiled more and seemed to gather herself.

   “And you mentioned you wanted to teach me some things about being a vampire?”

   “Yes… but only if you’re interested.  It’s entirely up to you.”

   “Well.  If It’s entirely up to me,” she said, “okay.  Teach me something about being a vampire.”

   “Okay.  Tomorrow night, when we can get an early start.”

   “All right.  Do you have a safe?”  She started stacking money.

   “Do I need one?”

   “How about we just put this away somewhere?”

   “Good thought.  I’ll show you where I hide the guns.”

   “The guns?”

   “I have a collection.  People die while trying to kill me.  I get dinner and their wallets.  I also take their weapons and other valuables, if it isn’t too inconvenient.”

   “Loot the bodies,” she agreed.  “I understand.”

   We stowed the money and Mary went to the bathroom for a haircut.  I saw her down to her resting-place, put various clothes in the laundry, and stowed my damaged outfit in a power circle—the repair enchantments built into it would work much faster there.  I made a mental note to check the barn for spiders.  Building up a supply of spider-silk in advance might be a good idea.

   I stacked fuel in the fireplace again.  Firebrand started it going and I watched it for some time.  No faces appeared, no voices came forth.  Maybe I should set a bush on fire.

   As much as I appreciate hearing from my daughter, it seems unfair I can only get calls, not make them.  I don’t know a spell for that—at least, not yet.  I have some ideas involving the correspondence of flames, which is why I could reach Sparky.  It seems unlikely, though, that I have enough power or sufficient focus to reach—or summon?—Amber.  Which means I can’t ask her for more details on the Church of Light, Sparky’s claims, or Tort, and I really want to.

   I could call Sparky, of course, but I don’t think I will.

   I need to finish a gate, even if it’s only a small one.

   Eventually, I got up and went out to the barn to carve some letters.  There was also a weather spell I wanted to try.

   





   





Saturday, November 7th 

    

   Saturday was bright, clear, and almost warm.  Father Sky wasn’t paying attention, didn’t mind, forgave me, or had no power here.  I felt sure if things were otherwise, my little weather-working would have been slapped aside in favor of pouring rain and sleet.  

   I needed it to be a nice day for the Four.

   Gary came back from visiting his father in the hospital; Mark was out of ICU and seemed to be recovering.  The brain guy said it looked worse on the scans than it really was.  Myrna and Fred said it was a miracle.  Gary said he was glad his dad was getting better.  I said nothing.

   The Four manned the stand first thing after breakfast.  I think Fred’s phone call started things off, because shortly thereafter people started lining up.  True, there were no pickup trucks with furniture, but there were hundreds of people, each with something.  A few cans of food, some clothes, a cash donation—I emptied the bucket twice—or something useful for moving into a new place.  Who thinks to donate a mop and bucket?  Or a broom?  How about a pair of toothbrushes and toothpaste?  A box of plastic eating utensils?  Paper plates?  Aluminum foil and plastic wrap?  Duct tape?

   Okay, I would have thought of the duct tape.  You can’t run a household without something like duct tape.

   There wasn’t much big stuff, but there were a thousand little things.  I had to go to the store and get more boxes to hold it all, as well as sticky notes and markers to inventory it.

   I also stayed out of Myrna’s way and let her boss the thing.  Fred stayed near her.  I think they had a talk about letting the kids be the face of the charity; Myrna mostly only bossed things after the kids took in the donation.  I can live with that.  So can she.

   Pizza showed up.  A lot of it.  Fred accused me of being nice again.  I evaded his questions and did my best not to lie to a man of the cloth.

   “Gary and Mark are going to need a place to live,” I pointed out, derailing the interrogation.  “Has anyone bought the house on the corner?”

   “Not that I know of.  I think it’s still for sale.”

   “Everything along this street is the same cookie-cutter make, right?”

   “Well, the interiors are obviously different, based on the homeowner’s own sense of—”

   “Yeah, yeah,” I cut him off, “but the layout is the same.”

   “Yes.  They were all built together.  One company put up all the subdivisions around here, one right after the other.”

   “Great.  Once we get the cash processed through, can you make arrangements to use it as a down payment?  It would be nice if Mark has someplace to come home to.  Besides, I’d like my barn and bedrooms back.”

   “That strikes me as a good idea,” Fred agreed.  I found out later he had already started the process.  He didn’t tell me.  He let me think it was all my idea.  Which, technically, it was.  I had it all on my own, even though he had it first.  He has more practice being charitable and kind.  He’s a minister, not a monster.

   At least, I assume he’s not a monster.  For all I know, Myrna’s a werewolf and he’s an elf after plastic surgery.

   “Myrna can pick out the furniture from the stack,” I added.  “She can also decorate the house.  We’ll sell the excess furniture and suchlike.”

   “You’ve got a talent for this,” Fred told me.  “Want to help me with the Christmas food drive for the homeless?”

   “No.  But if you ask me for something specific, I’ll probably agree.”

   “Like, can we store everything in your barn?”

   “That would be specific.  Yes.  Do you think you’ll need to?”

   “No, I don’t.  We have a big kitchen at the church and lots of other space.  Never fear—I’ll think of a way to make you useful.”

   “Works for me.”  I tossed empty pizza boxes into the recycling bin, consolidated some lonely slices, and laid out more full boxes.

   Susan buttonholed me and drew me aside.

   “Gary hasn’t got much in the way of spare clothes,” she told me.  “I wash whatever he isn’t wearing, but another set would be helpful.  Could we go through the donations and find more that will fit him?”

   “Sure.  But there’s dozens of bags.  We’ll need help.”

   “Oh, well.  I guess,” she agreed.  She recruited Mei Ling and Rosa—Rosa is Patricia’s mother.  We went to my place, I introduced them all to Francine, and we went through piles upon piles of clothes.  I carried a trash bag full of clothes into the room, dumped it, and they went through it to check the sizes.  I fetched another one, dumped it, and carried the bag of rejects out to the barn.  I had to step quickly; they were faster than I anticipated.  We worked our way through the pile in surprisingly quick time.

   I did not have a fire going in the fireplace.  Getting a flame-call while they were present did not seem a good idea.  Firebrand understood and lay quietly on the mantle.

   With a sack full of clothes, Susan went to run them through the wash.  Mei Ling and Rosa both thanked me profusely for being such a nice guy.  Rosa even clasped her rosary crucifix and thanked God I was there to help.

   I’m definitely pleased she’s happy.  I’m not sure how pleased she would be if she knew.  I feel like I’m lying to her, somehow, and I don’t like it.

    

   The Four haven’t spent much time in the barn, lately.  That’s okay; they’ve been busy.  I suspect they’ll be back on Sunday, though.  The big charity drive is over and life can go back to whatever passes for normal.  They got their pictures taken, smiled all around, kudos were awarded, and they accomplished something.  I’m happy about it; they’re happy about it.  Gary’s especially happy about it and has no idea how to adequately express his thanks.

   He asked me what he should do.  Write notes?  Shake everyone’s hands?

   “Gary, who did the hard work?”

   “You and Fred.”

   I growled at him a little.

   “Patty, Luke, and Ed?”

   “That’s better.  So, who do you thank?”

   “Patty, Luke and Ed.”

   “Very good.  How do you thank them?”

   “I don’t know!” he blurted, exasperated.

   “You say it,” I told him.  “They’re your friends.  They didn’t do it for thanks.  They did all this because they love you.  You don’t have to thank them.  But, if you want to, say it and move on.  If you make a big deal about it you’ll embarrass everyone.  Say ‘Thank you,’ and never mention it again unless one of them brings it up.  Okay?”

   “And that’s it?  That’s all I do?”

   “Are you four friends?”

   “Yes.”

   “What else would you ever need to do?”

    

   We packed up everything late that afternoon.  Fred and I handled the money before we started moving boxes into the barn.  We left the stand assembled; taking it apart would be a project.  It was nailed and screwed together.  I promised to handle it myself with battery-powered tools.

   Then I had to fake a phone call as an excuse to leave Fred to the other work; sunset was starting to bother me.

   After my Shower of Death, I woke up Mary, had her help me with my makeup, and went back out to apologize to Fred.  He really wasn’t in shape for hoisting and hauling boxes.  I sent him home and finished it for him.  We were almost done, anyway.

   Mary and I tried more rabbit blood.  She reported it was equally disgusting tonight.  It still slithered its way across the table to me, but it barely crawled.  Good enough for emergencies, then, but not at all palatable.

   I took Mary to dinner in the big city.

   “Tell me something,” I started, during the cab ride.  “Is there a privacy setting for cabs?  Or do I need to get my own car?”

   “Get your own car,” she advised.  “I’ve never been sure if these things record or not.  It’ll still track your movements—a self-driving car is part of the traffic system, so it happens automatically.  You should be able to turn off the microphones in your own car, though.”

   “Fair enough,” I replied, and we remained silent until we got out.

   “So, what did you want to say in private?” she asked, taking my arm and playing the part of girlfriend out on the town.  I put my hand over hers and smiled at her.  

   “How to be an angel of death.”

   That stole her tongue for a bit.  She walked next to me, hand on my arm, while she thought it over.

   “I’m not sure I know where you’re going with this,” she admitted.

   “Let me start with a question.  What are vampires for?”

   “You mean, like, as a species?”

   “Exactly.”

   “Giant mosquitos?”

   “Be serious.”

   “Not if I can possibly avoid it.”

   “Well, a little more serious than that, at least.”

   “Okay.  Not a clue,” she admitted.

   “Nothing in nature is without purpose.  Everything fits together to form an ecosystem.  Does that make us apex predators?” I asked.

   “I’d have to guess so,” she answered.  “Ecology isn’t my area.  I suppose humans need something that eats them.”

   “That’s my thought.  Now, first lesson.  Let’s go to a hospital.”

   “Am I going to enjoy it?”

   “It’s a good place to get dinner and a show.”

   “Oh, this I have to see.”

   We went into a hospital and I started spreading tendrils out, the strands radiating outward all around us like an invisible cloud.  They brushed over and flowed through stone and steel and wood and flesh, touching lightly on every spirit we passed.  Still holding Mary’s hand, I gently drew her feathery tendril outward, spreading it wide to feel what I felt with mine.  Like a child on her father’s shoulders, her senses expanded, riding along.

   It didn’t take long to find someone.  Oncology and ICU are usually good places to look.  I try to avoid the psych wards; people in there are usually confused or medicated.  That makes it hard to find someone who really is in a fit state to eat.

   “Feel that?” I asked, indicating one particular tendril.  She nodded, wordlessly.  “Can you feel… him?” I asked.  She nodded again as we found seats in a waiting area.  “How he hurts, how he’s tired, and how he wants it all to hurry up and be over with?  He’s dying.  He knows it.  It’s all over but the pain.”

   “I can,” she whispered.  “I can.  It hurts.”

   “Then help him.”

   “I can’t.  Not from here.”

   “Then I’ll help you.  Come on.”  I helped her reach out to him, guided her to his spirit.  Again, with a child simile, it was like lifting a child to let her place an ornament at the top of a Christmas tree.  I helped her reach out to the dying man.  Her feathery touch wrapped around him, enfolded him, and slowly drained away what little vitality he possessed.

   “Keep going,” I told her.  “Don’t stop now.”

   “How do I—?”

   “Work your way in deeper,” I encouraged.  “Dig down.  There’s more in there, but you have to reach for it.”

   “There isn’t anything.”

   I took her tendril in mine and pushed with it, drilling down, digging in.

   “…wait.  There is something.  It feels… different.”

   “That’s it,” I encouraged.  “Push deeper, then pull.  Take as much time as you need.”

   She kept going, frowning, trying to pull more from him.  It’s much harder to drag the soul out of someone than the vital energy.  I make it look easy with lots of practice and more than a little brute force.  Mary had neither, but she had help.  Slowly, the substance of the man drained from his flesh, swallowed in tiny bits by the touch of her feathery darkness.

   I handed Mary a tissue; bloody tears were leaking down her face and trying to slide in my direction.

   “He passed away without pain or fear,” I whispered, “and some part of him will forever be a part of you, immortal and eternal.”

   “Dennis,” she said, dabbing at her eyes.  “His name was Dennis.”

   “There you are.”

   “I didn’t know… that we could… that after we drank from them, we could…”

   “Suck out the rest?” I guessed.  She nodded.  “The vitality you’ve been feeding on is good stuff, easy to extract, and tasty, if that’s the word for it.  It takes work to extract the soul.  But that’s what we’re for.  We’re the doorway between life and death and rebirth.  I look for someone who wants to die, who is ready to die, and we take a walk together into eternal night.”

   “How many—?”

   “Don’t ask.”

   “Okay.  Is that all we do?  We wait for the dying to be ready, then take them?”

   “That’s what we’re for,” I told her, gently.

   “But… that feels like… it’s like we’re vultures.  Scavengers.  I’m not sure I like that.”

   “You can look at it that way,” I admitted.  “Or you can bear in mind an angel of death is the final physician.  After our ministrations, all the agonies of the flesh are ended.”  I glanced around.  We were still mostly alone.  I lowered my voice.  “There are other things we can do, as well.  Wait a minute.”

   I worked hard for a few minutes, surrounding us with a minor I-Belong-Here spell.  As long as we didn’t do anything unruly, people would assume we were supposed to be there and pay us no attention.  We went to a locker room and changed into scrubs.  I found a cart to push and Mary carried a clipboard.  We might not even need the spell; no one questions a person who carries a clipboard and walks with purpose.

   Visiting hours in an oncology ward aren’t like visiting hours elsewhere.  Technically, they have them, but realistically, visitors show up at all hours.  It depends on the patient, when they might be conscious, and how close they are to dying.  Unofficially, at least.  There’s always some traffic.  We went right in to a patient room.  I don’t think anyone even looked at us.

   The kid in the bed was bald as an egg and thin as a shell.

   “Now,” I told Mary, quietly, “don’t take anything.  Feel around.  You’ll find something inside her that doesn’t belong there—a sort of feverish vitality.”  Mary got a faraway look in her eyes.

   “There are all sorts of different things in the flow of her life,” Mary reflected.  “Some parts of her are more alive than others.”

   “You’re good.  It took me a long time to figure that out.  Remind me to see how you do with different parts of people’s brains.”

   “Excuse me?”

   “Skip it for now.  Concentrate on finding the brightest spot—the piece that’s burning with vital energy.”

   “I found it.  It seems to… it’s mostly in the… there’s one big spot, then several smaller spots?”

   “Probably in the lymph nodes,” I guessed.  “I hear cancer likes to do that.  Just find the big one for now.”

   “Got it.”

   “Drain it.  Kill it.  Just the tumor, not the kid—treat the tumor like a parasite inside her, a separate entity.  Wrap your tendril around the brightest part, surround it on all sides, wrap it up.  Then drain only the inside of that ball of tendril.  Carefully.”

   While she did that, I felt around inside the kid with tendrils and scanned her with magic eyeballs.  My eyes see the flow of life and the pulse of vital essence.  She wasn’t in good shape, but there were glittering, seething places that shone fever-bright.  I touched them, identified them, and used some of my personal energies to craft a filtering spell.  My tendrils, like a fine-meshed net, swept through the kid’s flesh, harmlessly passing through everything except those fever-bright things.  Those bright, unnaturally vital places simply snuffed out.

   I wonder if Mary could do that without a spell.  She has a delicate touch far superior to mine.  I have to cheat.

   The kid was actually much better off after we were done.  A few more weeks of chemotherapy and maybe some surgery to remove a few dead lumps… assuming the kid would survive that long.  She really was in poor shape; even a healing spell would be too draining.  Instead, I bound up a little vitality, placed it in her, and wrapped it in such a way that it would release slowly over the next week.

   “What do you think?” I asked Mary.  “Cancer tastes odd, doesn’t it?”

   “It’s like straight energy.  There’s no… person.  Water without flavor is about the closest I can come.”

   “I agree.  Weird, isn’t it?”

   “Very.  But what did you do?”

   I explained.  Mary considered my explanation.

   “So, we can cure cancer?” she asked.

   “Sometimes.  Surgeons can, too—sometimes.  This isn’t a cure for her.  At best, it’s a reset.  On the plus side, she’s just had the equivalent of thirty or forty radiation treatments without the radiation side effects.  She stands a chance, now, with proper medical help.  Considering she’s already in an oncology ward, she’ll get it.”

   “Is this what we’re for, too?  Helping people like this?”

   “Good lord, no.  We’re bloodsucking fiends, haunting the night and seeking out our prey from among the merely-mortal.  This is incidental.  We can do this if we feel like it.  I felt like it.”

   “For a bloodsucking fiend, you’re a pretty decent guy.”

   “I get that a lot.  I’m good at faking it.”

   “So, do we do this sort of thing down in the morgue, now?” she asked.  “To get blood?  Or do we rob the blood bank?  I have to warn you, I’ve tried corpse blood before.  It’s awful.”

   “Oh, that.  I think you’re going to love this next part.”

   We retraced our steps, changed into our street clothes, and I led her out into the city.

   “Remember how I said I look for someone who wants to die?”

   “Yes.  I felt it.  I never felt anything like that before.  He really did want to die, and I could tell.”

   “There are different kinds of wanting to die,” I pointed out.  “That man—Dennis—was at the end of his life and waiting for the clock to run out.  He didn’t have a choice, not really.  The kid didn’t want to die, but she was about to do it anyway—not really our business, even though we had the power to interfere.  Now, though, we find volunteers.”

   “Volunteers?  Suicidal people?”

   Instead of answering, I smiled my best inscrutable smile and turned with her to proceed down darker streets, narrower streets, less savory neighborhoods.  Comprehension dawned on her face and she smiled.  I like her smile, fangs and all.

   The encounter went about the way it usually does, with the exception that the three robbers were not only interested in my money but also in my girlfriend.  While one of them put an arm around her neck and brandished a knife, the other two pointed guns and told me to fork over my valuables.

   Those two bled nicely from the dismemberment; the blood humped up and crawled over both my legs, soaking into my skin and vanishing.  The man holding Mary suddenly had a broken arm, no knife, and her fangs in his neck.  She’s stronger than she looks and wickedly fast.  I think those moves were practiced.  I should ask if she has any martial arts belts.  Maybe I should ask how many, rather than if.  I should definitely get some pointers; I rely on superhuman speed and strength, not on skill.  That could be a problem, someday.

   I pulled up a manhole cover with one finger and we ditched body parts.  I put money in my pockets, a pistol in the back of my belt, and Mary put the knife and other pistols in her purse.

   “See?” I laughed, putting her hand on my arm again.  “I told you this part was good.”

   “Yes, but I don’t think I like the taste of stoners.”

   “Stoners?”

   “The guy I drank was a regular user of marijuana.  I don’t care for the taste.”

   “Oh.  Well, it’s better than possum, isn’t it?”

   “Definitely.  So, our job is to take the souls of the dying and drain the blood from the evil?”

   “Well, I ate their souls, too,” I admitted.  “I do it faster.”

   “Yeah.  You’ve got hidden talents, Ancient Monster of Darkness,” she giggled.  The way she said it reminded me of Seldar’s joking about, calling me by humorous titles.  I wonder where he is, how he’s doing, what he’s become.  He’s had years to go from a young man to a grown man.  How has he changed?

   “You’ll grow into it,” I assured her.  “I only do this part because I can’t always find someone both eager to die and physically accessible.  Hospitals have the first part, but if you kill someone in a hospital, all sorts of alarms go off.  It’s like they’re concerned with patient safety, or something.  These guys, on the other hand, volunteered to be dinner.”

   “Couldn’t you skip the hospital?”

   “I could.”

   “Why don’t you?”

   “Because, while these guys may be unwitting volunteers, the people in the hospital don’t have a choice.”

   “Ah.  You’re being a nice guy.”

   “I am not.”

   “Yes, you are.  You’re taking a risk when you don’t have to in order to relieve the suffering of others.  You’re a nice guy.”

   “Shut up,” I muttered.

   “Why hasn’t anyone else ever told me about this doorway-of-death thing?” she asked, changing the subject.

   “I don’t know.  Maybe something got lost in translation during the dark ages.  Or maybe someone thought it was obvious and never bothered to mention it to his children.  Who knows?  You may have something to take to the Elders and show them.  They might appreciate it enough to forgive you for helping me.”

   “Maybe.  I’d rather keep helping you.  It’s more fun.”

   “Well… so would I.”

   “Good.”  She squeezed my arm and pressed close as we walked along.  “Someday, will you try giving me a drop of your blood?  Just to see what happens?”

   “If you insist.”

   “No hurry.  I’m curious about how it might affect the things I just learned.  Could I reach farther, maybe drain someone’s soul at a distance without help?  Or win at craps?  I can already clean up at blackjack.”

   “Really?  How do you do that?  Watch the dealer’s emotional state in his aura?”

   “Nope.  Professional dealers don’t care if they win or lose; it’s a job, that’s all.  They flip cards for a living rather than play the game.  What I do is feel the cards.  I know what the dealer has and what’s next in the shoe, so I know how to bet.”

   “See, now you’re making me envious.  You say that casually.  I have to really concentrate to feel something like that with a tendril.  I doubt I could do it fast enough to be useful.  I’d probably cheat with a spell.”

   “Yours feel more like steel cables,” she pointed out.  “Mine is…”

   “More feathery,” I supplied.  “Delicate.  Also more sensitive and responsive.”

   “Exactly.”

   That made me wonder if I could split a tendril into little pieces, feathering it out into finer and finer strands.  Could I turn a tendril into an even finer sensory organ?  Can I duplicate the feathery sort of thing Mary has?  Something to think about, surely.

   Mary showed me around some of the city, pointing out her favorite hangouts without going into them; someone might be watching for her.  She also showed me a couple of places where Tony sometimes had formal meetings with the heads of the other tribes in town—Conrad for the Phrygians and Bruno for the Constantines.

   “My guess is we’re pretty safe in public,” she told me.  “Nobody wants to tell the world vampires are living among them.  We’ve all heard stories about how vampires were hunted, and some of them from not so long ago.  I, for one, don’t relish the idea of having blessed silver buckshot burning holes through my torso.”

   “It stings,” I agreed, and left it at that.  At least, I presume it does.  Blessed silver knives sure do.

   “…right.  Anyway, nobody’s going to start something in front of a load of bystanders.  But we could be spotted and followed.  That’s why I’m not taking you into these places.”

   “I understand.  Thank you for thinking ahead.”

   “I am a little nervous, though,” she admitted.  “Everybody has employees of some sort, and the Phrygians have, uh, servants.  We stand a better chance of being spotted in the city.”

   “True, but this is where the hunting is.”

   “We’ve hunted.  I feel great.  Can we go home?”

   “Of course.”

   I called a cab and we went through an interesting dance number—watching for tails, switching cabs, and repeat—until Mary was satisfied we weren’t being followed or tracked.  Then we went home.  I went out to the barn to do some more deconstruction on a gate spell; Mary stayed in to do some cybershopping.

   A kerosene lamp burned on the workbench.  I kept it there, not for the illumination, but for the potential flame-call.  Nobody came through on the lamp-flame, but you never know.

   A little after midnight, Mary came out to the barn.  I was right in the middle of a tricky bit, so I didn’t look up.  She waited until I finished, then spoke.

   “I need an account number.  I don’t want to charge anything to mine if it’s going to be delivered here.”

   “Good thinking.”  I fished out my wallet and handed her a card.  “Use that one.”

   “You know, most men would ask me what I’m buying and how much it costs.”

   “Most men didn’t see the pile of cash we stashed.  Which reminds me, did you pick out a gun you like?”

   “I did, thank you.  I put the ones we picked up tonight in the arsenal.”

   “Thanks.”

   “Still working on your spells?” she asked, lacing her fingers together over my shoulder and looking at the workbench.

   “Yes.  It’s going to be a pain making all the ideograms, then making copies of them.”

   “How many copies do you need?  I’ll help.”

   “It’s a big project.  I’m trying to break the spell down into all its basic elements—no shorthand symbols, no loops, just a complete run-through.  It’s easier to comprehend fully when it’s all laid out like an exploded-view diagram.  That’s tough with something this big.  Once I feel I’ve mastered it, I’ll shorten it wherever I can to make it easier to use.”

   “I’ll take your word for it.  So, you need multiple copies of individual symbols?  Is that the problem?”

   “Think of it like setting moveable type.  I’ll need dozens of copies of each, at least, to make even one paragraph.”  I sighed.  It didn’t help.  “I suppose I could make molds and pour them… then all we’d need to do is grind them down and polish them.”

   “Do they have to be metal?”

   “No, I wouldn’t think so.  At least, not for my experiments.  Later, I’ll want metal ones for the durability, but it’s not necessary for this part.  Seems like a waste of effort, though, to make fragile ones when I know I’ll need the tough ones.”

   “Okay.  You go ahead and keep making your ideograms.  Let me know when you have a complete set so we can copy the set.”

   “There are thousands of the things!  It’s like… like…”

   “Chinese ideograms?  A logographic script where each icon represents a word or concept?”

   “Exactly.  This is a language.”

   “Don’t worry about it.  I said I’d help.  You work on a vocabulary list.  I’ll see if I can speed things up.”  She went back into the house and I watched her go, wondering what she had in mind.  If Tort were here, she’d be carving symbols on her own; she knew what she was doing.

   I miss Tort.  I try not to think about her while there’s nothing I can do about it.  It hurts.

   I got back to work.  I was going to keep missing Tort as long as I stayed here.  It was becoming more and more important to establish two-way communication and travel between my farmhouse and Karvalen.  It wasn’t urgent, but if I waited until it was urgent, it would be too late.  That seems to be a rule.

   





   





Sunday, November 8th

    

   Mary cut her hair again, so I stayed out of the basement.  She has some weird thing about me seeing her with a shaved head.  I don’t know why.  Maybe it’s a female thing.  Maybe she has a treasure map tattooed on her scalp.  I wouldn’t know.

   First thing this morning, I took down the stand.  I had my cordless drill holstered on my tool belt as I walked down the street toward where the stand stood.  It stood its ground like a tree, though it knew its time had come.  All I needed was a set of jingling spurs as I approached.

   “You’re goin’ down,” I told it.  Whistling the theme to The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, I got to work.  Disassembling the charity stand didn’t take as long as I anticipated.  It helps when “disassembled” is a relative term.  I broke it down to four main parts and lugged them back to the barn.

   Francine stayed behind to guard the house.  We’ve gone over what to do about general people on the property, people near the house, and Myrna in particular.  I also put up a “No Trespassing” sign on the front gate.  We’ll see if Myrna continues to be a nosy neighbor.

   The Four were in the barn shortly after I put up the sign.  They climb the driveway gate rather than go through the walkway gate.  They might not have seen it, or they might not think it applies to them.  They’re right; it doesn’t.

   Once I stood down the stand, I went into the city to play with people who like beating on each other—that is, my martial arts class and the medievalists.  This also gave me a chance to invite people out to play at my house on the weekend.  It would save me a trip into the city, and I have enough property to host a war.  Besides, I’ve been working out rules for battle chess and need people to playtest it.  Maybe I should write down the rules.

   While I was in the city, I made a detour to see Mark.  Since it was during visiting hours, they let me.  He was doing much better.  He was conscious, he recognized me, and he was well on his way to walking again.  I told him about the charity drive and assured him he was going home to a real house.  He seemed pleased and mentioned Fred already told him.

   There were four cards on his side table, including the one I sent.  I didn’t bother to look at the signatures; I knew where the other Three came from.  I wondered why none of the adults in the neighborhood sent him a card.  Maybe they only knew him as the beer-breathing angry guy.

   I also took the opportunity to juice up his healing spell, but I didn’t tell him.

   When I got home, Francine reported no incidents, aside from losing a ball in the long grass and one exceptionally fast rabbit got away from her.  She also reported some terrible monster in the hayloft—she heard it wailing and screeching and banging while the Four were up there.  Francine has no appreciation for their musical talent.

   The Four spent the afternoon in the barn when they weren’t playing with Francine.  If they think it’s their barn and their dog, I’m okay with that.  They’re kids.  They should have a place to play and a dog to play with.

   They also refilled Bronze’s manger with charcoal.  That was nice of them, especially since they didn’t ask for explanations.  Bronze certainly appreciated it.  Could be they think she’s a steam-powered robot.  On the other hand, they also watched some video with her.  I’m not sure how well that stacks up with the idea she’s a robot horse.

   Knowing my luck I’ll get nasty comments from parents about it.  “My kids want video in their own rooms and say if your horse gets one, so should they.”  I really hope that doesn’t happen.  It’ll be awkward.  Maybe they’ll keep quiet about it and watch video with her when they can.

   Sebastian called while I was in transit.  He wanted to know the progress on my schedule; the client in Mexico was asking.  I assured him I was working on it.  Then I called BitRate and had a completely innocuous conversation, mentioning I was planning to get a passport soon and I also needed to start thinking about my Christmas shopping—did he have any suggestions?  He did, and we left it at that.  I expect a passport to show up soon.  He’ll have an envelope show up in his mail.

   I got Diogenes to look up the place in Mexico, someplace called Puerto Peñasco, and compile a report on it.  He hummed to himself, a little bit of “Back In Time,” by Huey Lewis and the News, I think.  Diogenes isn’t a strong AI—that is, a true artificial intelligence.  He—okay, it—is a collection of really good weak AI’s.  A weak AI is a program designed for problem-solving within a narrow field, such as interpreting human speech.  He understands what I say and can speak to me in response.

   I downloaded a voice template that sounded like Paul Bettany, or this world’s version of him.  I think it’s the most wonderful thing.  Yes, I’m a geek.  I admit, I’m easily entertained, but it’s the perfect voice for a computer.

   Other programs in his system include a cybersearch AI, data integration tools, and all that stuff.  He even includes one to make him develop human-like touches over time, which probably explains the humming.  It didn’t really mean anything; it was like hold music on the phone.

   But he sure seems real when I talk to him.  Could I upgrade him magically?  I’d need some sort of spirit—not only vital energy, but a living spirit of some sort—to make him truly think, I think.  What would his code look like after that?  Could it be copied?  Would the copies be alive, as well?  Can I create code for a strong AI by giving a computer a spirit of its own?  How would that affect his programming in other ways?  Would I wind up with Cameron’s Skynet or Weber’s Dahak?  Forbin’s Colossus or Heinlein’s Mycroft?

   Someday, when I’m feeling brave, maybe I’ll find out.

   Puerto Peñasco was on the Gulf of California, in Sonora.  It was a nice vacation spot, large enough to have all the amenities, small enough to not feel like a tourist mill.  Population near sixty thousand, here’s a map, the address you asked about is marked on it, and any of these three hotels are ideal for your stay, sir.  Would you like to drive or fly?  According to Diogenes, it could be done on a power road the whole way and would take about twelve hours.  Or we could fly and take about four.

   It was an impressive dossier on the city, made even more impressive by the fact it was compiled in under thirty seconds by an automated series of programs.  At least, it impresses me.  Back where and when I come from, that’s travel agent territory.

   Diogenes told me about the city while I scrolled through the digital map.  He even added restaurant recommendations when I pointed out I’m not fond of strongly-flavored food.  That’s an important consideration when visiting Mexico.

   I think I’ve underestimated the usefulness of modern computer programming.  I gave Diogenes a list of things to look up and briefings to prepare—crystal structure of gemstones, for example, and some medical questions that bugged me while I was developing healing spells, just to name two.

   With that in progress, I checked on my gems again.  I already pulled them once for the raid on Tyrone’s house; now they were back in their growth medium.  I’m thinking if I get some carbon black, I can generalize the spell for growing diamonds.  If I put several diamond chips into the carbon, apply heat and electricity, and tell the crystals to grow… as long as they don’t grow into each other, they should all grow independently and at about the same rate.  Maybe I don’t have to do this one gem at a time.

   Therefore, I broke the largest one into pieces, planted them in a tray of charcoal powder, and started the process.  We’ll see how they’re doing in a few days.

   Meanwhile, I wonder if Mary wants to take a vacation in Mexico?

   





   





Tuesday, November 10th

    

   Puerto Peñasco is even nicer in person than on-line.  The streets are clean, there are no homeless cluttering the alleys, the buildings are colorful, and the natives are friendly.  It’s a lovely Mexican resort town.

   Is the place so nice because a family of magi live here?  Or do they live here because it’s so nice?  I don’t know how to tell.

   Mary and I drove down.  It’s hard to bring firearms aboard a plane and she really wanted to bring a gun.  Mary assured me the border cops don’t care.  We went across the border at night so we wouldn’t have to explain a corpse.  The guy who found the gun—in a case, unloaded, with a locking device on it—also found some loose folding money in the case with it.  We breezed on south without any trouble.

   Mary likes the town.  She’s itching to steal something.  I can tell.  She won’t, though.  International travel has too much in the way of records.  We show up, three or four places get burglarized, and we leave.  The Federales can do the math without even reaching for a pencil.

   Instead, she’s enjoying the night life.  There’s dancing, shows, outdoor recreations of all sorts, even midnight swimming in the Gulf of California.

   I’m okay with most of that, but I had to explain about my weight problem.  I can’t swim; I sink like a brick.  I sink like a lead brick.  As a result, I don’t swim; I walk on the bottom.  She was disappointed, not only that I couldn’t come along, but someday she might have the same problem.  She likes swimming, the weirdo.  I thought vampires were supposed to hate open water.  I know I do.

   She did show me a neat gizmo, though.  Someone’s come up with an artificial gill.  The mouthpiece is like a snorkel; you hold it in with your teeth and breathe normally.  Water flows over a mask-like thing that covers the lower half of your face.  Oxygen comes out of the water, some of your breath is recirculated for air volume, and you breathe pretty much normally.  Oh, maybe you have to breathe a little harder, but it really is that simple.  They even have a full-face thing combining a scuba mask with a breathing gill.  I had to get one.  I love gadgets and despise drowning.

   During the day, Mary curls up in the modern version of a steamer trunk.  It locks, and we’re staying in a five-star hotel.  She says she feels pretty safe.  I didn’t think so; I added a little aversion spell to the trunk to keep people from being too curious about it.  It’s not that I don’t trust the housekeeping staff… well, okay, no, I don’t.  The possible price for an accident is too drastic to take chances.

   While she’s down for the day, I’m visiting Esteban Juan Manuel Jesus Mendoza.  He’s an elderly gentleman and has the longest moustache I’ve ever seen outside a martial-arts B-movie.  He speaks fluent English with a slight British accent and seems stiffly polite.  I don’t think he likes me.  I’m not sure why, other than I’m not Hispanic, Catholic, or a citizen of Mexico—apparently all of which is an insult to him.  Maybe it’s because I didn’t drop everything and rush to do his bidding.  Or because I have spells he doesn’t.  I look younger than he does.  I didn’t dress in a three-piece suit to meet him.  My deodorant needs to be stronger.  Who knows?  I don’t.

   I walked into his house and immediately realized it was built on a major nexus.  I’m no expert on ley lines and nexus points, but the magical environment was much more powerful than the typical background level.  It was strong enough that I wondered what he wanted a power-concentrating circle for.  Anti-aging spells, maybe.  The place felt at least close to home—half-strength?  Two-thirds?  Somewhere in there.

   I swear, I’m going to create a scale for measuring this sort of thing.

   The place was also quite large, but sounded empty.  Aside from servants, I didn’t see anyone.  Was his family avoiding the stranger in the house?  That seemed impolite.  Maybe they were all off elsewhere in the world, doing whatever magi do when they’re not chanting in the basement.  Maybe they’re all dead and he’s planning to resurrect them.  Not really my business, and he didn’t seem at all inclined toward chitchat.

   On the other hand, he’s quite content to have a small circle of power immediately inscribed on a worktable and a much larger one in progress in the back yard.  The larger one is getting chiseled into the concrete surrounding the pool.  It’s not a perfectly circular pool—more egg-shaped—but the whole thing will be inside the circle.  I warned him about spells going away when taken in or out of the circle; he didn’t think it was a problem.  Maybe he wants to enchant the water or something.

   I should be finished with it tomorrow.  Then I should probably talk to Sebastian about turning a large pile of cash into digital money—and about finding a tax accountant.  Does Sebastian know how to launder money?

   On the other hand, having a large pile of cash can be useful, too.  Still, I should check.  Like cash, you never know when a money-laundering friend might come in handy.

    

   While we were sitting at the edge of a park that evening, listening to the outdoor music, Mary leaned her head on my shoulder and said my name.

   “Vlad.”

   “Hmm?”

   “Have you noticed any relatives in town?”

   “I can’t say I have.”

   “Isn’t that weird?”

   “You’re the only relative I met by accident,” I pointed out.

   “Yeah, but that’s a major metropolitan area.  This place is much smaller.  I’d expect to run into someone by now.”

   “Maybe it doesn’t have anyone.”

   “With this much going on?  With all these people passing through?  This is prime turf.  There could be dozens here and nobody would go hungry.”

   “So?”

   “It’s odd.”

   “Maybe the place is too religious.  I’ve seen a lot of churches around here.  The place could be full of professional vampire-hunters.”

   “No, those don’t like to work in public.  Too much chance of friendly fire and too many explanations with the law.”

   “Fair enough.  I—wait.  There are professional vampire hunters?” I asked.  She lifted her head to look at me.

   “Of course.  That’s another reason we go so such lengths to avoid publicity.  Well, some of us,” she added, winking at me.  “But you don’t leave much in the way of witnesses.”

   “Huh.  How do these people operate?”

   “I’m not an expert, but from what I’ve been told, they stalk their suspect, confirm their suspicions, then blow the suspect away.  I’m told they try to make it look like a terrible accident—gas leak, house fire, that sort of thing.  Occasionally they attack with volleys of gunfire to cripple the target, then nail it to the ground and burn it.”

   “How nice.”

   “You asked.”

   “So, what’s to say there aren’t hundreds of them in this town?”

   “Too quiet,” Mary disagreed, shaking her head.  “No vampires.”

   “But it’s prime turf,” I argued.  “Could it be the place is kept so nice to use it as bait?”

   “Huh.  You raise a good point.”  She looked around.  Nobody seemed to be taking any notice of us.  “If you didn’t want to go out, you could have just said so, instead of being such a buzzkill.”

   “Sorry.  I only thought of it a second ago.”

   “Fine,” she sighed.  “What do you want to do?”

   “Have another dancing lesson.  I think I’m getting the hang of the tango.”

   “Seriously.”

   “Seriously,” I insisted.  “I don’t think we’re being targeted.  I only want to be aware of the dangers.  That way, if a crazy man with a flamethrower screams and charges out of the kitchen at me, I’ll have some idea what to do.”

   “No, not that.  The tango.  Do you really think you’re getting the hang of it?”

   “Oh.  Yes, I think so.”

   “So, delusions are part of getting old, too?”

   “You’re not too old to spank,” I pointed out.

   “Talk, talk, talk,” she teased, waving a hand dismissively.  “You never follow through on such delightful threats.  I really wish you would.  Come on.  I’ll help you justify your illusions.”

   We danced.  Well, she danced; I came close.  She got several compliments and a number of invitations to dance, even while I was sitting right next to her.  She raised an eyebrow at me and I shrugged.  She danced.  While she was on the dance floor, I got invitations to buy drinks, mostly from pretty ladies but also a few from pretty guys.  Apparently, I don’t dance well.  At least, not the flamenco or the tango.  When I didn’t pay attention to my feet, they tried dances from Zirafel.  I know this because Mary told me I actually had rhythm and timing when I wasn’t watching.

   Tha candle in the center of the table flared brightly.  I put a small plate over it and smothered it.  Not a good time.

   Why do calls always seem to happen during dinner?  Is it a universal law?

   Walking back to the hotel, Mary practically skipped along.  If she couldn’t steal stuff, at least she could ride the high from being filled with vitality.  That suited me, as long as she didn’t take so much it fatigued the whole room.  I stuck to siphoning off energy from belligerent drunks and other unpleasant people.  When they were too lethargic to make much of a fuss, it helped everyone else have a much better time.

   We made it back to the hotel without incident and Mary pointed out no one followed us.  I hadn’t thought she was watching.  I said so.

   “If I looked as though I was watching for a tail, they would work harder at not being seen,” she pointed out.  “For someone as old as you are, you miss the obvious.”

   “Hmm.  Well, the subtle I get immediately; the obvious takes a while.  I don’t normally live in a state of heightened alertness, constantly checking every shadow for threats.  It’s a habit I haven’t developed but probably should,” I admitted.  “So, you think we weren’t followed?”

   “Just because you think of someone who might want to doesn’t mean they instantly come after you.”

   “There seems to be a correlation.”

   “Maybe you’re psychic, like Thessaloniki.”

   “Oh, yeah.  I am.”

   “You, too?”

   “Sorry.  Forgot to mention.”

   She growled as a reply.  “Fine.  One night, I’d like you and I to sit down and discuss exactly how you’re different and how you’re similar.”

   “Well, when a baby is conceived, it gets and X chromosome from it’s mother.  It gets either an X or a Y chromosome from the father—”

   She hit me in the face with a well-thrown pillow.  I don’t think it would have damaged a human, but I’m not sure.

   “You know what I mean!”

   “I do.  Okay.  Some evening soon.  For now, the morning is coming.”

   “Which reminds me.  Why are we here?  You said you had business, but you’ve been with me every night.  Are we waiting for the business to show up?”

   “That’ll be part of the discussion of differences.”

   “Okay.  I guess it’ll wait.”  She kissed my cheek.  “Sleep well.”

   “You, too.”

   





   





Wednesday, November 11th

    

   Señor Mendoza sat on his patio and watched me carving cement.  It struck me how this was an interesting reversal of stereotypes.  The wealthy Hispanic man watched the white guy doing manual labor in the back yard.  It amused me.  He sat in the shade and sipped his drinks; I hammered at cement in the sun.  That’s enough irony to rust.  At least he was nice enough to have his cook prepare lunch.  Two lunches, in fact.  He ate his at the patio table; mine was delivered to me on a tray.  No fraternizing with the hired help, obviously.

   I didn’t mind.  I didn’t have to hide my expression as I wolfed it down.  I have no real objection to Mexican food, but the cook liked spicy dishes and treated garlic like a vegetable, not a seasoning.  If I wasn’t an eating machine, I would have skipped lunch altogether.  As it was, I just tried not to breathe through my nose too much.

   With the circle in place and the spell engaged, I tested it a bit.  It was definitely taking in much more power in this high-magic zone.  A little work from the outside of the circle let me look over the flow of power.  There were definitely some lines of force intersecting in the vicinity, deep below.  There was also a trace of distortion in their flow, but only a trace.  It was a Sphere, not a magic-sucking jet.  The new Ascension Sphere acted less like a magnet and more like a drain.  Power tried to flow past it and got caught, swirled around it, and fell into it.

   It was also easy to see the power was an external thing, not a direct flow.  Somewhere inside the world, in its veins and arteries, was where all the magic happened.  What we worked with was only at the surface—the radiant energy from the inner conduits.  It’s like the difference between the power in someone’s blood and their body heat.  This nexus was a place where blood flowed near the skin and warmed everything.

   I really do need to see if I can tap a ley line for power.  How would that work?  Drill a hole, like an oil well?  Or find a really deep cave and go down after it?

   Once I was sure the Ascension Sphere was working properly, I moved around to the patio table and greeted Señor Mendoza again.

   “This thing you have created,” he demanded, not returning my greeting, “it will gather power indefinitely?”

   “Until you use it, which will cause it to collapse,” I told him.  “It will require using or storing all the energy inside it before it will do so, however.  You can also break the circle, which will release all the power.  That may cause unpredictable effects, of course, unless you have something prepared to receive a large jolt of power.”

   “Very well.  I see it is working.  You are dismissed.”

   I shrugged and left.  He was the client and he was paying.  Politeness wasn’t going to get him a discount, so he didn’t bother with it, I guess.  I had the distinct feeling he didn’t like me.

   Back at the hotel, with curtains drawn and darkness absolute, I checked on Mary.  She was still dead, so I closed the trunk and ordered room service.  It was a long day in the sun; I wanted food, water, and a bath.  Room service assured me they could satisfy my needs.  I guzzled water, ate the food they sent up, then had my bath.  Things were looking up.

   A bath, however, is not nearly as pleasant as it used to be.  I sink so hard I don’t even feel the half-floating sensation that comes with immersion.  Undead problems.

   The bathroom mirror rippled.

   I sat up in the tub and directed my attention toward it.  There was some sort of magical effect.  The mirror continued to shiver, as though some building-sized monster was stomping along outside.  Nothing of the sort was happening, though; I felt no vibrations that could produce such a shivering.  After a moment, it became obvious a scrying spell was attempting to make a connection.  If it was reaching, somehow, from Karvalen, then it took an awful lot of power and more than a little skill.

   Grumbling, I got out, put on a hotel robe, and placed my hands on the mirror’s frame.  A little concentration and a little push…

   The mirror cleared.  I expected T’yl, but Señor Mendoza looked out of the mirror at me.  He did a double-take and gestured, closing the connection.

   Well, that was plain rude.  I guess I should wear my location-blocking amulet even when soaking in a hot bath.

   Was there anything to do about it now?  I could call him back and ask for an explanation.  I could go visit and confront him.  If I wanted to be slightly less direct, I could call Sebastian and ask him to remonstrate with Señor Mendoza, possibly charge him a penalty fee.  If necessary, I could probably manage to take down the Ascension Sphere from the outside—the carved ideograms were actually part of the spell matrix, not just foci to help me cast it.  Or maybe I should get Sebastian to figure something out.  He’s the one who knows how these people work.

   I called Sebastian—on the phone—explained what happened, and he was silent for several heartbeats.

   “You’re sure it was Señor Mendoza?” he asked.

   “I saw him as though we were looking at each other through a window.”

   “I wonder what he wanted.”

   “So do I, but I’m more concerned with his invasion of my privacy.  It’s rude.”

   “Yes… On his behalf, I apologize.  I’ll try to impress upon him the importance of that.”

   “I appreciate it.  I don’t suppose you could give me some advice on how families settle this sort of disagreement?  Just in case?”

   “Normally, they talk it over,” he told me.  “If that doesn’t work, sometimes there are conflicts.”

   “Deadly ones?”

   “It has been known to happen,” he admitted, cautiously.  “The Clairmont family and the Lo family had a dispute in Hong Kong and it resulted in a dozen fatalities over the course of a decade.  They still hate each other.”

   “Did they finally settle it on their own?  Or did everyone else step in to stop it?”

   “It was a joint thing.  The Ortoli family acted as a moderator and helped make peace between their houses.  We’re not likely to need that sort of thing for a trifle such as this.  Permanent maimings, murders—yes.  This is probably a mistake.  I think an apology is in order, if you’re willing to accept one.”

   “Good to know.  Yes, I’ll be happy with an apology.  No need to get all bent out of shape.  Let me know if you need anything from me.”

   “Of course.  Always glad to hear from you, Vlad.  Have a good evening.”

   “You, too.”

   I hung up and settled onto the bed to watch some video.  Maybe I could get Sebastian to give me a list of the various families of magi and a rundown of who liked or hated each other.  It might be good to know.

   It was late in the afternoon when someone knocked at the door.  I grumbled some more but managed to climb out of bed.  I put serious dents in mattresses; it’s a struggle to escape the pit.

   “Who is it?” I asked, looking through the peephole.  I saw a guy in hotel uniform.

   “Housekeeping, Señor.  Do you have a tray and cart?”

   “Oh.”  I unlocked and opened the door.  “Yes.  I’m done with it; you can have it back.”  He stepped inside, smiling his professional smile.

   “Thank you so much, Señor.  You are most kind.”

   When I turned away to walk past the cart, he hit me in the back with an electric shock thing.  I went down and he kept it planted between my shoulderblades.  Being facedown on the floor and locked in a vibrating-muscle spasm, I wasn’t really in any position to notice what else was going on.  I thought I felt a needle.  Since everything went away shortly thereafter, I must have been correct.

    

   Waking up after being forcibly rendered unconscious is generally a surprise and a mixed pleasure.

   On the one hand, it’s a good thing.  I’m alive!

   On the other hand, it means the people who grabbed me want me for something.  That might not be a good thing at all.

   Sensation returned, bringing with it a stinging in my shoulder, a tingling in my extremities, a pounding heartbeat, an agonizing pain between my shoulderblades, and the feel of restraints at every joint.  At a guess, someone gave me a shot to wake me.  I slitted my eyes and took note of the restraints.  Medical grade, probably.  Suitable for psycho nutjobs who might rip open a straitjacket.  I wasn’t going anywhere in a hurry.  It would take real effort to rip free, even for me—a minute?  Five?  After dark, it would be tissue paper, but I had no idea how far away that might be.

   Of course, I wasn’t wearing anything but the restraints.  Typical.  Why does everyone want me naked?  Is everyone a necrophiliac?  Or do I look better naked than I think I do?

   The slap across my face encouraged me to open my eyes.

   “I know you are awake!”

   I recognized that voice.  Pages flipped in my mental study and a name emerged.  Fries.  Jason Fries.

   I opened my eyes and, sure enough, I was right.  Right in more ways than one, actually; Señor Mendoza was with him.  They had half a dozen younger people, as well.  Several of the Fries family stood on my left, Mendozas on my right.  I hung there on some sort of framework, parenthesized by magi.  I would have looked around more thoroughly, but the head-strap was good and tight.

   Somehow, I was not reassured to see familiar faces.

   “Good evening,” I offered.  My face still stung from the slap, but also felt somewhat numbed by the drugs.  The sting was winning; the antidote was taking hold.  “How may I help you?”

   “I’ll ask the questions!” he declared.  I remained silent.  I couldn’t see any windows in the room, which suited me perfectly.  Presumably, they didn’t want anyone to peep in and observe their activities.  Something indefinable about the place made me think I was underground.  The walls were paneled.  A nicely-finished basement, perhaps.  It was hard to tell.  Aside from the tilted, metal platform they had me on, there was no furniture visible to me.  I didn’t see a door, either.  Behind me, probably; I was in the middle of the room.

   “Tell me your name,” Jason ordered.

   “Vladimir Smith,” I answered.  One of the younger Mendozas, a black-haired girl in her late teens, maybe as old as twenty, spoke up.

   “He’s partly lying.”

   “Partly?” Jason echoed.

   “I think he’s using the name, so it is his,” she explained, “but that’s not the whole truth.  He’s leaving out a lot.  Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to tell.”

   I decided she was going to be trouble.

   Jason turned his attention to me again.

   “What name were you born with?”

   “I didn’t have a name when I was born.”

   “Truth,” indicated the girl.

   “How could he not have a name?” Jason demanded.

   “You ask bad questions, Señor,” she replied, almost respectfully.  “He was not named before he was born.  Naming comes after.”  Jason turned and half-snarled at me.

   “I want to know what to call you!”

   “You can call me ‘Vlad,’ if you like.  I’m used to that.”

   “Señor Fries,” Esteban snapped, rapping his cane on the floor.  “Perhaps we might move along to more profitable lines of inquiry?”

   “Fine,” he snapped.  “Go ahead.”

   Señor Mendoza smiled and nodded.  He stepped more fully into my field of view.

   “Good evening,” I offered.

   “Good evening.  I trust you understand your position?”

   “I think so.  One moment, please.”  I moved on the table-thing, tugging and pulling, testing the restraints.  He made no objection, but Jason was ready to burst a blood vessel.  I was stalling, but he was willing to let me test the restraints.  I felt certain that, if left alone, I could tear free in a matter of minutes.  If.

   “Yes, Señor Mendoza,” I agreed.  “I think I understand my position.  I must admit I do not understand why I’m in it, but I will trust you to make it clear.”

   “Very good, Vladimir.  We are aware you are a servant to one of the undead.  Do not bother to deny it.”

   “Okay.”

   I wondered what they thought of my weight.  I suppose it depended on how they transported me.  Or maybe they thought it was normal for a long-term servant of the undead.  How much about vampires did they know?

   “We have captured your mistress and will interrogate her shortly.  We will ask you both a number of questions.”

   “Cross-checking to make sure we’re telling the truth?”

   “Exactly,” he said, nodding.  “Exactly.”

   “She’s got a spell for that,” I pointed out, nodding toward the young lady.  She sneered in return.

   “Yes,” Esteban agreed, “but it only works on the living.  Once we have your mistress’ answers, we will put the questions to you, as well, to determine her truth or falsity, as well as to determine what she may know that you do not.”

   “I understand.  Happy to help.  Shall we start with the vampire population of Oklahoma City?”

   Esteban blinked at me.  Everyone else traded glances.  They seemed a bit surprised.

   “Yes, by all means.  Go ahead.”

   “Let’s see… you already know about the three major tribes of vampires?  Or do I need to start there?”

   “We know.  Continue.”

   “There are about ten or so undead in the city.  At least, so I’m told.  I’ve only met Mary and Tony—Antonio Corbano, who seems to be the oldest Thessaloniki in town.  I think; I’m not really all that clear on the hierarchy.  It’s not my business, you understand.  Then there’s Conrad, of the Phrygians, and Bruno, of the Constantines.  I think Mary’s progenitor is someone named Horace, but I’ve never met him.  For the Thessaloniki, I think it runs from Mary to Horace to Tony.  After that, if you want someone older or higher up the chain, you have to look elsewhere.  That’s all I’ve got.”

   “Where do they reside?”

   “I don’t know about that, except for Mary, obviously.”

   “You seem remarkably cooperative for a man enslaved by the forces of evil,” Jason interrupted.

   “You think being enslaved is fun?” I asked.

   This caused considerable consternation among the others.  Jason seemed unmoved, but Esteban’s expression was thoughtful.

   “You mean to say you are not a willing servant?” Esteban asked.

   “I am not a willing servant,” I agreed, truthfully, and added, “I despise slavery.”

   They glanced at the truth-sayer; she nodded.

   Without bothering to tell me to wait, Esteban turned to Jason, gave him a meaningful look, and the two of them left the room.  Behind me, I heard the door thump shut.  At least I was certain where it was, now.

   They were gone for quite a while.  I did my best to breathe deeply and flex various muscle groups.  I still had drugs in my system and wanted to encourage my body to wash them out as quickly as possible.  Besides, working the kinks out of my abused upper back gave me something to do.  Those zappy-sticks hurt when I’m mortal.  They’re probably no fun for humans, either.

   Esteban and Jason came back in and resumed their questioning without so much as a passing pleasantry.

   “Tell us where you learned the power-gathering spell,” Jason demanded.  I glanced at Esteban.  He nodded, once.  Jason was ready to snarl again.  I don’t think he liked having his questions confirmed through Esteban.  The fact he swallowed his outburst told me the Mendoza family was in charge of this.

   “The place is called Karvalen.  I studied it as an existing spell—that is, I analyzed it as it stood in place—and I also studied under two magicians who knew it.”

   “Who are they?”

   “Her name is Tort; his name is T’yl.  Tort is from a place called Rethven.  I think T’yl is from a place called Kamshasa—I don’t remember the details well enough to say for certain.  He didn’t like to talk about it.”

   “Do not trouble yourself about that, please,” Esteban ordered.  “Are you capable of teaching the spell to others?”

   “I don’t see why not,” I admitted.  I thought about it for a minute.  If they were willing to learn my ideogrammatic alphabet, at least enough of it for the Ascension Sphere, it shouldn’t really be a problem.

   “I haven’t tried,” I went on, “but if someone with a familiarity in magical arts is willing to study and practice, I believe I can.  But since we’re after absolute truth,” I added, nodding toward the dark-haired truth-teller, “I can’t make it a promise.”

   The tingling of the sunset started.  I did my best to lay there and take it without giving any outward sign.  It wasn’t easy.  When a horde of needle-legged insects walk through fire on their way to crawl all over you, it’s unpleasant.

   Esteban and Jason moved out of my field of view to discuss things.  Everyone else relaxed a little.  A middle-aged man stepped into my line of sight and laid fingers on my neck to check my pulse.

   “I don’t like his vitals.”

   “I’m not feeling well,” I admitted.  He came around in front of me and used a penlight on one of my eyes.

   “Ow,” I noted.  “Nice technique.”

   “Shut up.  Pupil response is good.”  He moved behind me again.  Something beeped.  Were there monitoring sensors built into the restraints or the table-slab-thing?  Possibly.  I wondered what the readouts were showing.

   By this point, I was sweating profusely and the doctor-nurse-whatever sounded worried.  I recognized a portable defibrillator.  It failed to fill me with joy.  I’m developing an aversion to electric shocks.  On the other hand, maybe that could be turned around to my advantage.

   “No!” I shouted.  “Not more electricity!  I’ve been zapped to hell and back already!”

   He ignored me and applied conductive gel to the paddles.  I clenched my teeth and waited for the inevitable.

   Over the next several minutes, he did his best to save my life.  I have to give him credit for that.  He rotated the table to lay flat and started working on me in earnest.  Two injections into my arm, one big needle into my heart, a tube down my throat with a plastic bag to ventilate my lungs, and no less than six bolts of lightning from that damned defibrillator.  Plus CPR.

   The fact he was trying to save my life doesn’t change the fact those things hurt.  I don’t like being zapped, bagged, or stabbed in the heart with a six-inch medical dagger full of whatever the hell they use.

   I retreated into my mental study after the first shock.  

    

   Inside my study, I could largely ignore what they were doing to my body.  It helped to know I was dying anyway.  In the process of trying to save me, they were unlikely to kill me before I died, so that was to the good.

   I started work on an emergency disguise spell.  My skin was going to darken over the next few minutes to a deep, charcoal grey.  I wanted to look like a perfectly normal corpse for as long as possible.  Fortunately, I was in a zone with a much higher magical potential than usual for this world.  It wasn’t up to Rethven standards, but it was plenty to work with.  The spell went off quite nicely.  Nobody seemed to notice.  After all, who expects the unconscious and immobile guy to be working magic?  You need chalk, chanting, and hand-waving at the very least.  Besides, they were probably more concerned with my heart attack than anything else.  

   I wonder what they thought of the stink?  Was it something they took as a matter of course for a dying man?  I think the smell is in the middle of the scale between week-old gym socks and chemical weaponry.  Then again, maybe it’s not as bad as I think.  My perspective isn’t exactly unbiased, after all.  Or, when you get right down to it, even human.

   When they gave up trying to resuscitate me, I came out and played dead.  I’m pretty good at that, especially at night.  The doctor expressed an opinion that someone might have gotten a little too enthusiastic with the high-voltage stun baton.  This started an argument.

   The argument ended when the doctor peeled back one of my eyelids to check something.  He wasn’t talking; someone else was saying something about how a stun baton would only be dangerous if I already had a heart condition, and he couldn’t be held responsible for not knowing that.  But the doctor made a small noise when he saw the black, featureless eyeball and froze for a second.

   I got the skin right, but the eyeballs are tricky.  Oh, well.  There’s my cue.

   I lashed out with tendrils, slashing in all directions through flesh and spirit and soul, dragging the life force of every living thing I touched back to me.  Two of them were protected by spells that wouldn’t let me touch them.  I grabbed one of them and squeezed it.  It cracked under the strain and broke; the man inside died instantly.

   He was Jason Fries, acting head of the Fries family, here on the orders of his Pater, Johann, to help the Mendoza family capture and interrogate a vampire.  A thousand other things surged through my spirit as I bolted his down.  For an instant, I knew him as well as he knew himself, then it all began to fade, like a sunset, leaving only a few winking stars behind.

   The other shielded person tried to leave, but I slammed the door and grabbed his shell, too.

   While all this went on, I sat up, peeled away bits of restraints, and stood.  Esteban gave up on opening the door and pointed his cane at me.  The stored spell he launched was a basic disintegration; I recognized the type.  It disrupted chemical bonds, breaking molecules apart.  This usually causes rapid oxidation, resulting in the target losing a chunk of itself and bursting into flame.  (A real disintegration, one that merely causes a target to crumble to dust, is much more difficult.)

   I deflected it to the restraint table.  It quasi-exploded and the flammable bits started to burn.  He didn’t know he was dealing with a master wizard as well as a lord of night.  They thought I was a mortal servant to a monster.

   Hard luck for them.

   “Your preparations and containment were perfect,” I told him, walking up to him, my lines of darkness still surrounding and squeezing his protection spell.  “Any human servant of a vampire would still be alive and well and thoroughly trapped.”

   “What are you?” he asked, holding his cane in front of himself.

   “Oh, no, no, no.  It’s my turn to ask questions.  What’s your problem with vampires?”

   “What do you mean?”

   “You didn’t go to all this effort just to annoy Mary, did you?  You don’t like vampires in general.  Why not?”

   “They are a foul stain on the soul of all magi!  They are monsters and must be purged from the Earth!”

   “I’ve heard that before,” I said, mildly.  “Could you elaborate on the bit about them being a stain on the souls of the magi?”

   “I will not bandy words with you, dark creature!” he snapped.

   “Okay, now, let’s take a minute,” I told him.  “Before you get too high up on that horse, bear this in mind.  I’ll take you at your word.  If you tell me you’d rather die than betray the secrets of your holy order or whatever, I’ll believe you.  Think about that for a second.”

   “Nothing you can do will force me to tell you anything further!”

   I sighed.  No, it didn’t help.

   “Some people don’t pay attention,” I noted.  I squeezed his protective spell slightly harder, putting it under more strain, and carefully poked it with a tendril.  It cracked and I immediately eased off on the pressure.  I kept it cracking, carefully, until it failed.  Then I grabbed him with every tendril at my command and dragged him over to me, his feet sliding along the tile.

   “Now, are you telling me you’re useless to me?” I inquired.  Esteban looked at my eyes, licked his lips nervously, and thought about his answer.

   “I will tell you nothing,” he quaked, “but I am a valuable hostage.”

   “So are the rest of these people,” I pointed out, gesturing around the room.  “They’re unconscious, not dead.  Well, except for Jason, there.  I broke his shield a bit too forcefully.  I’d say you need to answer my questions to be more valuable than the rest.”

   “Perhaps.  Perhaps not.”

   “For every question you refuse to answer, I’ll crush a skull,” I bluffed.  I pointed at the nearest person.  “Do we start now?”

   “What do you want to know?” he grudged.

   “Is Mary here?”

   “Your undead mistress?  Yes.”

   “Where?”

   “Down the hall, on the left.”

   “Are there any children in the building?”

   “No.”

   “Be certain,” I told him.  I didn’t bother to mention that, with his shield down, I could see whether or not he was lying.

   “I am certain.  We do not expose innocents to danger.”

   “Good man.  Now, about that bit with the stain on the souls of magi—what’s that about?”

   “Your kind are an abomination born of dark rituals,” he spat.  “Ancient magi sought to prolong their lives through such magic and created the first of you.  They sacrificed the lives of a hundred thousand people, broke the power of magic in the world, and sank a continent, all for the sake of their own precious lives.  We who were not part of their vile ritual have sought out your kind to destroy them ever since.”

   Ah, guilt!  Handed down from father to son for generations, apparently.  What hath guilt wrought?  Not much, but it’s cost some people golden opportunities.

   “Has it occurred to you the originators of this curse are long-gone?” I asked.  “The rest of us nighttime people should be considered victims, rather than accomplices.  Did you ever think about that?”

   “It matters not,” he retorted.  “It is our fault for not stopping it in the beginning; we will erase this foulness from the Earth!”

   With that, he struck at me with his cane.  I caught it with my left hand and spells in it went off.  Every bone in my hand, wrist, and forearm shattered into powder.  The shattering effect would have gone farther up my arm, but my bones are tough; I think it would have powdered the entire skeleton of a human being.  It also sent a jolt of power into my nervous system, activating the pain sensors.  Any mortal hit by the thing would have died of suffocation—unable to breathe without any intact bones—and in appalling agony.

   It couldn’t kill me, but it felt as though I’d been set on fire.  Trust me.  I know.

   Unfortunately for Esteban, this sort of thing causes my reflexes to take over.  The lesson, here, is to avoid startling the guy with a gun pressed to your head.  Or the nightlord with tendrils wrapped around your soul.

   As I collapsed to my knees, screaming and cradling my wounded arm, the tendrils still wrapped around him constricted sharply.  He died instantly as his soul shredded and disappeared.  His body didn’t cope well, either.  Lacerations appeared everywhere, bone-deep, as my tendrils sliced through him like whips of wire.

   I didn’t know I could do that.  Of course, at that moment I didn’t know I had; I was busy.

   After an instantaneous constriction, like a fist clenching, my tendrils lashed outward.  Less than material, now, they passed through steel and stone, slicing through everything in the realm of the spirit for several seconds before I managed to get a grip on myself.

   On the plus side, the blood from Esteban’s sliced corpse ran quickly to me and soaked into my skin without any hindrance whatsoever.  That helped enormously with the damage and the pain from my injuries.  The pain spell continued, but it started to fade, probably running down.  After several seconds of forever, I managed to come to terms with the diminishing agony and orient myself.  I focused on ignoring the sensations evoked by the spell—it was only pain, not actual damage, and I kept telling myself that.

   I crawled over to Jason and bit into him, spat out a mouthful of flesh, and stuck my tongue into the wound.  It writhed deep into his flesh, absorbing blood at an incredible rate; I sucked his circulatory system dry.  It didn’t help with the agony, but my arm appreciated it.  The spell continued to run its course, still gradually fading.

   After breakfast with Jason, I thought I could concentrate enough for some coherent magical work.  I felt out the pain spell and pulled the remainder of it apart.  It broke with a flash of white-hot agony and disappeared.  Relief was instantaneous.  It felt like a cold plunge after a sauna, or waking up from a nightmare.

   I climbed to my feet and leaned on the wall for a moment, taking stock.

   My arm continued to recover quickly; all the materials were still there, which made fixing it much faster than regrowing it.  Everyone in the room was dead.  That agonized tendril-lashing I gave the area was probably lethal to anything without a spell to shield it.  That was a shame; I hadn’t intended to kill everyone.  Still, now that it was done, I ripped open throats so the blood could crawl out while I salvaged clothes, cash, and a few magical doodads.  I was pleased to see Esteban and Jason had salvaged my rings and amulet.  I was wondering where those had got to when I was captured.

   Once dressed, I headed out of the room and down the hall.  The door on the left was a heavy thing, more like an external fire door than an interior door, but it wasn’t locked from the outside.  I opened it.

   The room had some heavy equipment in it for some unidentifiable purpose.  There was also what was left of Mary’s steamer trunk; they broke it open.  I also found two more corpses—oops—and Mary.  The corpses were in tactical gear and armed.  Mary was naked and embedded in something resembling plastic.  Only her face protruded from one side of the solid block.  The block was about the same size as the box-like portion of the equipment—a mold for embedding things, maybe?  Probably.

   They removed her eyes and her fangs as part of the process.  Practical and smart, that idea.  Also unkind, but, to be perfectly honest, who am I to talk?  I recall a living elf-sausage and some other elves embedded in a wall.

   I didn’t see a handy cutting tool for the block; presumably, they never intended to remove her.  Since the plastic stuff was also completely clear, disposal might be as simple as taking her out into the sunlight and waiting for the fires to die down.  I wondered if it was a flammable plastic or one that melted.  I would have gone with a flammable one, myself.  Better potential for a complete burn and all that.

   I tried ripping it apart.  It wasn’t a brittle plastic; it had some give to it, kind of like some of the softer acrylics used as glass substitutes.  It didn’t crack or shatter, but I could tear out handfuls of it.  I started digging her out, excavating her one clawed handful at a time.

   She woke up as I peeled the stuff off her right arm.  She screamed.

   “Hush,” I told her. “We’ve been captured by magic-working morons and we’re escaping.  Let me get you out of the plastic block and we’ll get out of here.”

   “Vlad?”

   “That’s me.  This stuff is going to hurt when I get it off your head; it’s all in your hair.  I’m going to have to tear it out.”

   “What happened to me?  Why do my eyes hurt?  Why I can’t see?”

   “They cut out your eyes and pulled your fangs.”  There was no point in breaking it gently.  Besides, vampires regenerate.  It’s not like she was permanently blinded, merely inconvenienced.  Okay, drastically inconvenienced and hideously violated.  Dealing with it would come later.  “Not to fret; I’ve got two bodies full of blood waiting just for you.”

   “Okay.”  She settled down while I finished peeling her loose.  I didn’t peel her scalp off; I used a knife from one of her guards to cut her hair.  She didn’t like that, but gritted her teeth through it.  I guided her to the bodies and poked holes in them for her to feed on.  I stood behind her so the blood would crawl in her direction and hurry the process along.

   “Feeling better?” I asked, once the bodies were pale and shrunken.

   “Much.  Nothing hurts now, so that’s something.  How are my eyes?”

   “Starting to grow,” I assured her, and helped her dress in stolen clothes.  “Sorry for the fit; they’re salvage.”

   “Not the first time I’ve worn a corpse’s clothes,” she observed, bitterly.  “Are we burning the place behind us?  Please tell me we’re burning the place behind us.”

   “I’d rather not.  This is all a conflict between the magi and vampires.  These people feel responsible for creating vampires and want to clean us off the world.”

   “Sounds like a good reason to kill them all,” she snarled.  “At least, it does to me.  My viewpoint may be a little dark at the moment.”

   “No doubt Firebrand would agree,” I observed, working a shirt over her head.  “Thing is, they’re cheesed at their own people for seeking immortality.  Those guys are long-gone; the rest of us don’t deserve to be hunted for it.”

   “You think you can get them to agree?” she asked.  I put a guard’s helmet on her.

   “There.  You’ll pass until we can get you real clothes.  And I have to try.  This all seems like a terrible misunderstanding.  Or an injustice.”

   “Injustice?”

   “Okay, the inequities of this situation annoy me.  I’d rather settle it than set it on fire.”

   “I look forward to seeing it,” she replied.

   “You’re funny.”

   “I was shooting for bitter irony.”

   “It was closer to sarcasm.”

   “Since I’ve had my fangs yanked and my eyes cut out of my head, I’ll settle for that.”

   I took her hand to lead her.  Mary extended her feathery psychic tendril to feel her way.  She stopped walking and I turned back to look at her.

   “There’s something…” she said, trailing off.  “Are you looking at me?”

   “Yes.”

   “I can… it’s like…”  She paused, uncertainly.  “Will you touch my spirit-hand with one of yours?”

   I took that feathery extension of her psyche in one of my steely ones, carefully.  Her eyesockets widened.

   “I can see!” she gasped, and I heard her with my ears and my mind.

   Good, I replied, mentally.  Can you hear me?

   “Are you—did you ask me if I could hear you?”

   “Yes.”  Yes.

   The feeling of a reply, an affirmative, came back to me.  It wasn’t in words; the communication wasn’t that sophisticated.  All I felt was the feeling, the impulse.  Along with it, I had the strangest sensation of being in two places at once.  I knew I was standing there, holding her hand.  Faintly, like an image made of morning mist, I could sense her, too—how she stood, how her eyes had an empty sort of ache, her readiness to walk or run or drop, the writhing anger in her, viciously suppressed, and the fear.

   “We’ll explore this more later,” I decided.  “Right now, stick close and we’ll go home.”

   “I’m on you like red on blood.”

   I found the stairs and we went up.  It wasn’t Esteban’s house, but it was on the grounds.  What I had taken for a large storage building was the aboveground portion of his vampire containment bunker.  The people on the ground floor were obviously there to keep us from escaping.

   Now, I admit I’m not the most reasonable and patient person in the multiverse.  I have things that set me off.  Everyone does.  I can be as provincial, prejudiced, and narrow-minded as anybody, I suppose.  On the other hand, I like to think I take a pretty good try at being calm and understanding.  I fail, and I know I fail, but I recognize my failures and I try to do better.  Honest.

   The incident belowground did not end well.  I know that.  I was hoping—irrationally—that I might be able to explain matters to the Fries and Mendoza families, work out some sort of apology, maybe negotiate a cease-fire or even a treaty of sorts.  After accidentally killing Jason and Esteban, though, I should have written any such possibility off instantly.  I obviously wasn’t thinking straight.  Maybe it was the recent pain scrambling my thinking and the multiple magi souls influencing the direction of my thoughts.  I don’t know.

   I waved as I came up the stairs.

   “Excuse me,” I began.  “We really need to talk to—” was as far as I got.  Then the two guards by the door opened up with submachine guns.

   Mary was still below and behind me; she flattened immediately as she sensed the impending attack through me.  I threw my arms up in front of my face to protect my head.  As a result, I took a bunch of bullets in the arms, body, and legs—pretty much everywhere.  I also discovered that magi know a spell to make silver bullets more effective against the undead.  The things felt as though they were on fire.  The wounds didn’t close up immediately, either; they stayed open and painful.

   I lost my temper momentarily.  Fortunately, the bloody remnants dried out quickly as the blood slurped up over me and into the holes.  I used tendrils to pull the silver bullets out—my tendrils didn’t like it, either, but you pull the burning thing out of the wound whether it scorches your fingers or not.  They chimed on the concrete floor and my regeneration immediately kicked in.  That fixed the problem.

   We reestablished our tendril-touch.  We lost it when I lost my temper, or Mary snatched herself away, I’m not sure.  If she didn’t want to feel what happened, letting go was a good idea.  Now, though, I led Mary out of the building and steered us toward the garage.  I figured stealing a car was acceptable at this point; no one was going to care about that.  We made it to the back door of the garage without opposition, but someone had made it to the pool.  I heard the chanting and whirled to see what the new problem was.

   A middle-aged, black-haired lady stood next to the pool, palms pressed together, arms straight up over her head.  Her whole body glowed in my magical vision.  Her spell sucked up the contents of my Ascension Sphere, killing it, and she lowered her arms, pointing her hands at me.

   It was a nice spell.  It caused a ripple in space.  This ripple acted like an immense, directed force.  I’d say it was about the equivalent of a pickup truck doing a bit over the highway speed limit.  It hit me, but it didn’t hurt at all.  I didn’t even feel it.  On the other hand, it gave all that energy to me in the form of motion.  It wasn’t an impact so much as it was a launch.

   If I can figure out a way to duplicate it, the space program will save a fortune.

   I flew backward at an unreasonable speed.  I crashed through the garage’s rear wall, plowed right through the back end of one of the electric cars, smashed through the seats, and finally came to rest embedded in the dashboard.  The car rolled forward with my impact and crashed through one of the garage doors.  We coasted along the driveway with me buried in the dash and my head lolling about like a bobble-headed vampire doll.

   The car shorted out.  The thing shocked the hell out of me for several seconds and set the car on fire.  As it rolled to a stop on the front lawn, the battery finished shorting out and the current died, leaving me crushed, contused, concussed, convulsed, and combusting.

   That’s when I really lost my temper.

    

   For the record, the dark, semi-demonic thing that possessed me for several years isn’t your run-of-the-mill evil entity.  It’s a copy—an enhanced, empowered copy—of things that really do live in places dark and deep within my psyche.  The fundamental difference between us, however, is it doesn’t have my sunny disposition.  If I have other redeeming qualities, it doesn’t have those, either.

   I do have all of its qualities.  I possess the capacity for cruelty, savagery, callousness, sadism, inhumanity, and brutality… although, I hope, not in as great a degree.  I generally choose not to indulge these impulses—or, at least, make an effort not to express them in unacceptable or unjust ways.  Doing horrible things to a child murderer is one thing; doing horrible things to someone who is not responsible for my having a bad day is quite another.

   I suppose it’s possible my own darker impulses have gained some ground, become a bit stronger, during the tenure of my evil twin.  I won’t use that as an excuse, though.  I knew what I was doing.  I didn’t give a damn.

   I’m glad Mary didn’t have to see it.

    

   Flames billowed out of every window, licking hungrily up the sides of the house.

   I retained enough presence of mind to avoid damaging the rest of the garage too much.  I stole the least-damaged car and we made our getaway.

   As we pulled out of the driveway and onto the road, the roof of the house fell in.  It crashed down inside with a great rending, groaning roar.  Flames shot hundreds of feet into the air, lashing the sky with fire-shot smoke.  It reminded me a little bit of the time someone killed my daughter, only smaller and dirtier.

   We went back to the hotel.  I led Mary in through a side door and up in the elevator.  We replaced the helmet with some sunglasses we found in the car.

   Lacking our keys, Mary spoofed the lock on our door.  We cleaned up and dressed again.

   I examined her eyes.  They were coming along fairly well; they were white orbs with cloudy discolorations where iris and pupil would form.  In another hour or two she might be able to see.  As it was, she could make her way along pretty well with her psychic feeler or by using me as a seeing-eye vampire.

   I drove us away, parked the car outside town and left it to burn.  We hitchhiked to a bus stop, rode around for a bit, and eventually walked to the hotel.  I could have left Mary to wait while I did all the running around, but I didn’t trust the locals not to be unpleasant.  Once we returned to the hotel, I checked us out, called a cab, and made a run for the border.  If there were any records to be analyzed, I wanted them to show we checked out and called a cab like any law-abiding citizens.

   The irony of fleeing pursuit across the Mexico border, headed northward, was not lost on me.

   





   





Friday, November 13th

    

   Mary can see again.  Her eyes were fine before the night was over; I think it was quicker than usual due to all the extra blood after I carved her from the plastic.  Her fangs grew back in by the time we crossed the border.

   The trip home was uneventful and about as boring as the trip down.  We watched some streaming video during the ride and kept quiet.  We weren’t going to have a serious conversation in a public cab.  During the day, I had to improvise a bit for Mary’s sake; a cab can’t make the windows completely opaque.  Still, a few trash bags do wonders for light-proofing a corpse.  The rest of the day I spent in my mental study, rummaging through the trash and sorting out the pages of my memory.  The place was in much better order by the time night fell, and I had a pretty good line of attack on my modular gate problem.

   No one was waiting for us when we got home.  Bronze was in the barn and hadn’t noticed anything unusual.  Francine and Firebrand agreed.  That was good enough for me.

   Once we established no one had prepared an ambush, Mary started looking over my house while I called Sebastian.  It rang several times before he answered.

   “Yes?”

   “Good evening, Sebastian.  Have I caught you at a bad time?”

   Long pause.

   “No, I don’t suppose so.”

   “I need to talk to you about that client in Mexico.”

   “Yes?”

   “I don’t think he’s really as interested in a power circle as you seem to think.  Did he already pay?”

   “Yes.”

   “Cash?”

   “Money transfer.”

   “That’ll do,” I decided.  “I may have to get out of the business, though.”

   “I understand.”

   “Oh?”  It occurred to me I hadn’t explained anything to him.  That told me a lot.  “Well, that tells me a lot.”

   Long pause.

   “What I mean to say,” he said, carefully, “is I heard about what happened in Mexico.”

   “I look forward to hearing your version of it,” I told him.

   “Well, as I understand it—”

   “In person,” I added.

   Long pause.  I continued.

   “Sebastian, I’d like you to come by some afternoon.  We can sit down, have lunch together, and discuss future business arrangements.  I’m not all that upset, not anymore.  I’ve had some time to cool off and think.  I’d like to understand what the problem is, who has the problem, why there is a problem, and how to deal with the problem.  Do you think we can have a civilized conversation about it?”

   “I think so.  I’m not sure when I can get away,” he added.  “Things are busy right now.  You understand.”

   “I’m sure your clients would appreciate you getting more information on this matter.”

   “Yes… I suppose they would,” he agreed, thoughtfully.  No doubt he was considering how valuable such information might be compared to the risks he might be taking.

   “I’ll expect you on Sunday, about one o’clock.  How’s that?”

   “I guess it will have to do.”

   “I look forward to it.”

   “I’m sure I do, too,” he said, and hung up.  I didn’t believe him.

   Mary came in a little later and slumped into a chair.  Francine raised her head, yawned, and went back to sleep.  I raised an eyebrow.

   “This place is a deathtrap,” she began.  “You’ve got all sorts of ways to tell who killed you, but nothing to keep someone from doing it.”

   “Go on,” I encouraged.

   “It’s a frame building with lots of windows.  That porch runs around the house.  It makes it easy to get to the windows.  I could get into this place naked and blind—and I know how it feels, so I’m sure.  You have alarms and cameras, but that’s… hmm.”  She paused pressed her fingers to her forehead, thinking.

   “All right,” she continued.  “There are two categories of security, each with two levels, for four possible layers.

   “The first level is deterrence, in the passive category.  Post signs, install cameras, and otherwise make it clear people are unwelcome.  It tells people they shouldn’t go there.  It doesn’t do anything to stop them.  All it does is warn them not to try it.

   “The second level is restriction, also in the passive category.  Lock the doors.  Put bars on windows.  Put a wall around the property.  Make it impossible to enter without deliberate effort and forethought.  Whether they’re warned off or not, this type of thing makes any intruder work for it; nobody can wander in accidentally.  Someone could claim they didn’t see the sign, or didn’t understand it.  They can’t say that about the door they had to kick in.

   “The third level is guardian, the first of the active security.  Have people or animals to actively oppose efforts to enter.  Rather than simply sitting there and being an obstacle—like a wall, or barred windows—the guardians are opponents.  They tell you to stop and they’ll make you leave.  Anyone trying to get in has to overcome them in some way or find a way to avoid triggering them.

   “The fourth level is interdiction, the last level of active security.  This consists of booby-traps and active defenses.  Radar-controlled guns, landmines, poison gas—all things designed to kill an intruder instead of deter or remove him.  If the intruder gets to that layer of defense, it’s designed to make him stay in a permanent fashion.”

   She gestured at Francine.

   “There’s a guard.  Not much of one, really; she’s not an attack dog.  Mostly, she counts as an alarm and a deterrent, like the window strips and the cameras.  Level one security.  The locks on the doors and windows technically count as level two, but the specialized equipment needed to break in consists of a medium-sized rock.  I can’t count it as level two security until we get to the basement doors; those are heavy and will stand up to any barehanded human being for hours.

   “But that’s all,” she finished.  “Someone who wanted to get in could go through a wall with a claw hammer and determination.”

   “It’s been good enough for a while, now,” I pointed out.

   “That’s because you’ve been hiding.  No one knew or cared you live here.  Or didn’t know what you are, or something.  That’s not even a level of security; it’s avoiding the need for it.  After the trouble with the vampire-killing magi, you’re going to have people crawling in through the woodwork.  Possibly literally.”

   “You may be right.”  I sat and watched the fireplace burn for a bit.  Nobody called.  Mary sat and waited.

   “A long time ago,” I told her, “I once lived in a much larger house.  Vampire hunters showed up repeatedly.  Whenever it happened, I upgraded the house.  Fireproofing, armor in the walls, extinguisher systems, better alarms for earlier warning, all that stuff.  Until, one day, I realized I had made a mistake.”

   “What mistake?”

   “I was sitting there, adding layers of protection, while adversaries plotted ways to overcome that protection and get to me.  I was a sitting duck, an immobile target.  And, like a target, I drew fire.”

   “So, you started moving around?”

   “Not exactly, but sort of.  Long story.  My point is—and I’m not sure where this fits in with your security layers—I had the idea if I didn’t keep a fixed address, they couldn’t hunt me too well.  Oh, they might find me, but unless they had teleporting assault brigades, they couldn’t bring overwhelming force to bear before I wasn’t there anymore.”

   “There’s something to that,” Mary admitted.  “A moving target is harder to hit.  It might be tricky to keep our movements hidden from someone with connections, but it would take a major intelligence organization to track us in real time.  Even so, we could get one of those mobile home vehicles and drive all over two continents, no problem.”

   “That might work.  I’m sure you know more about it than I do.  But there’s also another option—sort of the reverse.  Not the Golden Rule, more the Iron Rule.”

   “Oh?”

   “I was thinking of finding the people who want to want to kill us and doing unto them before they do unto us.”

   Hurray!

   I knew I could count on your support.

   “That’s trickier,” she admitted.  “First we have to find out who they are, where they are, and all that.”

   “Agreed.  But I ate several magi recently.  I get the feeling—not details, but a feeling—that the magi aren’t a monolithic organization.  They’re a loose confederation of families sharing a common interest:  magic.  Hunting down the undead isn’t the goal for most of them.”

   “How much may we rely on this feeling?”

   “That’s a good question.  Once I have a talk with Sebastian, we’ll see.”

   “Great,” she grumped, sourly.  “It’s a good thing I’ve already had the idea of taking an emergency road trip.  I suppose I should make sure those preparations are all ready.”

   “Sounds good.”

   “And when we have time—tomorrow night, maybe?—can we finally have that talk?  You know, the life story discussion?  I’ll take the short version in your case.  Your life story is probably pretty long.”

   “I’d say so.”

   





   





Saturday, November 14th

    

   Mark is home.  He and Gary moved in on Friday.  Fred, Larry, and Brandon—Luke’s father—helped move the furniture from the barn.

   As I suspected, Brandon has an extensive vocabulary of profane language and does not hesitate to use it.  I’m amazed Luke can say anything without swearing.  Then again, Luke has a hearing problem.  Maybe he spends more time trying to analyze what his mother says.

   Myrna stayed at Mark’s house and the ladies helped her arrange the place.  She tried to come along and boss the furniture picking, but Francine wasn’t having any of that.  There was growling and snarling for Myrna, jumping up and licking for everyone else.  Myrna had to content herself with arranging the house.

   Good dog.  Treats were distributed.

   After my morning shower and change, I helped haul stuff out of the house and over to Mark’s.  Mark was excused from assisting.  He was much better, but there was still therapy in his future.  His coordination was off and he tended to stammer.  I shook his hand and assured him I had complete confidence in his ongoing recovery.  And I pumped up his spell again.

   I’m not being nice.  Seriously.  Gary needs his father.

   On one of the trips back and forth, Susan and I were alone for a few moments in my house.

   “You know,” Susan suggested, “if you’re going to be out of town on business, you could at least give someone a key.”

   “I could,” I admitted, handing her a big sack of kids’ clothes, “but Myrna might swipe it and go nosing around.”

   “She wouldn’t do that.”

   “No, you’re probably right.  But I’d rather not give her the temptation.”

   “I wouldn’t tell her,” Susan assured me.

   “I’d rather not tempt you in other ways,” I replied, and winked.  She blushed, but also winked back at me.

   Yeah, that could turn into another complication.

   With the house emptied of extra stuff, Susan had me come over to hers.  There were two large boxes with my name on them.

   “This stuff arrived for you on Monday.  The guy left them on your porch, but I thought it would be good to take them inside.”

   “Thanks.”  I looked them over and had no idea what they were.  I didn’t order anything.  I stacked the two of them and carried them home.  Susan held doors and gates for me.

   “Did you have a good trip?” she asked, as I put the boxes down.

   “It had good points,” I admitted.  “I laid out the artwork for a client, but after he saw the design, he decided to go another route.”  I shrugged.  “It happens.”

   “So, are you busy tonight?  Larry has his card game to go to; he calls it a book club meeting.”

   “Ah.  Actually, yes; I have to get myself sorted out for a meeting with another client tomorrow.  Kind of a last-minute thing.  I didn’t think I’d be meeting with him so soon, but when this most recent client cut things off, it gave us a window to meet…”

   “Oh!” she exclaimed, and stamped her foot.  “Why do all the good guys have to be so busy?”

   “If we were lazy couch-bums, we wouldn’t be good guys?” I guessed.  I think I startled her.  The question was rhetorical, but she actually got a good answer.  It surprised me, too.

   “You’ve got something, there,” she admitted.  “I’ll have to think about that.”

   “Surely.  But keep trying.  You never know about my schedule.  I never know.”

   “All I can say is you better be worth the effort, mister,” she told me, and bumped me with her hip.  She sashayed to the front door and resumed walking normally once she left.

   That one knows what she wants, Boss.

   “I got that.”

   Not yet, you didn’t.

   “Maybe not ever,” I replied.  “I still want Tort back.”

   Boss, did it ever occur to you that you don’t have to be all obsessive and focused on only one of them at a time?

   “No.”

   Why not?

   That was actually a pretty good question.  I had to think about it for a minute.

   “Partly, it’s a cultural thing.  My upbringing—and my diet—has put a high value on monogamy.  And, partly, I know I have severe limits.  Having more than one girlfriend at a time would be like letting them share half a sandwich.  They get a bite—no wisecracks, please—but not enough to be satisfying.  That’s unfair to them.  I have to focus if I expect to be a halfway-decent significant other.”

   What about Mary?  She seems about your speed.  At least, she keeps up with you better than most people, including the one who walked out the door a second ago.  Plus, she’s dead.  She’d only bother you at night.  Tort could bother you during the days.

   “Then I’d never get anything done.”

   They’re both helpful, Firebrand pointed out.  You could at least give it a try.

   “I like her, but I’m not sure I want to date her.”

   She likes you, too, Boss, and she does want to… as you say, “date” you.

   It seems possible for Firebrand psychically leer.

   “Thanks.”

   I opened up the boxes and examined the contents.  One was a sleek bit of electronics; it was an advanced three-dimensional model printer.  The other box was full of a specialized plastic compound for it.  According to the brochure, the thing could use almost any substance for making models, but the company offered a “revolutionary, proprietary plastic specifically for industrial-grade applications in the home!”

   My reflexive disbelief of advertising was still working, I noticed.  If I keep being this skeptical of everything I read, I might start to notice the fnords.

   I set the thing up and Diogenes reported it was working.  Why I had one, I wasn’t sure, but my guess was Mary ordered it.  I’d ask her about it later.

   With the house cleaned up and sorted out, I checked my projects and my spells.  Everything seemed to be progressing on schedule.  One more thing to do to prepare for the evening, so I got out the big first aid kit and did it.  With that taken care of, I had most of an afternoon ahead of me.

   What to do?  More symbols in the garage?  No, that could wait until I had help.  Instead, I stepped into my headspace and continued dissecting the design of the spell they used in Zirafel to create the Great Arch.  A few hours inside my own head would feel much longer.  I might even finish the modular modifications.

    

   Sunset bothered me enough to let me know the time.  I wasn’t quite done, but I had a considerably greater respect for the magicians of Zirafel.  They didn’t know exactly what they were doing, but they did it with workmanlike skill and an almost insane amount of daring.

   I came out of my headspace and went into the bathroom.  After a shower and change, I hauled a couple of the heavier chairs down to the basement.  It’s the most private spot in the house.  I put them in the Ascension Sphere before I woke Mary.  She woke up more easily than the first time.  Practice?  Was she getting used to waking up right after sunset?

   “Good evening,” I offered.  She stretched and ran fingers through her hair.

   “Good evening.  Did you have guests over, today?  I had a dream I was buried in a grave and people kept walking over it.”

   “Good guess.  Yes, several people came and went, taking out the charity stuff.”

   “I was wondering when it was going away.”

   “The house is empty, now.  Shouldn’t be a problem.”

   “It never was.  At least, not for me.”

   “I also have a new printer.  Thank you.”

   “You’re welcome.  Is it set up?”

   “Yes.  Why do I have it?”

   “Those symbol things.  Once we make one, we can use the printer to copy it and make dozens,” she explained.  “You say they’re like letters in moveable type and you need lots of each of them.  This will do it.  You make one by hand and print as many as you need after that.”

   “Huh.  That might actually work,” I mused.  “The plastic ones will at least last long enough to do a proof of concept trial run.  If they melt or catch fire, we can replace them with metal, but it ought to be enough to see if it’s working or not.”

   “See?  You need a modern woman to keep you up to speed, you old fogerty.”

   “Fogey.  The phrase is, ‘old fogey.’  Fogerty was a musician.”

   “Eh,” she shrugged.  “Close enough.  I see chairs.  Are we going out to eat, or are we staying in?”

   “Do you feel hungry?”

   “No, my Mexican food seems to be sticking with me.  Weird, isn’t it?”

   “Only to someone who didn’t share the meal.  Let’s sit and chat.  I have a long story to tell.”

   We settled into the chairs and got comfortable.  I already arranged my diary notes in my headspace.

   I talked most of the night.

    

   Mary sat sideways in the chair, arms around her legs, chin on her knees, looking at me.  I finished the abridged version of my story.  She didn’t move.  I waited.

   “Well?” I finally asked.  She stirred slightly, then lowered her feet to the floor and brushed her hair back from her face.

   “Do I call you Eric, Halar, or Vlad?  Or Dread Lord?  Or the Dark?”

   “Depends on where we are and who’s listening.”

   “I guess it does.  So, let me see if I get this right,” she began.  “You’re not an ancient vampire from the days of Atlantis?”

   “No, I’m not.”

   “You’re an alien vampire from another universe?”

   “Yes.  Although ‘alien’ might be a little strong.”

   “You’re not from this planet.  You’re not even from this universe.  You’re an alien.”

   “Okay.”

   She stood up and paced in a circle, hand clasped, index fingers extended to press against her lips.  I noticed she paced inside the circle of the Ascension Sphere.  I wondered if that was deliberate, convenient, or unconscious.

   “So, you’re really only about… what?  Ninety years old as a vampire?”

   “Something like that.  More nearly a hundred, I think.  I’ve spent quite a bit of time unconscious or captive.”

   “And you’re terrifyingly powerful because…?”

   “I’m guessing it’s a combination of things.  Sleeping in a power circle for decades in a magical universe, for one.  Hundreds of thousands of ghosts.  Dragon ichor.  Metaphysically biting a goddess.  Troll and ogre blood.  Elf blood.  Magician blood and magician souls.  The list goes on.  When they say ‘You are what you eat,’ it really applies to us.”

   “And you’re not making all this up?”

   “What?” I asked, surprised.

   “You say this is the truth?”

   “As well as I remember it.  I suppose I could be insane and hallucinating, but I don’t think so.  And if I’m reasonably sane, why would I make up such an utterly fantastic story?”

   “I don’t know.  To distract the Elders, maybe.  To see if it will throw off the magi.  To confuse everybody, including me.”

   “I don’t mean to confuse you.  If I have, I’m sorry.  And I apologize.”

   Mary paused in her pacing and focused on me.  Her eyebrows drew together in puzzlement.

   “I believe you.  I’m not sure I should, but I believe you.”

   “Thank you.  Do you want to start the question-and-answer portion of the exercise, now?”

   “You already checked and your original, mortal identity exists in this world?” she asked.

   “Apparently so.  They’re surprisingly similar worlds.  At least, I can easily see my original world evolving into this one.”

   “But you haven’t gone to meet yourself?  Him?  The other you.”

   “No.  He’s old and I don’t want to make him keel over in shock.  Besides, what would we talk about?”

   “You have a lot in common,” she observed.

   “Once, maybe.  Things changed about fifty years ago, local time, and we’ve become different people.”

   “I guess.  And your magical stuff?  You’re trying to get home to your magical universe?  Karvalen?”

   “That’s the kingdom; I haven’t named the universe.  Maybe I should; I keep finding new ones.  Anyway, I’m not exactly trying to get back.  While I was possessed—”

   “Right, I remember this part.  Your demon side was a nasty piece of work and it’s dangerous to be there.  So you bailed out and landed here.”

   “Pretty much,” I agreed.  “I think T’yl was aiming for my original world, but I haven’t had a chance to ask him.  It’s going to be tricky, considering nasty people will try to kill me if they detect me.”

   “Which is why the face in the flames warned you about a religion over there.  They’re thinking of coming after you even though you’re in another universe.”

   “Yes.  I would like to get a gate open so I can drop in, get briefed, and then decide if I need to run even farther.”

   “And have a talk about your son being sacrificed to a fire-goddess?”

   I gritted my teeth.  I can’t actually grind them together; they lock together too well.  Undead problems.

   “Maybe.  I haven’t decided if I want to have that discussion.”

   “Sorry.  I didn’t realize you were that upset about it.  You hide it well.”

   “No, it’s my own fault for repressing it.  It bothers me when I think about it.”

   “I don’t suppose you’ve considered dealing with it?”

   “What am I supposed to do about it?” I asked.  “Kill my own daughter?  My granddaughter?  Bite the goddess again?  That didn’t work before and could easily get me killed—either by her, during the process, or afterward, by her cronies!”

   “Um.  Could you calm down a little?” Mary asked, nervously.  “I don’t like the things your shadow is doing.”

   “What?” I turned in my seat to look at my shadow on the wall.  Yes, it was a dark, dim area rather than just an area without color.  It was also looming much taller than it should, displaying taloned hands and vague outlines of veined wings—tendrils, maybe, spreading like semi-transparent bat-wings?

   As I watched, it shrank, settled, and resumed a shape defined by the normal rules of light and matter.

   “It’s not supposed to do that,” I noted.

   “I agree!”

   “No, really.  I’ve only seen it do something like that once before.  I’m not sure when it started, or why.”

   “Demon infestation?  Religious belief?”

   “I’m afraid to guess.”

   “So, you’ve got a creepy shadow that does stuff when you get angry.  Does it do that during the day?”

   “I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  I hope not.”

   “It would be nice if I could check for you,” she suggested, sweetly.

   “It would,” I agreed.  “I’m not sure I can make that happen, though.”

   “You’re a vampire wizard-king from a magical universe with a million souls inside you, along with elf-blood, dragon and demon and deity ichor, and a quasi-divine status from lots of people clapping really hard.  And you’re not sure you can do a little thing like that?”

   “I wouldn’t put it that way,” I muttered.  Mary gave me an amused look.

   “You have a better way to put it?”

   “No,” I admitted.  She spread her hands in a “Well, there you are,” gesture.

   “I was thinking about that,” I continued, “and about the visit I expect from Sebastian, tomorrow.  I’m not completely sure it’s going to be a cordial one.  I think it will be; they want my spell.  I’m not sure how much they want it, compared to worrying about what sort of destruction I’m going to cause—never mind the whole undead thing.”

   “What did you come up with?”

   “We’re not the same sort of vampires, obviously.  I don’t know what mixing different types of vampire blood will do.  My blood might turn you into my sort of vampire—it could dominate your current sort.  Or it could mix and you’ll wind up a hybrid kind of night-stalking monster.”

   “Cheerful.”

   “Or,” I continued, “it could be rejected out of hand—either with no effect, or with horrific mutations in your flesh as your blood fights mine like a cancerous growth for the next century.  I really have no idea.  But, since things are already awful and may be about to get seriously worse, getting killed in a blood-mixing experiment might not be the most awful thing on the horizon.”

   “Don’t hold back,” she advised, sarcastically.  “I hate it when people try to sugar-coat things.”

   “I’m trying to let you make an informed decision.”

   “By telling me you have no information?”

   “Well… by admitting ignorance.  I’ve never tried this before.  You’ve already mentioned you would like some of my blood.  If you really want to do it, I’ll let you.  But we should do it soon, before the cruise missile hits and we have to test your resistance to high explosives.”

   “That’s a good point.”  She regarded the magic circle.  “Will this help?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “Can you help me if it appears to be going wrong?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “What do you know?’

   “It might work wonderfully, it might do awful things to you, or it might have both good and bad qualities.”

   “Fat lot of good you are.”

   I didn’t answer.  There didn’t seem to be anything to say.  She sat down in her chair again and thought about it.

   “A few days ago, I’d have jumped at this chance,” she told me.  “Elder blood?  Original and ancient?  Damn the risks; give me some.  But vampire blood from a completely different sort of vampire?”  She shook her head.  “I didn’t know there was another species of vampire.”  She sighed and rubbed her temples.  “It’s tricky enough when different tribes cross over from one to another.  You’re not even in the family tree.”

   “Which may be a good thing.  My sort might not react with yours—kind of like getting a surgical implant; your body accepts it and moves on.  Or it could be fundamentally incompatible, like A-positive and B-negative blood transfusions.”

   She raised her head and looked at me, visibly making up her mind.

   “Enough talking.  Let’s do this.”

   We moved the chairs together in the middle of the circle and strung four ropes from the rafters, in the corners of a square.  I had Mary lay down across the chairs and started tying the ropes to her wrists and ankles.

   “You know,” she said, conversationally, “if I knew you were into this sort of thing, I’d have volunteered for it sooner.”

   “There’s a whole new line of questioning,” I observed.  “What are you into?  And what’s your life story?”

   “If this works out, I’ll tell you tomorrow night and we can test my limits.”

   “How do you mean that?” I asked, tightening a restraint.

   “In lots of ways.  But first, will you please tie me up really good, sir.”

   “I don’t hear that often enough.”  When I finished, she was stretched out in midair, hanging by her wrists and ankles in the middle of the Ascension Sphere’s circle.

   “This is an arrangement I’ve been in myself,” I told her, conversationally.  “When I was feeling pretty awful, my friends hung me up like this so I could thrash around without destroying everything I touched.  You bounce around like a gerbil on meth, but you don’t go anywhere.”

   “I guess not.  So, what’s next?  And can we hurry?  I’m starting to get excited.”

   I produced the hypodermic from the first-aid kit.  I’d taken blood from my arm that afternoon and kept it in the refrigerator.  The hypo was a tiny one, intended for emergency administration of insulin or other drugs, and only had about a drop or two of my blood in it.

   “I’d let you bite me,” I told her, “but you might not get anything; blood behaves strangely around me.  Or you might get more than you want and find a bad reaction becomes lethal at high dosage.  I’m trying to give you a minimal amount so we can gauge the effects.  All right?”

   “All right.  Hit me.”

   I slid the needle in, pressed the plunger, pulled it out, stepped back.  We waited.

   “Feel anything?” I asked.

   “Tingling.  It’s doing something, but I don’t know what.”

   “Is it spreading?  Intensifying?  Any pain?”

   “It started local and it spread.  It’s all over, now, but it’s not diminishing or intensifying.  It’s a slight tingle, all over me and all through me.”  She paused to stretch and wriggle a bit.  “It doesn’t feel bad.  Could you use the needle to get more out of you?”

   “Maybe.  We’ve got about half an hour until sunrise,” I noted.  “Let’s see how that goes.  I’ll get another dose ready late tomorrow.”

   “Assuming I don’t turn into some sort of giant blob of rotting flesh that hungers for human souls.”

   “Assuming, yes.”

   We waited, but nothing further happened.  I started to feel the sunrise and the prickly, stinging sensation that goes with it.  Mary blinked at me and squinted, as though she had trouble focusing.

   “You’re up later than usual,” I told her.  “The sun is coming up.”

   “Yeah, and I suddenly feel tired.  Is that your blood?”

   “I don’t know.  It could be excitement,” I pointed out, pushing her slightly and causing her to swing a little in her restraints.

   “Ha.  Maybe.  Want to take me down for the day?  I don’t think I’m going—”  She faded off, head falling back, eyes closing.  I checked for a pulse, didn’t find one.  I untied her and laid her out for the day.  I kept her inside the circle, though.  It might help.

   





   





Sunday, November 15th

    

   First thing after my shower and change, I set about draining power from the Stalls.  With a scheduled visit from a magi representative, I might develop a sudden need for spells.  Stuffing power into a gemstone isn’t that complicated; it just takes work.

   I put everyone on high alert and settled into the living room and my headspace.  I was anxious, even nervous, about having this happen right here in my house, but I couldn’t very well ask him to meet me at night, and I wasn’t going to leave Mary alone during the day.

   Finishing the deconstruction and reverse-engineering of the gate spell was the only thing on hand complicated enough to distract me.  It was slow going, at first; my mind wasn’t really on it.  Still, it was fiendishly complicated and soon had me fully engaged.

   And then I was done.  The spell was taken apart, labeled, analyzed, and diagrammed.  Go me.

   Which left me with the traditional problem of:  What do I do now?  Twiddle my thumbs?  Watch video?  Stare out the window and wait?

   I went out to the barn and patted Bronze’s neck.  She brushed my cheek with her nose and blew warm air down my shirt.

   Patience.  Whenever I need patience—or pretty much any virtue—Bronze is always there for me.  Sometimes I think I poured the best of myself into her when I made her.

   I heard that, Boss, came from inside the house.

   Wiseass, I sent back.  I heard the distant chuckle.

   I double-checked Bronze’s spells.  Everything was in order and rather highly charged.  If she doesn’t move much, she doesn’t take much power.  Did she produce magical energy by eating flammables?  Am I missing an easy way to build an energy converter?  If she already turns chemical energy—burning—into magical energy, maybe I can watch the process and figure out a way to duplicate it.  My current spells for that sort of thing are woefully inadequate.

   I wonder if she has any ruthenium in her alloy.  Trace amounts, maybe?

   Someday, I’ll have to look into all that.  Add it to the long, long list of things I’ll do “someday.”

   If I wander into a universe where there’s a holiday every year called “Someday,” I’m in trouble.  Then again, it might be a good thing to have.  Imagine if leap year had a holiday.  February 29th, the Someday Holiday, for going out and doing all that stuff you promised yourself you would do “someday.”

   I should send the idea to my congressman, whoever he is.

   Bronze and I watched video for a bit.  She really seems to like shows about vehicles, animal documentaries, and horse races.  The horse racing I understand, but the vehicles… is she studying them for weaknesses?  How to beat them in a race?  I think she is.  She doesn’t like it that cars are faster than she is.  I’m not sure there’s anything to be done about it, exactly, but she’ll draw her own conclusions.

   I refilled her troughs with charcoal and kerosene before going back into the house.  Firebrand finished the fuel in the fireplace before I belted it on.  We sat down to wait, to think, and to consider what lies I was going to tell.

   And, since I was going to lie, I needed a psychic protection spell.  I built one for myself, then spent most of the rest of the wait simply putting more power into it.

    

   Sebastian rang the doorbell.  He either didn’t notice or pretended not to as I looked him over.  I also had Diogenes give me a report on my skinphone about anything it could find around the house.  The only people it reported were the Four, and they were in the hayloft.  Damn.  I forgot they would probably be out there in the early afternoon… well, if things went bad, they were probably out of the blast radius.

   I opened the door and invited Sebastian in.  He came in without hesitation.

   Once we were seated comfortably—a real trick with a few feet of steel at one hip; I laid Firebrand on my lap—he started the discussion.

   “I would like to be sure you know I had nothing to do with the… incident… in Mexico.”

   “I’m almost certain you didn’t.  You’ll understand, though, I have to be a little less than completely trusting on this point.  It may be the Fries and Mendoza families decided to use you, but can I really ignore the possibility you helped them?”

   “I see your point,” he agreed, nodding, idly tapping his cane on the floor.  I knew it was magical—at least, had a spell stored in it—but I felt confident Firebrand could burn it to ashes before it made contact with anything.  “I understand completely.  And I assure you the house of Wilmont is completely neutral in this sort of thing.  It’s the tradition of our house and we have a reputation for impartiality lasting centuries.”

   “Well, the good news is I believe I can trust you,” I told him.  He visibly relaxed.  “As a result, I’d like to ask for some information.  In exchange, I’ll happily tell you how the incident in Mexico went down—at least, from my point of view.”

   “I will be delighted to be of service.”

   “According to the history of the magi, how did vampires come to be?” I asked.  Sir Sebastian put his cane across his lap and drummed fingers on the arm of his chair.

   “The details vary,” he told me, “based on who you ask.  There are broad strokes running through all the various versions.  In the ancient days of Atlantis, magic was a much more powerful force than it is today.  Magi could do more than simply gesture a candle into flame; they could hurl balls of fire.  Oh, yes, we can do it now,” he admitted, waving his hand dismissively, “if we want to spend an hour performing a ritual for it.  Back then, it was easy, at least according to our histories.

   “Magi routinely extended their lives with powerful spells, now lost to us.  One family chose to do more than extend their lives—the house of Ubyr, or so most legends would have you believe.  They decided to pursue immortality.  It is generally understood the spells to extend life somehow drew on the lives of others, feeding it to the magus.  Following that logic, it seems likely the research of Ubyr expanded and extended the principle.

   “There are a number of arguments at this point.  Some say their spell was meant to draw on some source of overwhelming magical power.  Others say it was meant to consume the life force of everyone within its range.  Others say it was performed incorrectly, or the spell itself got out of hand, or they rushed to use it without discovering its faults.”  Sebastian shrugged.  “Whatever the case, it is generally agreed the spell broke the power of magic in the world, reducing it greatly.  Also, the spell killed everyone on the island of Atlantis and destroyed it, causing it to sink beneath the waves.

   “The one thing not in dispute is the efficacy of the spell.  Vampires exist, and the first of them all came from that ancient house of the magi, Ubyr.  While the house is believed extinct, some of its members, or at least their… descendants?... are obviously still abroad.  Some magi feel this is the responsibility of the greater community of our kind, to police our own and clean up our mess.  At the other extreme, some feel it is merely a fact of life; vampires exist and hunting them does nothing but draw attention to both our kinds.”

   I laid Firebrand on the floor.  Sebastian set his cane aside.  It seemed like a friendly gesture, but I motioned for him to pick it up.

   “Come walk with me a bit, please,” I invited.  We went out front to inspect the giant chessboard on the lawn.

   “You know,” I told him, “that’s the first time anyone has mentioned the development of a new spell.”

   “It’s hard to do in these modern days.  Things were easier back then.”

   “I imagine.  Do you happen to know why the Fries and Mendozas decided to try and kill me?”

   “If I’ve heard correctly, they think you’re a slave to a vampire mistress.”

   “Very good.  What do you think?”

   “You’re out in the sunlight and you know a spell nobody else does.  Either you found it in an ancient source, or someone ancient taught it to you.  I have to give their suspicion the benefit of plausibility.”

   “Or I intuitively understand how spells are put together.”

   I didn’t add the possibility of extensive magical training in another reality.  Can of worms, that.

   “That is also possible, I suppose.”

   “So, let me ask this.  If I could experiment with a vampire, examine its blood in, oh, a high-magic environment—you know, like in the old days—do you think it might be possible to develop a spell that could cure a vampire?”

   “I… I suppose so.  But you would have to have a brilliantly powerful nexus.”

   “You think I don’t?  And, if I don’t, it’s only a matter of time, isn’t it?”

   “Well, yes.  I suppose so.”  He was obviously startled at the implication.  “But how do you persuade a vampire to cooperate?”

   “Do you think all vampires want to be soulless minions of evil and drain the blood of humankind to continue their miserable existence in the darkened places of the world?”

   “You put it poetically, but I take your meaning.”  He leaned on his stick and frowned, thinking.

   “She also likes me,” I added.

   “Ah.”  He continued to think, probably counting money in his head.  I toed a few of the more uneven bricks in the chessboard and stomped on them, hammering them more level.  Eventually, Sebastian straightened.

   “I’ve also heard some of your spells are, shall we say, more physical than others?”

   “Would you like to learn a spell to temporarily make you as strong as a vampire?  Or grow claws like one?  Or see in the dark?  You’ll need some vampire blood, of course, to cast it, and it burns away pretty quickly.”

   “You mean to tell me you’re trying to cure vampires and you’ve developed ways to mimic their abilities?” he asked.

   “You have to understand it before you can cure it, don’t you?”

   “Can you cure it?”

   “No.  Well, not yet.  Maybe not ever, if people keep trying to kill my only research subject.  And me.”

   “Perhaps this is when you tell me what happened in Mexico,” he suggested.

   So I did, or mostly.  I added a few extra parts, left out a few details, that sort of thing.  I think I left him with the impression that, while I caused considerable damage, it was only possible because I had a vampire’s powers to draw on.

   “… and then I turned around.  The lady by the pool blasted me with something, and I’m certainly glad I had undead toughness and regeneration.  The spell hit me like a truck.  One of the side effects of the vampire powers, though, is also an occasional tendency to, well… how shall I put this?”

   “Berserk?”

   “Good word.  They do that when badly stressed?”

   “Yes.  You didn’t know?”

   “My test subject hasn’t been badly stressed,” I evaded.  “I suspected, though.  I don’t have a way to prevent it when you’re using undead powers, but it’s not normally a problem.”

   “That’s when the fire started?”

   “I presume so.  I don’t remember much after that.  I don’t even know if there were any injuries.  I was trying to get away, that’s all, but people kept shooting at us and… well… I wish whoever the lady was, she had let us go.  I’m not proud of what happened after that.”

   “Lucia Rosaria Annunciata Mendoza.  Esteban’s eldest daughter.”

   “If there are any survivors, please convey to them my sincerest apologies for everything after she hit me with her spell.”  I paused for a moment.  “Not for what happened before, though.  That was entirely their own damn fault.”

   “I will.  But, to get back to this cure… if, for example, someone had a vampire, such as a friend or family member who had been claimed by one of those things, would you be willing to cure them?”

   “Of course.  I can’t do it, at least not yet, but if I succeed in making such a spell I won’t keep it a secret.  I’ll give it to anyone who is willing to cure them instead of kill them out of hand.  They’re not all bad people.  Not even most of them.  Quite a few feel they’re afflicted with a curse, and it affects certain realities of their existence.”

   Sebastian walked around the border of my chessboard, cane tapping, thinking.  Francine came around the house and sat down next to me.  The Four came around the house shortly after.

   “Hi, Mister Smith!” Edgar shouted, waving, as they approached.  The others chorused it.

   “Afternoon, everyone.  What’s on your mind?”

   “Do you have pieces for your checkerboard?” Gary asked.

   “No, I don’t.  Do you want to make some?”

   “Could we?”

   “How?”

   “Out of what?”

   “Hold it,” I told them.  “Yes, we can.  We’ll talk about it later.  Right now, I’m talking with my guest.  Sir Sebastian, these are Patricia, Luke, Edgar, and Gary.  Everyone, please say hello to Sir Sebastian Wilmont.”

   They chorused a greeting.  Sir Sebastian nodded at them and smiled.

   “Are you a knight?” Gary asked.  “’Cos only knights get to put ‘Sir’ in front of their name.”

   “I am.”

   “Where’s your armor?” Luke wanted to know.

   “And your sword?” Edgar asked.

   “Do you have a horse?” Patricia added.

   “Hold it,” I repeated.  “Sir Sebastian and I are trying to talk.  You guys go think about what to make giant checkers out of.  I’ll be around when we’re done.”

   They went away, reluctantly.

   “Sorry.  The neighborhood kids don’t see many knights.”

   “Think nothing of it.  Are any of them yours?”

   “Nope.  They just roam around the place.”

   “And you let them?”

   “Of course.”

   “Isn’t it dangerous?”

   “I know the parents.  I don’t think I’m in danger of a lawsuit.”

   “I mean, for them.”

   “I don’t see how.”

   “You have something on the property that is extremely dangerous.”

   “A magic circle?” I asked, sounding puzzled.  I was being deliberately obtuse.

   “I mean your mis—your lady friend.”

   “She’s a perfectly reasonable and rational person.  Even if they attacked her with stakes and mallets, she would simply run away from them.  The worst she’d do is spank them.”

   Sebastian went back to pacing along the squares, thinking.  I’m not sure he believed me about Mary.  Then again, how many vampires has he met?

   “You say you would give this spell away?” he asked.

   “Assuming I ever get it to work.  Or get something together that seems likely to work.  I think it’s going to be a series of spells, rather than one big one.  See, part of the problem is you’re dealing with a dead body, not a live one.  If—”

   “Please,” he said, holding up a hand.  “The details are not important at the moment.  The fact you think you may someday accomplish your goal, on the other hand… And you say your power-gathering circle allows you to experiment and research spells much as the ancient magi once did?”

   “Either that, or my brain is wired that way.  I’m sure the circle helps, though.”

   “I see.  Yes, I think I need to have words with some of my fellows.  All this is interesting, and, speaking solely as your agent, I think we could become very rich, indeed, if I can persuade you to limit the distribution of your restorative treatment.  But, as you say, not today.”

   “Does that mean you’ll smooth things over with the Fries and Mendozas?”

   “I’ll try.  They may not be open to reason.”

   “Wonderful,” I sarcasmed.  He politely ignored it.

   “I should be going.  It has been a pleasure to see you again.”

   “Likewise.  I’m sorry I was so short with you, by the way.  I wasn’t in the best of moods.”

   “I think I understand.  I might have been a trifle terse, myself.”  He smiled, slightly.  “I sincerely hope we can make these matters smooth.  Would it be unreasonable to ask if I might have updates on your progress?  Your lines of inquiry and research?”

   “Not at all.  I’ll see if I can come up with something legible.  Right now, all my notes are in my head.”

   “Then I will bid you a good day, sir.”

   “And I to you, Sir Sebastian.”

    

   The checkers were surprisingly difficult.  Making a circle between two and three feet across isn’t hard.  Making it out of something light enough for a ten-year-old to handle is more of a challenge.  They started with the idea of sheet metal, so I put one together for them and rolled the edges to avoid cuts.  They decided it was too wobbly and heavy.  We made a smaller one, but it looked silly in the giant squares.

   Patricia pointed out we also needed to be able to stack them to make kings.  That gave everyone pause for thought.  Edgar came up with the idea of fastening plastic pipes together, side-by-side, to make square checkers.  Those could be stacked.  Nobody else was sold on the idea of square checkers, but we tried it.  It worked, but it “looked funny.”

   Still, we built a second one and I got some metal clips; when they stacked, they needed something to hold them together.  They were still light enough move, even to jump, when they were two layers thick.  But they still looked funny.

   I cut some pipe in different lengths for them and they assembled a rough circle.  Shortest ones on the outer edge, longer ones in the middle, then shorter ones again to the other edge.  It was at least close to a circle.  They liked those much better.

   Gary finally called it quits.

   “I’ve gotta get back to my Dad,” he pleaded.  “He needs me at home.”

   The other three didn’t seem to care much for that.  They didn’t say anything at all.

   “I gotta go,” Gary muttered, and slouched off.  I started picking up cut-off pipe ends.  The Three slowly started to help.

   “Something wrong?” I asked.  Nobody answered.  “You don’t seem happy that Gary’s going home.”

   “His dad beats him,” Edgar stated.  Patricia and Luke held still, waiting to hear what I’d say.

   “I know.”  Everyone breathed again.

   “Can you make him stop?” Edgar persisted.

   “No.  I know how, but I can’t do it.”

   “How?”

   “Mark gets worried about things.  He’s afraid he’s going to lose the house, or not find a job, or he’ll never get better from his injuries.  It makes him afraid, and the fear makes him angry.  He does stupid things when he’s angry.”  I shrugged.  “Most people do.  I don’t like it that one of the stupid things is hitting Gary, but I don’t like stupid in the first place.  Keeping him from being stupid means helping him stop worrying.  Helping Mark helps Gary.  See how that works?”

   “Sort of.  I guess.  I’m not sure.”

   “I get it,” Patricia piped up.  Luke nodded as though he did, too.

   “That’s why I can’t make him stop.  I’ve done what I can do to help,” I added.  “I should probably let Mark know I don’t expect him to pay for the lawn equipment; I’ll bet he’s worried about that, too.  But he can’t mow his own yard, take out the trash, do laundry, or any of that stuff.  I bet Gary can’t do it all, either, no matter how hard he tries.”  I sighed.  “He’s only one kid, after all.”

   The Three traded glances with each other and I didn’t need to be psychic to see what they were thinking.  Gary isn’t one, he’s four.  There isn’t only a him, there’s an us.

   “We gotta go,” Luke told me.

   “It’s suppertime,” I noted.  “See you later.”

   They went home—not, I noticed, to their own homes.  I went ahead and ordered a lot of plastic pipe and paint.  They wouldn’t have much time in the next few weeks, but they’d eventually get around to the checkers again.

    

   Mary woke up while I was still in the shower.  She came out of the basement while I was putting on makeup.

   “So that’s how you always look so dashing,” she grinned, leaning on the doorjamb.  “You get up extra early to put your face on.”

   “You should knock before walking in on the naked guy,” I observed.

   “That wouldn’t be nearly as much fun.”

   “I notice you’re up early, too.  That’s a good sign.  You also haven’t sprouted extra fangs, tentacles, or unusual eyeballs.  Anything weird you’ve noticed?”

   “I still tingle, but I’m getting used to it.”

   “Fair enough.”

   “Want some help with that?”

   “I need the practice.  Can you see yourself in the mirror?”

   She came in and examined her hair in the mirror.

   “Yes.  I can’t see you, though.”

   “Alas.  Neither can I.”

   “You’re missing out,” she assured me, smiling.  “Are we eating, or is it another night in?”

   “I’m supposed to listen to you tell me all about your life, as well as all the gory details of being a modern vampire.”

   “Can we eat, too?”

   “Hungry?”

   “A little.  I’d rather it didn’t become a lot.”

   “Compelling argument.  We’ll go out.”

   I got dressed with some trouble; Mary kept swiping things as I was trying to put them on.  I had to wrestle her for each item.  Then we had to straighten up the room from the scuffle.  I eventually managed to put on clothes despite her playfulness.  We took a ride into the city while she told me about her mortal life—that was okay in a cab, since she left out names and places.  That was fine with me; her criminal career didn’t concern me much.

   On the other hand, she really was a professional burglar.  Houses were her preference, but she didn’t mind small businesses or car theft.  When she was mortal, she hadn’t done it for the money.  She did it for the fun.  She enjoyed the nervous, tense feeling of sneaking around and stealing things without getting caught.  The bigger the theft, the bigger the thrill.

   “Truthfully, though,” she admitted, “on those occasions when someone shouted, ‘Freeze!’ I was even more excited, because then I ran.”  She grinned, almost gleefully.  “When I couldn’t run, I fought.  I try not to get into that situation, but I never really minded it, either.  It usually means I don’t make the heist, though.”  I heard the sadness in her voice.  “There was one time in London where I had to hide in the sewers for a few days.  I tell you, those Brits know how to conduct a manhunt.  And they’re touchy.”

   “I don’t want to know what you were after.”

   Mary decided she was hungry, so we took the bus and debarked in a low-rent district.  Once the bus pulled away, I took in the ambiance—the rusted fencing, old graffiti, and crumbling buildings.

   “I don’t think this is really prime hunting ground,” I pointed out.  “Nobody with money comes here, so most of the muggers aren’t going to hang around.”

   “I had an idea,” she countered.  “The city has plenty of homeless.  Surely, some of them are dying.  If we find one of those, then we… is it proper to say ‘killed two birds with one stone’ in this context?”

   “Proper,” I agreed, “but maybe not polite.  Write a letter to Emily Postmortem.”

   “What do you think of the idea?” she pressed.

   “I think you’re darn clever,” I admitted.  “Let’s go urban exploring and see if we can scare up any dying squatters.”

   We did.  I practiced being quiet and stealthy; Mary was a pro and gave me some tips to work on.  I was sneaky.  She was a shadow.  I was disgusted.  We found a number of people using abandoned buildings for shelter.  Most of them were in reasonably good health—at least, from our perspective.  Sick with something survivable isn’t what we look for.

   Mary was confident in her judgment.  Only a moment or two of feeling someone out and she dismissed him as prey.  Her range seemed improved; I didn’t have to help her at all.  Having a line of sight on the subjects helped, too.

   We did find someone, though.  It was an elderly lady with a rickety shopping cart, several layers of cardboard for a hut, and braided rags for clothes.  I took a quick look through the shopping cart and didn’t find anything in it worth keeping, not even food.  Why she had it at all, I have no idea.  I’ve seen a number of homeless pushing rusted shopping carts around, but I’ve never asked what they have in them.  Now that I know, I wonder why they bother.

   Mary knelt next to the old lady, gently drew her out of her body, and then emptied the body of blood.  I liked how she knew in what order to do those without having to be told.  Afterward, we moved the body next to a storm drain and slit her bony old wrists to hide the holes left by fangs.  Between the rain and the vermin, she should be ruled a suicide.

   Then, arm in arm again, we went walking back toward the more prosperous parts of town while Mary explained what she knew about her sort of vampire, now that she had a better idea about mine.

   Right off the bat, there were differences.

   When creating a new vampire, the process started with feeding a human some vampire blood.  Not much; a mouthful or so.  This caused some changes in the human—gradual increases in strength, a heightened ability to heal from damage, that sort of thing.  Most vampires kept this up for a year or more.  Some made it a policy to keep this going for several years, sometimes decades; the human wouldn’t age as long as he or she got a daily dose of vampire blood.  Besides, having a human servant is extremely useful for people who become dangerously flammable corpses during daylight hours.

   There are some drawbacks.  The human usually develops a sensitivity to light and requires sunglasses.  Sometimes, they become somewhat short-tempered—mostly the Constantines, but potentially anyone.  If they wind up in a hospital, their blood type registers as AB positive, usually, which can cause complications if it isn’t really their blood type and they need a transfusion.

   Eventually, when the vampire says it’s time, the human gets to die.  One night, the vampire feeds the human much more blood—usually a quart or more—then bites the human and drains out all the mortal blood.  The vampire blood takes over operations in the dying human and the human becomes a vampire.  Normally, the new vampire then drinks from its progenitor; it’s hungry.  Then the two of them go find something (or someone) to feed on, depending on the tribe and personal taste.

   If the human dies without the large infusion of vampire blood, they typically get embalmed or cremated, then buried.  That solves the problem.  If they don’t get embalmed, cremated, or buried, though, they get up three days later as a mindless killing machine.  This creature then goes rampaging around, grabbing anyone it can find, ripping throats out, and gulping all the blood it can get.

   This is considered less than an ideal outcome.  I agree completely.

   As for making an actual vampire, Mary didn’t know if any other process would work.  This was the way it had always been done.  I didn’t see a way to test it without turning someone into a vampire or a corpse.  More trouble than it’s worth, really.

   The rest of the rules for the local vampire species were typical.  The sun comes up, the vampire goes down.  At night, the vampire is a corpse—no breathing, no heartbeat, that sort of thing.  It was a serious disappointment to Mary that this also meant no sex.  Oh, a female vampire can fake it, of course, but there’s no enjoyment in the act.

   “Of all the drawbacks I’ve encountered so far,” she told me, “that’s the worst.  It used to be such fun.  Now I’m reduced to flirting and teasing.  It’s awful.”

   “Yes, I’m sure,” I replied, heavy on the sarcasm.  “I can tell how much you hate flirting and teasing.”

   “Okay, I do enjoy that.  But I never get to follow through even if I want to!  It doesn’t do any good.  It’s just mechanics, not pleasure.”

   “That’s odd.  My species has a heightened sensitivity in all the senses, especially at night.”

   “Aaaaand… now I hate you.”

   “Just saying.  Mind you, men still have the typical problem with a lack of blood flow.  You might say we’re a bit… dysfunctional?  That way.”

   “Oh, funny.  Whereas my species of vampire is non-functional.”

   “But ornamental.”

   “Not even that, necessarily,” she pointed out.  “One of the reasons humans have such a long lead time before conversion is to get into shape.  When you have your first death, you’re stuck in whatever shape you died in.  Those last five pounds?  Yeah, they’ll be with you for eternity.  Your spare tire?  Permanent.  Scars?  Injuries?  Your tan lines?  Your beard?  Better have it all seen to and exactly the way you want it, because when you have your first death, it’s locked in place.”

   “Really?  That’s different, too.  My kind regenerates everything.  I think it’s an overpowered healing factor, since we live during the day and die at night.  It keeps trying to heal us into our physically ideal state.  You lose scars, regrow limbs—which takes both time and blood—all that sort of thing.”

   “Do you remember how I said I hate you?”

   “Yes.”

   “I think I meant it.”

   “Sorry.”

   For Mary’s type of vampire, every few days, it’s time to eat something, although it’s more frequent with exertion and injury.  They get more powerful over time, gradually, and without regard to their diet.  Aside from eating each other, of course.  She’d never heard of anyone becoming ridiculously heavy in the process, though.  Immensely strong, yes, but not more dense.  Mirrors work for them, their shadows don’t do weird things, and they don’t turn into bats or mist.  Their legends say the ancient elders did, but if so, the secret of how to do it—or the power—was lost with them.  There are even rumors that older vampires can “wake up” during the day, and that the Elders might be able to withstand sunlight for brief periods—enough to take a walk on a cloudy day, for example.

   “The only really supernatural thing I’ve noticed, aside from my mystical sense,” she added, “is I can’t enter a church.”

   “What do you mean?”

   “I mean I can, but I’ll regret it.  If I set foot inside a church—and to a lesser extent, on any holy ground—my feet burn.”

   “Define ‘burn’.”

   “If I walk into a consecrated graveyard, it feels like I’m walking barefoot on summer pavement.  It’s painful.”

   “Smoke?”

   “Not that I’ve noticed.  It does hurt, though.  Setting foot inside an actual church does it—that causes my feet to smoke.  And, before you ask, yes, I did get curious about that and tried different sorts of shoes.  The footwear doesn’t matter—flats, heels, platform boots, anything.”

   “Is it only a particular religion or denomination?”

   “No, any church.  I was up in the Wichita Mountains and found a Comanche burial site; I didn’t like standing on that, either.”

   “Huh.  I wonder if it has to do with the magi’s curse, or if the local deities are annoyed with us in general.”

   “Step into a church and see,” she suggested.  “You’re not from around here.  It might be different for you.”

   “I’ll pass, thanks.  I have enough goddish problems without provoking a whole new pantheon.”

   “Or stirring up a rivalry, O Lord of Fire?” she asked, digging fingers into my ribs.  I swatted her hand and placed it back on my arm.

   “Shut up,” I suggested, over her giggles.

   We took the bus, caught a cab, and went home.  It was still there and Francine reported a quiet evening.  I gave Mary another shot of alien vampire blood and she reported no changes.

   We spent the rest of the night carving out more ideograms.  When she reported no apparent effect from my added dose, I stepped up to giving her another couple of drops of blood every hour.  She still didn’t feel any difference, but it may take a day-night cycle to really notice anything—rebooting the vampire, turning it off and back on again.  We’ll see.

   We’ll also see how my new gate spell works when we have enough vocabulary.  I’ve got the gate spell deconstructed; I need the materials to start fiddling with it.  I can build spells in my headspace, even cast some, if they affect only me.  On the other hand, I’m not opening up an interdimensional portal inside my own skull.  The basement door is bad enough.

   It’s still there.  I’m not sure it will ever go away.

   





   





Monday, November 16th

    

   I started scanning symbols.  After a brief conversation with Diogenes about how to go about it, I let him do the work while I read his report on various types of gemstones.

   It.  I let it do the work.  It’s a collection of programs, no matter how human it— Oh, forget it.  Him.

   Diamonds are easy; they’re carbon in a variation of the face-centered cubic crystal structure.  Sapphires are almost as easy; they’re aluminum oxide with trace amounts of other minerals for color.  The thing that amused me the most, though, was the fact sapphires without those trace impurities—straight up aluminum oxide—are a mineral called corundum.  The geek in me was highly amused to realize it’s basically transparent aluminum.

   I almost went off to start new gem-growing spells because of that.  Suddenly, I wanted to get two fish, name them George and Gracie, and build them one whale of a fish tank out of corundum plates.

   I resisted the impulse.  Now was not the time to get more pets.

   Instead, I read up on other gems.  Emeralds are surprisingly complicated.  The crystalline structure is hexagonal, which is simple enough, but the molecular structure is a pain.  I could probably work it out, but for now, emeralds aren’t worth the effort.  

   Rubies, on the other hand, are basically another type of sapphire.  They’re corundum with some chromium contamination.  Simple enough even for me!

   Once I had the gems sorted out, I went ahead and used my stored magic to rebuild and renovate my Ascension Spheres and their auxiliary power-gathering spells.  I made sure each of the Spheres had at least one jet version of the power-fan prototype.  It took more effort than I liked, but it should pay off in terms of power.

   My gem farm was going well in the attic, so I started a new one.  A couple of aluminum cans for the base material, some iron for blue color, some copper for orange… I wished I hadn’t fed Bronze the elemental metals I’d collected.  To be fair, she sniffed at each of them before she ate them—why she bothers to sniff them, I’m not sure—and seemed to enjoy them.  If I’d saved the chromium and magnesium, those could have given me purple, green, and red coloration.

   Oh, well.  I turned on the heat, turned up the current, and left everything to cook in the attic.

   While Diogenes scanned more symbols, I played with the digital versions already scanned into the system, rotating them, turning them, giving instructions on how they should look.  Some needed to be sharp-edged, some needed more rounding.  Come to that, they could all stand to be colored, as well, based on what they represented.  A blue-white colored tarak symbol for lightning, as an example, would probably work at least a little better.

   Could I carve symbols into my symbols?  What would it be like to have recursive spells?  If I have a lightning symbol, if I add a spell phrase that means “electricity traveling through the air,” would that help reinforce the tarak symbol?  If I’m not precise about the definition, it could come back to bite me—if I want to put lightning through a conductor, rather than the air, that could be a problem.  But if I have a specific application for a magical object, what effect would this have?  Could it be used to good effect in my quasi-enchantments—the ones where the spell structure is permanent, running indefinitely as long as someone keeps giving it power?

   That kept me pretty busy until sunset.  I had my shower and Mary took it over as soon as I was out.  She doesn’t sweat or have oily skin or anything like that; she claims she starts to feel dusty after a while.

   As I headed back toward the computer room, I realized I hadn’t heard from the Four.  I asked Firebrand about them.

   Haven’t heard anything, Boss.  They haven’t been around.

   “I wonder what’s happened?”

   Search me.  Francine hasn’t seen them, either.  Bronze says they haven’t been in the barn.

   “Odd.”  I looked out a window.  Streetlights and porch lights shone all down the lane; people were still out, but not many.  I was starting to worry when I realized that Mark’s new house, down at the far end, on the corner, had its yard recently raked.  It was the cleanest yard in the neighborhood, so it stood out.  Since Mark obviously couldn’t have done it, that only left one person in the house who could have.

   I think he had help.  I also suspect the back yard was in great shape, along with pretty much everything inside the house.  My guess is Mark doesn’t even have anything to complain about.

   The Four were obviously busy.  I stopped worrying about them and started wondering about finding Mark a job.  Once he was out of therapy, maybe a little before, he would need one.  I’ll talk to Fred about it, assuming Fred hasn’t already handled it.

   I took a second look down the street, over my hedge.  The house opposite Mark’s already had some Christmas decorations up.  Myrna and Fred’s place.  Well, she did strike me as the type to be a little premature with the competitive Christmas decorating.  I made a mental note to get some Christmas lights and went back to doing fine corrections on the scanned symbols.

   Mary joined me in the computer room and peered over my shoulder.

   “Whatcha working on?”

   “Ideogrammatic symbols.”

   “I can see that.  What are you doing with them?”

   “Cleaning them up.  The digital versions are more versatile than the physical ones.”

   “And colorful.”

   “Seemed appropriate.  I’m not sure if colored symbols are really the way to go, though.”

   “Why not?  Red for fire, that sort of thing?”

   “I’m not sure it matters, at least for the symbol itself.  I’m starting to wonder if color might be useful for emphasis, kind of like italics or bold type in a sentence.”

   “These are for spells,” Mary pointed out.

   “Yes, but it’s also a language of sorts.  Maybe it’s like a computer language and spells are programs.  Coloring them might give added weight to subroutines, like raising the priority of the process.  It’s a thought.  I haven’t had a chance to play around with it, yet,” I finished.  She clasped her hands on my shoulder and rested her chin on them.

   “So, are we done with the vocabulary?”

   “I’m afraid not.  I haven’t even got a list.  It’s like trying to write out all the words you know.  As you go along, you keep thinking of more words.”

   “But we have enough to do spells?”

   “Some spells, yes.  I think I’ve got all the gate spell components, at least.  I’ll have to build one to be sure.”

   “Good.  Are we doing that tonight?”

   “Maybe.  It depends on how you feel.” I scooted the chair back.  She came around and sat on my lap.

   “Oh?  I’m told I feel pretty good.  I have to agree.”

   “No argument there,” I agreed.  “Let’s see if we can find ourselves an out-of-the-way mugging.  I’m thinking we’ll up your dosage tonight.”

   “Really?” she asked, sitting up straight.

   “You haven’t had any ill effects.  You’ve had opportunity to adapt.  If we can find someone for me to drink, we’ll see what a larger dose does to you.”

   “Did you bleed into a jar?” she asked.  “Or were you thinking of letting me bite you?”

   “Let’s try the bite,” I suggested.  “I’m not sure you can get anything out of me, what with the way I absorb blood, but it’s worth a try.”  I presented a wrist.  She took it and tried to delicately sink fangs into it.  She had to bear down a bit harder than intended, but she succeeded.

   Normally, you don’t just sink fangs into someone and start drinking; the fangs block the holes and all you get is the leakage.  You have to bite, retract the fangs, and then drink.  I’m kind of a special case; with my teeth and extra-long tongue, I bite a chunk out of someone and my tongue burrows into the wound, allowing blood to soak into it even faster than I could drink it.

   Huh.  Does my tongue absorb blood faster than my skin?  It seems likely.  Maybe I should test that.  Woo-hoo!  Another thing to do on Someday!

   It was trickier for Mary.  She bit, retracted fangs, got a taste of my blood, and the holes closed up.  I let her experiment, figuring out her technique and timing.  She wasn’t going to drink a streaming fountain of undead blood, but she could get small gulps of it.  It might be slow, but at least it could be done.

   She seemed inclined to continue indefinitely.  I tapped her on the nose and withdrew my arm.  She tried to hide her disappointment.

   “Well?” I asked.

   “Delicious,” she declared.

   “That’s not what I meant.”

   “Oh.  I feel fine.  Tingly, but that’s what we expected.  But now I’m hungry,” she added, looking perplexed.  “Why am I hungry?”

   “That’s a good question.  I wish I had a good answer.  Let’s go find breakfast.”

   “Sir?” Diogenes asked.

   “Yes, Diogenes?”

   “Shall I continue the virtual cleanup of the models?”

   “Can you?” I asked.

   “I believe I have established a pattern from your work.”

   “Show me.”

   Diogenes displayed a dozen symbols I hadn’t edited.  It ran through a quick process on the first and moved on to the second while I examined the first one.  He did a good job on it.  Not perfect, but pretty much what I would have done.  It could probably stand a few little touch-ups, but, essentially, Diogenes seemed to have the right idea.  Looking at the ones that followed, I had to admit, whatever algorithm he developed, it appeared to be working.

   “How did you spot a pattern?” I asked.

   “My photo manipulation software,” Diogenes replied.  “There is a system for tracking the changes a user makes to automate photographic enhancement.  This is similar.”

   “So it is.  All right, clean up the rest of the library and store it separately; I’ll look at the results later and maybe offer some suggestions.  How’s that?”

   “That will be fine, sir.  You may go.”

   The personality of Diogenes is determined by my interaction with it.  Which leads me to the question:  Is everything I make going to eventually get sassy with me?

    

   Mary and I went into the city to get mugged.

   It went about the way it usually does.  We walked for a while before finding anyone who cared to tackle the pair of us.  Either the criminals are getting cautious or they don’t like dealing with more than one person at a time.  I saw at least four occasions when a solo mugger simply remained in the shadows and let us pass.  It wasn’t until a group of four found us that we found breakfast.

   Mary does know kung fu.  Some martial art, anyway.  I cracked a guy’s skull on a dumpster by grabbing his hair and using his head as a blunt instrument.  Mary, on the other hand, broke two arms, crushed a larynx, shattered a knee, and snapped a neck.

   I really need to get to my martial arts class more often.  She her ninja moves make me look like a gorilla.

   Mary and I swallowed souls, leaving living but empty bodies lying on the pavement.  She started in on my left wrist.  I reached up under a ribcage and let all the blood in that guy soak into my system.  We repeated the process with the other three, then did some ripping and tearing before dumping everything down the nearest manhole.

   Someone is going to have a nasty shock down at the water treatment plant.  How many corpses is that?  I’ve lost count.

   “I’m still hungry,” she murmured.

   “That’s not normal.”

   “I agree.  Maybe I should eat the next guy?”

   “I think so.  It looks like something in my blood is making you hungry.  I don’t know why, though.  Maybe you’re having more changes in you than we think?”

   “Could be.  But I’m hungrier now than when we started.”

   “All right.  Homeless?”

   “It’ll probably be faster than finding volunteers.  Thugs aren’t known for courage, but they seem especially skittish tonight.”

   “I noticed.”

   She looked me over; I looked her over.  We were presentable and had nothing incriminating showing.  I’m not sure we can have bloodstains under any circumstances, but we could have cuts or tears in our clothes and I can have damage to my makeup.  A search would find an unreasonable amount of firepower, but if there was no reason to stop us, we wouldn’t get searched.

   Someone laughed and applauded, softly.  It was one of those quiet, formal things, kind of like the applause of the crowd watching golf.  Mary and I scanned everywhere; the source was a guy watching from a fire escape.

   I swear, I’m going to get a pair of glasses with mirrors at the bottom of the frames.  Then I’ll have to keep looking up.

   “So, you’re the Angels of Death,” he laughed.  “You don’t look nearly frightening enough.”

   “And who are you?” Mary asked, belligerently.

   “Wallace.  Constantine,” he replied.  He started climbing down.  He was either a vampire or an expert at parkour; he was down in seconds.  A closer look at him told me it was likely to be both.  He was definitely a vampire.  He was small, only about five-foot-six, with a skinny build.  His hair was dark, his clothing nondescript, and his smile carefully hidden behind his lips.  

   “A pleasure to meet you,” he chuckled, “Mary of Thessaloniki.  And your friend with the classical name.  Vlad, is it?”

   “Yes,” I agreed.  “Angels of Death?” I asked.

   “That’s what the word on the street is.  People disappearing in alleys causes talk.  Seeing a shadowy figure kneel by a bum and walk away from a corpse does that, too.”

   I glanced at Mary.

   “We really need to work on our sneaking,” I told her.

   “One of us does,” she agreed, dryly.

   “Hello?” Wallace asked.  “I’m still talking.”

   “Sorry.  What can we do for you?”

   “You’re the guy Tony wants to eviscerate, right?”

   “I think he’s more interested in exsanguination,” I admitted.  “He’s not interested in my guts, necessarily.”

   “I think that would be a shame and a waste.”

   “Oh, here we go.”

   “What?” he asked.  “I’m not doing anything.  I’m just talking.  No harm in talking, is there?”

   “That depends.  Are you talking to keep us here, make a proposal, or waste our time?”

   “Suspicious, aren’t you?”

   “Tony wants to exsanguinate me,” I pointed out.  Wallace laughed aloud.

   “Good point.  But it’s okay; I don’t want you bled dry.  Neither do Teeth or Knuckles.”

   “Teeth?  Knuckles?”

   “My progeny.”  He nodded at the other end of the alley.  Two large figures slipped around the corners and started walking our way. Mary stepped behind me, back to back, to face them.

   “Then what do you want?” I asked.

   “Only a little of your blood.  A tiny bit.  Nothing you’d miss—I’m not greedy.  Enough to give me a leg up is all.”

   “This is hardly the best way to ask.”

   “It’s not like I could write you a letter.  Everyone knows Constantines don’t know how to write,” he added, mockingly.

   “I don’t know it.  And you could have simply asked right here instead of calling your buddies to cut us off.”

   “Could be you have a point.”  He nodded past us, at his friends.  “Hey.  Scram.  The man doesn’t like being crowded.”  Teeth and Knuckles shrugged and went back the way they came.

   “See?” Wallace continued.  “I don’t have to go with the heavy-handed shit.  I can be as refined and diplomatic as the next guy.”

   “Apparently so,” I agreed, straight-faced.  “All right.  You want blood, in the commodities sense rather than in the vengeful one.  What do you offer?”

   “Offer?  Are we negotiating?”

   “Well, you can try to take it, which has its own special problems.  You could ask for charity—a gift.  Or you could offer something in exchange.  If you’ve got another way this could go, I’m listening.”

   “Huh.  Okay.  Would you please give me a gift of some of your blood?”

   “No.”

   “Had to try it,” he said, shrugging.  “I didn’t expect it would work, but, hey, you never know.  So, we’re negotiating.  What do you want?”

   That was an excellent question.  What did I want?

   “Do you think you can fix it with the Elders so they’ll leave me alone?”

   “Can you?”

   “Not yet.”

   “Me either,” he agreed.  “I can throw money at you, if that’ll influence your thinking.”

   “I’m good, but thanks.  What else have you got?”

   “I’m a Constantine.  We have a reputation for being brutal and being good at it.  Got someone in your way who deserves a chunky salsa award?”

   “I can usually handle that, but I’ll keep it in mind.  Look, before we get too far into this, let me point out we still haven’t established what happens to someone when they get a dose of my blood.”

   Wallace nodded at Mary.

   “She looks okay.”

   “I’m awfully hungry, though,” she grumbled, looking at him with narrowed eyes.  She couldn’t have been more threatening if she’d drawn and cocked a pistol.  He took a step back.

   “Now, now.  No one wants this to get messy.”

   “My point,” I interjected, “is we haven’t established the side effects.  She might be hungry for days, even weeks.  Or it might be permanent.  How would you like to have to feed every night?”

   “That’s on the table?”

   “Could happen.  We don’t know, yet.  If you’re really interested, though, I have an idea.”

   “I’m listening.”

   “You could help me with my research.  One of the things I’m looking into is the effects of my blood on existing vampires.  Another thing I’m looking into is curing vampirism in people who don’t want it.”

   “Whoa, hold on,” he protested, taking another step back and holding up his hands.  “How do you ‘cure’ that sort of thing?”

   “Magic.  I haven’t worked out the details, yet.  I need volunteers for that—people who don’t want to be vampires.  It’s probably going to be a complicated and unpleasant process, on par with going into the hospital for major surgery.  It might be about as painful, too.  So I need volunteers who really want to be human again.”

   Wallace rubbed his jaw and considered it.

   “Say I can find someone.  That gets me a dose of blood?”

   “If you insist, yes.  I’d rather say it gets you credit toward it.  I don’t really want to pump you full of my blood and discover you explode from the overdose or turn into a ravening hunger-monster that goes on a flesh-ripping rampage.”

   “Huh.  Is that on the table, too?”

   “I don’t know.  That’s why I got a volunteer to try it in small doses, first.  We’re starting to see side effects and I’d like to know how bad they get.  I imagine you would, too.”

   “Ahem,” Mary cleared her throat.  I gave her my attention.  “I meant it about being hungry,” she pointed out.  “Really hungry.”  I nodded.  She went back to watching behind me.

   “Tell you what,” I said to Wallace.  “Think about it.  You seem reasonable; I try to be.  I’m not against what you want.  On the other hand, I want to know what I’m going to be responsible for starting.  Is that too much to expect?”

   “No, I guess not,” he admitted.  “Okay.  You let me know when you’ve got your experiment done.  How long do you think it’ll take?”

   “I wouldn’t think it’ll be more than a month, the way things are going.  I’m guessing it’s best to do this as a slow, gradual process—the hunger is new, and may be from trying to do too much at once.”

   “Like blow, back in the day.  You snort a line, it’s cool, but do too many and it blows your brains out.”

   “I would imagine so.  That’s why we’re going to try and handle this hungry problem and see if it settles down before we try any more dosage.”

   “Right.”  He made a show of carefully reaching into a cargo pocket on his leg.  He pulled out an old business card and scribbled on the back.  “Here’s a contact.  Let him know you want to talk to me; he’ll pick a time and place.”  I took the card—“The Pizza Wedge”—and glanced at the phone number on the back.  It was legible, so I put it in a pocket.  I wondered why he didn’t just transfer information to my skinphone.  At least, I wondered until I realized preventing or confusing digital traces must be second nature to surviving vampires.

   “I’ll get back to you,” I assured him.

   “Until then, we were never here and we never had this conversation, okay?”

   “Who are you?”

   “Good answer.”  He strolled past us and down toward his friends.  We walked the other way out of the alley and caught a bus.

   Mary fidgeted on the bus.  She held my hand in a grip of steel.  She kept looking at the other passengers and licking her lips.  I squeezed her hand in return; it seemed to help.

   We got off the bus, switched to another.  I was afraid to go through too much of that.  Mary was obviously pushing her limits.  I turned my skinphone on, did some fact cybering, and we immediately got a cab.

   Oklahoma City has meat packing plants.  It’s not human blood, but blood of any sort is acceptable to a vampire about to completely lose her cool.  If hers was anything like my hunger rages, it would be tough to cover up the property damage, to say nothing of the fatalities involved.  She could go through dozens of people and then start on the responding law enforcement, paramedic, and rescue workers.

   We broke into the meat packing plant as quietly as we could.  It helps that we can simply hurdle a ten-foot fence.  The place wasn’t exactly crawling with security, either.  Who breaks into a factory to steal spare ribs?  I suppose we did, technically, but all we wanted was stuff they were throwing away anyhow.

   I followed Mary.  Her nose led us through the place and down to one of several drains.  I can smell blood more effectively than a shark, but hunger does strange things to our senses.  Mary led the way.

   I’m going to draw a kindly curtain over the proceedings.  It wasn’t pure blood; there were other fluids involved as well as bits floating in the mess.  I gave her my shirt as a strainer, then backed off so she could drink.  When I stood near to the flow it tended to lean in my direction.  She drank everything until her vampiric digestion couldn’t stand the foreign material.  The blood went into her system, the rest came back up.

   After a couple of hours, Mary finally gave me back my shirt.  The bloodstains came right out of it; the rest was going to be difficult.

   “Feel better?” I asked.

   “Full.  And sick,” she added.  She turned away and vomited again.  I almost knew how she felt.  I once tried to eat real food at night and had a similar, though lesser, result.  What she threw up wasn’t even what humans would call food, and there was a disturbing amount of it.  It was a nasty, unpleasant process.  If you ever run into a similar difficulty, consider meat-packing plants as a last resort.

   Which makes me wonder.  What happens to non-blood things we ingest during the day?  If I eat a big meal in the afternoon, it’s still there when I have my transformation, isn’t it?  Why doesn’t it come back up?  What happens to it?  Does it digest super-fast during the transformation?  Or does it become part of me on some mystical level?  Or does my nighttime deadishness detect it during the dying process and treat it as though it belongs there?  Does food sit in my stomach until morning, when my normal digestion kicks on again?

   I don’t know and I don’t know how I’d go about finding out.  It’s going to bug me; I know it is.

   Mary turned back toward me, wiping her mouth.  She was a filthy mess.

   “I don’t want to ever do this again.”

   I stroked my hand along her face, cupped her cheek, ran fingers through her hair.  The bloodstains vanished into my skin, but the other stains remained.  I exerted myself for a cleaning spell, a real one.  We were alone and had time.  There was also no shortage of fluids to paint with.  Ironic, considering.  It took about half an hour, but it worked; we were pristine.

   “There you go.  All better,” I told her.  She sat down and leaned against a heavy pipe.

   “I still feel sick.  Do you know what’s mixed in with that blood?”

   “No, and I cherish my ignorance.”  I sat down next to her and held her hand.  “We’ll stop feeding you my blood and see if your hunger levels off.  I agree we shouldn’t do this again.  This may be a convenient way to get blood, but it’s obviously hard on you.”

   “Okay.”  She shuddered.  “Can we buy a meat processing plant like this?”

   “Why?  So you can tear it down?”

   “So we can alter how it disposes of waste.  I want a pipe for blood and only blood.  We can have it drain into a vat and swim in it.”

   “Seems like a good idea to me.  If things settle down enough, I’ll look into it.  Think you can make it home?”

   “Give me a minute to make sure I’m done throwing up.  I still feel sick.”

   We left the plant by much the same methods we used to get in.  Mary didn’t argue when we bus and cab-hopped for a while.  She leaned against me, the poor, miserable dear.  I wondered if her condition was from the waste byproducts or from the changes going on in her system.  Maybe it was a combination of both.

   We made it home and she went straight to the basement to lie down in the power circle.  I went with her, settled her in, asked if she needed anything.

   “Tomorrow,” she noted.  “Human.  We’ll find someone desperate to die and oblige him.  And then we’ll do it again and again until we can’t find anyone else.  I have got to get this taste out of my mouth!”

   “No problem,” I agreed.  She made a terrible sound and spat.

   “Not for you,” she replied, miserably, and stood up again.  “I’m going to brush my teeth.”

   I didn’t tell her it was probably more psychological than physical.  Maybe brushing her teeth for half an hour would actually make her feel better.  I tried to stay with her for moral support but she shooed me away.  She doesn’t like me to see her when she’s not at her best.  I guess it’s a woman thing.  She shooed; I went.

   





   





Friday, November 20th

    

   During the last week, the Four haven’t had time to play checkers.  I’ve cut more plastic pipe for them and they’ve painted most of it, but they spend the majority of their time over at Mark’s.  I can’t say I blame them.  Gary needs the help.  I’m actually rather proud of them.

   I visited, shook hands with Mark, and told him not to worry about the yard equipment.  If I’d been smart, I’d have insured it—the loss was all mine; don’t worry about it, blah, blah, blah.  Mark isn’t good with acts of generosity, but he’s learning.

   While I was there, I set off a prepared spell; this one was specifically for his nervous system.  His therapy sessions should see real improvement this week.  I also went over the settings on the dishwasher and the clothes washer with Gary.  He was using dish soap in the dishwasher—logical, but the wrong kind.  He was also using far too much detergent in the clothes washer by filling up the detergent compartment—also logical, but not a good idea.

   Someone had already shown him which clothes to hang up and which clothes to fold.  I suspected one of the local mothers, but it might have been Patricia.

   Come to think about it, Mark had nothing to complain about.  His place was cleaner than mine.

   Speaking of my house, my gem farms were doing well, my power stalls were charging well, and I’ve got my Christmas decorations up.  Blinking lights on the porch roof in front spell out “SANTA LAND HERE.”

   I don’t think Myrna approves.  The Four do.  I’m okay with that.

   Larry has finished cleaning out his gutters and has returned my ladder, much to my surprise.  I’d written it off.

   My symbol library has grown; Diogenes has a pretty good feel for how to edit a scanned-in ideogram.  We’ve started printing them out by the gross.  One of the spare bedrooms is now lined with large pigeonholes so I can keep them all sorted and organized.

   Sebastian has phoned a couple of times.  He wants to know more about how my experiments with vampire-curing are going.  I think I’ve convinced him it’s a project, not an experiment, and will take time.  He also wants to know if I’m still interested in building power circles for other magi.  I’ve told him they can blame the Fries and Mendoza families for my lack of enthusiasm.

   Several nights of hunting have fixed Mary’s flavor problem.  She reports feeling wonderful, stronger than ever, and says she can reach much farther than before with that feathery tendril of hers—twenty, thirty yards or thereabouts, even without seeing where she’s reaching.  She also says her feathery tendril is stronger, physically.  Working tumblers in a lock was no problem before.  Working the whole lock and opening a door is now within her capabilities.

   All in all, I’d say it’s been a good week.  Things are looking up.  Time to start worrying about how it’s all going to go horribly, horribly wrong.

    

   The sunset did its thing and I stepped into the shower.  A little later, Mary came in.  I peeked out; she sat on the toilet seat and looked at me oddly

   “Something the matter?” I asked, going back to rinsing.

   “I woke up early,” she told me.

   “You do that.”

   “No, you don’t get it.  I woke up about twenty minutes ago.”

   “That’s impossible.  Sunset hadn’t even started.”

   “And it sucked.”

   “How do you mean?”

   “I woke up in pain.  Everything hurt—all my joints were stiff, my head hurt, and it felt as though I’d drunk a gallon of old blood.  My stomach hurt and twisted.  I actually thought I was going to throw up again.”

   “I’ve never seen a vampire throw up anything but food,” I mused.  

   “What I threw up in the packing plant wasn’t food.”

   “You know what I mean.  Besides, what could you throw up?  You haven’t eaten anything.”

   “It can be done.  It’s not pretty.”

   “You’ve seen a vampire throw up without eating anything?”

   “Yes.  You don’t want to.  Black bile.  Foul.”

   “Noted.  Go on about your waking up,” I told her.  She thought about it, trying to describe it.

   “Well, I woke up feeling sick,” she began.  “Then I started to burn.  Well, not really burn, but it was as though someone started sticking pins in me.  Hot needles everywhere.  It was like the tingling, sort of, but more intense, even painful.  And then I started to sweat—I never sweat.  I felt like I was dying, right there, from some terrible sickness.  It gradually faded away, and then I was fine.”

   Sunset finished running its course.  I turned off the water and started to towel off.  Yes, I could smell her and wished I couldn’t.  It seemed impolite to say so.

   “Congratulations,” I told her.  “It sounds like my version of undeadness is taking over your version.”

   “What does that mean?”

   “Take your shower; you’ve got ick to clean off.  I’ll keep talking.”  She stripped and climbed into the shower while I explained.

   “I experimented with creating vampires and seeing how the transformation process occurred.  Normally, when my kind dies—I mean, when one gets killed during the day—the soul goes on to wherever it goes and leaves behind a mechanistic imprint—a soulless copy of the intellect—on the undead corpse.  This undead corpse behaves more like your vampire species does; it lies down during the day, gets up only at night, that sort of thing.

   “But your species dies during the creation process, apparently in a way that doesn’t sever the connection between the body and the soul.  You’re still inside that body.  As a result, I think my blood is trying to jump-start it.  It’s perfectly intact and theoretically functional, especially since it regenerates.  It’s even got a soul in it.  There’s no reason I can think of why it can’t be kicked-started into life.”

   “You mean I might wake up during the day?”

   “It’s possible.  Given your experience during the sunset—which is, by the way, fairly typical—you might be on the verge of living by day and dying by night.”

   “I’m not sure I like your species,” she remarked.  “That sunset thing was awful.  Do you feel nauseated every time?”

   “No.  I think you’ll get over that part.”

   “But the icky sweats?  The painful prickling?”

   “It has its drawbacks,” I admitted.

   She muttered something about side effects.  Then she stuck her head around the shower curtain.

   “Is this part of your research into a cure?  Or was that a lie to get the magi off our backs?”

   “It’s a lie.  But it does interest me.  As soon as I have my test gate operational, I can spare some attention for that.”

   Mary finished her rinse cycle and climbed out of the shower.  I held a towel for her.

   “Will you go back to Karvalen when you’ve got it working?”

   “Not for long.  I may have to talk to Amber about something Sparky said.  I tried to talk to her about it a few times, but our relationship wasn’t the best back then.  I think she might talk to me about it, now.  I also have to find out what Tort did to rescue me.  It’s possible she’s in trouble because of it, in which case I have to rescue her.”

   I didn’t add that if Tort was dead because of that rescue attempt… Well, I don’t know.  I don’t like to think about it.

   “She’s the little girl who grew up to be a magician, right?”

   “That’s her.”

   “And Amber is your daughter, the one you turned into a fire thing?”

   “Pretty much, yeah.”

   She toweled her hair while looking in the mirror.

   “You know,” she observed, conversationally, “I think I know what your problem is.”

   “Really!  It’s not families of magi, tribes of vampires, interfering goddesses, demon adversaries, vindictive religions, and lousy cosmogation?”

   “Cosmogation?”

   “Navigation on the sea, astrogation between stars, cosmogation from one cosmos to another.”

   “Cosmogation.  Okay.  All those are problems, too, but they come from one basic problem,” she went on.  I dropped my light tone as I recognized she was serious.

   “What is it?”

   “Power.”

   “Power solves problems,” I pointed out.

   “It can, yes.”  She wrapped her hair in the towel.  “Give me a minute.  I’m trying to think of how to phrase something I’m not sure I understand.  It’s only a thought.  I haven’t really nailed it down, yet.”

   “I’ll go finish dressing.”

   “Okay.”

   She still wasn’t ready to talk about it when she finished dressing.  I sorted more ideograms in the pigeonhole room while she talked with Firebrand.  A little later, I knew she was talking with Bronze—well, trying to communicate with her.  Firebrand is telepathic in the sense it can send what seem to be words.  Bronze is more empathic in the sense she can communicate a meaning without words.  I didn’t know she could do it with anyone else, though.  Maybe Mary’s extrasensory abilities make it possible.  I should probably ask.

   Much later, close to midnight, Mary came into the glyph room.  I had the vocabulary for a gate already printed out; I was getting the pile of ideograms ready for assembly.

   “I think I’ve got it,” she told me, hesitantly.

   “Shoot.”

   “You said power solves problems, right?”

   “Yes.  At least, whenever I’ve had a problem, it was useful to have the power to do something about it.”

   “But power causes problems, too.”

   “Only if you use it irresponsibly,” I argued, and gestured for her to precede me.  We left the glyph room and went to the empty bedroom where I kept my worktable.  I started laying out glyphs on the table so I wouldn’t have to rummage around in a box for them, like dumping jigsaw puzzle pieces out before assembly.

   “That can happen, yes,” she admitted.  “Simply having power can be the problem.”

   “I don’t follow.”

   “Look at it this way,” she went on.  “You’re the equivalent of an Atlantean vampire.  You’re not one, I know, but everyone else thinks you are and you give a bowel-loosening good impression of it.  This means you have immense power—power the Elders fear and the younglings want.  Potentially, power to upset the entirety of the culture of the undead.

   “As far as the wackos in the magi are concerned, you’re the lion to be hunted, also because of that power.

   “The rest of the magi apparently don’t have your spells for gathering magic, and those spells represent power—power they want.

   “You may have the ability—as far as they know—to find a cure for vampirism.  That’s power, too, and it affects both the vampires and the magi.  It draws their attention and makes them think about you, how you affect them, and how they can use you.

   “Having so much power is what causes your problems,” she finished.

   “I still don’t see it,” I admitted, putting down the box of symbols.

   “Grr.”  She spread a hand across her forehead and squeezed her temples.  Finally, she dropped her hand and regarded me.  “I keep forgetting you’re an alien; you don’t see things like I do.  How about this… If you were Joe Average, living in your farmhouse and playing with concrete checkerboards, would you be having these problems?”

   “Hmm.”

   “Here’s another one.  Would any of these idiots come knocking at your door for your legendary skills with carpentry?  Or would you be relentlessly hunted because of your inhuman talent with pastries?  Would they be trying to capture and torture you for your secret recipe for the World’s Greatest Lemonade?”

   “I’m starting to see it now,” I admitted.

   “Power causes problems,” she said, simply.

   “Then why do people keep chasing after it?  Politicians, businessmen—wealth is a form of power—all the way down to kids on the playground.”

   “I don’t know.  Maybe it’s a desire to feel more secure.  I think, though, as we get more power, we get more problems.  Ever hear about the frog in the kettle?”

   “It rings a bell, but no, I don’t remember it,” I admitted.

   “There’s a special way to cook a frog and it seems relevant.  The frog is dumped into a pot of warm water.  He’s a frog; he’s okay with that.  He sits there, fat and happy, while the cook gradually turns up the heat.  The frog still doesn’t mind; he’s warm and the slow rise in heat feels good.  He adapts to it as quickly as it rises.  Then, once it reaches a certain point, the cook suddenly turns up the heat to full power and brings the water to a sudden boil, killing and cooking the frog.”

   “So, power is like that?” I asked.  “People gradually get more power and more problems, but they don’t notice because their problems are growing with their power.  Then they run into a problem that’s attracted to their power and they get eaten?”

   “Not always; some people go their whole lives without the cook turning up the heat.  Of course, you’re immortal, so, statistically, it’s only a matter of time.”

   “I get it.  Now, how does this explain my present situation?”

   “You didn’t grow up here; you’re an alien.  You dropped out of the sky with a nuke in your pocket and parked your spaceship in the back yard.  If you’d bought parts and built the thing over the course of years, no one would have noticed.  As it is, the rocket exhaust caught their attention.”

   I put my elbows on the worktable and put my chin in my hands, thinking.  She definitely had a point, and a sharp one.  It pinked me to the quick.

   Did I goof by trying to impress?  I thought appearing mighty would cause the supernatural creatures of the world to steer clear of me.  Instead, it seems to have attracted them.  This is not an ideal outcome.

   The front gate chimed as someone started up the walk.  Almost immediately, the front door started chiming repeatedly as someone jabbed the button.

   Gary, Boss.  He’s pretty worked up.

   Thanks.

   I went to answer the door and Mary came with me.  Gary burst in, panting, the moment I opened it.

   “Dad!  It’s Dad!  They got him!  They’ve got my Dad!”

   “Whoa, slow down,” I advised, going to a knee and holding him by the shoulders.  “Who’s got your Dad?  What happened?”

   “They came into the house and they got him!”

   Firebrand?

   Working on it, Boss.  Keep him talking.

   I asked Gary more questions, trying to get more details out of him.  Firebrand listened to Gary, picking up on what Gary was trying to say.

   Three men came to Mark’s house.  They came in through the back door, went through the house, grabbed Mark, and smacked Gary pretty hard to get him out of the way.  They left through the front door, loaded Mark into a van, and drove away.  A simple kidnapping.

   Mary stayed home, especially since the authorities were about to become involved.  I took Gary to his house, walking the length of our street.  As we walked along, it occurred to me he ran the whole way, passing a dozen houses, to pound on my door.

   Sure enough, the back door to Mark’s house had been forced.  There was a fair amount of disarray, consistent with the struggles of a man still in therapy for a brain injury—that is, not much.  I didn’t see anything to lead me to the kidnappers, but I did have things that would lead me to Mark.  I pocketed hair from his hairbrush again for later; people always leave it lying around.  It’s like they don’t expect anyone to use it.

   Then I called the police and waited with Gary while they arrived.  They asked me some questions, but there wasn’t much for me.  I was merely the neighbor who showed up after the fact.  Gary was the witness and he wasn’t too helpful.  Men in dark clothes and ski masks, wearing gloves.  Not terribly descriptive.

   They let me go home when they took Gary down to the station.  Gary wanted me to go with him, but I hugged him and told him to help the nice officers… and whispered that I would be busy looking for his Dad.  He must have believed me because he nodded and seemed relieved.

   Why do children trust me?  What is it?  Do I exude an aura that turns little people into suckers?  Or do I just have one of those faces?  It’s a good thing I have no desire to use this power for evil, that’s for sure!  Imagine what I could do with a Saturday-morning children’s show.

   Once home, I told Mary what happened.  She seemed interested.

   “You’re going to find Mark?”

   “I hope so.”

   “And you’re going to get him back?”

   “I plan to.”

   “Why do you like this guy so much?”

   “I don’t,” I admitted.  “I actually rather dislike him.  He takes out his frustrations by beating his son.  It makes me want to do to him exactly what he does to Gary.  Despite this, I do respect him.  He has guts, I’m sorry to say, and he understands loyalty and friendship.  And, once you remind him of the important things, he even has the courage to change everything about his life.”

   “Do I get to hear that story, too?”

   “You know most of it.”  I filled her in.  “Now I’ve got to figure out why someone would snatch him rather than kill him.”

   “The obvious answer is it’s a trap.”

   “Okay, that’s obvious to you.  It’s only a suspicion to me.  I want more information.”

   “Scientist,” she accused.

   “Thief,” I replied.  She grinned.

   “So, how do we do this?”

   I pulled a tuft of hair from one pocket.

   “Want to learn how to use a scrying mirror?”

   “Oh, I thought you’d never ask!” she squealed, clapping her hands together in mock-delight.  “What’s a scrying mirror?”

    

   We used the mirror mounted on the inside of the master bedroom door.  I drew on the door and mirror with a grease pencil, taking my time to cast the scrying spell.  I took the extra time to cast my version, the one with the movement controls.  Looking at Mark, as through a window, probably wouldn’t allow us to find him.  I would have to pan and scan to look for clues.

   Which left me with the more pressing problem of finding him in the first place.  I didn’t have a handy magical compass.  What I did have was a locator spell.  Those send out a radar-like pulse, tuned to detect whatever you’ve defined.  Mark’s hair defined him pretty well.  I didn’t have enough power to send out an omnidirectional pulse, though.  Still, a narrow-beam pulse would have the range we needed; we would just have to change the direction slightly each time.

   I connected it to the mirror’s scrying spell.  With Mark’s hair taped to the corners of the frame, the initial locator spell should be able to ping him.  In theory, the scrying point would open nearby.  Then I could take over and look around for location clues.

   The locator spell sent out a pulse in about a one-degree arc, aimed northeast.  I figured it would probably be wise to pan our pulses over the city, first, then scan elsewhere.  The first pulse didn’t get a hit, so it shifted one degree to the right and pulsed again.  The process repeated until we got a ping.  The scrying spell engaged, tracked down the locator line to the ping, and focused.

   Mark was sitting in a brightly-lit room.  Fluorescent lights hung overhead, reflecting off an ugly, pale-green tile.  He was handcuffed to a heavy table.  A microphone was on the table, aimed at him.  Across the table, a pleasant-looking man in a business suit had a clipboard out and was flipping through pages, making notes.

   Behind Mark, a much nastier piece of work was cleaning a large nail.  That nail’s twin was keeping one of Mark’s hands flat on the table.

   That smarts.  I know.

   “Does this thing get sound?” Mary asked.

   “No.”

   “Why not?”

   “Transmission of electromagnetic radiation through an etheric channel is relatively simple.  Sound involves the transfer of kinetic energy and is much more difficult, because of the matter-based effect of a transfer of momentum across an intervening distance.”

   “Is that English?” Mary asked, skeptically.

   “Light goes through it like a window.  For sound, I’d have to open up an actual hole.”

   “That’s all you had to say.”

   “Actually, it wouldn’t be that hard.  Thing is, if I want to talk to someone, they’re normally using a mirror, too.  That sets up a more robust connection and the psychic component of the spells allows for two-way—”

   “Will this be on the test, professor?”

   “Sorry.”

   I panned the viewpoint around the room.  It had no windows.  I thought it was a disused gym shower room; several old shower stalls marched down one side.  Mark’s jailers were both in the room.

   Moving out through the closed door, there were another two men seated at a folding table and playing cards for pretzel sticks.  The room was indeed a locker room.

   Exploring farther, the place was a large gym structure.  Some exercise equipment was still in place—pull-up bars bolted to the wall, that sort of thing—but anything portable had been taken away.  I examined the outside of the place, read the sign, and Mary checked the listings.  We had an address.

   “What’s the plan?” Mary asked.  “Go in and grab him?”

   “It may not be elegant, but it has the advantage of being practical.”

   “Do we do it again when they grab him again?”

   “What?” I asked, startled.

   “You mean you were literally going to grab him?”

   “Well,” I added, defensively, “I did plan to kill everybody in the building.”

   Mary sighed and shook her head sadly.

   “You’re sweet.  Sometimes you’re incredibly naïve, but sweet.  Look,” she explained, “you don’t know who they are or why they have him.  You have to know, at minimum, what they want.”

   “What for?”

   “Here’s a thought.  They grabbed him for a reason.  If they didn’t do it for the hell of it, then someone wants something from this Mark guy.  If they don’t get it, they’ll keep coming back until they do.”

   “Ah.  But I’ve been trying to establish the idea that touching him is a bad idea.  That whole ‘I am the Dark’ thing, and the idea of a guardian demon.  Stuff like that.”

   “How’s that working out?” she asked, nodding toward the mirror.

   I grudgingly admitted there might be a flaw somewhere in my plan.

   “So,” I continued, “what do you suggest?  Ask nicely?”

   “Sort of.  You’ve made too many waves; too many people know his name, now.  What you need to do—what we need to do—is start recruiting people.”

   “Start a secret society?”

   “Only in a manner of speaking.  First, we find out what these jokers want with him.  Then we figure out a way to make them want to leave him alone, and want to make other people leave him alone.  Repeat as needed until everyone is convinced leaving him alone is good for their business, whatever their business is.”

   “I have to admit,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck, “that sounds more practical than my ideas.”

   “Don’t feel bad about it,” she advised.  “Scientists don’t have to think like that.”

   “Kings do.  I used to be a king.”

   “And now you’re a retired king.  You’re allowed to be more concerned about your lawn.”

   “Thanks.  Let’s go ask some people about their motivations.”

   “Whee!  I’ll get the first-aid kit!”

    

   The gym was, of course, closed.  We walked around it and Mary picked our point of entry.  She also picked the lock; her feathery tendril worked the tumblers like magic.  Handy trick, that.  I’d have snapped the bolt, myself.

   We did our sneaking thing into the locker room.  Mary basically appeared out of nowhere and said hello.  The guys at the card table both stood up and faced her, reaching for guns.  With her as a distraction, and with my plus-twenty Amulet of Sneaking, I slipped behind them and cracked their skulls together.

   I was careful not to crush them.  We might want to ask them questions.

   Mary then knocked on the door to the showers, two sharp raps.  A moment later, the tough guy answered the door.  She kicked the door, tearing it down and staggering the tough guy back.  Mary followed the door and the tough guy.  When he swept the door to one side, Mary was on him, taking him down, then sitting on him with a knifepoint in his mouth.  She smiled at him and put a finger to her lips to shush him.  He shushed.

   I went in as soon as she cleared the door.  I picked up Mister Business Suit and pinned him to the back wall.  He looked me in the face and promptly lost bladder control.

   “Tell me what I want to know,” I whispered, “and I won’t—” my voice shifted smoothly to a deep, growling thing, “—kill you.”

   It took a little bit before he calmed down enough to say more than “Nghfgnaagk!” and similar inconsequentials.  Mary was the one who calmed him down.  I put him in a shower stall and we traded prisoners.  The tough guy wasn’t a problem.  Mary hadn’t completely sucked him dry, but what was left would require a vacuum system or the equivalent.  I let the rest of his blood work its way out.

   The suit sat in a disused shower stall while she crouched beside him, holding his hand and soothing him.  He was downright talkative.

   Once the tough guy was empty, I pulled the nails out of Mark’s hands—they’d finished fastening him to the table—and applied both medication and healing magic.

   “Who are you?” he asked, slurring slightly.  I picked up the microphone and examined it.  It wasn’t connected to anything.  It was a digital gadget for taking notes.  I fiddled with it, erased it, and pocketed it.

   “I’m the Dark.  That’s the Shadow.”  I nodded toward Mary.  “What did they want with you?”

   Mark shut up and put on his stubborn expression.

   “I’m not asking for the details,” I reasoned.  “I’m asking why they wanted details.  And I did take the nails out,” I added.  He thought about that for a second.  It obviously earned me points.

   “I used to work for someone.  They want to know about his operations.”

   “Competitors?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Who is the competitor?”

   “Carlo.”

   I sighed.

   “Have you ever considered moving to another state?  Or another country?”

   “No.  Besides, I can’t afford it.  They’d find me by looking for people in physiotherapy, anyway.”

   “We’ll see about that.  How are you feeling?”

   “Like shit.”

   “Wait right here.”

   I went over to Mary and crouched next to her, facing her victim.  His gaze locked on to me.  I think he stopped blinking.

   “Find out anything?” I asked.

   “Yes.  He’s been remarkably cooperative.”

   “Good.  Maybe I won’t have to kill him.”  I turned on the recorder, held it in one hand, and grabbed him by the lapels and the shirt underneath.  I jerked him to his feet and held him off the ground against the wall of the shower.

   “Tell me,” I growled, “everything you told her.”

   And he did.  He went on at length about Carlo and Henderson and how they were having a little bit of a turf war.  It only took a little prompting to get him to add details about how the three toughs went and bagged Mark to bring him here.  Then we quizzed him about everything he’d ever seen or heard about Carlo’s operations and people.

   “We figured, you know, since he didn’t work for Henderson anymore he wasn’t protected.  Nobody would look at it twice.  What’s one more guy, you know?”

   I thumbed the control on the recorder and smiled.

   “I know.  And you were wrong.”

   I dropped him and handed the recorder to Mary, who took it with a pleased grin.  We dragged in the bodies—two unconscious, one exsanguinated.  I raised an eyebrow at Mary.  She shrugged.  Oh, well.

   Duct tape.  Every mob interrogation has it.  We made sure Business Suit and his muscle weren’t going to move.

   “Hey,” Mark called.  “They’ve got the key to these.”  He rattled his handcuffs where the chain ran through a hoop in the tabletop.

   “Yes, they probably do,” I agreed, still adding gravel to my voice.  “But the cops will want to ask you some questions.  And, since the boss, here, is the only other person who saw what happened, he’s going to sound utterly insane if he tells the truth.  Meanwhile, you’re a poor, innocent man, wrongfully snatched from his home in the dead of night with no idea why.  Right?”

   “Huh?” Mark asked.  Then he got it.  “Right.  Yes, right.  And I’ve got a brain injury.  I woke up from them smacking me around.”

   “Good man.”

   Mary and I triggered the fire alarm on our way out.  We watched a fire truck show up and the subsequent arrival of three carloads of police.  Mark was taken away in an ambulance while the police did their thing in the building.

   “Do we know what they want, now?” I asked.  Mary nodded.

   “His former involvement with a rival organization makes him a target.  Not a great one, but he’s got some value.  It’ll diminish over time as what he knows becomes obsolete.”

   “That doesn’t solve the problem of him surviving until then,” I pointed out.

   “True.  But we have evidence that can make Carlo uncomfortable.  How do you plan to use it?”

   “I don’t.  That is, I don’t have a plan.  Having it struck me as a good idea even if I don’t need it.  It’s like finding a box of potions.  You may not know what they are, but they might be useful later.”

   “I suppose.  So, do you have a plan of any sort?”

   “I was thinking of going to Carlo, holding him by one ankle from a high place, and asking him nicely to lay off.”

   “Direct.  Brutal.  Effective.  And probably more trouble,” Mary advised.

   “Whatever happened to ‘Go big or go home’?” I asked.  Mary wore an embarrassed expression.

   “I’m sorry about that.  I thought you wanted to send a message about messing with your man.  I didn’t know you were trying to get someone out of the game entirely.  The first is easy.  The second is more involved.”

   “Now you tell me.”

   “I didn’t know all the details!” she protested.  “I thought I was helping.  Besides,” she added, “you were being distracting.”

   “I’ll take the blame,” I allowed.  “The idea seems to have worked, at least as far as his original employer is concerned.”

   “You sent a hell of a message.”

   “Do I have to send a copy to everyone?”

   “I don’t think so,” she mused.  “At least, not the same message.  The original, Henderson, may have decided it’s not worth it to push the matter.  Other people want other things.  In this case, they want… no, not ‘they,’—the guy in the suit, Leo, wanted to get in good with his boss by finding out what Mark knows.  Other people may get the same idea.”

   “So, as long as we can convince everyone he’s a complete amnesiac, he should be fine.”

   “Pretty much.”

   “Since that’s not likely to happen—at least, I don’t have any idea how to do it.  Do you?”

   “No.”

   “Then what’s our plan B?”

   “Convince the competition it isn’t worth it?” she tried.

   “Aaaand we’re back to the rooftop, dangling a crime boss.”

   “I’m not objecting,” she noted, “I’m saying there may be a better way to go about it.  Carlo may be able to put out the word that leaving Mark alone is a good idea, but you’re attracting even more attention to him and drawing immense amounts of attention to yourself.”

   “There aren’t many survivors, much less in any condition to testify,” I countered.

   “But there are survivors.  And your theatrics attract attention.”

   “Got it.  I need to be more subtle.”

   “Good God, yes!”

   I gestured for her to walk and we followed the sidewalk away from the scene.

   “So, I need to be subtle, send a message, and go big.  I also need to convince people they want what I want.  Any other advice?”

   “No, that about covers it.”

   “You’re so helpful.”

   “I try to be,” she murmured.

   “You’re actually pretty good at it.  I’m being sarcastic again.”

   “You do it well.”

   I took her hand and she squeezed mine.  We walked in silence for a while, getting more distance from the scene of the crime.  Doubtless, the police were having an interesting time interrogating a lunatic and his thugs.

   My thought was the recording of Mr. Suit—Leo Newsome—had to be worth something.  If nothing else, it implicated a bunch of people up the chain of the organization, all the way to Carlo, himself.  While it might not get anyone thrown in prison, it was at least an excuse for law enforcement to be extra-vigilant, and no criminal wants extra attention.

   What to do with it, though, was a good question.  Mary and I talked it over.  We could send it to the police, but the threat might be more useful than the action.  We could find a way to deliver a copy to Carlo, but Carlo didn’t seem to be involved in this incident—it was Leo’s idea to get a leg up on Henderson’s organization.  Attracting the head honcho’s attention might not be the best course.

   We had a debate on that one.  For the pros, if the boss says we’re done, we’re done.  There’s no one else to take it up to.  For the cons, it involves far more effort and trouble to convince the boss, and if he doesn’t convince on the first try, there are consequences.

   Our circuitous route eventually took us home, still thinking.

   





   





Saturday, November 21st

    

   Mary lay down in the basement Sphere, as usual.

   The morning dawned, I had my shower, and I heard something from the basement.  Mary.  She wasn’t feeling well at all, but she was awake and feeling.  Her breathing was labored, her heartbeat rapid, her temperature slightly over a hundred, and she sweated like an ice cube in a sauna.  She couldn’t keep anything down for longer than an hour, even water, but I insisted and she kept trying.  I eventually left her long enough to get a kiddie pool for her to soak in, along with a bag of ice.  I also used up part of the basement spell’s power in a generalized healing spell.  There was also a fair amount of over-the-counter medication involved.  Individually, each helped a little.  Taken all together, it seemed to be fairly good at reducing the symptoms.

   It was early afternoon before she really started to feel better.  She started keeping down water, so I kept it coming.  I was out of ice, so I started running water through a hose and down into the kiddie pool.  The basement drain handled the overflow and Mary was happy to have fresh, cool water flowing over her.  Her fever started to go down.

   I left her for a little bit to answer the door.  Gary was glad to have his Dad back and wanted to thank me.

   “I didn’t find him,” I lied.  “All I did was drive around and look for him while doing some cybersearches.”

   “But the cops said he was in an old gym.”

   “Good for them!  I’m glad they found him.  I wish I could have been more help.”

   “Thanks for trying.”

   “Anytime.”  As he started to turn away, I asked, “Hey, Gary.  Why did you come all the way to my house when you were in trouble?”

   “Because you’d help,” he said, puzzled, as though I’d asked how wet water was.

   “Fair enough.”

   He went away and I went back downstairs to Mary.  Her recovery was going well.  She stood up and stretched, making her back and joints pop.  She lay back down in the water as though the effort exhausted her.

   “I think… I think I feel better.”

   “Good.  I’d hate to think you felt worse.”

   “Me, too.  But everything seems… different.”

   “Different how?”

   “The colors are all… pastel.  And the shadows are dark.  And I feel so heavy…”

   “Mortality.  Sort of.  You’re coping with the limitations of being an enhanced human instead of an undead monster.  That’s normal.  I don’t even notice it anymore, myself.”

   “Is this going to happen every day?” she asked, miserably.

   “I doubt it.  You probably need to recover from the transformation, but it should get easier pretty quickly.  It’ll always get ugly around sunrise and sunset, though.”

   “Every time?”

   “Every time.”

   “Does this mean I can… go out?”

   “In the sunlight?  I think so, yes.  Want to try it?”

   “Maybe tomorrow,” she decided.  “I’m still feeling below par.”

   “Certainly.  But shouldn’t that be ‘over par’?  I mean, in golf, it’s good to be under par, because the objective is to have the fewest—”

   “Stop overanalyzing the metaphor or I’ll throw up on your shoes.”

   “Sorry.  Take your time.”

   I hung the hose from a hook, angled to be a makeshift shower.  She sat under it while I went to get her a towel.  Sunset was coming, so I went up to take my own shower.

   Mary met me in the bathroom, as usual.  Physically, she seemed perfectly fine—dead, but fine.

   “I never want to go through that again!”

   “It gets easier,” I told her.  I sniffed.  “But the smell of fevered sweat is forever.”  I held the curtain aside for her.  She needed no urging.

   “So, how do you feel now?” I asked.

   “Like my old self.  Like today was a nightmare.  Daymare.  Now I feel wonderful.”

   “Glad to hear that.  We’ll see how you do in the morning.”

   “God, no—don’t remind me. I’d rather not think about it.”

   “I understand perfectly.  Talk about something else.”

   “How alive do I get?” she asked.

   “As alive as anyone, I suppose.  If you’re like me, if something kills you during the day, your corpse will get up that night and your soul will vacate the premises.  Avoid that.”

   “Check.  But what about… other things?”

   “What other things?”

   “Female things.”

   “What female things?”

   Mary stuck her head out through the shower curtain.

   “You can’t be that dense.”

   “Oh, female things.  Right.”

   “So, what about them?” she asked, going back into the shower.

   “I presume everything works,” I evaded.  “I mean, you’re only alive for one day at a time.  Everything should reset to zero overnight.”

   “So, no recurring bleeding?  No pregnancies?  None of it?”

   “I suppose, technically, you can be pregnant for a day, but it won’t last.  The only time you’ll bleed is when you’re injured.”

   “This will take some getting used to.”

   “Tell me about it,” I sarcasmed.

   “Any thoughts on Carlo?” she asked, changing the subject.

   “I’m still thinking.  Any thoughts on the Elders?”

   “Lots.”

   “You first.”

   “You’re a threat to the power structure.  We need to get you out of that position,” she insisted.  “I think I have a couple of ideas.”

   “Keep talking.”

   “One option is to fake your destruction and try to falsify your identity.  Claim to be someone else, move to another country, and pretend.”

   “Possibly doable,” I agreed.

   “The other idea is more complicated.  Do you have spells that can blow someone up?”

   “Do you mean in the sense of a spell that acts like an explosive?”

   “I mean a spell that can cause someone to spontaneously detonate or burst into flame.”

   “Technically, in a very limited and not-too-useful sense, yes.  It’s not easy in this world.  If it’s going to be strong enough to kill someone, I’ll need serious amounts of prep time to set it up.  Days, at least—more likely weeks.  I won’t know until I run some prototype spells and get a feel for it.  I’ll probably need a sample of the target, like hair or blood or something, too.”

   “Can you do something, a spell on your blood, maybe, so anyone who drinks it will explode?  Or make them dissolve into a puddle of goo?  After what I went through, I wouldn’t think it would be too hard.”

   I thought about it while I applied makeup.  I wouldn’t want to make my blood volatile, but maybe… Someone else drinking my blood would have it mix with theirs.  Could I have the mixing trigger a reaction?  It might not be an explosion, but it could be something suitably detrimental.  Maybe a sudden coagulation, locking up all the blood in the drinker?  What would that do?  Or something more entropic, to make the blood rot in the vampire body?  Or maybe if it simply boiled?

   “I can come up with something,” I mused.  “I’m not sure what, exactly, but there ought to be a way to make it unpleasant.”

   “Good.  If we can demonstrate it, we can explain to the Elders how you’re not a threat and make them believe it.  Or, at least, believe nobody will profit by drinking from you.  If bothering you will cause more trouble than you’ll cause by existing… Let the sleeping tiger lie, that sort of thing.”

   “How do we do that?” I asked.  She turned off the water and stepped out, started to towel down.

   “If we tell Tony nobody can drink from you, we can get them to ask you to prove it.  When they pour your blood down someone’s throat and he explodes, they’ll stop worrying about you fueling the younglings’ potential rebellion.  They’ll only have to worry about you trying to take over.  As for that, if you’re asking them to leave you alone so you can mind your own business, I don’t think they’d do more than keep tabs on you.”  We moved down the hall to her bedroom—well, the one with her closet; I was using the room for letter storage.  She started going through her clothes.

   “Of course,” she added, “you’ll have to stop being theatrical and obvious.  It’s not a good idea to be an angel of death, or the vigilante known as ‘The Dark.’  You’ll have to be a tiny bit more subtle if you want to keep bothering the criminal classes.”

   “I can do that.  It’ll take effort, but I trust you’ll still be around to advise me?”

   “I’m not going anywhere.  In this scenario, nobody can drink your blood; there’s no guarantee about mine.  Besides,” she added, showing teeth, “I like you.”

   Diogenes chimed an alert on my skinphone.  Frowning, I lifted my arm as Firebrand shouted.

   Boss!  Company!

   Mary stiffened at the shout, then snatched at a jumpsuit.  I regarded the images in my skinphone.  A dozen people, perhaps?

   Then the firelight, the swirling of flames through the air, and the shattering sounds of breaking glass.  In an instant, the porch was on fire.  The entire porch.  All the way around the house.  My house was going to burn down, along with everything in it.  Turnabout is fair play, I suppose, but it still pissed me off.

   “Magi?” I asked Firebrand.

   I can hear these.  They’re nightlords, Boss.

   “They’re vampires,” I corrected, grimly.  More glass containers shattered on the walls, windows, roof, splashing fire everywhere.  “I’m not sure how they found me, but they’re going to learn the difference between a vampire and a Lord of Night.”

   Hot damn!

   I hurried into the computer room and pulled the memory core—a solid-state hard drive, basically.  I put it in its case and tucked it in a back pocket.  With equal speed, I hit the attic, grabbed gems from the farm, and drained power from the circles in the house—attic, bedrooms, and basement.  The smoke was thick as I broke the last of the spells, but I don’t need to breathe.  All it did was irritate my eyes and cut down on visibility.

   Mary stuck her head up into the attic.  She was dressed in her tactical athletic wear, complete with both knives and at least one pair of pistols.  She offered me a machine pistol.  I shook my head at her suggestion and finished gathering power into gems.  She grinned, showing fangs again.

   “Why the burning?” I asked her.  We slid down from the attic and I grabbed my armored underwear.  It didn’t fit well over my regular clothes, but time was pressing.

   “Looks like someone finally decided killing you was worth the risk.  They want to drive us out rather than come in after us.  They know you’re dangerous in close quarters.  Tony certainly does.”

   “How many?”

   “Probably about ten.  That’s about how many we have in the metro area, I think.”

   Can we please get to the carving part? Firebrand asked.

   “One second.  Are we likely to get any sympathy from the Constantines?  We had a discussion with them and it was surprisingly polite.”

   “My guess is they won’t dare,” she replied.  “They might bite during the fight to get some blood—risky, but that’s about the only risk I expect them to take in front of everyone else.”

   “We could call the fire department?” I asked.  She shook her head.

   “Phrygians.  They’re not going to do something this blatantly obvious without tons of preparation.  I’m sure they’ve either hit the whole street, telling people nothing unusual is happening, or they’ve hit the local firehouse.  If I had the vampower for it, I’d go for the street.  If no one calls it in, there’s no investigation into why the firemen didn’t respond.  Then you don’t have to expose your civic-authority servants to scrutiny by having them cover it up.”

   A window finally melted enough to part from the frame.  Flames boiled into the living room, licked along the ceiling.  Part of the porch roof in front collapsed.  I wondered what they were using as an accelerant.  Gasoline wouldn’t burn with such intensity.  Modern technology has its drawbacks.

   “A little late for the fire trucks, anyway.  Hold still.”  I burned stored power into a pair of deflection spells for us—very intense, but small, each surrounding head and shoulders.  I dislike bullets in the brain or upper spine.  Anything else is merely painful; those are show-stoppers.

   “Any last-second advice?” I asked, as the porch roof over the back door fell down and broke it in.  The kitchen filled with flames.

   “Never look a Phrygian in the eye,” she ordered, over the sudden roar.  “Other than that, I think we’re going to have to rely on brute force, and they probably have a bunch of Constantines as grunts.”

   I pulled Firebrand from the fireplace.  Flames licked along the edges, deep yellow and bloody red.

   “Right now, I’m strangely comfortable with that,” I admitted.  I reached out with a tendril and she took it in hers.  We felt each other, understood what was about to happen, knew what each was about to do an instant before we did it.  I could also feel Firebrand and Bronze.  We were all together, all united, and had one grim purpose: kill them all.

   I went into overdrive and everything slowed to a crawl.  Smoke swirls moved like summer clouds.  Flames licked upward like lovers’ tongues.  The roar of the kitchen inferno changed to a thousand small voices—a rush of air, the crack and pop of individual fires; an orchestra of sound broken into individual instruments.

   I pointed Firebrand at the inferno.  Flames whirled, sucked through the house to spiral into the burning blade.  Heat upon heat hammered down the hall as a sideways tornado of flames roared sideways, absorbed into the metal.  Firebrand drained the fires at the rear of the house, burning everything impossibly bright and fast, until the rear of the house was nothing but ashes and coals.

   With that as the obvious way out, all eyes would be fixed on it, all weapons pointed at it.

   The wall next to the fireplace was weakened by the flames outside.  I took a run-up from the far side of the living room and it exploded outward as I emerged through it.  Mary followed me out while pieces of burning wood were still scattering into the yard.

   The first person I encountered was a startled-looking young man with a shotgun and fangs—and, yes, he was looking at the rear of the house, not toward us, when the wall exploded.  His head snapped in our direction, mouth open in amazement, and his gun started to swing in my direction.

   Firebrand met him on the upswing, leaving behind a whirling cloud of blood-motes.  I went through the gap; several droplets spattered into my clothes and swirled in my wake as though chasing me.  I wondered, in passing, if it would have any effects.  I was almost certainly about to get more of it.

   We hurried away from the house, curving to the right, toward the barn.  We came to a halt with our backs against the left-hand side of the barn’s double doors.  Bronze was still inside, but lining up for her big entrance onto the field of battle.

   A whole graveyard of undead were instantly after us.  Vampires closed in on us like politicians on a fundraiser.  It was easy to tell which tribe was which.  The eight Constantines moved much more quickly than anyone else, hurrying along at speeds no human could match.  They carried bludgeoning weapons, mostly metal bats, crowbars, and other things that wouldn’t shatter when wielded by vampire strength.  I didn’t see Wallace, Teeth, or Knuckles, though.

   There were six Thessaloniki spread out behind them, armed with shotguns; I recognized Tony.  Shotguns were a good choice.  The scatter made it more likely to do damage at a distance, while up close it could literally blow a head off.

   Bringing up the rear were three Phrygians.  They were armed with handguns and wore the latest in personal body armor.  Obviously, they preferred not to get into the fight.  Their real offense, though, was in looking keenly at us, ready at a moment’s notice to exercise their powers.  I could feel their influence crawling across the surface of my mind, trying to distract me with thoughts of surrender.  That wasn’t going to work; no one was going to surrender.  Besides, the Phrygians thought they were focusing on one person at a time.  They didn’t realize they had to overcome the combined will of Mary, Bronze, Firebrand, and myself all at once.

   I don’t like people poking around in my free will.  They would find that out.  The survivors might remember it.  Assuming.

   Strangely, though, there were no humans involved.  I wondered why.  Did they think humans would be useless?  Or unreliable?  You don’t want to find your shotgun-wielding servant got his mind twisted to shoot you, after all.  Maybe they didn’t want humans—servants or not—to see a conflict between vampires?  Some vampires were going to get killed tonight; it’s possible humans weren’t allowed to see it, I suppose.

   That was only a flicker of thought in overdrive before the real fight started.

   As the Constantines closed in, my overdrive moved into higher and higher gear.  The world seemed to slow even more.  While everyone else seemed almost to be standing still, the Constantines only seemed to slow to about half-speed.  They must have been nothing but blurs to mortal eyes.

   The Constantines tried to come at us all at once, thinking to mob Mary and I by force of numbers and take us down—possibly sink a fang or two into the ancient evil in the process.  They quite reasonably expected to do so.  They did not expect an expert swordsman moving at the speed of dark, wielding a dragon-sword.

   Through our tendril-touch, we knew what was to come.  With perfect precision, Mary and I closed our eyes.  Only an instant—literally the blink of an eye.

   I planted a foot deep into the hard ground and started forward as though coming off starting blocks.  Firebrand flared and became a blazing bar of white light and searing heat, a photoflash, a firework, blinding anyone unprepared.  For a moment, Firebrand blinded the attackers, and any moment can be a final moment in this sort of fight.

   We opened our eyes.  One eyeblink.  One moment.  A blur of shadow and fire.

   The guy in front of me had a crowbar; I slapped it aside and felt Firebrand’s psychic snort of contempt as the crowbar glowed red at the contact.  Forget parrying; these weren’t magical weapons.  We could cut straight through.

   We took another step, turning full circle as Firebrand became a burning arc, a line of light, bisecting my adversary.  We continued, whirling through the thickest cluster of Constantines.  I tried to keep my movements fluid and smooth, guiding my trajectory—dancing along, rather than stomping craters into the earth.  Firebrand cut through metal, flesh, and bone, leaving a trail of molten droplets, burning blood, and ashes.  Vampires from this world, when they die by fire, apparently go up like torches before crumbling.

   Another step, and another, each one placed carefully because of my momentum.  A trail of flame, a ribbon, a banner, a curling line of script written in burning ink on the parchment of night flowed behind me.  Six vampires, holding pieces of weapons, were startled, agonized, and frightened as they fell.

   One eyeblink.  One moment.  A blur of shadow and fire.

   Mary raised her guns even before Firebrand’s initial flare died down.  She shot the Constantines I didn’t pass close enough to hit.  Careful, aimed shots, placed in the head to keep them down until long after the fight was over.  Inhumanly fast they might be, but so was Mary.  It seemed fair.  Their timing was off as their confidence turned to fear, even to hesitation.  She felt she could get them before they got to her.  I trusted her feeling.

   What wasn’t fair was my own set of troubles.  Merely gliding, dancing forward wasn’t going to do.  I shifted to a more heavy-footed approach for dealing with my mass and velocity.  Changing direction wasn’t easy, which helped make me a target.

   The shotguns volleyed at me, led by Tony.  He fired the first shot, glaring at me over his sights with an expression of mixed terror and hatred.  It wasn’t buckshot, although it might have been buckshot-sized.  The pellets were on fire, a burning metal of some sort, making laser-like lines as they crisscrossed from the gun muzzles.  Dozens hit my protective underwear and failed to penetrate, but I took one in the left forearm and two in that leg; my clothes started to burn.  I heard Mary make a sound of pain, felt her injuries.  Several pellets hit the barn and started small fires in a shape that silhouetted her head.

   I held on to my temper despite the searing lances of pain through my flesh.  Underneath the sound of my clenched-teeth scream, I kept thinking, It’ll go away.  It’ll get better.  It’ll get better.  It’ll all be fine!

   In case you missed it, those things hurt.

   I threw Firebrand, a fiery pinwheel of light, and split Tony’s head down to his chest.  He started to fall, his flesh catching fire.  A sharp gesture lashed out with a thousand-tendril tentacle, seizing Firebrand and jerking it free, sailing it through the air to intercept me as I continued toward the shotgun-wielder on my right.  He was still working the action in a slow-motion movement while watching me rush toward him.

   Funny.  I had no reflection in mirrors, but I could see myself in his eyes.  I was terror-colored.

   Bronze emerged from the barn, blasting through the right-hand side of the door.  She blew fire and smoke from her mouth and nose as wooden bits scattered like shrapnel.  She screamed—an inhuman shriek that drove spikes of pain into every ear.  I could no longer hear Mary’s gunfire; my ears were ringing too much.  It was a banshee wail, arranged for bronze throat and blowtorch.  Appropriate; someone was definitely about to die.  She shocked everyone when she appeared.  I don’t think anyone had the slightest idea what to make of her.

   She didn’t stop when she blasted through the barn door; she couldn’t.  She kept her head down in a racing posture and closed like a fiery cruise missile on the leftmost Phrygian.  He tried to run and failed.  Bronze knocked him down and trampled him before starting her turn toward the next.  

   She’s heavier than I am and still corners better.  Four feet.  It’s not fair.

   The second Phrygian—like everyone else—wanted nothing to do with the fiery, metal monster.  He did a much better job of running for his life, so Bronze chased him, bellowing clouds of fire and black smoke.  The third Phrygian stood transfixed, staring openmouthed at the fire-breathing statue as it gained on his fellow.

   I ran into the Thessaloniki I headed for.  Firebrand’s plasma-cutter edge met him crosswise in the guts and I started changing course again.  This drew the blade along the vampire’s midsection and burned completely through him.  This didn’t actually kill him, much to my surprise—he didn’t catch fire—but it inconvenienced him terribly.

   The other Thessaloniki—Thessalonikis?  The rest of them, anyway—didn’t seem to care their fellow was in their line of fire.  Even as I cut him in half, they shot us anyway.  The burning buckshot was really starting to become a problem.  My right hand developed a smoking hole and my left knee wasn’t really working properly.  A couple of other places were complaining, but those were merely agonizing, not structural problems.  Only by good luck did I not go down when the knee suffered; I was leaning on the opposite leg, trying to turn.  That injury slowed me down a bit, but what’s one more stabbing flare of flaming agony?  The holes in my forearms were less trouble; the knee was load-bearing.  No right turns for me, at least until that got better—and it wouldn’t, not until I pulled the burning metal out.

   Now thoroughly on fire and equally incensed, I closed with the remaining Phrygian.  He saw me coming and thrust out both hands, his whole body arching in effort, all his power screaming, “Stop!”

   Firebrand, Bronze, and Mary said, GO!

   I would have anyway, but it was really nice to have everyone backing me up on that.  Maybe it was the lack of eye contact that made it fairly easy to resist.  Whatever, I kept my eyes on my target—his groin—and only met his eyes in passing Firebrand between them.  By then, it was too late for him.  He burst into flames with Firebrand’s upswing and fell in two directions, flash-burning to ashes on the way down.

   A few dozen yards away, Bronze already set fire to the fleeing Phrygian and was generously stomping the flames out.  He didn’t seem to appreciate the kindness.

   I felt when Mary finished putting headshots into Constantines.  She switched to a pair of long knives while my back was turned.  By the time I turned around, she already decapitated one of the shotgun wielders and had his weapon.  As I watched, she fired from the hip, angled upward, to put one of those burning shotgun shells through the person next to her.  The woman she shot suffered—briefly—severe damage to her upper torso and head, blowing a largish amount of her head off, embedding incendiary pellets in her flesh, and setting her hair on fire.  The flames spread rapidly and she went down, dead and burning.  Even as Mary dropped her target, I continued my turn and started to home in on the remaining Thessaloniki.

   Mary had a couple of those pellets in her own body.  Other than that, she was intact.  Most of the gunfire was aimed at me.  I knew how she felt, though.  It hurt like hell.  It also made me want to get this over with so I could make it stop.

   The two remaining Thessaloniki decided they had no further business here with an enraged vampiress, a monster with a flamethrower disguised as a sword, and the devil’s pet pony.  They ran.  Mary and Bronze went after them.

   I slowed to a stop and let them handle it.  I had several burning internal issues to deal with and my knee was in no shape for a footrace.  I couldn’t be sure, but part of the burning smell was probably some of my own bone being charred.  I hate that smell.  I stopped, dropped, and rolled; that took care of the external flame.  Tendrils reached into my wounds and dragged out the burning pellets.

   With my external fires quenched and the burning metal out of me, I extinguished the barn.  Those tiny fires hadn’t had a chance to spread, yet, but were definitely not about to go out on their own.  Magnesium pellets?  Some form of thermite?  No, thermite would leave behind molten iron; this was burning away.  I thought magnesium burned more white than that, though… Doesn’t zircon burn?  I wish I’d been in a calmer frame of mind; I would have saved a sample.

   Mary and Bronze came back and I let go of her tendril; there was no need to relate what happened.  I knew.  Besides, they didn’t bring bodies with them.  There were two dying fires out in the field.  

   Bronze nuzzled me and made sure I was okay, or was going to be.  I reassured her.  My knee was still unhappy, but it was improving.  The pellet had lodged between the thigh bone and the shin bones, underneath the kneecap.  It burned not only both sides of the joint but the kneecap itself.  Never let that happen; it’s more painful than it sounds.  That was the worst of my injuries.  Mary saw I was standing and nodded; if I’m not down and on fire, I’ll get better.  She started the sorting and searching while I reassured Bronze.

   This is why I generally feel safer at home.  I can’t always bring Bronze and Firebrand with me.

   Then I remembered Francine.  What did they do to my dog?

   “Hold what you’ve got,” I told Mary, and dashed around the yard, limping slightly while my knee continued to regenerate.  No sign of a doggie corpse anywhere… no, there she was, sitting by the front gate.  I went up to her and wondered why she didn’t come to me.  She obviously wasn’t dead.  She watched me approach, was glad to see me, panted, all the normal stuff, but her butt stayed on the ground.  I ran tendrils all through her, checking for injuries or…

   Ah.  Of course.  She had gone to investigate some smell or some sound and a Phrygian had told her to sit, then to stay.  Now she would stay until it wore off.

   I tinkered a bit, finding the compulsion.  It was actually pretty subtle.  If it had been a human brain, I might be more certain, but I think this kind of compulsion would be rationalized by the target.  If the rationalization could be broken, the compulsion would end.  As it was, she was obeying a command to the best of her ability.  At least, until someone gave her another one.  Inside her little doggie mind was an echo of the command: Stay.

   “Francine.  Come!”  And now she had a new command; the old one vanished.  “Good dog!”

   I went back to the barn and she followed me, sniffing at everything and growling at the undead.

   “We’ve got some live ones,” Mary noted.  “Well, some not-completely-dead ones.  You know what I mean.  What do you want done with them?”

   Burn them, Firebrand suggested.  Mary shrugged and nodded.

   “Actually, I want you to question them.”

   “What do you want to know?”

   “Everything.  But you’re the person to do the asking; I don’t even know the questions.  I’m a little interested in where all these vampires came from, for one thing.  I don’t see Wallace, Teeth, or Knuckles, either—did they refuse to come, or were they killed for talking to us?  That sort of thing.”

   “Ah.  Got it.”  I helped her drag the corporeal undead into the barn before they regenerated enough to be mobile.  Most of them were Constantines—Mary put bullets into brains even if I already wounded them, just to keep them from getting up.  Tough bastards.

   Not for the first time, I wondered at the seeming differences between my species and theirs.  They didn’t seem too different, overall.  I’d have hated to get into a fight with one back in the days when Sasha was still teaching me swordplay.  Given ninety years in an Ascension Sphere and a lot of mythological blood, would they become as fast and dangerous as I?  Or would such treatment have a greater or lesser effect on them?

   I’ll never know the details, but I would like to.

   Two Thessaloniki weren’t irrecoverable; I persuaded them to lie still by putting an un-ignited Firebrand in one eye and out the back of the head.  The Phrygians were all ashes, though—Bronze breathes fire and knows my feelings on mind control.  I tried to regret the loss and failed.  I’m a bad person.

   Mary nodded at the now-normal Firebrand and asked a question with her eyes.  Firebrand didn’t object, so I handed it over.  She kicked a recovering vampire over on his back and nailed him to the floor of the barn with Firebrand.  The pain restored him to consciousness.  He snarled at her and exploded into a thousand or so bats.

   Mary’s exclamation was unladylike; so was mine.  Nobody told me they could do that.  Apparently, nobody told Mary, either.  The other prisoners were still unconscious with head wounds, so they didn’t give us their opinions.

   I was more than surprised; I was disgusted.  Why don’t I get to turn into a cloud of bats?  Is it just a case of being the wrong species of vampire?  If so, can I eat other vampires and gain their powers, or is it a case of one kind of vampirism dominating over another?  If I can only have one set, I’d like to see a menu of options!

   The bats fluttered madly, screaming in the ultrasonic and screeching in the normal ranges.  They whirled around the inside of the barn and I snatched up Firebrand.  It lit like a flamethrower and we roasted bats on the wing like rats through a rocket engine.  We didn’t get them all, of course.  Maybe half, probably less.  They swarmed out the busted door or up through the hayloft.

   I poked at twitching bat-corpses and wondered how many he would need to re-form.  One?  A hundred?  Could he find a blood bank and a bathtub and form a new body from one bat?  Or could he turn into a humanoid form, albeit somewhat smaller than before?  Was mass conserved at all?

   More things to find out.  Someday.

   Then the bat-corpses dissolved, melting into a black, gel-like substance for several seconds before starting a sublimation process.  Within minutes, they dissipated completely.

   I don’t get to do that, either.  Anything I leave behind stays behind.  Why do they get to do that?  It seems so unfair, somehow.

   Mary accepted Firebrand again and I started putting out the scattered fires inside the barn.  I also checked for any bats that might still be lurking, spying on the proceedings.  Either they weren’t smart enough for that or way too smart for that.

   Mary picked another Constantine out of the pile and tried again, nailing him to the floor.  Firebrand ignited briefly, prompting consciousness and a scream, then went out.

   “Hi.  Want to see the Sun?”

   His answer was what lawyers call nonresponsive.

   “We’re going to talk,” she lilted, cheerily.  “Actually, you’re going to talk.  Because the other option isn’t really an option.”

   “Burn me,” he grated, almost snarled.  “Get it over with!”

   “No, no,” she protested, smiling sweetly.  “You’re going to talk, or I’m going to tell him he can go ahead and suck the soul out of you and eat it.”

   He glanced at me.  I smiled and touched him with a tendril, checking to see if I could.  Yes, he had a soul in there.  It would be hard to get it out.  It seemed awfully well-attached, possibly a requirement for being in an undead body.  In a living body, there’s some give-and-take with the organic processes.  In a corpse, the soul is less interactive with the flesh and more… stuck?  Mounted?  Embedded, maybe.  With a little work, though, I was sure I could sever the connections and pull it free.  I’m good at that sort of thing.

   I tugged on it as a test.  He felt me doing it.

   Give him credit for courage.  He still refused to talk.  I might drag his soul from his body, but he wasn’t willing to answer questions.  On the other hand, getting your soul eaten is an experience most people can’t really grasp; it’s a threat without a real referent.  Mary decided to persuade him with direct experiences.

   I’ve never seen someone actually picked up by the scrotum before.  God willing, I never will again, either.  It’s definitely an attention-grabber.

   I didn’t stop her.  There was a day when I would have.  I’m not sure if I’ve become a more practical person or a more calloused one.  However you slice it, I’m pretty sure it’s not a sign of being a better person.  Instead, I went about my business, draining power from the Stalls and storing it for later, digging out bullets from vampire brains to move the process of recovery along, that sort of thing.  It helped me to not watch what Mary was doing and to avoid thinking overmuch about how my house was burning to the basement.

   Major spell work.  Carpentry.  Insulation.  Wiring.  A little plumbing.  That desk I liked.  My gem-farm setup.  The blast shield I worked so hard and so pointlessly to build into the fireplace.  All my plastic symbols in their neat little boxes.  My warp magnet experiment.  My electromagical transformer.  All gone, just like that.  It wasn’t really my home, I suppose, but it was the place I lived.  I liked it.

   It really gave me a new appreciation for burning down other people’s houses.  Maybe I shouldn’t do that so much.  It really is a lot of trouble.  Or, at least, I should only do it to people who actually deserve something so drastic.

   Which, of course, implies I don’t think I deserved something so drastic.  No man is a villain in his own eyes, or so I’m told.  How would I know?  If I really am a monster, how do I tell?  I don’t feel like a monster.  Well, yes, I do, but not a monstrous monster, if that makes any sense.  Then again, I don’t feel human, either.  Is it more monstrous to be a human without feeling human, or to be a monster that feels more human than monster?

   Yay, philosophy!

   Mary wasn’t too pleased about current events, either.  She was upset about something, anyway, and the first of our prisoner interrogations reflected that.  I tried not to pay too much attention; I dislike torture, too.

   When Mary was done with her victim, she removed the hands and feet and threw him into a corner.  Bronze moved on her own to look down at him.  She snorted enough fire to convince him silence and total immobility would be an exceptionally good idea.  He played dead quite believably, aside from the wide eyes and the staring at Bronze.

   Never make eye contact with a Phrygian or an annoyed, fire-breathing golem horse.  It’s hard to look away.  I think, in Bronze’s case, it’s the molten eyeballs.  That’s a sure sign she’s in exceptionally short temper.

   Why is it all the women I like can be incredibly vicious?  Is it part of being female, having that sort of savagery?  Or is it stronger in them?  Or closer to the surface?  Maybe I’m attracted to dangerous women.  Wait, that’s redundant.  Maybe I’m attracted to particularly dangerous women, with Mary being an excellent example.

   I like her, Boss.

   I can tell.  So do I.  Mostly.  I’m not comfortable with her willingness to torture people, though.

   I know, Firebrand said.  If it helps, I can tell she’s really pissed off, and so are you.

   I am?

   Yes.

   When your psychic sword tells you you’re angry, you should listen.  I didn’t realize I was angry.  No, that’s not true.  I didn’t realize how angry I was.

   I did like living in that house, I admitted.

   So did she.  And stop being worried about her interrogation techniques.  It’s not an everyday sort of thing for her; she liked living here with you.  She likes you.

   So you’ve said.

   You like her, too.  So does Bronze.

   Maybe I should let you two decide who I date.

   Maybe you should, Boss.  You and Tort would have been much happier if you’d—

   Shut up.

   Mary quizzed our captives.  I helped by standing behind her and looking grim.  My knee still hurt, so looking grim was easy.  I was a trifle hungry, too, and was looking forward to dinner.

   When she finished, we had quite a pile of hands and feet.  Bronze had to back up a little to make room in the corner for prisoners.

   “I vote we stake them to the floor and burn the barn,” Mary stated.

   “The barn is the only place we have to live,” I pointed out.  She stared at me for a second, then beckoned me to follow her outside.  Quietly, she whispered in my ear so no one else could hear.

   “Rather than leave it to the local vampires, the Elders of the three tribes sent a vampire hit squad to this city to help the locals kill you.  That’s why we didn’t see Wallace, Teeth, or Knuckles.  Those Constantines were all out-of-town muscle.

   “Once they figured out where you live—I don’t know how, but they did—and they went to the logistical trouble to attack the place right after sunset, when they thought we would be getting ourselves together after waking up.  That speaks to extensive planning and determination.

   “On top of that,” she continued, “some of bat-boy’s bits made it out.  If he can report in squeaks or simply re-form, I don’t know, but he’s doubtless trying.  It may be a while before they get a second assault together, but the fact they tried in the first place says they will.

   “But the big take-away is this:  Now they know our address.”

   Oh.

   Well.

   Now that she mentioned it, it did seem like a bad idea to stay.

   “Did you find out why?” I asked, in an equally-quiet whisper.

   “No.  They didn’t tell—”  She broke off when we heard the deep, bell-chime THUD of a hoof followed by a squeak of terror.  We checked inside; the captives were all crowded much closer together and trying to get deeper into the corner, farther away from Bronze.  The situation was well in hand.

   “These didn’t know the reasons,” Mary finished.  “They were simply sent.”  I beckoned her to follow me back into the barn.

   “So, am I going to have to summon up the ghosts of the ones we killed to find out?” I asked, aloud.

   “I guess so.  None of these know why the Elders sent them.”

   “All right.  Bring me any ashes from the ones who burned, please.”  Mary bowed and backed away theatrically before turning to go.  “You lot!” I snapped, facing the prisoners.  “It’s my understanding you were sent here by the Elders of the tribes to kill me.  You weren’t told why, just to go and get it done.  Is this so?”

   They agreed it was so.

   “Fine.  I appreciate your honesty.  Don’t go anywhere yet; I may have further questions for you.”

   They stared at Bronze.  She didn’t move.  They didn’t move.

   Mary brought me two handfuls of ashes—Phrygians, on the theory the ones with mind-control powers were more likely to be in charge.  She laid them down in careful piles and went back for others.

   I scooped up one pile, mixed it with some lamp oil, and painted a symbol for speaking on the floor.  That done, I drew a conjuring circle around it, lit small fires in place of candles, and burned enough magic to summon up a ghost.

   Oddly enough, I’m not too great a necromancer.  I mean, yes, I’m an undead monster, feeding on the blood of the living.  Yes, I’m a soul-sucking creature who can act as a door between life and death.  But I’m not really all that talented at opening up the door, reaching through, and dragging someone back.  Some people will never master the piano, for example.  By dint of practice and work, they can learn to play the thing, but it will never come naturally.  In much the same artery, I’m a lousy necromancer.

   Don’t get me wrong; I can do it.  It’s part of my magical repertoire.  I’ll never be good at it, but I know how.

   The ashes sizzled and steamed within the diagram.  A thick, dark mist rose up and formed a face.  The spirit took form that way, becoming a grainy—well, ashen—countenance within the summoning circle.  It looked around and seemed confused at first.  When it realized its situation, it was unhappy, as in screaming fits unhappy.  I didn’t care about its emotional state; I only wanted it to shut up.  

   Once we had things more in order, I commanded it to answer Mary’s questions.  This let her do her part—ask the right questions—and let me focus on both keeping the spell going and the ghost in line.  When it started giving monosyllable answers and failing to elaborate, I punished it.  When it struggled to break out, I kept it in.

   We repeated the process twice before the third summoning actually got us someone who knew anything.  By then I was annoyed at the uselessness of the magical expenditures, but, in for a penny, in for a pound.  At least we did find one that could enlighten us.  It took a little prodding, but it opened up.

   According to the ghost, the Elders wanted me dead.  True, it was partly because they thought I was an Ancient Evil from the Dawn of Time, but also because I had a cure for vampirism.

   This came as news to me, Mary, and everyone else in the barn.  I didn’t have a cure; I didn’t even have the beginnings of a cure.  I barely had any ideas on a guess about a hypothesis about a cure.  That was a lie I told to get the vampire-hunting magi off my back.  Even then, I didn’t say I could do it, only that I was looking into it.

   Maybe the Elders had poor information and thought I had a spell to zap people back to mortality whether they wanted to go or not.  Maybe they were afraid it would develop into something like that.  Maybe they knew I didn’t have a cure, but told their flunkies otherwise.  Whatever they actually believed, it was apparently the straw that mortally wounded the camel.  At least, that’s what they told the ghost during its more corporeal days.

   Why?  I didn’t see any reason for it.  So what if the malcontents and misfits wanted to quit the mosquito business and rejoin mortal society?  Why would the Elders object to that?  I didn’t have an answer.  Maybe Mary would, later, when we had a chance to talk about it.

   Mary also asked it about the one who divided by bat and got away.  Our ghost was less helpful in that area.  Some guy named Balaur showed up when the rest of the extra Constantines did.  Our ghostly subject didn’t know where he came from or why—and hadn’t cared, since the Constantines were only there as muscle for the hit squad.

   Mary nodded to me; she was done with the ghost.  I grabbed it with my tendrils, wrapped it in darkness, and it vanished in a screaming vortex, swirling down the drain into me.  That made the third one to disappear in that fashion.  Their exits made almost as much of an impression on the captives as Bronze did.  I concede that Bronze is more visually impressive, especially at close range.

   On the plus side, at least we knew why the Elders wanted me dead.  Sort of.  And my spiritual digestion confirmed what my spells already knew: the ghost had told the truth, albeit only because it was forced to.

   “Anybody got a working phone?” I asked.  Nobody did.  “Fine.  You—crawl over here and help me find your hand.”  She did and we went through the pile.  We found her right hand and both feet.  I tacked them on with a little flesh-welding so her own vampire regeneration could do the rest.

   “I’m forgiving all of you for your part in this,” I told them.  Mary and Firebrand both seemed upset.  I ignored this and plowed on.  “Your compatriot here—what’s your name?”

   “Christiana.”

   “Christiana can now load you idiots into the cars I saw parked out front.  Christiana,” I continued, to her, “will you please take my unwelcome guests wherever they need to go?”

   “Yes, my lord.”

   “That’s Dread Lord,” Mary corrected.  She remembered my comment.  I glanced at her, but she wasn’t smiling.  From the look in her eyes, she really wanted to, though.

   “Yes, Dread Lord,” Christiana repeated.

   “Thank you.  Please go open the gate and drive a car up here.”  She got a salvaged electronic key from Mary and did as she was told.  I’m not sure, but I don’t think Christiana even considered running for it.  Either that, or she didn’t want to find out if Bronze enjoyed chasing cars.

   Cars might be able to outrun Bronze, but my money is on her when it comes to fighting one.

   I went through the pile of body parts again, selecting all the left hands.  I used a pair of cutters to remove the little fingers; these I put in a pouch.

   “Just because I forgive you,” I told their puzzled and worried looks, “doesn’t mean I trust you not to do this again if ordered to.”

   I took out a finger at random, chanted over it and gestured.  The severed end glowed with a small blue flame; one of the prisoners’ wrists also caught fire.  I extinguished it before he could do more than give a brief scream.

   “Found your finger,” I told him.  What I didn’t tell him was it only worked so well because of proximity.  Let them think I could do it anytime, anywhere in the world.  “Tell everyone you know that I don’t want to upset anyone.  All I want is to be left alone.  I mean it.  I’m fully capable of becoming the only vampire on the planet if that’s what it takes to be left alone.”  Christiana pulled up the drive and parked next to the remains of the barn door.

   “Here’s your ride.  Now stump aboard and get out of here.  Now!”

   They moved like a Grand Guignol parade on fast-forward, limbs flailing, bodies wriggling, stumping and thumping and piling aboard with a complete lack of dignity or caution.

   As they were leaving, Christiana stopped, got out, and shut the gate before driving them away.  She was taking no chances when it came to offending the Dread Lord of Night any further.  It was even more amusing that nobody in the car protested.

    

   “Okay, have we dealt with all the evidence we can?” Mary asked.

   I agreed we had.  Bronze helpfully kicked my deep-impact footprints into oblivion.  We threw the miscellaneous remains into the still-burning flames of the house.  Francine went to Edgar’s house; Larry and Susan seemed to like Francine.  All my project materials either became snacks for Bronze or were already burned.  We double-checked the barn for structural integrity and sparks.

   At least it could stay as a clubhouse for the kids.  Hopefully, someone would claim the tools.  I didn’t like the thought they’d hang there and rust.  Maybe someone would use them to rebuild the broken door, too.  

   Should I work up a last will and testament?  I could put everything I couldn’t take with me into a trust for the Four.  How much trouble would that be?  I’ll look into it.

   “Now, key question,” Mary continued.  “You have magic gate thingies, right?”

   “Sort of.  There are various sorts of them, ranging from an enchanted—”

   “Great, you’ve got magic gate thingies.  Can you use one of those right now?”

   Technically, I could.  I had enough magical power to open a local gate, one that moved from place to place, rather than universe to universe.  Opening an inter-universal gate would require far more power and, therefore, extensive preparation—days, possibly weeks.  A local one, though, would have to be the size of a barn door, since that was the only thing I had available.  It wouldn’t last long, but it could be done.  All I needed was an hour or so to get it put together.  I interpreted “right now” to mean “immediately,” however.

   “Uh… no.”

   “That means we run in a more mundane fashion,” Mary decided.  “Let’s get all our stuff together.”

   “Yes, dear.”

   Mary knew where we could go, but, since Bronze couldn’t use a cab—she couldn’t even use most Google Vans; something big enough for her was a special order—we would ride her there.  It was time to disappear, get new identities in new places.  And, this time, keep a lower profile.

   I helped Mary up on Bronze and went to get the Ebon Eidolon of Evil.  I reached through the door with tendrils, threw the bolts back, went inside, and punched the floor.  I knelt on the floor and bashed through the concrete, shoved aside the rubble, dug down through the dirt, and pulled up the bag.

   It was light.  I tore it open with a sick sense of certainty.  The bag was empty.

   The orb was gone.

   Mary came in through the door in a dive-and-roll, a knife in either hand.  She scanned all around the room, wildly.

   “What?” she demanded.  “What is it?”

   I rubbed my face with both hands and sat down heavily.  I noticed her, still crouched, apparently ready to turn something into sausage filler.  I saw Bronze stick her head in the doorway.  I waved.  She nodded and withdrew.

   “What what?” I asked.  “What’s gotten into you?”

   “I heard you scream,” she stated, matter-of-factly.

   “Oh.  Yes, I suppose I did.  Sorry about that.”

   “What the hell was that about?” she demanded.  “And stop that!”

   “Stop what?” I asked.  She pointed at my hands.  I had a chunk of concrete in them and was crushing it to powder.  “Oh.”  I hurriedly dropped it and dusted my hands together self-consciously.  “Did I mention the evil orb?”

   “Yes.”

   “Someone’s taken it.  You probably heard me being a trifle upset,” I told her.  “Sorry about that,” I repeated.  Mary stared at me with an unreadable expression.

   “Do me a favor?” she asked, finally.

   “Okay.”

   “Don’t ever do that again.”

   “I’ll try.”

   “All right.  What happened?” she asked, sheathing the knives.

   “I put the demon ball in a bowling bag and put a spell on the bag to make sure it was contained and concealed.  I buried it here, then poured concrete over the floor.  Now I find the bowling bag—don’t mind the damage; I did that—but not the Bowling Ball of Doom.  Someone’s taken it.  I don’t know who or when.”

   “Can you find out?  I mean, you do magic stuff, right?”

   “I can try, but my house burned down.  I want… oh, lots of things.  Space to work.  A smooth floor.  Chalk.  Grease pencils.  Candles.  Incense.  Colored string.  A large mirror.  Magnets.  A few iron nails.  Maybe some marbles.  I could really use some marbles; I lost mine a while ago.  Nothing too fancy or complicated,” I concluded, “but also nothing I have on hand.”

   “Okay.  Look, right now there is probably zero chance of anyone keeping an eye on my place.  Even if they are, they won’t be coming after us instantly.  They’ll want to get more goons together and assemble much more firepower—that will take a day, maybe two.  Let’s go there for the day, clean up, sort ourselves out, and then decide what to do.  I have a number of the things you mentioned and you’re welcome to them.  I’m not sure I have any marbles, though; mine are probably wherever yours went.  What do you say?”

   “Yes,” I agreed, tiredly.  “I’m… it’s been a bad night.”

   “I understand the feeling.  Come on,” she invited, holding out a hand.  “Bronze can even stay in the garage.”

   I took her hand and she pulled me up.  Bronze carried us away.

   





   





Sunday, November 22nd

    

   Mary surprised me by breaking into her own house.  She was concerned someone might have rigged it to either explode or set off alarms.  In point of fact, someone rigged a silent alarm on her door.  I don’t know how they did it, but I took her word for it.

   The house was built over thirty years ago, before the self-driving, electric cars took over.  Mary didn’t actually own a car, but the garage was still there.  Bronze liked the garage; it had a concrete floor and lots of headroom, along with lots of miscellaneous garage clutter.  Most of it was edible in one way or another—flammable or metal.  I pointed this out to Mary, who shrugged.  Bronze is cleaning the garage.

   We got out the aluminum foil and tape to light-proof the bathrooms.  I asked why they weren’t light-proofed already.  She pointed out there was no need to before she started staying awake during the day.

   The bathrooms were not well-equipped.  Soap and a scrub brush, basically.  I’ve never seen a bathroom so devoid of feminine hygiene products.  Not even hair conditioner.  Being undead must be amazingly convenient for women.  

   Mary insisted we shower together.  Her morning transformation wasn’t as awful as the one before.  While it was unpleasant, it had reduced symptoms—less of a fever, no heart palpitations, and much reduced nausea.  She lay in the tub while the shower rained over her.  I sat next to the tub and kept pouring water over her head, through her hair.  I could take a shower afterward.

   When the sunrise started to fade, we stood up.  She felt a little shaky and more than a little filthy, but otherwise all right.  I helped her with her back and her hair while she continued to improve.  Then she helped me with things I could reach by myself.  Apparently, being alive again after a few decades is seriously sexy.  Either that, or getting through a firefight really gets the blood going.

   Later—much later—we showered again, separately.  She also treated the cuts on my back.  She hugged me from behind.

   “Sorry about these,” she breathed in my ear.

   “No, you’re not.”

   “No, I’m not, but I am apologetic.”

   “I’ll take it,” I grumbled.  She accidentally brushed my back.  “Ouch!”

   “That, I am sorry about.”

   “Don’t they make a spray for this?  I distinctly remember a series of sprays in a first-aid kit.  One of them is a painkiller.”

   “I’m sure they do.  If I had a first-aid kit, I’d use it.”

   “Why don’t you have one?” I complained.

   “I don’t usually have guests over who will leave alive.”

   I didn’t feel that needed a response.  It should have been obvious.

   Mary dressed and packed a bag.  Clothes for me were another story.  The spells built into the enchanted underwear were working, but the damage was severe; it would take time to fix and some additional spiderweb.  Fortunately, spiders are cheap.  I talked half a dozen into helping me by spreading web over the burned areas.  Tonight, there will be a massacre of insects and a feast for the spiders.

   My regular clothes were also punctured and burned; those had no repair enchantments.  I wore the jeans anyway, despite the distressed look.  Mary found me a man’s shirt, somewhat old and dusty.  It was a trifle too large for me, but that’s minor.  We ran it through the wash and I wondered whose it was.  At a guess, he wasn’t going to miss it.

   Lunch was more problematic.  I rummaged through cabinets and discovered it really isn’t a major priority for vampires to stock up on food.  Admittedly, bare cupboards cut down on the ants and roaches, and there are never any crumbs to worry about…

   We decided since we were going to throw these identities away, we should clean them out.  We split up, briefly, to do so.  I took the opportunity to set up a trust for the Four, call a lawyer, deal with taxes, sign some papers, and draw out the rest of my bank account.  I came back to her place with several pizzas.  Mary did much the same thing, only she brought real groceries and some clothes for me.  I could have kissed her.  In fact, I did.

   Then we ate.  I felt like singing that bit from Oliver!  “Food, glorious food,” or something like that.  I was hungry; it was a busy night with not nearly as much blood as I would have liked.  The body parts we removed all contributed their contents, sure, but that’s really not much blood.  Killing a local vampire with fire tends to reduce them to ashes, so there’s nothing there for me, either.  I can only imagine how hungry Mary must have been.

   Time for my lecture on food.  Eat whatever you can hold; it helps.  It doesn’t replace blood, but it stretches out the time between feedings.

   Short lecture.  Well, I was busy chewing and that takes some care and attention if I expect to keep my tongue.  My teeth are too damn sharp.

   “So,” Mary began, “what’s our priority?  Running for cover or finding the ball?”

   “We have a narrow window for finding the ball,” I pondered, still chewing while I thought.  “I’d like to settle things with Carlo’s organization, too.”

   “You’ve done quite a bit about Carlo already.”

   “That’s the point.  I’ve got a responsibility.”

   “Since when?”

   “Since I interfered with Mark and Gary.”

   “As I recall,” she argued, swallowing, “Mark was pretty much doomed until you showed up.”

   “Maybe.”

   “And then you drastically improved his kid’s life.”

   “That’s debatable.”

   “Maybe,” she agreed.  “But where does your responsibility end?  Do you have to adopt them both as pets until they die of old age?  Do you have to get Mark a new wife?  Do you have to watch over those kids?  And the grandkids?  Where does it stop?”

   “Sometimes I like you more than other times,” I told her.  She grinned.

   “This coming from the man with fingernail marks from his neck to his thighs.”

   “I blame you for that.”

   “That’s fair; I hold you responsible.  But back to the subject.  Have you done enough for Mark and Gary?”  She held up a hand.  “No, wait; let me put it another way.  Mark wasn’t coming back from the time he was tied down in a drug factory.  Have you given Gary enough extra time with his father?  Add in all the changes to his situation, too.  The house, the stuff, the neighbors, all that.  Plus the fact Henderson’s people don’t seem to want to screw around with him.  Plus the fact Carlo’s people recently got their noses bloodied for trying it.

   “And that brings me back to my first question.  Where does your responsibility end?  Where does it stop?”

   I chewed for a while.

   “Well?” she pressed.

   “I’m thinking.”

   We finished a pizza while she warmed up another.  We worked on it for a while.

   “Well?”

   “Still thinking.”

   Logically, she was right.  To assume infinite responsibility would require infinite power and infinite time.  Since I’m not omnipotent, omnipresent, nor omniscient, I’m going to have to learn to let go of things once I’ve done what I can do.

   Emotionally, I still felt Gary needed and deserved my help.  But what help could I give him?  I couldn’t exactly hang around and watch over him and his father.  I hope I did a good deed for him once or twice.  Maybe it’s never knowing how his life will turn out that really bugs me.  Did I improve his life?  Did I add to his pile of good things?  Or did I topple the first domino in a chain reaction that would destroy him?

   Yeah, that kind of uncertainty bothers me.  I can be uncertain about the physical constants of the universe I’m in, but those I can figure out.  Uncertainty about the effects of my actions, for good or for evil, is something more nebulous and not subject to my usual line of inquiry.  I can’t exactly perform a laboratory experiment to measure my karma.

   Can I?  There’s a terrifying thought.  Can I check my karmic balance at the Bank of Reincarnation?  Can I check my credit history with the Akashic Record Agency?

   “All right,” I agreed, finally.  “You have a point.  I’ve done what I hope is a good deed.  I’ve supported it with a couple of forays into making my good deed stick.  I’ll try to let go of it and hope I did enough.”

   “You don’t sound happy,” Mary noted.

   “I’m not.  I hate that I’ll probably never know—or I’ll have no chance to fix it if I do find out I’ve screwed it up.  Whether I’m responsible or not, I’ll still feel responsible.  But I’ll try to do the logical thing this one time.”

   There was a psychic snort from the sword-shaped object on the kitchen counter.  I attempted to ignore it with dignity.

   Mary was silent for the space of a sandwich.

   “Why, exactly, were you such an awful king?” she asked, completely off topic.

   “I don’t know anything about politics.”

   “Mm-hmm,” was all she would say.  She continued to eat.  I let it drop.

    

   We went out together that afternoon to handle some other shopping and logistical details.  Mary said she had our transportation sorted out, aside from a trailer for Bronze.  Regardless of Bronze’s feelings on the subject, she needed a trailer.  A regular horse trailer wasn’t going to do, either.  She would overload it before she finished stepping into it.  We had to get one of the new, all-electric flatbed trailers and have an aerodynamic shell put on it.  That took time, but we got the trailer company guys started on it.

   I shopped for wizardry and computer supplies.  Mary found a padded rifle case for Firebrand—oddly enough, we couldn’t find a handy sword-accessory shop—and more ammunition for her guns.  It was tempting to have her liquidate the gems in my pockets, but several of them were magical batteries.  Given the opportunity, I would have to charge up the rest of them.

   Bronze’s trailer wasn’t quite ready at closing time.  I threw money at the problem, claiming I needed to get my horse on the road soon for a show.  They promised to finish in another three hours.  I threw more money at them and thanked them.  If I can only have two out of three of fast, cheap, or good, I prefer to skimp on cheap.

   It’s really a pretty impressive trailer.  It has six wheels, two of which can be used to steer the trailer, each with an electric motor and brakes.  The hookup to the vehicle provides power and even allows the driver to control the steering axle.  On a powered road, you can almost tow the thing behind a scooter; it just needs to be hooked to something that can guide it.

   Mary and I finished our sunset showers one at a time, much to her disgust.  I learned my lesson.  Plus, it was comforting to have someone armed and alert at all times.  True, no one was likely to disturb us so quickly, but caution has saved my life a couple of times.

   Besides, after my house burned down, my paranoia was acting up.  People really are trying to kill me.

   We took the bus downtown to a paid parking lot.  Mary led me to a small RV.  It was larger than a typical panel van, smaller than a box truck; it reminded me of a shuttle bus.  The interior was cozy, but not crowded.  I approved of the shower, tiny though it was, and the solar panel roof.

   “Nice,” I observed.  “Very nice.  Some of this looks brand-new.”

   “After you mentioned the possibility of a mobile home, I had some refitting done on mine,” she admitted.  “I had the springs and shocks beefed up to deal with heavier loads, Captain Density.  There’s also a second battery pack for the motors, in case we want—or need—to go somewhere off a powered road.  ”

   “Could be.  Good thinking.”

   “Thinking ahead,” she added, “I also had those special rims put on.  The ones with the rubber things mounted on the inside?  When a tire goes flat, you can still drive on it.  I figured we might need that.  It cuts down on wrecks when you have a blowout—or get one shot out.  And you don’t have to pull over instantly to change a tire.”

   “I’m beginning to suspect you’re better at this sort of thinking than I am,” I admitted, which pleased her.

   “You’ll like what I did with it when I bought it,” she added.  “The glass has that transparent solar cell stuff on the outside, but the plastic of the windows is electrically polarized.  You can almost black out the whole interior by turning a dial.  It takes power, but not much—if there’s enough light to be a problem, the solar panels produce more than we need for it.”

   “I love this modern technology.”

   “The heavy-duty trailer hitch is new,” she pointed out.  “That’s for those heavy cargo loads.  I wanted to get an explosive bolt so we could disconnect it in an emergency, but I haven’t found anyone licensed to do that.”

   “We can set up something,” I assured her.  “It’s a good thought, but I don’t think it’s a priority.”  I didn’t mention Bronze could probably bite through any trailer hitch every made, if it came down to it.  “Let’s go see if they’re done with the trailer.”

   Mary drove.  It’s a big vehicle and handles like a drugged cow—or how I assume handling a drugged cow would be.  I haven’t actually tried it.  She presented a ticket to the automated gate, paid with a digital stick, and we went to the trailer lot.

   They weren’t quite done, but we waited.  I plugged in the portable computer and connected the Diogenes drive.  It was intact, but it really needed a new case; the exterior plastic had melt marks.  The diagnostics ran their check; everything was fine with the programs.  The Diogenes system ran the diagnostics on the vehicle; it seemed fine, too, except its GPS system was offline and the built-in wireless communications were disconnected.  It wouldn’t be able to auto-drive or even navigate.  It was as much off the grid as a vehicle could get.

   I told Diogenes not to worry about it.  He acknowledged and made no further mention of it.  I worried about it, instead.

   “Mary?”

   “Yes?”

   “I notice some of the electronic doodads are a bit…”

   “Disconnected?”

   “Yes.”

   “That’s deliberate,” she told me.

   “I got that.  But this thing runs on electricity.  Doesn’t it need to be in the autodrive lane?  It can’t do that without the transponder system, can it?”

   “First, you’re mistaken.  A power road is a power road in all lanes.  How else do you think people on manual-drive get anywhere?”

   “I sit corrected.”

   “Second, if we have to, I bought a couple of alternative transponder codes for emergencies.  I didn’t like the idea of traveling on autodrive during the day, though.  Any sort of accident or breakdown could be disastrous, but if you have to risk it, it’s better to be prepared.  Now, though, we could manage it with about the same risk as normal people.”

   “I think we’ll still try to avoid using them,” I mused.

   “I agree.  We don’t need to put anything more into the information systems than absolutely necessary.”

   Once we had the trailer hitched, Mary drove us back to her place.  Bronze was not happy to see the trailer, but suffered it with good grace.  It was a good thing the trailer was made mostly of composites.  If it had been made of metal, she might have expressed her displeasure by taking a bite out of it.

   I stroked her neck and promised she would spend as much time as possible outside the trailer.

   “I might even be able to put an Ascension Stall on it,” I told her.  She cocked her head and swiveled an ear doubtfully.  I understood her doubts.  A separate spell could charge up independently, but when she got in, her own Ascension spell would drain everything the Stall built up and cause it to collapse.

   Enchanting the thing might take a while, but it could be worth it in the long run.  I’ll have to see how it develops.  I assured her I would think of something.  She accepted that and, stepping carefully, climbed up into the trailer.  It creaked a bit, but it was built for heavy loads.

   I could feel how much she hated it.  On the other hand, she did appreciate the windows.  I had clear plates installed in the hull at eye-level for her.  At least she could watch the scenery go by.  The lack of a video screen didn’t bother her, but I was already thinking of how to mount one.

   That night, Mary and I parked, took the bus, walked a bit, and hit the hospitals, highway overpasses, and alleyways.  We focused on finding people who were ready to move on from life.  In a city this size, there’s no shortage of those.  Finding them is the only tricky part.  That, at least, is something for which I have a talent.  It’s almost as though I can smell them, or hear them, or something.  I always know.

   We didn’t turn down anyone who volunteered for dinner in a more crude and unpleasant manner, but we didn’t go looking for them, either.  After last night’s fracas, neither of us were about to turn down a free meal.

   In the morning, we discovered the windows’ variable darkening feature was almost good enough.  A blanket sufficed for the rest.  Awkward, but we could arrange something more elegant later.  We tested the shower; it worked, but the electric heater that took the place of a hot-water tank needed to be upgraded by about a couple hundred watts.  Still, in a limited space like that, you can’t have everything.  Having a dedicated shower space at all was a luxury beyond price.

   Mary picked California as a destination.  It seemed as good a direction as any.  My big concern was finding a large, empty place where we could camp out, Bronze could run, and I could sketch spells in the dirt.

   





   





Wednesday, November 25th

    

   For the past three days, I’ve tried to find the Obsidian Orb.  When I didn’t find it on the first try, I figured it was a question of distance, preparedness, and power.  I’ve been taking longer and trying harder since then.

   Earlier today, we were in the Texas panhandle, west of some tiny place called Adrian, near the border of New Mexico.  There was such a nice-looking spot beside the road we pulled over and stayed for the day.  After sundown, I went into a lovely stretch of flat ground and started my most serious job of spellcasting since I arrived in this world.

   Somebody is going to have one hell of a shock when they see their field.  Maybe it’ll rain before then.  Or maybe they’ll think it’s a variation on crop circles.  I don’t know.

   What I do know is someone took my ball and doesn’t want to give it back.  There are serious defenses hiding it, and I do mean serious.  Whoever it is knows I want it back—there is no way they didn’t feel my attempt.  If the Black Ball was on Mars, I would have found it.  If someone is actively guarding it from detection, he’s lying on the floor with a nosebleed and his eyes rolled back in his head.

   Do the local magi have a spell adequate to hide my ball?  I doubt it.  All they seem to have are the remnants of an ancient and powerful magical culture—the archaeological remains, not the real thing.  On the outside chance a suitable spell has survived down through the ages, it’s got to be something the magi tied into their house nexus—and they’re not using it for anything else.  I launched the locator spell so hard random people around the world spontaneously found their keys, the missing sock in the dryer, and their turn signal.

   Still no ball.

   This is unimaginably frustrating.

   On the other hand, Mary and I have spoken to a couple of people about legal matters.  It’s expensive to buy an identity; buying a set of two does not get you a discount.  On the other hand, BitRate is pleased I like his artistry.  I like it so much, in fact, I want to buy more of it—at least, that’s what I said over the phone.  He understood perfectly and promised he could provide something for an “art show”… say, shortly after the Thanksgiving holidays?  I said that would be fine—oh, and can we have some of the previous artwork re-framed?  Of course, I’d be happy to pay the fee for that…

   I gave him a lot of money.  I’m sure he’s not in it for the money; it’s the way to keep score.  He does it because it’s what he does well, and because it’s challenging.  I can understand that.

   Meanwhile, we’re on a slow road-cruise westward.  It’s not like we have anywhere in particular to be.  We stay in the manual-drive lanes and try to enjoy the trip.  It’s a little weird to be driving a vehicle with an electric motor for each wheel.  It’s strangely quiet to humans, but has an eerie, four-part almost-harmony hum to us.  Mary says it always makes that sound, whether we’re on a power road or using the batteries to get to a campsite.  The trailer’s wheels are a more distant noise, like backup singers behind the lead vocalists.  Altogether, it’s almost like the choir can’t quite get together on the same note.  I guess I can live with it.  I guess I’ll have to.

   I’m getting practice driving the RV and trailer; I need it.  The thing is a cumbersome, slow, awkward rig and it takes getting used to.

   Mary is enjoying doing the tourist thing.  She didn’t get to enjoy much of it as a night-breed vampire.  Most tourist stops are open after dark, of course, but not all night long.  Not that there are many actual tourist attractions, but we’re on the Interstate, and it used to be the famous Route 66.  There are lots of little things to stop and see—what I’d call tourist traps.  So what?  I’m not in a hurry to get anywhere, and they usually sell something to eat.

   Some of the trivia in these little shops is interesting.  For example, they changed the flow of Route 66 in 1937.  As a  result, there’s an intersection in downtown Albuquerque where Route 66 crosses itself.  At Central Avenue and 4th Street, you can stand on the corner of Route 66 and Route 66.  If we go through Albuquerque, we’re going to stop and see it.

   We also stop at every casino we pass.  We kill some time in there with the usual “win-a-little, lose-a-little, win-a-little, quit” pattern.  Typically, we see if we can win honestly for a while, lose most of it, then make a “lucky” bet and call it a day.  We walk out with a modest profit and, if we do get lucky, lose enough to stay under the limit for on-the-spot tax forms.  So far, we haven’t needed to dip into our savings for our traveling expenses.

   I’m still grumpy about being burned out of my home and abandoning… well, everyone and everything.  I don’t like it.  I don’t like it one little bit.  I miss the Four and wonder how they’re doing.  I miss Francine.  I even miss flirting with Susan.  I really miss the way Olivia would grab my leg, sit on my foot, and pretend I was an amusement-park ride.  Heck, I miss my martial arts classes.  And I was really looking forward to introducing the medievalists to my version of live-action chess!

   Worst of all, I don’t dare call anybody, or even write to see how they’re doing.  This makes me sad.  Of course, I’ve always been planning to go back to Karvalen and to Tort, so this was inevitable.  I would have liked to end it better, though.  I didn’t even get to say goodbye.

   That seems to happen with depressing regularity.

   Am I going to have to get used to this?  Do vampires always settle down, have nice homes, enjoy their quiet lifestyle, and get chased out?  Whether it’s religious zealots or angry neighbors or blood-sucking competition, are we always run out of town?  That is, if we don’t see it coming and decide to move on voluntarily.  If so, is it because we’re vampires?  Or because we’re immortal?  If we didn’t feed on blood, would people find us as objectionable?  What if I was just the immortal guy who lives up the street?  Would I be as hated and feared?  I’d still be different, but maybe not offensive.  Then again, different is often offensive.

   Or is Mary right about power?  I’m personally powerful, therefore I have problems.  Is that the way it works?  Would I still have problems if I hid the fact I have power?  Is it the perception of power, rather than actually having it?

   Mary does a pretty good job of cheering me up, though.  She seems to feel she’s been deprived of physical affection for the last few decades and is making up for lost time.  I’m not complaining.  Well, not about that.  She does need to file her nails down, though.  She’s bought a case of first-aid sprays, enough to treat a whole week’s worth of playground accidents.  I can tell there’s more to come.  So to speak.

   So, anyway, I finished my big divination spell tonight and watched the ground vibrate, shaking the sandy soil into wavy patterns.  No images formed; no direction was indicated.  It simply didn’t find anything.  It was as though the thing I sought simply didn’t exist.

   Could it have been moved outside the universe?  Could someone in Karvalen have found it while looking for me?  I really don’t like that idea.  The Church of Light—or just some magicians—could have the thing in some sort of laboratory, poking it and prodding it.  If the Church has it, I don’t doubt it’s locked in some underground vault with a lot of light sources.  If magicians have it, either they’re trying to figure out how to use it or it’s trying to figure out how to use them.  Possibly both.

   I stalked out of the field and back to the van.  Mary gathered some deadwood and debris for Bronze.

   As an aside, wood is okay, but Bronze rather enjoys fragments of tires.  The rubber is chewy and combustible; the steel inside the tires is delicious.  Her equivalent of chocolate-covered candies, I suppose.  We pull over to pick up any large pieces during the day.  I try to grab any smaller pieces with my psychic movement trick as we go by, flipping them in through the open window of the trailer.  The highway is cleaner because of us, and I’m getting good at it even during the day.  At night, we don’t even bother to slow down for pieces of shredded tire; I flip them back into the trailer with a thought.  It’s good practice.

   “Any luck?” Mary asked, as I tromped up on to the shoulder of the road.

   “Yes.  All bad.”

   “Any idea who did it?”

   “No.  Oh, I suppose I can limit my suspicions to local magi or Rethven magicians.  They’re the only ones likely to have the resources to steal it without me noticing and to keep it hidden from a spell of this magnitude,” I told her, gesturing out into the field.  “If there’s another supernatural organization around, I’d like to know, though.  Do you know of any?”

   “Let’s talk about it while we roll,” she suggested.  “We’ve been parked here for too long and we’re trespassing.”

   “Of course.”

   She drove.  I sat in the passenger seat, slightly forward of the walk-in door.

   “I don’t know of anyone supernatural,” she began, taking us up behind a tractor-trailer rig and engaging the radar-controlled cruise.  It would control our speed to keep us at a fixed distance from the leading vehicle; all Mary had to do was steer.  “Around here, aside from the magi, whom you already suspect, there’s only the vampires.  I’ve heard rumors there may be other things—ghosts, forest spirits, secret saints or descendants of angels—but I’ve never met any.  Well, except for the ghost you actually called up, of course.”

   “That’s not really a ghost,” I told her, absently.  “That’s a conjured spirit.  A ghost is an quasi-independent spirit that continues to exist without physical form and without other intervention.”

   “The difference being…?”

   “A conjured spirit shows up because you grab it and force it to be there.  You interfere with its journey to whatever afterlife it has.  If you let it go, it goes back where it came from.  After a while, they get where they’re going and you can’t really call them back, so there’s a variable window of opportunity.  

   “In contrast, a ghost isn’t going anywhere.  It’s here, it stays here, and if you summon it and then let it go, it doesn’t necessarily leave.  It’s kind of like the difference between a phone call and an interview.  I call the spirit, talk to it, and then hang up—it’s over.  I have a ghost for an interview and when I’m done I have to ask it to leave or throw it out.”

   “I think I get it.”  She paused for a moment.  “Would it be out of line to ask if you could teach me some of this?  I don’t know if it I can learn much of this magic stuff, or if it would be more trouble than it’s worth.”

   “I’d be happy to.”

   “Thank you.  I feel a little insecure not understanding what’s going on half the time.”

   “Strange.  I know the feeling from somewhere,” I admitted.  Mary chuckled.

   “So, what’s our priority, here?  Do we have something we’re trying to accomplish, aside from not being found?  Find the thing—the demon ball thing.  I got that.  What else?  I’m trying to plan my calendar.”

   “Priorities aren’t the same as importance,” I mused.  “Breathing is more important than money, but you can hold your breath to get money off the bottom of a pool.”

   “True.  So, what’s important?  And what’s a priority?”

   “The ball is important.  Over and above anything else, it’s the big thing.  It has an entity inside it as unpleasant, dangerous, and evil as anything I’ve ever encountered.  More dangerous than most, because it’s also not stupid.  Demons usually aren’t all that smart.  This thing is.  It has to be found, and it has to be destroyed.”  I brooded for a moment on the trouble Tort went through to lock it in a mirror.  “Assuming it can be.  If not, it has to be contained.”

   “Got it.  You have a goal in life, and that’s it.”

   “Pretty much.”

   “Do we have a secondary objective?  Aside from surviving long enough to make it happen?”

   “I’d like to punch the Elders’ noses out the back of their heads.”

   “Seems fair, but impractical.  We might want to save that plan until after we deal with whoever stole your ball.”

   I thought about it for a while, occasionally flipping a bit of steel-belted snack through the trailer window.  Gesturing helped.  It was probably a focus thing, rather than an actual direction of power.  Still, if it helps, it helps.

   “I have some things to work on,” I reflected.  “I need to work on some spells for us.  I need to call my daughter and granddaughter; I need to see how they are and have a discussion with my daughter.  I want to continue working on my gate experiments—that’s kind of a prerequisite to calling anyone back home.  That’s going to be difficult in a camper van thing… Of course, we also have the obvious stuff.  Survive.  Find the ball.  Kill everyone involved in taking it.  Kill everyone who has it.  Kill everyone who’s heard about it.”

   “Got it.  Kill them all.  Moving on?”

   “Right.  Add to the kill list the Elders.  Find them first, of course.  Maybe use one of the fingers in the freezer to trace back along a bloodline…”  I thought for a minute.  

   “That might be doable.  But as for other stuff, I don’t know.  I think that covers most of it.  Oh, I’d like to find a way to check on Mark and Gary and the neighborhood in general.  Maybe I should look in on them with a scrying mirror, but I don’t know if that will attract attention to them.  I would like to know if I have to go back and murder a few dozen crime bosses.”  I sat up straight and tried to look dignified.  “I have a reputation as a guardian demon to uphold,” I added, mock-serious.  Mary snorted and I relaxed, smiling.  I thought some more.

   “There are some blatantly obvious, day-to-day things I’m skipping,” I said, finally, “but I think I hit the high points of the big picture goals.”

   “Good.  I’d hate to think you were failing to mention me.”

   “You’re omnipresent,” I countered.  “If I fail to mention you, it’s for the same reason fish fail to mention water.”

   “I feel strangely flattered,” Mary admitted.  “So, we seem to have our continued survival handled for at least the next few hours.  Is there anything we can do toward any of the other goals during this time?”

   “Hmm.  I suppose I could put a spell on the van,” I mused.  “I want to put an Ascension Sphere on it.  Well, not really a sphere, and it’s not for ascension… I really need a new name for it.”

   “Okay.  What for?”

   “Anything inside one is unlikely to be harmed by magic.  They’re also hard to track.  I’ve got an amulet, but there are other ways magic-working people could trace me.  Basically, with the Sphere, you have to actually lay eyes on the spell to tell it’s there.  Spells get sucked in, kind of like an electric charge encountering a grounding rod.  I suppose you could send out a specialized seeking spell to detect how far it went before it fizzled.  A couple of triangulation points later, you’d have a point where all the circles crossed, telling you—”

   “You could triangulate it if you knew what you were looking for.  Got it.  Moving on.”

   “Um.  Right.  Sorry.  The big thing is it also contains power inside, building up a magical charge.  That could be useful, since I can force power into a prepared crystal and store it for later.

   “Why not?”

   “When she gets into the trailer, she’ll absorb all the power inside it and the spell will collapse.  Then I’ll have to cast it again when she gets out.”

   “Oh.  Can you put the spell on the van from the inside?”

   “I don’t see why not.  I did it with the stalls in the barn.”

   “Do I need to pull over?”

   “Not unless you want to help.”

   “Can I?”

   I thought about it for a minute.  Aside from watching, what good would it do?  She needed serious training to understand what I was doing, much less assist.  Maybe if we found some magi, I could avoid killing them outright and let her eat them.  It would be tricky, but it was an idea to keep in mind if opportunity presented.

   “No, not yet.  But we’ll give you your first lesson in wizardry before sunrise.  Then you’ll at least be able to see what I’m doing and start getting a feel for it.  How’s that sound?”

   “You go do your thing.  I’ll make sure we don’t hit a truck.”

    

   The Ascension Van—I really need a new name for that spell—worked pretty well.  In fact, I think it worked exceptionally well.  Power seemed to be building up more rapidly than expected.  Was it the region?  Or was it the constant motion, with the spell acting like a scoop?  It wasn’t a huge difference, but it was more than merely noticeable; it was definite.  It was also enough to make me wonder.

   I toyed with the idea of an actual scoop of magical force on the front of the van.  I gave up on the idea when I realized I needed to place it outside the effect of the power-gathering spell in order to work.  The concept would be something like a Bussard interstellar ramjet, only scooping up magical energy instead of interstellar hydrogen.

   On the other hand, the overhead light gave me an idea.  At the heart of my mountain was a matter-conversion spell—a pants-wettingly frightening thing.  Around it were several layers of conversion spell, each layer absorbing a fraction of the released energy and allowing the rest to go right through.  Those spells were things I nightmared during a long sleep.  Having seen them and thought about them since, I’ve had some ideas for improvements.

   In the mountain’s matter-conversion reactor, each spell layer converted as much as it could into two things:  magical power to keep the spell going and vital force to feed into the mountain.  By the time the radiant energy reached the last layer of those spells, it was merely an eye-searing glare of intolerable brightness instead of a wave of radiant destruction.

   I didn’t want anything on such a scale.  I turned on an overhead light and put a revised and improved spell around it to convert the light into magical power—enough to maintain the spell, and the excess helping charge the Ascension Van.  Outside the first spell, an identical spell repeated the process, catching some of what the first spell didn’t.

   Very quickly, I realized the conversion factor wasn’t an absolute value.  The output of a dome light is next to nothing, yet the spell still didn’t convert all of it.  Instead, the spell converted a fraction of it into magical energy and the rest of the dome light’s radiant energy made it through.  The second spell layer did the same thing, converting roughly the same fraction of the energy it received into magical power.  Every successive layer continued to convert the same fraction of power, but every layer also received less power than the ones inside, reducing the absolute amount of magical energy produced.

   I want my voltmeter.  No, it’s a burned bit of junk in a collapsed basement.  I want a new voltmeter so I can run some tests.  As it is, I think my best conversion spell weighs in at about a four percent conversion—and my so-called measurement has a large margin of error.  I need better instruments than I have in this van.  But I know the physical transformer I built did a much better job.  How much better?  I wish I knew.  While I’m wishing, I wish I had some ruthenium.

   The dome light seems only to glow, now, rather than shine brightly.  Thirty spells, each passing about ninety-six percent of the light—absorbing and converting four percent—means the light shining through is ninety-six percent of ninety-six percent of ninety-six percent, thirty times over.  This works out to about thirty percent of the light actually escaping.  Overall, it’s a seventy percent efficiency for an awful lot of time and work.  Less, really, because some of the energy goes into maintaining each of the conversion spells.

   At least I know I can do it, provided I want to spend all day—or all night—at it.

   I really want a better conversion spell.  As it is, I don’t have any idea how to improve it.  All I can do, at least until I get a better idea, is stack them.

   I can probably do something similar to the windows, turning sunlight into magical power and darkening the window slightly.  Or, with multiple layers of spell, the windows could darken considerably.  Of course, I’d have to build in an automatic shutoff so it wouldn’t run itself into nothing at night… not all that complicated, really, but another layer of trouble when casting each of the layers.

   How much power can I route from the power road, through the van, and convert?  With a dozen layers of conversion—or twenty, or fifty, or a hundred—how much power can I turn into magic?  Given enough power to start with, could I put a spell over a few square miles of some random piece of ocean, suck up solar radiation, and cut down on global warming?  Could I cover the far side of the moon in such a spell and beam magical energy to Earth?

   What would be the effect of raising the magical power level of the planet?  What would change?  How much would change?  Would anyone even notice, aside from the magi?

   I didn’t know.  I still don’t.  But at least I had the first layer of spells for the windows designed and applied by the time Mary pulled over at a rest stop for the pre-dawn preparations.

   “Want to spend an hour on lessons?” she asked, turning the seat to face me in the back.  “According to the sign, there are showers here.  After the lecture, we can have hot water instead of the tepid drizzle.”

   “Why do women like water so hot it takes the skin off everyone else?” I asked.

   “Not all of us,” Mary replied, grinning.  “Only the ones descended from Lilith.  The heat reminds us of home.”

   “I’m not touching that one.”

   “So touch this one.  After sunrise and a shower.”

   “I can do that.  Come here and we’ll talk magic until the night starts to bleed in the east.”

   





   





Thursday, November 26th 

    

   Mary isn’t terribly talented as a wizard.  I’ve seen worse, but I’ve definitely seen better.  Most of the students who went through the Imperial Academy’s entrance examinations showed more promise.  I’d say she only ranked about the fortieth percentile, certainly no better than that. 

   Crap.  I’m remembering stuff from Zirafel and it’s coloring my worldview.  How long has this been going on?  Ever since I ate the city?  Ever since I digested it?  Or ever since I got the memories sorted out on my mental bookshelves?

   How else has it affected my opinions, beliefs, and behavior?  And is there any way to tell?

   Immortality problems.  Well, immortal, blood-sucking, soul-devouring problems.

   Still, just because she’ll never be a virtuoso is no reason not to learn to play the instrument.  She’s also got the luxury of time.  A hundred years of practice may be exactly what she needs to be astonishingly good.  It would certainly make her a magnificent magician; they tend to memorize everything.

   We’ve made progress, but we’d still be scribbling on a pad and playing with basic focusing exercises if we weren’t undead.  Mortals take a lot of training to get to the headspace-sharing stage.  I suspect we’d still be at it if she wasn’t a Thessaloniki.  The Constantines and Phrygians don’t have her talent with the feathery-tendril-touch thing.  It was the key to getting her connected with me on a psychic level well enough for a spell to help her into my mental study.  She had to visit mine; she doesn’t have one, yet.

   She was impressed at the hallucination.  She was almost as leery of the basement hatch as I was.  I never explained exactly what was down there, only that I’d been trapped for a while and it wasn’t good.  Mary pretended to ignore it and focused more on the bookshelves.  I pulled down memories of magical training and we went through them together.

   I appreciated her restraint in not saying anything about the décor or the mess.  My headspace is not as neat as it could be.

   Mary may not be talented as a magic-worker, but she’s a long way from stupid.  She gets the idea quickly.  What slows her down is wanting to try it all out, one step at a time, until she’s sure she understands it thoroughly.  I can’t say I blame her; I often feel that way about anything exceptionally dangerous.  Which, come to think of it, is not an unreasonable attitude regarding magical operations.

   We finished days of basic training before she started to wonder about the sunrise.  I reassured her; an hour or so out there could seem like a day or two in here.  Speed of thought and all that.  Relieved, she dug in again and I drilled her on the basics.

   When the tingling finally began, she stepped out through her exit door and back into her own head.  I went through my exit and back into full physical awareness.  We sheltered from the sunrise, packed a couple of toilet kits, and fed money into the rental bathrooms.

   I showered on my own, and not only for fear of her fingernails.  She really does like her water hot.  Really hot.  I don’t know how she stands it.

   Across the street, we had breakfast at the local diner.  We ate heartily, still discussing—quietly—some of the basics of magic.  To an outsider, we probably seemed like a pair of granola-crunching holistic enlightenment New Age hippie mystic weirdos.

   Come to think of it, I do use crystals.  Maybe they’re on to something.

   After breakfast, we drove to another diner and had second breakfast.  After that, it was brunch.  By then we felt well-fed enough we could find someplace out of the way, give Bronze a quart of motor oil and a big bucket of diesel fuel for a chaser, and start work on the trailer.

   Mary watched and tried to follow along as I marked on the inside of the trailer with a grease pencil.

   “So, you’re writing on the trailer,” she observed, “but you didn’t write on Bronze?”

   “Astute of you to notice.  It takes far more concentration and power to cast a spell through straight visualization, but it can be done.  I could save power by drawing a circle around her and using the diagram as a power focus, as well as drawing in power from around me while I worked—save power in terms of personal energies, I mean.  It’s even cheaper if I write the symbols on the actual subject and make them part of the ongoing spell, rather than using them to focus my energies.  That last option has a drawback, though.  Do you recall?”

   “If something damages the drawing, the spell fails?”

   “Essentially, yes.  If the lettering is part of the ongoing spell structure, damaging it will cause the spell to malfunction or fail.  It doesn’t always collapse; it can simply short-circuit with unpredictable effects.  But it is the cheap way to cast a spell.”

   “I think I get it.  More time, less personal energy.  More symbols, less personal energy.  It’s kind of a balancing act between fast, good, and cheap?”

   “Pretty much.  There are always trade-offs.”

   “So, why is the trailer a problem?  Don’t explain the spell; I get the idea, if not the execution.  You’re inscribing a gathering spell on it.  Bronze already has a gathering spell on her.  Why will hers destroy this one?”

   “As this one charges up,” I explained, “it uses some of the power it gathers to maintain itself.  When Bronze steps inside it, her spell will suck up all the local power—everything inside this one—and the trailer spell won’t have enough power to maintain itself.  Hers is a much more robust spell.  I put a lot of effort into the version she’s currently wearing.”

   “So, the spell on the trailer kind of folds up and blows away?”

   “Sort of.  It draws in power, concentrating it, and uses some of the internal power to operate itself.  It’ll try to keep going, but Bronze’s spell will starve it once she crosses the borderline.  Then the surrounding spell will eat the power in its own structure until it dissolves.  It’s a safety thing.  If it didn’t, the collapsing spell structure could produce random effects as it disintegrated.  This is a best-practice sort of thing and prevents accidents, like starting fires, disrupting other spells, and ripping holes in creation.”

   “You really need a safer hobby,” she told me.

   “It’s fine.  I know what I’m doing.”

   “Is that anything like ‘Hold my beer and watch this’?”

   “I sure hope not.  I don’t think it is, anyway.  I could be wrong, I suppose.”

   “So,” she continued, ignoring my last statement, “Bronze’s spell will destroy it, and you’re putting one up anyway.  How’s that supposed to work?”

   “I’m trying to rig it so if it approaches a critical limit, it turns itself off.  Then I can put a little power into it when Bronze steps out and it should start right back up again.”

   “Without having to go through the whole spellcasting thing?”

   “Right.”

   “But you store power in gems,” she protested, “and you said you had a thing going—something to turn other forms of energy into magical energy.”

   “Yes, that’s right.  And?”

   “Why not use a gem as a battery?” she asked.  “Like in an old-style car?”

   I stopped drawing and put the forming spell structure on hold—much like putting a finger on a knot to hold it before tying a bow.  I turned to look at her.

   “Keep talking.”

   “Well, you know how the old gas-burners work, right?”

   “Mostly.”

   “The start sequence is what I’m thinking of.  The battery cranked the engine.  While the engine ran, it charged the battery.  When the engine quit, the battery sat there until you needed to start the engine again.  Couldn’t you do something like it with your hippie crystal battery things?  The spell gathers power, charges the crystal up to however much it will take to restart the spell, and then does its thing.  When Bronze gets into the trailer, the spell dumps everything it has into her—except the crystal—and shuts off.  When she gets out, the crystal fires up the spell and starts charging again.”  Mary looked at me anxiously.  “I know I’m new to this.  Is it a stupid idea?”

   “No… I can’t call it stupid,” I admitted.  “I’d have to use other words.  Brilliant.  Inspired.  Clever.  Maybe even fantastic.”  She beamed at me, but still sounded a trifle doubtful.

   “You’re not just saying that?”

   “I’m serious.  It’s such a good idea I have to ignore you for a while.  I’ll need to concentrate on how to wire it together.  Do you mind?”

   “Not at all.  I’ll unhitch the trailer and go get some infernal horse feed.  How’s that?”

   “You’re not just ornamental,” I observed, “but practical, intelligent, and all-around useful, too.”

   “The same applies,” she replied, and kissed me.  “Mind your spells.  I’ll be back in a bit.”

   I got to work on another subroutine.

    

   It worked.  It worked perfectly.

   Okay, so, Mary might not have the makings of a virtuoso spellcaster, but she has a practical turn of mind.

   Bronze poked her head into the trailer.  The spell shut down.  She pulled her head out.  It kicked back on.  She poked her head in again.

   “Stop that,” I told her, whacking her on the shoulder and hurting my hand.  She twitched an ear at me, amused.  “You’ll run down the restart battery.”  She continued to be amused, but she stopped.

   “So, it works?” Mary asked.

   “Absolutely.  Take a look.”

   She concentrated, focusing on altering her mode of seeing.  I could see it when she got it; her expression changed as her vision adjusted.  I motioned for Bronze to get in; she did so without hesitation or complaint.  I think she’s learning to like riding in the trailer.  I’m not sure it’s good for her, though.  She seems to be moving differently, somehow.  I’m not sure exactly how, but there’s something not quite the same.

   Mary watched as the magical energies were sucked into Bronze’s spell and the trailer’s spell clicked off.

   “That’s supposed to happen?” she asked, doubtfully.

   “It is.  It’ll be a bigger discharge if Bronze is out of the trailer for longer.”

   “Right.  I’m a little… It’ll take a while to get used to all this.”

   “Take your time.  It’s a whole new experience, and it’s complicated.  It takes time.”

   “I’m learning,” she assured me.  “Want to help me move stuff into the feeding trough?”

   “Sure.”  A moment later, I asked, “Where did you find coal?”

   “While you were busy, I found an old railroad museum in town.  It closed a couple of years ago, but nobody’s bought the place.  I talked to the realtor, then talked to the owner, then drove away with this.  I thought she might like it as a treat.”

   “I mentioned about you being more than just ornamental, right?”

   “You did.”

   “Just making sure.”

   “I don’t mind hearing it again.”

   I obliged while we loaded up Bronze’s trough in the trailer.  We left her happily crunching.  Mary decided we’d done enough running around for one morning.  She had me help her put away emergency groceries in the miniature pantry—things to eat if we ran out of restaurants and fast-food places, I suppose.  Then she wouldn’t let me leave the van for a while.

   True, I could have done more with the day, but what I did with the afternoon was worthwhile.

    

   We did manage to get in another lesson in general magical theory before sundown.  It’s important to practice this sort of thing in both mortal and immortal states.  If it turned out she had the ability to handle massive amounts of power as an undead, she had to learn precise control and pinpoint focus as a mortal.  Practicing a full-power spell is safer when you’re doing it without undead enhancement.

   Counterintuitive, I know.  Wouldn’t it be safer to practice things when it’s less likely to kill you?  Oddly enough, no.  As a mortal, her capacity for investing power into a spell is sharply limited.  Even if she makes a terrible, catastrophic error, there’s only so much dynamite in the explosion.  On the other hand, if we practiced spells at night, her ability to pump power into a spell might be limited only by how much vitality she’s absorbed recently.  If she can build up energy reserves the same way I can, a goofed-up spell might result in an Illudium Q-Thirty-Six Explosive Space Modulator-class kaboom.

   Besides, I don’t trust her ability to gauge how much of her nighttime resources she’s devoting to her magic.  This is all new to her.  Best to start small and work up.

   Then it was off to the truck stop for the rent-a-shower and some laundry.  You would be amazed at the sorts of homey conveniences you can find at a major truck stop.  True, we brought all that with us in the RV, but everything in an RV feels tiny.

   We drove on to a little place called San Jon.  Sadly, we were unable to find any volunteers during our evening walk.  No one seemed desperate enough to demand money.  We did have a couple of polite requests, which we dutifully fulfilled.  If more people simply asked politely, there would be fewer unsolved murders in the world.

   Ha.  Vampires as an evolutionary prod toward politeness.  We kill off the rude ones while the polite ones survive.  I think I found some more irony.

   Mary decided a trip to the local buffet restaurant for the evening might be a good idea.  I didn’t understand, but went along with it.  We parked outside and darkened the windows, watching people go in and out.  Tendrils reached right through the wall of the van and brushed lightly over people.  It worked, from an intermittent snacking point of view, but Mary was still in the frequent-feeding phase.  Vitality was good, but blood was never far from her mind.

   I don’t know what changes went on inside her.  She didn’t develop more tendrils; she still only had the regulation one, as per a Thessaloniki.  She didn’t seem to be gaining weight at high speed, like I did.  She was heavier than one might expect, but not by any remarkable amount.  I didn’t know what to make of it.  All we could do was watch the changes and try to avoid being surprised.

   Mary kept tapping lightly the people who went by.  With luck, she would find someone suitable for dinner.  I left her to it and went down to the bus station.  They have public terminals; I wanted to do some research.

   New Mexico has a surprising number of ranches.  Finding a slaughterhouse, though, was more challenging.  I got a couple of haunted house listings, but no butchering stations.  Maybe the ranches did all their slaughtering and suchlike on-site.

   After her gentle snacking, Mary and I drove out into the country to cruise by a couple of the places.  She checked them over while I drove past.  She even tossed a toy camera drone into the air and piloted it around a bit, looking down by moonlight.  She decided against the dude ranch and the horse ranch and picked a cattle ranch.  We parked well away from it in order to approach on foot.  I hummed the Mission: Impossible theme as we worked our way cross-country to the border of the property.  At the fence, Mary thwacked me in the head and I stopped humming.

   I frighten cats.  I don’t seem to frighten cattle.  How do the cats know something the other animals don’t?

   Breaking and entering gave me practice at sneaking.  Then my job was to be lookout while Mary carefully bit some cows.  They seemed to dislike the actual biting, but once it was done, they calmed down.  I suspect they were accustomed to being stabbed with needles; this wasn’t much worse, from a cow’s point of view.  Mary didn’t take more than a quart from any one animal, and she spritzed the wounds with a coagulant afterward.

   She’s thoughtful like that.  Or good at covering her tracks.

   We managed to sneak back out again without incident.  Mary was delighted at being taken out for Thanksgiving dinner.  I had to admit it was more fun than some dinner dates I’ve been on.

   





   





Saturday, November 28th

    

   The van and trailer are all set up.  I’ve got the plastic part of a canned-air horn mounted on the van’s grill; it scoops in magical energy in a broad area, like the magnetic scoop on a fusion ramjet.  This feeds it into the van.  There’s another one like it on the roof of the trailer, catching anything the front one misses and giving it to Bronze.  I’ve also got several more spells converting auxiliary power from the van’s systems—plug-in points for charging gadgets, that sort of thing—into more magical energy.

   If this keeps up, I’ll be ready to try a small gate to Karvalen soon.

   Mary thinks that would be a good idea.  She napped yesterday afternoon after spraying my scratches—we really need to work on that, by the way.  It’s not that she’s… how to put this?  Mary doesn’t particularly enjoy causing me pain.  It seems to be an involuntary thing.  It wouldn’t be so bad, really, if her fingernails weren’t exceptionally tough and strangely sharp.  In the future, her morning routine will include doing her nails; I showed her how to use the electric die grinder I use for mine.  I’m getting tired of being careful of my wounds all day.

   At any rate, when she woke up, she told me she had a terrible dream.  She couldn’t remember the details, but there was a sense of something dark and powerful looking for her.  I don’t know if that’s the orb, the Elders, miffed magi, or my personal nightmare.  I don’t like any of those options, either.  Of course, it doesn’t tell me anything I didn’t know already, but it does add a sense of urgency to my work.

   We’ll see how the charge looks tonight.  We’re not driving the RV to Karvalen, I know that much, but we might have enough to run through it if we have to.  I think it more likely we could get T’yl to help from his end, assuming we can send him a message and coordinate a transfer.

   We went through Santa Rosa this morning and we’re coming up on Albuquerque.  We’ll still be outside the city for the sunset, which suits me.  I can try to send a message through to Karvalen tonight; I’ll be using a pyromantic effect rather than building a gate for it.  It should be much less draining, if it works.  And if it’s a particularly draining effort, I’ll have a major buffet—excuse me, “metropolis”—in the near distance.

   Mary and I discussed why I need to call back to Karvalen.  I need to find out what happened to Tort.  She says she understands, but she also had a terrible dream about something awful on the horizon.  Is that because she’s having psychic dreams?  Or is it a normal dream from dreading this call, afraid it will change things?  She knows I’m married to a mortal queen in Karvalen, after all.  There’s a whole life on the other side she’s only heard about.  Now it may be about to become something more real and immediate.

   I like Mary.  I like her a lot.  But I also like a lot of people in Karvalen, especially Tort.  How do I balance these things?  What’s fair to all of them?  What’s fair to me?  Or do I matter?

   This is why I don’t have relationships.  They confuse me.

    

   One good thing about New Mexico is the huge tracts of land without a swamp to be seen.  It’s striking how much empty space you can find in the southwestern United States.  Once we got past the Sandia Mountains, there were some housing developments near the road, but beyond them was nothing but a big, wide-open empty.

   We pulled off the highway and found an out-of-the-way spot to park.  Sunset did its thing and we cleaned up in the van shower.  Even before I got out, I knew Bronze was looking at all that open ground.  She’d been cooped up in that trailer for much too long—never mind she was enjoying the trip, now that she was used to trailer travel.  I can enjoy a road trip and still want to get out and stretch my legs.  Her leg-stretching takes vastly more room and a lack of witnesses.

   Mary practiced some exercises for building a mental study.  Bronze and I went for a run.  It wasn’t a long run—ten, fifteen minutes at most.  Maybe twenty.  All right, it could have been half an hour.  Possibly a little longer.  No more than an hour.  Or so.

   Bronze needed it.  Actually, we both needed it.  Truth to tell, it felt good to get the wind in my hair and smell Bronze’s internal furnace at full blast again.  She bore down, racing her moonshadow and darn near gaining on it.  She loves making fire and thunder in open spaces, trying to bite the horizon.

   I swear, she’s faster than I remember.  She thinks so, too.  She’s been giving it thought and working on it.

   I’m not sure what to make of that.

   When we returned, Mary had an interesting question.

   “May I try?  I’ve never ridden a horse that fast.”

   “You know how to ride?” I asked.  It hadn’t come up in conversation.

   “I used to.  It’s been years since I got to compete in a steeplechase.  Not only is it a daylight sport, horses don’t like undead.”

   “Steeplechase.”  Well, that settled whether she knew how to ride, at least.

   “Yes.  Mother hated the idea; she hated the idea of any sports for her little girl.”  Mary grinned at me.  “Dad was much more liberal.  I kind of suspect Mom married him for his money and for the social position, then fell in love with him later.  Dad, being born there, didn’t care as much about appearances as she did.”

   “Seems reasonable.  I’m not the one you have to ask.”

   Right about there, Mary did something to convince me I could love her.  Without a moment of hesitation, she turned to look at Bronze—the towering statue with the smoke pouring out the nose and the occasional licks of flame coming from the mouth like a tongue—and asked politely if Bronze would consent to carry her.

   Mary did not ask if she could ride.  She asked if Bronze would carry her.

   It’s a subtle thing, maybe even trivial.  But someone once told me that when it comes to relationships, nothing is trivial.

   Bronze extended a foreleg and bowed.  Mary mimed holding a skirt and curtseyed in return.

   If I’d had a heartbeat, it would have skipped one.

   Bronze bent a leg for Mary to use as a step.  Mary bounced up into the saddle, grabbed fistfuls of mane, and whooped aloud.  Bronze turned in place, took aim at the horizon, and tried to catch it.

   I watched them vanish into the distance.  Bronze listened to Tort, too.  So much so, in fact, that while I was asleep for several decades, people started to think of Bronze as belonging to Tort, which is patently ridiculous.  Bronze belongs to Bronze.

   Bronze likes Tort.  Bronze also likes Mary.  So do I.

   I paused, half-expecting a sarcastic comment from Firebrand.  It remained silent, with not even an I-told-you-so.

   While they rode through the night, I turned my attention to my spellcasting.

   There were two main things I wanted to try.  One was a relatively low-power application, the other was a brute-force idea.

   Since there was some sort of fire connection to my daughter—probably a simple case of correspondence; fire there and fire here established a connection through similarity—I could start small.  Build a fire, have extra fuel on hand, and see if I could reach Amber through it.  I have an advantage in that sort of call; I know exactly who I’m trying to reach and she’s made of fire, herself.  Even so, some caution was advisable.  I’d have to start small and build up.  If I did it wrong, I might accidentally summon her instead of simply communicating with her.

   The more brute-force idea was to prepare a message spell, open a small gate, and throw it through.  Once on the far side, I would just have to hope it was close enough to home in on T’yl.

   I got my stuff together, locked everything up, and walked off a little distance while I reviewed what I wanted to do.  I selected a bare patch of ground with some cover between me and the nearest housing development.  No sense in attracting more attention than necessary.

   The first thing I did was a containment circle, scraped into the ground.  This is the equivalent of putting on the apron, gloves, and goggles in a laboratory.  Then came a big pile of deadwood and a couple of pieces of coal.  Some plastic, printed symbols tapped into the earth around the circle.  A couple of scratched symbols, as well, because I focused more on gate-related symbols than on communications symbols.  Sue me.  I also cut the coal into flat tiles and scratched Amber’s name into them in the Rethven alphabet.

   Firebrand lit the fire for me.  It burned immediately.  I spread my hands, felt the power I’d stored in my gems, and started to wave my hands, sketching invisible symbols in the air, and chanted.

   I always feel stupid doing that.  I think I look silly.

   The fire took on a brighter color, shading into the yellow-white I remembered.  Maybe a touch of blue, for Amber’s eyes?  Yes.

   “Amber.”

   I repeated it.  I would have thrown some blood into the flames for the relationship; I’m her father and we’re related by blood.  The problem was I have a hard time bleeding at night.  I should have drawn some earlier.

   Something stirred in the flames, then the blue sparks glowed brightly.  The flames rose higher, going from a campfire to a six-foot pillar of light.

   “Father?”

   “That’s my girl.”  I threw more wood on the fire as the flames resolved into a woman-shape.  “I’m calling to say hello and see how things are.  Is this a bad time?”

   “No, merely unexpected.  Are you here?  Or are you still elsewhere?”

   “Still elsewhere.  Most definitely elsewhere.”

   “Good.  The Church of Light still seeks you.  I don’t think they know where you are.”

   “Good.  Can you tell me what happened to Tort?”

   “Happened to her?” Amber’s fiery image asked.

   “Where is she?  Is she okay?  Was she harmed in rescuing me?”

   “Oh.  I don’t know.  I have not seen her in some time.  We do not move in the same circles, you know.”

   “Damn.  Okay.  She helped me with the possession problem and I get the impression she may have problems of her own, therefore.  Can you find out from T’yl?”

   “I will certainly inquire.  Discretely,” she added.  “The Church of Light does not like her, either.”

   “Why not?”

   “She was your Court Magician for nine years.  Your unflinchingly loyal and dedicated Court Magician.”

   “Court Magician to the Demon King?”

   “Exactly.”

   “That could be a problem.  What else do I need to know?”  I threw more wood on.  Next time I did this, I’d have someone to feed the fire and a much larger woodpile.

   “The kingdom is doing well under the Queen.  She has taken control in Carrillon with the backing of Torvil and Kammen—and therefore all the Knights of the Sword—and even Seldar agrees it is her right to rule.  T’yl gives at least lip service to her authority.  He resides in your palace atop Karvalen, so there is little the Queen requires of him.  She is doing less well, I hear, at keeping the conquered princes united under her rule.  Her efforts are mostly economic and social ones, rather than the direct military intervention her predecessor used.  I suspect they do not respect her as they did the Demon King.”

   “You mean they don’t fear her.”

   “Yes.”

   “I thought she’d make a good queen.”

   “You were right, for the most part.  She is more subtle than the Demon King, and the nobility—the former princes—are not accustomed to subtlety.”

   “Fair enough, I suppose.  I’ll have to think about how best to help her with that.”

   “As for your heir and his siblings, your descendants are not actively persecuted by the Church of Light, although there has been some question about their fitness to rule—”

   “Hold it,” I interrupted.  “You mean to tell me the Church is challenging whether or not the kids are legitimate?”

   “Oh, no.  No one questions their parentage.  Who else would get a child upon the Queen?  The Demon King would flay him living and strangle him with his own skin.  The Church of Light questions their fitness to rule, making noises about their heritage as demonspawn.  Whether they really believe it or not is open to question, though.  I think—and I admit I am hardly without bias—the Church of Light wishes to remove your heirs from the succession, making a power struggle for the throne inevitable.  They could use such chaos to their advantage.”

   My suggestion was unkingly and anatomically unlikely for the Church of Light.  Amber’s fiery figure nodded.  I think she was smiling.

   “They have some old scores to settle,” Amber noted, “and they are greatly weakened as an organization.  You did terrible things to their structure right before old Rethven fell apart.”

   “That wasn’t all my fault,” I countered, throwing on the last of the wood.  “Tobias did most of that—their own Hand faction screwed over their central command, if I heard right.”

   “True, but they hold a grudge.”

   “A religion that holds a grudge?  Nonsense.  They are paragons of righteousness and mercy.”

   “Your sarcasm is understandable.  Could it relate to the Mother?”

   “I probably shouldn’t answer that.  You know my feelings.”

   “Yes, and so does She.  She already told me you need to know what happened with my brother.”

   “She could have saved everyone the aggravation if she’d told me when I asked,” I pointed out, “instead of slapping me with a solar flare.”

   “Dad,” Amber said.  

   “Oh, all right.  I’m listening,” I replied, seriously.

   “She’s a goddess.  She has an ego big enough to eclipse mountains.  But don’t tell Her I said that.”

   “I won’t.”

   “Thank you.  You do have to admit—would you, please?—you came into that conversation with an attitude other than gentle persuasion.”

   “Fine,” I agreed, because she was right.  And my daughter.  Probably mostly because she’s my daughter.  “I wasn’t in the best of moods.  I admit it.  She still could have—”

   “And you could have been more polite,” Amber interrupted.  I sighed.  Yes, she had a point.  I didn’t have to like it.

   “I could have,” I agreed, wearily.  “Yes.”

   “She’s being…” Amber groped for a word.  “Understanding?  No.  She’s trying amazingly hard—for a goddess—to be conciliatory.  I think She really does care what you think of Her.”

   My reply was one word and involved fertilizer production.  Amber’s fiery visage smiled.

   “That’s my opinion, of course,” she consoled, tolerantly, “as a priestess.  And as a fiery avatar.”

   Damn it, she’s definitely my daughter.  She has a genetic predisposition for knowing what to say to me.

   “Okay.  I acknowledge your superior expertise.  But before you finish telling me what happened to Beryl, answer me this.  Since you were only a baby, yourself, did Sparky tell you what happened?  Or did Tamara?”

   “I heard it from the Mother, first, when I was young.  I spoke to my mother, Tamara, about it.  She confirmed it.”

   “Damn.”

   “Damn?  Why?”

   “I may have to believe you,” I clarified.  “It’s not that I don’t want to believe you.  I’m hesitant and resistant to the idea of believing anything Sparky has to say.  This might be one of the few times.”

   “Hmm.  I cannot say I am pleased by your attitude, Father, but I suppose, from your point of view, it is not unwarranted.  I can see things from your perspective; She cannot.  That is one of the things about the gods that mortals cannot comprehend.”

   “They’re a bunch of self-centered energy-state beings that pretend to godhood and have zero empathy?” I asked.  The fiery figure shrugged.  She seemed amused.

   “Next time we talk, I will happily discuss it with you.”

   “Yeah, we’re out of wood.  I’ll be better prepared, next time.”

   “Until then… Dad.”

   “See you later… kiddo.”

   The fire flared and fell to ashes.

    

   Bronze brought Mary back while I was assembling a gate spell.  Mary’s hair was more than windblown, it was windblasted.  Her grin was wide enough to threaten her ears and her fangs were showing.  Bronze seemed pretty pleased, as well; smoke came from her ears and fire from her mouth.  She was in need of a new paint job.  The heat of her hide started it peeling and the high-speed winds finished the job.  Only a few patches of horse-colors remained; the majority of her was the gleaming golden-bronze color of her own hide.

   “Good run?” I asked.  Bronze nodded enthusiastically and pawed at the ground, digging a small trench.  Mary leaped down with a bounce and hugged Bronze’s neck; Bronze lifted her head to avoid setting Mary’s hair on fire.  Then Mary turned to me and hugged me.

   “This is the most spectacularly fantastic horse!” she gushed.

   “Well, I certainly agree, and Bronze thanks you for the compliment.” I hugged Mary.  Bronze thought Mary was a good rider and a fun one.

   “We chased all over the desert,” Mary went on, “and Bronze can jump like nothing I’ve ever seen!  Motocross racers don’t get to ride like that!

   “You should see her with a gravity-distorting spell and a low hill for a ramp,” I chuckled.  Mary let go of me and I nodded toward the trailer.  “Want to finish peeling the paint off her?”

   “With pleasure.  But is it normal—well, usual—for her to get so hot?”

   “Fire-breathing metal golem horse,” I reminded her.

   “Yes, but is she supposed to get so hot?  I mean, I’m dead at the moment so it’s not a big deal.  I was just wondering.”

   “Yes, it’s normal.  During the day, I spend a lot of time riding like a jockey—standing in the stirrups—if we’re going somewhere in a hurry.  The air usually cools her enough to tolerate.  I also try to keep a blanket or something handy for insulation.”

   “And oven mitt for your butt?” she asked.  Bronze snorted laughter and flame.

   “Not how I’d put it.”

   The two went back to the vehicle and I continued working on my spell.  For this, I didn’t want anything large.  Smaller is better for the power requirements, and I wouldn’t need anything big for a message portal.  What I selected was a length of four-inch plastic pipe.  It was about three feet long, which gave me room to write symbols on it.  It also let me fine-tune the focus a bit.  At “my” end, I used the magical alphabet of this universe.  At the other, I used the original alphabet of Zirafel.  Each ring of symbols evolved toward the other as I added more of the spell in between.

   I could have scratched them into the plastic, but I wanted to be able to erase and re-write them.  It might work perfectly on the first try, but I could also use it as the starting point for experiments for looking into other universes.  It might be helpful in gathering data on what defined any one universe from every other universe.

   If I had a phone with the appropriate symbols, could I make it send messages to anyone in any universe?  Not merely universal roaming, but cosmological roaming?  Stop it, Eric; that’s silly.

   Or is it?

   I deeply regretted the lack of iridium.  If I could coat one end of the pipe in a layer of that metal, would it change the amount of energy required to open a gate?  On the other hand, it would already cost far less than a person-sized gate—or a Bronze-sized gate—by virtue of being so much smaller.  A little quick math regarding surface area put a regular gate at about four or five hundred times larger than the pipe-gate.  I could try it, get it working correctly, then add an iridium layer later and see if it made a perceptible difference.  Assuming of course, I could find some iridium and figure out how to apply it.  It’s not an easy metal to work with.

   Mary finished grooming Bronze and Bronze cooled down enough to stop breathing fire and smoke.  They came over to watch what I was doing.  Mary didn’t ask questions; she wasn’t sure how much concentration I needed.  She did watch closely, though, and I could feel her presence as her attention and focus moved through the emerging spell structure with me.

   When I finished, I set the tube aside and she let out a whistle.

   “I hope that’s not a simple spell,” she quipped.  “If it is, I can quit studying right now.”

   “It’s one of the most complicated spells I know,” I assured her.  “You won’t be tackling that until much later.”

   “Good, because I followed it about as well as I cook.”

   “You cook?”

   “Servants for such chores,” she jibed, waving a hand.  “At least, back when I was human.  I haven’t had to poison anyone—excuse me, I meant ‘try to cook’—since then.  For safety purposes, I don’t cook; I unwrap.”

   “I don’t cook too well, myself.  Relax.  At your stage of training, you’ve barely learned how to properly apply a bandage.  Now you’ve walked in on the guy doing genetic engineering.  We’ll get there, but we’ll take our time doing it.  It’ll all make sense by the time you reach this point.”

   “Maybe,” she allowed, dubiously.  “I’ll take your word for it.  So, what’s it do?”

   I explained about the inter-universal portal I hoped to create.  Then I prepared a message spell and showed her how that worked.  It was still a long way above her current training, but, while she had no hope of doing it, she could follow along and see how it was done.  She’d understand it later and have one of those Aha! moments I so love.

   She held the spell for me as though holding a camera while I spoke to T’yl.

   “Hello, T’yl.  This is my test of a new gateway spell.  If you get this, I’d appreciate a similar message spell in return.  Please put it… how about under my bed, in my quarters?  In Karvalen, of course.  Have it wait until it senses an open portal.  Then it can duck through and I’ll get it.  You might want to put something under there with it, about this big around,” I held up my hands, “for me to lock on to.

   “On another note, I think you missed.  I’m not where I expected to be.  Remember the carnivorous ivy and the ants I don’t want to talk about?  No sign of them around here.  Lots of people though, so that’s kind of a good thing.  Were you aiming for the place I told you about?  Or did you aim elsewhere deliberately?  It’s been on my mind.

   “With that out of the way, we get to the important part:  Tort was not in the Black Ball.  I want to know where she is.  If you don’t know, start looking!”  I checked myself and lightened my tone.  “Please.

   “And, finally, thank you for your help.  I’m overjoyed to not be actively pursued by religious zealots.  I still have some issues to resolve in Rethven and Karvalen, I think, but at least I’m not fighting off daily attacks.  If you can, please let me know how things are going over there.  I’m considering a visit.”

   I signaled Mary.  She closed the loop of the message spell, sealing it.  I accepted the immaterial construct of the spell from her, checked it for internal integrity, and nodded.  She was pleased to have done it right.

   She paid close attention as I dumped huge amounts of power into a plastic tube.  It wasn’t complicated; it was a simple power-channeling exercise.  It was important for her to see how it was done.  Once the tube opened, I tossed the message spell through it and let Mary look through.  The tube’s other end connected to one of the air shaft openings in Karvalen—they’re generally holes in the ceiling, about the same diameter as the pipe.  We gazed down into what I recognized as the royal chambers.  We could see a surprising amount.  Rather than looking through a three-foot tube, it was as though the opening was right there at our end of the tube.  It was more like looking through a four-inch-wide window.

   I liked the furniture: Heavy, durable, presumably carved out of single pieces of wood.  I thought the low couch and the chair could use some padding, though.

   The bed was a little different.  Instead of a niche in the wall, half the room’s floor was raised to about bed height and covered in soft things—furs, pillows, and the like.  The thing was big enough for a ping-pong table and a row of arcade machines.  Despite its size, it still had a storage space underneath.  I thought the arrangement might work out if I ever moved into it.

   We only peeked for a few seconds before I closed the portal.  Opening it took most of the magic I’d managed to accumulate.  It was proportionally less than a full-sized gate, so my math was right on point.  Inter-universal portals, though, are always expensive.  On the other hand, how small can I make one?  Is there a lower limit?  How small can it be and still send a message spell through?

   “That’s the kingdom of the living stone?” Mary asked.

   “My pet rock,” I agreed.

   “It’s big.”

   “I’m overcompensating,” I kidded.  Mary smacked me on the rump and squeezed.

   “No, you’re not.”

   “Oh, good.  I feel much more confident and self-assured.”

   “Have I mentioned you’re impossible?”

   “Yes,” I agreed, “but I take exception to that.  I’m merely highly improbable.”

   “Where you aren’t miraculous.  Fine.  But that’s the magic kingdom?”

   “I have to say no, it isn’t, on the grounds it might be a trademark infringement.  Never mess with the Mouse,” I cautioned.  She made a face.

   “That’s the magical kingdom?”

   “Yes.”

   “And that spell can open up a magical gateway between here and there?”

   “Yes.”

   “And you can make a bigger one?  One we could actually step through?”

   “Yes.  But a bigger gate takes more power in a geometric progression.  I’m pretty sure it’s a surface area thing.”

   “But we could go there?” she persisted.

   “Yes.  Eventually.  There are political and social issues to consider.”

   “But you will take me to fantasy land and show me around?” she pressed/pleaded.  “Please?”

   “If you like, yes.  It may take a while, though.”

   “I’m immortal.  I can be patient.”

   “Now that,” I told her, “is an important skill.”

   





   





Wednesday, December 2nd 

    

   Living in an RV seems strange, yet strangely satisfying.  It’s weird in that it’s different.  For one thing, I’m accustomed to having more than one room.  If I want to work on different things, I’m used to having the option to leave a project sitting there, ready to be resumed, while I divert my attention to something else.  That doesn’t work in here.  If I want to do something different, I have to put something else away.

   Then there’s the scenery.  I’m about as aesthetically inclined as a parade-ground flagpole, but I know enough to agree with Mary and Bronze when they tell me the view is fantastic.  Mary likes looking at it; Bronze wants to run through it.  All I know is it’s the southwestern United States.  Scenery isn’t my thing.  I really don’t have an opinion of my own on it.

   Somehow, though, I seem to like the situation.  The shower is too small, the water isn’t hot, the living space is cramped, the headroom questionable, the mattress too thin, the air conditioning too wimpy, and the lighting potentially fatal.  It’s an oversized coffin on wheels with just enough comfort additions to disguise it.

   At least the kitchen suits me; there’s a microwave and an electric burner for a stove.  Since I cook like a career bachelor, that’s about all I could ever need.  Mary has already established she doesn’t cook.  We’ve agreed if we don’t have anywhere to stop for food, it’ll be my job to hold starvation at bay.

   Why I like this nomadic lifestyle, I can’t quite figure out.  Maybe it’s the freedom to blow wherever the wind takes us.  I am a leaf on the wind.  Watch how I—no, on second thought, let’s not go there.  It doesn’t end well.  As for why I’m enjoying this, not having a territory to defend might have something to do with it.  I don’t have a yard to mow, trespassers to throw out, or assassins to kill.  What I do have is time, a relative sense of security, and Bronze, Firebrand, and Mary.

   Firebrand suggested we name the RV something.  I’ve got no idea; I used up all my powers of naming things when I created Bronze.  Mary’s thinking about it.

   We’re moving every day, sometimes all day, and I’ve been keeping an eye out for less-than-mundane methods of tracking.  I’m pretty sure we’re not being traced with magic.  Technology may be doing it, but Mary says we’ve minimized our traceable footprints.  Unless a major intelligence agency is actively hunting us, or someone with a private spy satellite has us under constant observation, we’re tough to find.

   As for anyone actually following us, physically keeping an eye on us, I’m pretty sure we would have noticed.  It’s hard to avoid being spotted by a golem, a psychic sword, and two vampires.  I’m not saying it can’t be done, but that level of sneakiness is the sort of thing people write songs about—or would, if they ever found out about it.  It’s high-level ninja work.

   Mary has a taste for the night life.  She liked our evening out in Flagstaff with dancing, shows, and all that stuff.  She wants to do it more often.  I’m not objecting; what she wants to do, we’ll do.  I’ll pretend to dance.  I’ll cheerfully chat with her about people in the crowd and who would be the more entertaining dinner.  I’ll even go to loud, flashy clubs and grit my teeth through the senses-pounding madness.  It’s not that I enjoy much of it, but Mary does, and I enjoy seeing her happy.

   We should be pulling into Las Vegas this afternoon.  A five-star hotel—even a four, or a three; a three-star hotel would do fine—isn’t exactly something I’m going to argue over.  Full-sized bathroom.  Room service.  A big bed.  I could get behind that idea.  We could spend a few days taking in the life of Vegas.

   Maybe we can see a magician’s show.  I’ve always wondered how they do their illusions.  Maybe now I can spot the tricks!

    

   Mary has been here before, I think.  She knows things.  I’m a little afraid to ask what she broke into, much less what she stole.  Maybe that’s unfair; she might have visited strictly as a tourist… but I doubt it.

   For example, she insisted we go to the casino before checking into the hotel, and that I should follow her lead.  I planned to do our usual bit in the casino.  Throw away some money on the games, win some, lose some, and so on, then finish with a profit.  A clear case of a man who knows to quit when he’s ahead, right?

   Not Mary.  Her tactic was to lose a couple of hands of blackjack, then start winning.  When you know what the dealer has and what the next cards are going to be, you can do that.  It’s not as much a sure thing as my trick with the roulette ball, but Mary can scan the cards quickly, almost casually.  I can’t.  She practically pages through the whole shoe like riffling through a deck of cards by hand.  It doesn’t guarantee she’ll win, but the odds move so drastically in her favor that over the course of an hour or so, she was walled in behind a pile of chips and surrounded by spectators.

   Everyone loves a winner.

   Then, when she decided she was done, she took three losses in a row and used them as her excuse to call it quits.  It was still quite a pile of chips, though.  She gave a high-value chip to the dealer as a tip, scooped the rest into a bucket—thoughtfully and helpfully provided by the management—and went to cash out.  Then we went up to our room, also courtesy of the management.  Something called the “high-roller’s suite.”

   I’ve died and gone to a movie set.  There are places where they really do have mirrored ceilings, hot tubs in the bathroom, champagne on ice by the bed, all of it.  The concierge showed us around the suite and I was glad he did; I almost asked him for a map.  I don’t know how much of the hotel floor it occupied, but it was more than the usual suite of rooms.  And then there were all the gadgets and conveniences and just plain things built into the suite…

   At what point do conveniences become annoyances?  Answer: when they take more effort to learn how to use than they save by being used.  The suite should come not only with a map but a manual.

   Fortunately for me, Mary knew how most of it worked.  Admittedly, the multi-directional, concert-hall water jets in the shower room—I can’t call something that size a shower stall—took both of us by surprise, but it was a good surprise.  We died in the shower, cleaned up, touched up the makeup, and went out.

   Mary wanted dancing.  I went dancing.  I still don’t really have any sense of rhythm, but I try.  We also went to see shows—a comedian who was actually pretty funny, an amazing Elvis impersonator, a pop star of some sort, and, yes, a magician.

   I have eyes sharp enough to read newsprint from the back row of the lounge.  I could count the petals on his carnation.  I spotted the hangnail on the ring finger of the right hand.  And yet, I still didn’t see how he did the thing with the doves.  I didn’t detect any magic, but if he’s sold his soul to a demonic Thing, I might not.  It’s the only way he could possibly have done it.  The dove simply could not survive being in there.  And it would have tickled the lady volunteer dreadfully.

   Maybe we’ll come back tomorrow night and I’ll cheat, checking by tendril-braille and using a spell for x-ray vision.  The only thing is… I’m not sure it will help.  How did he do that?  There’s irony for you.  I’m a semi-professional wizard and a Vegas magician’s tricks are going to bother me.

   We also did some walking around.  Las Vegas is a tourist town and knows it.  It has so much to see and do it has a hard time telling the tourists what there is to see and do.  Doubtless, Mary and I missed out on lots of things we would love, but there’s something to be said for taking your time and rubbernecking as you walk down Las Vegas Boulevard.  I highly recommend it to anyone who plans to go.

   Okay, yes, we also siphoned off little bits of spiritual essence from people around us.  Trifling amounts of vitality from each person adds up over time.  Our main reason for being in Vegas was to enjoy it, not hunt it.  And, to be fair, Vegas was nice to us.  Nobody asked us to hand over our money; nobody even asked us for a handout.  Maybe it’s only on the boulevard, but Vegas did a terrific job of making itself hospitable and welcoming.

   If there’s one thing I disliked about the place, it’s strictly a personal preference.  I brought my sunglasses.  I needed them.  They don’t need streetlights; Las Vegas is the land of neon sunshine.  The signs illuminate the world.  My eyes and ears—heck, all my senses—are supernaturally sharp at night.  I prefer quiet, not-very-well-lit places.  Las Vegas is neither of those things.  But, as I say, that’s my personal preference.  No one else seemed to mind.

   





   





Thursday, December 3rd

    

   They say New York is the city that never sleeps.  Maybe so; I haven’t really tried to find out.  Las Vegas, on the other hand, is the three-ring circus that never sleeps.  It’s a wonderful town for a nightlord.  During the day, there are a thousand things to do.  At night, there’s a different thousand things to do.  And all the things you expect to close at night?  Somewhere, one of them is open.  Need to talk to a loan officer at four in the morning?  No problem.  Looking for a breakfast bar when you woke up at four in the afternoon?  Right this way.  It’s possible there are goods or services you can’t find twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.  I don’t know what they are.  Las Vegas tries to be everything to everyone.

   On the downside, the place is crawling with undead.

   Last night, Mary and I saw several vampires.  We didn’t make ourselves known to them—none of them were Thessaloniki, or if they were, they didn’t brush against us with spirit-tendrils.  We simply took note of them and pretended not to.  Shortly after, we noticed a few more, here and there, usually alone but occasionally in pairs.  I started to wonder a little and counted people vs. vampires as we walked along, taking a random sample.

   A little napkin math seems to indicate the vampire population of Las Vegas would therefore be around a hundred thousand undead.

   Which is ridiculous.

   That’s about one vampire for every twenty-five people.  Don’t get me wrong; it could be done.  Twenty-five people could support one vampire.  I have a sneaking suspicion that vampire saliva causes an increase in blood production.  One vampire might, theoretically, survive indefinitely on a group as small as ten adult humans.  To do so would require the active cooperation of the humans, though, and that’s not going to happen.

   My best guess for the ridiculous numbers is that the undead tend to cluster around the Strip, which gives an abnormally high chance of encountering one.  But even if that changes the odds by a factor of a hundred—meaning one vampire for every 2,500 people—that’s still about a thousand vampires in one city.

   That’s not ridiculous.  Preposterous, perhaps.  Surely, I’m missing something in my assumptions.  There must be some other factors involved I don’t know about.

   On the other hand, Mary and I did some research on the local meat packing industry.  If no one is going to volunteer to be a blood donor and get their gallon pin all in one go, we have to look into other options.  We found a number of places that butchered livestock and packaged the meat.  And, strangely enough, were open twenty-four hours a day.

   Even for Las Vegas, that seems odd to me.

   What was even more odd was the price list at each place.  In addition to the regular cuts of meat and various organs—sheep’s kidneys, calf liver, ground beef, whatever—they also had prices for various types of animal blood.  By the pint, quart, and gallon.  It’s fairly expensive to fill a bathtub with blood, but you can do it here.  All you have to do is lay down enough cash.  It takes about forty gallons.  They’ll even deliver it in sealed five-gallon bottles, like the bottles for a water cooler.

   Maybe I’m wrong about being wrong.  Maybe there are a thousand or more vampires in town.  That’s the only thing I can think of to cause such a drastic demand.

   We’re surrounded by vampires.  They don’t seem to have noticed us, though.  Hopefully, we can blend in.  With so many in town, what’s two more?

    

   The magician was as much a mystery the second time around.  The only possibilities that spring to mind are he’s a supernatural entity, a mutant with psychic powers, or an absolute master of misdirection.  While I’m confident in my ability to duplicate all of his tricks, it would take a week of work to gather sufficient power and set up the spells.  The cup and balls I get.  The bullet-catching illusion, I get.  The rest of it… I don’t see how he does it.

   This frustrates me.  It’s entertaining, but also frustrating.  He’s good.

   We also saw more vampires while we watched the shows.  I took another count and came up with roughly the same numbers.  Mary noticed me doing the math during the lounge singer’s performance of “I’ll Be Seeing You.”  I’ve heard Vic Fontaine sing that one; everyone else is just another singer.

   “Shall we see if we can buy a liquid dinner?” she asked.  “You can see how many of the customers are interested in blood.”

   “We could,” I admitted.  “It’s tempting.  You know it’ll be cold, refrigerated stuff, right?”

   “Not necessarily,” she told me.  “I looked them up.  Two of these companies run their own slaughterhouse.  It might be fresh out of the animal.”

   “And that tells us something, too, doesn’t it?  Don’t Phrygians have to drink human?”

   “I don’t know if they have to,” Mary considered, thoughtfully.  “That’s what I understand, but they may actually be picky eaters.  Their powers certainly make it easier to be choosy.”

   “But it would imply the locals are mostly Thessaloniki and Constantines.”

   “It would.  Why?”

   “Just wondering.  I’d think they’d need Phrygians by the gross to keep their secret with a population so large.”

   “I don’t know,” Mary admitted.  “I’ve never had to supervise a city.  No one ever put me in charge of an area; I’m too young and not at all interested.  At least, not in doing it.  The details are becoming more interesting.”

   “Let’s go get dinner,” I suggested.  “Your idea has me curious.”

   We took a cab.  Arthur Marten’s Meats was definitely open, with lights ablaze and doors swinging.  They were doing a surprising amount of business for near midnight on a weeknight.  Either tomorrow was a meat-industry holiday, or…

   Yep.  Vampires, or people who worked for vampires.  While most of the customers left with a wrapped package of meat, all of them left with a container.  Most were pint-sized.  A few were quarts.  One carried a gallon.  I presume the larger volumes were delivered; no one wants to be seen carrying a five-gallon bottle of blood out of the store.

   “I don’t think I need to go in,” I told Mary.  “I’ve seen enough.”

   “But I’m hungry,” she complained.  I shrugged and offered her my arm.  She hung on to it and we went in.  There was a line; we queued up.

   The man behind the counter was human; you don’t get his sort of florid face and sweaty forehead without a pulse.

   “What’ll it be?”

   “Five gallons of beef,” I ordered, reading it off the menu on the wall, “and another five of mutton, please.”

   “Ten gallons?” he asked, looking doubtful.

   “Yes, please.”

   “You sure?”

   “I have help to carry it.”

   “Okay.”  He thumped computer keys with thick fingers and nodded.  “Yeah.  It’ll be a minute.  Takes a while to fill.”

   “No rush.”  We stepped aside to wait while he took other orders.  It wasn’t that long a wait before two large, plastic bottles appeared.  I noticed the bottles were warm to the touch.  I also noticed everyone in the room was looking at us with what I can only describe as hungry expressions.

   I punched for a cab and we went outside, each of us carrying a bottle.

   “Mutton?” Mary asked.

   “Ever had it?”

   “Not that I know of.”

   “It’s good.”

   We got into the cab and Mary reached for the plastic-wrapped mouth of the bottle.  I stopped her.

   “Remember, if you open it near me, it’s going to crawl out.”

   “Ah.  Good point.  I can wait.  Hey!”

   “Hey, what?”

   “Why don’t the bottles slide over to you?”

   “What, you mean like magnets?”

   “Yeah.”

   “I don’t know.  Maybe it’s more of an animation thing than an attraction thing.”

   “You mean, the life in the blood actively tries to crawl toward you?” she asked.

   “Maybe.  I don’t know.  I haven’t looked into it.  But that would explain it.”

   “Could be.  At least now I won’t have to wonder.”

   We returned to the hotel and the cab deposited us in the parking garage.  We climbed aboard our RV and locked the door.  Mary cracked the seal on one of the bottles.  It was a little awkward to horse it around and find the right angle, but spills weren’t our first concern.  Anything we spilled would crawl over to me anyway.

   Mary got the majority of it.  She was surprised she could drink so much.  You wouldn’t think ten gallons would go into a human body, and it won’t.  She was under the impression a vampire could only drink about a gallon at a time.  But ten gallons of blood into a nightlord?  I’ve absorbed more than that by accident, just walking through a room.  I still don’t know where it goes, or how I metabolize it, or any of that.  Frankly, I’m not sure I’ll ever understand it.  Mary didn’t seem bothered by it beyond a mild curiosity; she was simply pleased to no longer be hungry.

   I actually got to drink some, sort of.  It’s hard to actually drink free blood; it wants to crawl all over me more quickly than it can go down my throat.  On the other hand, my tongue will almost reach the bottom of the bottle, and it soaks up blood at a phenomenal rate—it’s strange to be able to actually see it in action.  Mary drank most of each bottle, then handed the rest to me.  I got a quart or two from each one.  I think I like the sheep’s blood better than the beef.

   Mary dabbed at the blood on her chin.  I lashed my tongue across her bloodstains and they disappeared.  She grinned at me, waited until I retracted the thing, and kissed me.

   “I want one.”

   “One what?”

   “A tongue like that.”

   “I don’t know how I got it,” I admitted.  “I just woke up with it one day.  It’s kind of troublesome, especially with the knife-edged teeth.”

   “I like it.”

   “You like mine,” I retorted.  “It’s not as much fun to have one.”

   “Oh, but I’d love to try!”

   “Woman, you have a one-track mind!”

   “I do not!  I also think about… um.  All right, maybe you have a point.”  She changed the subject.  “Did you find out what you wanted at the blood bank?”

   “Yes and no.  I found out, but it wasn’t what I wanted.”

   “How do you mean?”

   “From what I saw, every midnight customer was buying blood.  Some of them I could recognize as vampires.  Teeth, eyes—little telltales mortal eyes probably can’t see, or don’t see without actually looking for them.  Kind of like how you can see I’m not human even when I’ve got my contacts in, makeup on, and hair combed.  But everybody in the place, without exception, was buying blood.  Which means they’re either going home and making sure Passover is observed in the original way—and it’s the wrong time of year for that—or they have some other use for it.  There may, in fact, be over a thousand vampires in one city.”

   Mary gave it serious consideration.

   “How many vampires were at your house?  Eight Constantines, six Thessaloniki, and three Phrygians?”

   “Sounds right.  Wait—seven Thessaloniki.  I killed one as I came out of the house.  I presume he was a Thessaloniki; he had a shotgun.”

   “A total of eighteen,” she mused.  “Think we can take a thousand?”

   “Oddly enough, no.”

   “Did you leave anything in the room?”

   “Socks?  Toothbrush?  Other chattels of inconsequence.”

   She started the RV, swung around the parking area, and I hitched up the trailer.  We pulled up to the exit of the parking garage and Mary ran a digital stick through the machine, touching various options—paying the hotel bill and parking fees right there at the terminal.  Then we hit the road and left Vegas behind us like a premature sunrise.

   Paranoia?  Possibly.  I prefer to think of it as caution.

   Still… a thousand vampires in one city?  Can that possibly be right?

   We really didn’t want to find out the hard way.

   





   





Saturday, December 5th

    

   The one thing about living in Las Vegas I never could stomach; all the damn vampires.  I think they picked up our trail there.

   Cruising southwest down the I-15 highway has been pretty much the same as always.  It’s a wonderful road trip.  We drive for a while, stop wherever we feel like it, have two breakfasts, two lunches, and multiple dinners.  We’ve both gone riding in the Mojave National Preserve—separately; someone is always with the RV.  Bronze is delighted about the open spaces.  She’s also careful about brushfires.  My horse is responsible like that.

   We’re driving nowhere in particular and the magic charge is building up amazingly quickly—the faster we go, the more we take in.  I think it’s the first of the electromagical conversion spells on the RV’s power uptake.  I need to put a lot more layers of spell in there, but it does seem to be working.

   The front scoop doesn’t seem to help, really; the Ascension Sphere soaks up anything we encounter anyway.  Maybe if I expanded the radius of action on the scoop—made the magical “funnel” larger—we’d get a better yield.  I’ll have to look into that.  The problem is it takes power to create a scoop, and the larger the scoop, the more power it takes.  In this low-power environment, the most efficient size may be awfully small.

   The one on the trailer seems to work better, but I think that’s because it’s set higher, drawing in power that would normally flow right over us.

   Between teaching magic to Mary and studying the workings of a gate spell, I’m never bored.  Mary’s getting better at her spell work, too; we’ve spent hours (which feel like weeks) inside my headspace and, more recently, in hers.

   Her headspace is nicer than mine.  The décor is pretty.  No windows, but that’s typical.  There are still window curtain things to make it look as though there are.  The walls are decorated with murals, mostly of building layouts, possibly from some of her more carefully-planned thefts.

   I find it vaguely disturbing that the “housebreaker” has an intimate knowledge of the Louvre, the Tower of London, and the United States Bureau of Engraving in Fort Worth.  I’ve resisted the urge to ask.  I’m sure she just has fantasies of stealing the Mona Lisa, the Crown Jewels, and the printing plates for cash.  That’s all it is.

   Her bookshelves are a mess, of course, but she’s been sorting out her own memories.  We’ve managed a few experimental spells in her mental study to show how it can be done.  She’s getting the hang of using a search spell in her bookshelves to find memories.  That helps, but organizing it all is going to take a long time.

   Her spell repertoire is limited.  She can create a small light, start a fire without a lighter, and damp down vibrations in the air—she can make herself almost entirely silent.  That last one was a spell she insisted on learning.  She tried to insist I use it when we go sneaking.  She changed her mind once I had her use it on herself.  Casting it wasn’t the problem; keeping it going for any length of time was the problem.  She agreed it might be impractical for routine use.

   But I digress.

   The vampires of Vegas are following us.  Not in person, obviously; they have a sunlight allergy.  Their servants, hangers-on, agents, employees, thugs, muscle, spies, and flunkies don’t have that problem.  Their technique, at least to this point, was to simply get a cab, set it to cruise mode, and have it get radar lock on the trailer.  Then it’s only a matter of sitting back and killing time.

   We aren’t constantly zipping along the highway, though.  We pull over frequently.  This really shoots down our tails’ ability to be inconspicuous.  We spotted the first guy the next morning when he followed us from breakfast to breakfast to lunch.  After that, he started trading off with a partner.  Now they’re up to six people, taking turns being the lead man in the conga line of tails.

    Mary spotted them.  Firebrand spotted them.  I spotted them.  Bronze, watching through windows in the trailer, spotted them.  They’re not terribly good at being unnoticed.  It makes me wonder how many other people we’re missing.  The competent ones.  The professionals.

   Yet, Mary and Firebrand tell me there aren’t any more.  Mary says the people tailing us are actually doing a good job of it.  We’re not like a typical person being tailed; we’re suspicious and know, not merely intellectually accept, someone wants to kill us.  Firebrand says it can hear the people being bored with following us and agrees we’ve spotted all six of them.

   I don’t know.  I have a bad feeling about this.  It’s a severe temptation to simply grab one some evening and ask him what he’s doing.  But that may be what they want; why else would they follow us for the past few days without doing anything?  Are they setting up an ambush farther down the road—and frustrated by our lackadaisical pace?  Or are they ready to spring a trap and they’re waiting for us to take the bait—that is, grab a tail?  Or are they only concerned with keeping track of us?  Is it the same principle as having a wasp in the room?—you may not have anything to swat it, but you sure want to know where it is!  Will grabbing one of their guys tip them off that we know we’re being watched and start a new phase?

   Someone once told me a statistic about smart people.  They generally have a hard time making quick decisions.  Why?  Because they think of so many options and potential outcomes, follow them down farther, look more moves ahead.  I suspect I have that problem; I’m moderately smart, although not terribly wise.

   On the other hand, I know I shouldn’t let myself succumb to indecision simply because some courses of action might have bad consequences.  All I can do is my best; if that’s not good enough, I’ll have to live with it.  Or not, of course.

   We’ll be heading through Cajon Pass tonight.  If I wanted to ambush someone, that would be a good place to do it.  We’ll see if they think so.  If they don’t, I think I’ll have words with someone.  Otherwise, they may be following us all the way into Los Angeles.

    

   Mary drove, wearing her midnight go-to-thieving clothes.  I had my armored underwear on with some camouflage fatigues over it.  I sat in back with Firebrand and the rest of the weapons.  We were locked and loaded, ready for lions and tigers and bears and rutting musk ox.  We went through Cajon Pass without stopping.

   All that preparation and there wasn’t so much as an annoying driver.  Not even a falling rock.  The only unusual thing was a succession of vehicles behind us, which was starting to border on normality by now.

   Firebrand was disappointed.  Mary and Bronze were, too.  I might have been.  A little.

   “We’re coming out of the mountains,” Mary noted.  “I still don’t see anything.”  I went forward, settled into the passenger seat, spun it to face front.  The moon was new and the night was about as dark as it ever gets; everything in front of us was black, white, or a shade of grey.  I searched it all, trying to find something out of place.  A spike strip on the road.  A hunting blind for the sniper.  Two cars parked on opposite shoulders with a suspicious number of people inside.  A landmine.  Anything.

   “I hate to say it, but maybe they aren’t really trying to catch us,” I offered.

   “Could be.  If I were in their boots, I wouldn’t be willing to come to grips with you after the fiasco at the farm.”

   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “They lost a few people and we scared the rest.  I doubt the Elders will back off and pretend it didn’t happen.  They’ve been made to lose face.  I’m told face is important.”

   “That’s criminals,” Mary corrected.  “The Elders don’t seem to care.  They’re the eldest and most powerful.  They know it.  Everyone knows it.  They don’t need to prove it.”

   “They don’t?” I asked.  “Have you ever met them?”

   “Well… no.”

   “But you take it as fact they’re immensely old and powerful?”

   “Yes.”

   “Why?”

   “Everyone says so.  People considerably older than I.”

   “How do they know?”

   Mary opened her mouth to say something, paused, closed her mouth and thought.

   “Maybe,” I began, “I’m not the only person who’s asking that question.  How many younger vampires are wondering it?  How many mid-level vampires get asked by their kids about the Elders and start to wonder?”  I shook my head.  “If they aren’t concerned with appearances, they’re stupid, and you don’t get to be old by being stupid.”

   “You make a good argument,” Mary conceded.  “That’s why you’re sure we’re going to have problems?”

   “Yes.  I’m not sure what kind of problems we’re having at this particular moment, though.”

   “It’s not an ambush,” she stated.  “I don’t see anything ahead of us.  Everything behind us is still behind us.  Do you see anything new and unusual?”

   “No, I don’t.”  Then I had a bad moment of realization.  Nothing ahead, nothing behind… I swiveled around and moved to open the sunroof.  Was there anything above us?

   Most drones are multi-rotor things, kind of like helicopters.  They also make flying-wing versions in various sizes.  They can’t hover, but they have much greater speed and range.  Some of them can even carry cargo.  One of these paced us, about a thousand feet up.  There was no way to tell if it carried any cargo, but it was certainly large enough.  With my vision, I could easily see a camera array on it, presumably looking at us.

   I sat down in the seat again and pondered.  It hadn’t commenced a bombing run.  It paced us, presumably to watch us.  Why?  There were enough people behind us to track a basketball team through a circus.  Just in case?  Or was someone else—another group—watching us?  Possibly multiple factions of vampires?  Thessaloniki and Phrygians sending employees and slaves to do their work while the Constantines had someone with amped-up reflexes flying a reconnaissance drone?  Vampire-hunting magi using technology when their spells failed?

   Important note.  When trying to keep a low profile, avoid Vegas.

   So, how do you lose physical pursuers, at least one of which flies faster than you can drive?  Answer: go somewhere they can’t.  If possible.  Could we?  Maybe.  Gates from point to point are orders of magnitude easier than gates from world to world.

   “Keep us moving,” I told Mary.  “I need to do some research.”  I went back and told Diogenes to fire up the wireless cybernet.  What I needed was a tunnel.  We were in the mountains.  Surely there was a tunnel somewhere.  In short order, Diogenes found two fairly close by.  One of them was part of a hiking trail—something called the Road to Nowhere.  I doubted we could drive the RV up a hiking trail.  

   The other was along Mount Baldy Road and somewhat closer.  Late at night, we might have it all to ourselves for a while.  Then I needed another tunnel… somewhere else.  Actually, there was a tunnel I’d seen not all that long ago.  It was to an underground parking garage in Atlantic City.  That would probably do quite well.

   I gave Mary directions and she pushed us up to the speed limit.  I disconnected our wireless and fired up the miniature printer; I had glyphs to prepare.

   As we went up Mount Baldy Road, twisting a bit along the mountainside track, we passed several pull-offs on the right, places to park and enjoy the view during the day.  We had the road almost to ourselves in the after-midnight hours.  That was ideal, provided we could get our tails to stop wagging for a bit.

   “Mary?  How good a shot are you?”

   “Pretty good.”

   “Good enough to shoot down a drone a thousand feet up?”

   “Give me a rifle and a stable shooting platform, sure,” she agreed.

   “Um.  What about with a handgun and a moving vehicle?”

   “I’ve got as much chance as you do.”

   “That bad, huh?”

   “What part of ‘handgun’ and ‘moving vehicle’ did I misinterpret?  You might as well throw rocks.”

   “Fair enough.”

   If I had a bow, I could cheat and guide the arrow with tendrils.  If it was closer, I could grab it with tendrils in the first place.  My ability to exert physical force—or drain life energy—drops off directly with distance.

   Then again, I have a new talent.  That multi-tendril tentacle thing.  It takes effort to use it, but it exerts far more force than individual tendrils.  It seemed to have a synergistic effect, where the combination of all my tendrils became something stronger than the sum of the individual parts.  But, although stronger, did it also have more reach?  I could stretch with a tendril and touch things a hundred yards away—a third of the necessary distance to reach the drone.  How far can I reach with the other thing?  Enough to swat a drone out of the sky?

   There was only one way to find out.  I’d need to be able to gesture; the tentacle effect wasn’t something I felt confident I could do casually.  It was usually an unintentional thing, reflexive.  To do it consciously, I would need to focus on it and focus on my target, preferably without worrying about slapping the roof or hanging on over the bumps.

   “Next pull-off, pull off,” I told her.  “I have a drone to swat.  Then we’ll discourage people from following us.”

   “Do I get to know in advance?  Or is it a surprise?”

   “I’m going to open a local gate,” I told her.  “It’s easier than going from universe to universe.  We’ll drive down the tunnel, I’ll set up at the far end and we’ll drive through the mouth of the tunnel when the gate opens.  That will cause us to drive out of a parking garage tunnel in Atlantic City.”

   “You do know Atlantic City is on the East Coast?” she asked.

   “Yes.  But I don’t have enough power stored up to get us to Karvalen.”

   “We’re going through a magic portal to the East Coast,” she confirmed, half-questioning, half-skeptical.

   “Sure.  Unless you have somewhere else you want to be.”

   “You can do that?”

   “Wizard,” I reminded her.

   “I know, I know.  It’s a long way from conjuring lights or starting fires.  Never mind.  Here’s a pull-off.”  I felt us start to slow and I picked up Firebrand.  When we came to a halt, I stepped out the side door and looked up.  The drone circled us at about the same altitude.

   I crouched, held out a hand, and ran tendrils down that arm.  I whipped the arm and the tendrils back and forth, building up to what I was about to do, watching them writhe together and form a long, thick limb of living night.

   With a sharp jerk, I straightened, almost jumped, and lashed my arm/tentacle upward, whipping it like a psychic thunderbolt.  The line of writhing darkness snapped like a whip of death, cracking invisibly through the air.

   I missed.

   While the drone circled and I grumbled, I tried again.  It’s not like they could see what I was doing, aside from waving one hand around and jumping.  For all they knew, I was being attacked by a rabid wasp.  Assuming, of course, the drone’s camera could see me in the first place; I don’t show up well—if at all—on electronic surveillance at night.

   It took me four more tries and a little luck.  It was good practice.  I did get it, though, snapping my tentacle like a whip into the sky.  It struck the drone on the port-side wing, breaking it.  I barely had time to register the impact and start to feel accomplished before it exploded.

   The fireball lit up the canyon for several seconds.  At that altitude, nothing was hurt, not even the windows.  It certainly made an impression on everyone watching, including myself.  I stepped inside the RV again and Mary got us moving without waiting to be told—almost without waiting for me.

   We made it to the tunnel with no problems and no one following us.  I wondered what our tails thought of the explosion.  It was possible they were calling home to report and get instructions.  I didn’t know how long we might be undisturbed, so we stopped just inside the tunnel mouth.

   I put a spell on the mouth of the tunnel—a fairly simple spell; a spectrum-shifter.  It would move all the visible light into the infrared, making headlights useless.  The mouth of the tunnel would look like a wall of darkness and would remain pitch-dark even if they drove into it.  Since this wasn’t an autodrive road, whoever was doing the driving would almost certainly hit the brakes.  Best of all, it was a cheap spell to cast.

   The other end of the tunnel was a lovely arch.  It almost made me homesick for my gate room in Rethven.  I used some tacky putty to place symbols around the arch.  Bronze helped by standing exactly where I wanted her and letting me stand on her.  I traced some lines along the concrete and stones, humming in tune with the resonating power I used.  It seemed to help.

   While I worked, Mary kept watch back the way we came.  No one emerged from the area of darkness.  I thought for sure we would have people crawling up our collective rear in no time.  Maybe the explosion made them cautious about accidentally drawing more attention.  Maybe they were concerned about anti-aircraft fire.  Or they were being cautious about finding out if I had another fireball spell in prepared.  Whatever the reason, we were left alone for longer than I thought we would be.  That was fine by me; it took longer to rig the spell than I anticipated.

   When I did finish, Bronze climbed up into her trailer and I got into the passenger seat.  I still held several strands of the spell structure, preparatory to connecting them and activating the spell sequence.  Mary, standing by her door, fired three shots down the tunnel; I heard people scream, but no squealing brakes.  She jumped into the RV and buckled up.

   “Warning shots,” she informed me.  “They walked through the darkness.”

   “Why the screams?”

   “I shot low and ricocheted bullet fragments into their legs.  They seem adequately warned.”

   “No doubt.  Get ready to stomp the brakes once we’re through,” I warned.  “Hit it.”

   Mary stomped the accelerator and I activated the sequence.  The mouth of the tunnel swam, rippled, and spiraled away as though flushed.  The spiral seemed to wind tighter and tighter until a pinpoint of light appeared in the center.  It expanded, like a camera zooming in.  It rushed toward us, snapped into place, and the tunnel mouth was simply an entrance to a parking garage.

   We went through at forty miles an hour and Mary didn’t take her foot off the floor or her eyes off the side mirror until the trailer was through.  Then she tromped on the brakes and started a gentle swing toward the outside of the upcoming turn, maximizing the distance for braking.  We slowed enough that we made the turn at the end without hitting anything and without blowing a tire.  We slowed further, down to garage speeds, and started looking for the exit.

   Behind us, the moment the rear bumper of the trailer passed through the gate, the gate collapsed; I had a spell trigger on it for that.  It dissolved like tissue in acid rain, ripping and rippling as it fell apart.  I caught glimpses of the flames and sparks on the far side as my lines and symbols caught fire.  Then all was as it should be—a ramp leading from the parking garage to the street, nothing else.

   We still had to pay to get out, though.  I didn’t mind.  Compared to the power we just wasted, a few dollars for using the parking garage seemed cheap.

   Mary pulled us onto the road, got us going on the Atlantic City Expressway, and winked at me in the rear-view mirror.

   “We were outside Los Angeles, right?  Now we’re in the heart of Atlantic City.  Boom.  Just like that?”

   “Yes.”

   “Can you do it again?”

   “Not right now.  Like I said, moving from point to point is cheaper than universe to universe, but the bigger the opening, the more power it takes.  The tunnel was a really big opening—the largest gate I’ve ever opened, anywhere—even larger than the Great Arch in Zirafel.  Someday,” I added, “when we go visit Karvalen, we’ll do something much like what we just did, but on Bronze and at a dead run.  That’s so the gate will be relatively small and will only need to be open for a moment.”

   “We’re not taking the RV?”

   “Doubt it.  No powered roads.”

   “It’ll run on internal power for at least a thousand miles.  These camping vehicles always have a larger battery, and we’ve got a spare, remember?  Plus, the roof is coated in solar panel material.”

   “Those will take days to fully recharge us,” I pointed out.  “Plus, opening a gate that big will be ridiculously draining.  If we have to keep be-bopping across the continent, I’m not sure how we’ll ever get enough power together to get us through to Karvalen, much less something the size of an RV.”

   “So, when hopping between universes, we have to travel light.”

   “Exactly.”

   “And when we pop from one edge of the continent to the other, we can bring everything.  Okay.  Where to now, Boss?”

   Hey! Firebrand snapped.

   “Yes?” Mary asked, surprised.

   That’s what I call him!  Find your own pet name, Firebrand demanded.  Mary shrugged.

   “Oh.  Sorry.”  To me, she asked, “So, where to now, Honey Bunches of Yummy?”

   Much better.

   I reserved my opinion.

   “We still don’t have a destination.  Right now, we’re trying to perfect the art of keeping a low profile while living like modern-day nomads.”

   “How about Karvalen?  You said we could visit.  You did say!”

   “It’s dangerous there, too.”

   “Is there anywhere it isn’t?” she countered.

   “Good question.  I’ll start searching through unknown universes.  Maybe I can find someplace.”

   “That’s fair, I sup—what?” she gasped.

   “I thought it was obvious.  All the work I’ve been doing on the symbols and the tube and whatnot?”

   “To you, maybe!”

   “Oh.  I’m sorry; I should have been more explicit.  I keep forgetting what I’ve told you and what I haven’t.”

   “Maybe you could try telling me everything?” she suggested.

   “That’ll take a while.”

   “In my office.”

   “Oh.  All right.  I’ll try, but I keep forgetting things in the press of other matters.”

   “As long as you try,” she allowed, mollified.  “Now, you’re trying to do what with whom to where?”

   “Universes.  There are, potentially, an infinite number of them.  Parallel realities which may or may not share the same or similar physical laws as the space we occupy.”

   “Is this like alternate timelines?  I’ve seen that sort of thing on video.”

   “Sort of.  An alternate timeline is, for this discussion, the same universe.  If we went to one, we would be encountering the same universe along a different line of the time plane.”

   “Okay, now you’ve lost me.  Want to try again?”

   “Um.  You go back in time and change something.  The universe proceeds as usual, but with the difference making more changes and accumulating.  Potentially, the change is minor enough it damps out rather than escalating, but for this discussion, assume it’s a material change to the history of the world.  When you reach your original chronological point, lots of things are different, but the universe hasn’t changed, only the events within it.”

   “I meant about the time plane.  Time is a plane?”

   “Well, no… but it helps to… when you visualize… let me think a second.”  I ordered my thoughts.  “Okay, you think of time as a line.  One second follows another in sequence.  Now, when you get to alter the past, you pick a particular second.  At that second, you change something and your time line branches off from the first one.  Do this several times and you have lots of branches off your original line, all advancing in the same direction.  All drawn on the same sheet of paper, or on the same geometrical plane.”

   “Okay, that makes more sense.  But why a plane?  Why not a three-dimensional thing?”

   “Planes are easier to visualize.  It could be a three-dimensional space or a higher-order geometry, yes.”

   “You’re talking about things over my head.  I’ll stick with the temporal plane and let it go.  Okay?”

   “Sure.”

   “So, the difference between multiple universes and alternate timelines?”

   “Okay, we’ve got the idea on alternate timelines?”

   “I think so, but I hope it won’t be on the test.”

   “Given the severe differences between Karvalen and here, I don’t see how they could be different branches of the same timeline in any meaningful way.  There’s no point in history where we could go back—in either world—and undo some sort of change that caused them to diverge.  They don’t spring from the same line.”

   “So, different temporal planes?  Like pages in a book, forming a three-dimensional temporal space?”

   “Huh.  That… makes sense.”

   “And so the student teaches the master,” she replied.  “Go on about multiple universe theory.”

   “The other pages—the other universes—seem to have different physical laws, too.  Here the speed of light is generally accepted at three hundred million meters per second.  Technically, it’s 299,792,458 meters per second.”

   “Seriously?”

   “Yes, I know it by heart.  Yes, I’m a nerd.  Want to hear pi to the one hundred and twenty-eighth decimal place?

   “No.”

   “It’s a six.  But the speed of light is a universal constant; that’s the way the universe is put together.  In another universe—Karvalen, for example—the speed of light may be slightly faster or slower.  This could cause considerable changes in the structure of the universe and how it operates.  In order for life as we know it to exist, a whole slew of physical laws have to fit together.  Change one and a whole bunch of others have to alter, too, if human life is going to work.

   “Those changes in physical laws may also account for the power requirements of an inter-universal gate; it has to change whatever goes through it to correspond with the new universal constants or the interactions could be messy and fatal.  But I’m getting off the subject again.”

   “You keep doing that,” she agreed.  “Are you sure you were a teacher?”

   “Yes.  It’s been a while since I had to tutor anyone.  I do better in front of a class.”

   “You’re weird.  I’d get stage fright.”

   “It helps to remember you can flunk them if they get uppity.”

   “I’d imagine.  Go on.”

   “So if I tell a gate to open to a reality where the speed of light is exactly three hundred million meters per second, it’ll be an entirely different reality, not a point on this universe’s timeline tree.  I could also specify the Fine Structure Constant is slightly less, or the value of pi is ever so slightly more, or any of a hundred other things.  I hesitate to get too far off the standard values; some of them might access spaces too alien for anything familiar to live, no matter what else you change.

   “That, I think, is one of the dangers of my experiments.  When I start opening gates to other worlds and looking through, I might wind up with a face-full of angry entity who doesn’t like to be disturbed, or something equally unpredictable.”

   “And you’ve been doing this in the back of the van?” she asked, sounding odd.

   “Not exactly.”

   “Back up—whoa!” she cried, braking and veering.  She rolled down the window, shouted at another driver, waved a fist, made a gesture, and pulled back into her own lane again.  “Bloody amateur manual drivers,” she muttered, seething.

   “Not everyone has your reflexes,” I told her, slowly relaxing my deathgrip on the handholds.  I tried to be nonchalant as I fastened my seat belt.

   “Then they should bloody well stay on goddam autodrive!”

   “I agree,” I agreed, and waited for her to calm down.  It disturbed me to see how rapidly her road rage manifested.  Then again, am I really any different?  I’ve stomped on the brakes while screaming profanity at a moron before.  I think it’s partly fear, partly anger.  Anger at the idiot, fear for one’s own life.

   Huh.  Fear actually can lead to anger and anger lead to hatred.  Modern example of ancient principle.

   “All right.  We were talking about universes and gates?” Mary asked, calming down.

   “Yes.”

   “You can open holes from one place to another.  What happens if you accidentally open one into outer space?  Or under the ocean?  Or inside the planet?  Do we get sucked through, drowned, or bathed in lava?”

   “I can’t open one by accident.  That’s like saying, ‘What if you accidentally build a giant, planet-destroying laser cannon?’  It’s difficult to open a gate in the first place, staggeringly moreso without a portal—something to define the locus of the gate—at both ends.  That’s why I used the tunnel mouth and the parking garage.  Opening a hole the way you describe wouldn’t be impossible, but it would be like mowing the yard and accidentally shredding the hedge down to the ground.  You’d need one hell of a mower in the first place, and you’d have to screw it up in some really big way.  With the power available around here, I don’t have the mower for it.  I have to stock up for the logging machine.”

   “Okay.  I feel a little better about this.”

   “If it helps, I haven’t opened anything in the RV,” I added.  “It’s like drawing blueprints.  I haven’t built the machine, much less turned it on.  I’ve been drawing it, looking for flaws and ways to improve it, tearing up the old drawing, and starting again.”

   “So, you haven’t actually been opening holes to weird places while we’re zipping down the road?”

   “Hell, no!  That would be stupid and irresponsible—both of which I excel at, granted, but I try not to!  The only interuniversal hole I’ve opened so far was to send a message to T’yl.”  I grimaced.  “And now I have to gather power again before I can check the message drop.  Crap.”

   “Okay.  We’re rolling pretty well—won’t power build up?”

   “Yes.  The converters on the power takeoff from the road also help.  But it’s still going to take materially more power than we have.”

   “Got it.  In the meantime… dinner?  Or do we need to find someplace to lay low?”

   “I’m pretty sure we lost them,” I guessed.  “If they can follow us through that, they deserve to catch up to us.  Shall we walk down an alley?”

   “First, we should get to Philly.  Then we can find a spot to park.”

   “There’s parking in Philadelphia?”

   “Of course.  At least, for anyone who can pay for it.”

   “No wonder I never found a spot.”

   





   





Thursday, December 10th

    

   I’ve done my best to make sure Mary is up to speed on my entire history, at least as much as I can remember at a sitting.  I’m sure I’ve left out dozens of things because I didn’t recall them at that exact moment.  It’s surprisingly difficult to tell a life story.

   Her office—what she calls her mental study, or her headspace—is quite well-developed, now.  Her magical studies are also coming along.  Mostly, she’s getting principles instead of spells.  I’m training her to be a wizard.  She can work on being a magician later, if she cares to.  There are advantages to both schools of thought.  Wizards are generally more versatile.  Magicians are generally more powerful.

   My gate research has also come along nicely.  I feel fairly confident in my ability to build a gate, set it for a ton of physical and magical constants, and alter one tiny thing at a time.  Once I visit a universe, I can write down the particulars of it, plug those numbers into some of the subroutines, and drastically narrow the field of possible universes the gate will connect to.  All I need now is someplace to sit down and quietly work without having a hundred and forty-three vampires, magi, or law enforcement people show up to bother me.

   I may have to go back to Karvalen to get some peace and quiet.  I find that ironic.  There are goddish entities and their followers in Karvalen who don’t like me.

   I did open the magical gate tube again.  We were parked at a campground when I got it out to check for messages.  I checked under the bed and, yes, T’yl left me a message spell detailing the state of the kingdom.  It detected the gate and popped right through.  But while the tube-gate to Karvalen was open, I discovered an unintended side effect.  While the near end of the tube resembled a window into the other world, I failed to consider the other end.

   Something emerged from the other end of the tube and plopped to the ground.

   It was about the size of my fist and covered in spikes.  It had three legs, each ending in a three-pincered claw.  An eyestalk rose between the spikes on its back; it was a black, glittering, compound eye and resembled cut glass.  It hissed at me from some unidentified source and scuttled away with surprising speed.

   First, I closed the tube-gate.  Second, I grabbed whatever was near to hand; in this case, a rock.  Third, I went after it like a cat after a laser dot.  It was fast, but not as fast as I.  I crushed it with the rock and kept crushing it until I felt I could safely leave the rock on it long enough to fetch Firebrand and incinerate the remains.

   What really frightened me was the black blood of the Thing.  It was all over the ground and the rock I used.  It crawled onto my hands and soaked in.  It didn’t do anything obvious—I didn’t suddenly sprout spines or feel an urge to hiss or anything.  It behaved like regular blood, at least inside the confines of a universe.  It might have other properties outside a universe.  I am somewhat concerned about the unintentional absorption of Thing blood.

   I know Things when I see them.  It was a creature from the realms between universes, the black, blank, empty places outside what we call space and time.  I hadn’t realized they came in such small sizes.  I also hadn’t realized their blood could mix into mine.  Usually, when they die, they evaporate or sublimate or whatever it is nasty Things do.  Either this one was of a sort that didn’t evaporate into nothing or the properties of this universe demanded it leave remains behind.  In Rethven, I’ve never been in a situation where uglified ichor crawled over to me.

   I take that back.  During the fight at the Edge of the World, when demonic Things poured into the world through a breach in the barrier, I might have bitten a couple.  I wasn’t really at my best at the time, running as I was on a mixture of guilt and rage and loss.  Then there was the huge, slug-like Thing Bronze and I eviscerated and killed.  Some of its ichor might have soaked into my skin.  It’s possible I might have some demon-Thing blood in my system already.

   Is that why my teeth are sharper?  Or why my eyes turn solid black at night?

   I do not like this line of inquiry.

   My tube-gate obviously needs some work.  If the back end of the gate is a hole into spaces outside the universe, something needs to be done about that.  I didn’t like the idea of letting even small Things loose in the world.  Mary didn’t much care for the idea, either.  Obviously, I need more refinement on my experimental tube-gate.  Something wasn’t working correctly, but that would wait.

   With the demonic mess torched into ashes and some justifiable concerns about my hematological health, I played the message spell.

    Overall, things are pretty good.  The most annoying thing going on is the princes—now merely “the nobility”—being restless under Queen Lissette, a situation exacerbated by the Church of Light.  Other religions don’t seem to be annoyed with the current monarchy now that I’m not there, but most of them wouldn’t mind a little bit of a shakeup, either.  Selling their support in any political maneuvering could be worth concessions in someone’s territory.  The Church of Light, on the other hand, seems firmly convinced anything I touched is corrupt and should be torn down, finely ground, and poured into a lake of fire.  The good news was their lack of political clout.  They’re merely another religion, now, not a secondary government.

   On the plus side, T’yl was pretty sure nobody was actively trying to go out of the world to hunt me.  Gates are serious business, even for the specialists.  He thought it could be years before anyone started to go actively looking, but admitted the possibility of some small group being exceptionally motivated—my previous self was somewhat offensive.

   Tort was another story.  Tort developed a spell to hide what she was thinking and feeling from the Demon King.  That’s not easy, since it involved a spell to not only hide her soul from the eyes of a nightlord, but to create an illusion to deceive one.  You can’t hang around the Demon King with your soul hidden from view; he would get suspicious.  Tort managed it, though.  She’s always been ingenious.

   So she kept her plans and intentions well-hidden from the Demon King.  Since he could interrogate anyone, she therefore kept her plans hidden from everybody.  As a result, she was still the only person who knew the details of her exorcism spell and the effects it would have.

   “Until you mentioned her,” T’yl’s ghostly image told me, “I thought for certain she was in the demon ball.  If, as you say, she is not, then I do not know where she may have gone.  She was never forthcoming with any information—only the essentials, and only to those to whom such information was essential.  If she had plans for what to do after she caged the Demon King, she did not share them.  Naturally, at your request, I will see if I can contact her.”

   The ghostly image faded and vanished.

   It bothers me that T’yl doesn’t know anything about where she is.  It bothers me more that Tort hasn’t tried to talk to him.  What if she really was inside that mirror, stuck there to be devoured by my dark side?

   No.  I don’t accept that.  She’s alive, somewhere, and I will find her.

   I miss Tort.  But what can I do?  I don’t have enough power to go back.  It’s also going to be awkward to bring home a vampire girlfriend in the bargain.  I wonder how Lissette will feel about me having an undead consort?  She was okay with Tort as concubine, but this makes it seem as though I’m acquiring a harem.

   Maybe I already have a harem.  That is, maybe my darker version had a harem while it possessed my body.  I don’t think anyone’s ever said.  If there is a harem, are they lounging around and waiting?  Did Lissette put them to work elsewhere once the exorcism happened?  Or are they relieved they can go?  I really should ask.  Or am I better off not knowing?

    

   Speaking of people trying to kill me…

   It’s been almost a week and we’ve been all over the northeast—Maine, Vermont, Connecticut, all those.  We almost hit Canada by mistake; it’s big.  Nobody seemed to have a fix on us, possibly because we try to stay off the main highways.

   We went through New York City, though, which was a terrible mistake.  Never do that on manual, especially with a trailer.  I didn’t have to get out and yell in anyone’s face, but Bronze wanted to.  That says everything I could ever need to know about the place.

   Mary suggested Niagara Falls.  I’ve seen them, at least in passing, but actually having the time to play tourist around them seemed appealing.  We headed in that general direction.

   Today, we left Syracuse behind us—I was driving—and Mary was stretched out the in the back, napping.  She came awake with a start and told me to turn.  Anywhere.  I did, taking a handy exit off the I-90 and winding up northbound on the New York 690.  I don’t think I caused anyone to wreck, but I’m sure I prompted my share of foul language along with tire squeals.

   “Okay, done.  Now that I’ve done it, why?”

   “Someone is after us.”

   “News flash of the day?”

   “No, someone is after us right now.  That looming sense of presence in my dreams.  I was barely asleep before it crashed down on me.  It was like a wave in the ocean, but it was all dark and angry, rolling in a huge breaker as it bore down on us.  Our little camper was about to go under and sink.”

   It was a dream.  It didn’t have to make perfect sense.

   “Hmm.  Sounds like someone found us,” I agreed, taking the dream at face value.  “Maybe I should sleep with you.  We might have the same dream.”

   “We can do that?”

   “How’s your internal office look?’

   “Interesting.  I haven’t given it much thought.”

   “So, I changed roads because we were about to be drowned in bad guys?”

   “I guess.  I’m not sure.  Give me a minute.”  She pulled out her skinphone and did something to it.

   “Can they track your usage?” I asked.

   “Possibly, but I got this one during dinner in Philly.”  She worked for a few moments, downloading maps and storing them for later.  Then she turned off the phone and tossed it out.  Diogenes brought up the stored maps and she reviewed them.

   “The I-90 is a toll road,” she remarked.  “Our plates won’t auto-pay as we go by.  We’ll have to go through the booth.”

   “I figured.  So?”

   “It also doesn’t have much in the way of exits.”

   “Meaning?”

   “It’s a long corridor of zero options.  This thing will go off-road, but only in a very limited sense.  It will get us to a campsite, but it’s not an ATV.  Once we’re on that stretch of I-90, we’re going to be on it for a while.”

   “Making us a good target,” I agreed.  “But how would they know we’re here?  They should still be searching California and scratching their heads.”

   “I don’t know.  You haven’t turned on your phone?”

   “Nope.  And Diogenes knows to keep us off the grid.”

   “Diogenes,” Mary asked, “do you have a scanner application?”

   “For locating cyberspots?” it asked, through the vehicle speakers.

   “Yes.”

   “Of course.”

   “I’d like you to check for radio sources—whether they’re broadcasting a cyberlink ID or not.  Can you locate the closest signal without broadcasting our own cyberlink identification?”

   “One moment, please.”

   “You’re thinking they bugged us?” I asked.

   “We’re inside restaurants often enough.  If they found us, it stands to reason they would be better prepared.  I would also think they want to keep a lower profile than last time.”

   “Firebrand?”

   I didn’t notice anyone unusual, Boss.  Bronze didn’t, either.  We’d have told you if we did.

   “Thanks.  Mary?”

   “Diogenes?”

   “There are intermittent signals from other vehicles,” Diogenes reported, “that are much stronger than other sources.  The closest source, regardless of signal strength, is traveling with us.  The antennas on the cyberlink are too close together for accurate triangulation, but the source appears to be somewhere near the front of the vehicle.”

   “Thank you, Diogenes.”

   “It is my pleasure, Madam.”

   “Please take us back off the grid.”

   “This function is a passive one and does not require broadcasting a signal of our own.  We were never on the grid, Madam.”

   “Even better.”

   Mary came forward and sat in the passenger seat.

   “Well?” she asked.  “If we’re bugged, how do we find it?”

   “I’m more concerned with what it means.”

   “It means someone wants to find us.”

   “It means someone already found us and didn’t want to jump us.”

   “I don’t blame them,” she agreed, smiling.  I chuckled, then stopped.  How sophisticated are modern bugging devices?  If it’s a beacon to locate us, fine.  But could it also be a more traditional bug, listening to our conversations?

   “Regardless, I’m hungry.  Let’s find someplace to eat.”

   Mary looked at me oddly; we ate in Syracuse, not half an hour ago.  I pointed at my ear, then the front of the van.  She was puzzled for only moment.  Her eyes widened.  She nodded.

   “Yeah,” she agreed.  “The pizza wasn’t quite all there for me.  Burgers?  Something quick, since there’s a disaster waiting for us on the I-90?”

   “Seems fair.  Then, forewarned and with a hot meal inside, we can go face danger and beat it to death.”

   Woo-hoo! Firebrand offered.

   I’m misleading any people who might be listening in, I replied.

   Awwww.

   We pulled over and I went into a fast-food place to pick up a dozen burgers.  Mary examined the front of the RV.  When I came out, she held a magnetic box in one gloved hand.

   “No microphone,” she reported.  “Extra ketchup?”

   “In the bag; I ordered them plain,” I told her, as we boarded.

   “Why?” she asked, putting the box in the glove compartment.  “I like stuff on a burger.  The more the better.  Mustard?”

   “Also in the bag,” I told her, as she rummaged.  “I can’t stand flavorful food.”

   “Seriously?  You weren’t kidding about that?”

   “Well, I can stand it if I have to.  I hate it, but I can stand it.  As you get older, you might notice your senses getting sharper.  Including your sense of taste.”

   “I already have.  Does it really get that bad?” she asked, applying condiments like a madwoman with a mustard fetish.  I shuddered.

   “Yes.  It’s like living in a crowd all the time.  I ignore most of it, like ignoring a radio in the background, or static.  You know how you don’t really feel your clothes on your body unless you concentrate—or unless you move and something binds a little too tight?  It’s all still there, though, even if I’m not paying attention to it.”

   “So, how much…?”

   “See the guy over there, across the street?”

   “The one sitting outside the store, talking on his skinphone?”

   “Yes.”

   “What’s he saying?” I asked.

   “How should I know?  I’m not too good at reading lips.”

   I rolled down the window and focused.  I paid attention and listened for something that matched up with the movements of his lips.

   “He’s talking to his girlfriend, I think.  He wants her to pick him up.  They’re arguing because she’s at work and only gets a half-hour for lunch.  He’s complaining he can’t get home without spending money on a cab because she’s the one with the Google Cabs account… Oh, he wants her to send a cab, not come get him.  And he says he got the stuff on the shopping list.”

   I rolled the window back up.  Mary stared at me.

   “There’s traffic between us and him.”

   “Electric traffic,” I pointed out.

   “And a parking lot.”

   “Mostly empty.”

   “Could you could hear her side of it?” she pressed.

   “No, I inferred her side from his comments.  Seeing his lips helped, too.  I didn’t hear everything he said, but I could fill in the missing pieces with lip movement and logic.  I wouldn’t want to try it on a street full of gas-burning cars, though.  Much too loud.”

   “And your tongue does what your ears do?”

   “That’s why I don’t like mustard, or anything else with a strong flavor.  Yeah.  I also taste it all the way down.  Monster tongue problems.”

   “I’m so sorry.  I had no idea.”  She sounded sincere.  “Being hurt must really hurt if your sense of touch is overclocked, too.”

   “It’s not so bad.  Whatever process has upped my senses, it hasn’t done anything to my perception of pain.  It might even have lowered it a little, but maybe that’s only by contrast.  I can tell you whether the knife is serrated or not by it being in my flesh—even count the serrated grooves, if you like.  It doesn’t really hurt any more than you’d expect.  It’s one of those things you get used to.  Eventually.  Kind of like chewing with fangs.”  I changed the subject by opening the glove compartment and looking at the box.  Mary moved around into the driver’s seat.

   “What do we do with this?” I asked.

   “You can do the telekinetic tentacle thing.  We’ll pick a passing vehicle and you’ll stick it on.”

   “Fair enough.  But please don’t call it a tentacle.  I don’t like the word.  It conjures up images of nasty things with lots of tentacles, and I’ve seen enough hentai to know how that ends.”

   “I don’t mind,” she said, pulling out onto the road.

   “Freak,” I accused, chuckling.

   “Yep.  Someday, will you try to pin me down?”

   “Not in the van.”

   “Oh, no!  We might tear this thing apart by accident.  I meant somewhere we can destroy the furniture and maybe the walls.”

   “Seriously?” I asked.

   “If you’re not into that, it’s okay.  I kind of like it once in a while.  It’s like spicy curry.  Once in a while, it’s great, but if that’s all you eat it’ll take the roof of your mouth off.”

   “I’m not touching that one.  Whenever we don’t mind wrecking the bed, sure.  I’m not an unreasonable man.”

   “You mean you’re a unicorn?”

   “Excuse me?”

   “You’re a reasonable man?  That is, a unicorn?  Meaning you don’t exist?”

   “Ah, but unicorns do exist.”

   Mary was silent for several seconds while merging into traffic.

   “They do?”

   “I’ve seen one.  They aren’t as nice as you might think.”

   “Um.  You’re not kidding me?”

   “Nope.  Saw one in Karvalen.  A guy was hunting it and using a girl as bait.”

   “Do you think I could get to see one?”

   “Probably.”

   “Excellent!”

   “Remind me when we’re there.  Can I pick up the box, now?”

   “Sure.  Get a glove, though.”

   “Why?”

   “Caution?”

   I put on a glove.  The box was surprisingly heavy, doubtless packed with electronics or batteries.  I rolled down the window and waited.  Mary headed us back down toward the I-90 junction and pulled up alongside a bus.  I floated the thing out and affixed it to the rear bumper.  Then she drew away from the bus and we passed the junction, still headed south.

   “Still want to visit the falls?” Mary asked.  “We can get back on the state highways.”

   “Up to you.  I’m more interested in seeing what happens to the bus.”

   “How?”

   “A small mirror.”

   “You’re so smart.  But you can’t do that inside a power circle, right?  Or did I miss something on the theory?”

   “I like that name.  And you’re right; I can’t.  I can take it down while I’m scrying, though.”

   “You’ve got an answer for everything.”

   “I hope so.”

   “I hope you know the answer to this one.  Is there anything left in the burger bag?”

   “Here.” I handed her the bag.

   “You’re so smart.”

   I made sure the amulet was working before I took down the RV’s power circle.  We cruised along while I used the mirror to keep track of the bus.  It was the first time I really tried to keep track of a moving target while I was also moving.  It was tricky.  Using a radial coordinate system with the scrying mirror as the zero was difficult.  Normally, it wouldn’t matter; people don’t usually use a crystal ball from horseback.  Most scrying is done in quiet, stable situations, like a lab or other special room.

   I didn’t have time to rewrite a spell to use the ground as a fixed reference.  Later, maybe.  It would take serious work to get two mobile points to coordinate in a fixed reference frame.  It would have to track both the target and the mirror, and that was going to be a pain in the forebrain.  I wasn’t looking forward to it.  If I could get it to work, I could use a mirror on a plane, train, or RV and keep track of someone in orbit.  For now, it was all a case of manual control.

   Interplanetary travel would be another sort of problem.  I’ll tackle that if I ever wind up in a spaceship.

   And I might.

   With that for a chilling thought, I focused on keeping the bus in sight.  I had to pull back and view it from fairly high up, then constantly adjust for the changes in direction and other relative motions.  It wasn’t too bad, once I put the viewpoint at altitude.

   The bus drove past a quartet of police cars.  There was a brief delay, then the cops fired up the lights and chased it down.  They overrode the autodrive and pulled it over to empty it out and search it.  I didn’t see anyone other than law enforcement personnel and passengers, so I closed the mirror and put the Ascension—I put the power circle back up.

   “Nobody unusual,” I reported.  “Just cops.”

   “Just?”

   “Well, no obvious magi sitting by the side of the road and no vampire servants in emo-goth outfits hanging around.”

   “If they’ve gotten to the point of trying to get us arrested, that tells us something,” she pointed out.

   “Yes, but I’m not sure what.  They bugged the van to keep track of us.  That means they want to know where we are, not necessarily kill us.”  I moved forward to the passenger seat.  Mary had left me one lonely, uncondimented burger; I unwrapped it and ate it while we talked.  “If they wanted us dead—really wanted us dead—a couple of those flying-wing drones with explosives would do the trick.”

   “They might not have many,” she pointed out.  “Or they might think you have some way to detect them and destroy them.  You did it once.  They don’t know it isn’t easy.”

   “Huh.  You mean they might think I’m a competent enemy?”

   “After the incident at the farmhouse?” she asked.  “They think you’re terrifying.  I do.”

   “Yes, but you like it,” I pointed out.  She blushed.  “But what if it isn’t the vampires?”

   “Magi?”

   “Could be.”

   “What for?”

   “They don’t know all my spells.  They also don’t know how to get them out of me.  I get the impression the houses of magi don’t get along any better than other groups of people with common interests.  Some of them want to kill all vampires.  Others don’t seem to care too much.  Others want to be left alone—an attitude I can appreciate.  They only thing they all seem to have in common is a desire to learn more spells.  Developing them from scratch is difficult, or so I’m told.  They only have instructions, not theory.”

   “And the vampires,” Mary added, “are probably divided in similar ways.  They all want your blood, of course.  Aside from that, some want to kill you, some want to use you, and some want to avoid being noticed by you or the Elders.”

   “I’m guessing the last category is probably the biggest category on both sides.”

   “Probably.”

   “So, here’s the riddle.  How do we convince the ones who are trying to kill us to stop trying, but also without causing the other two categories to go nuts with fear and anger, prompting them to become part of the first category?”

   “Good riddle, Sphinx.  Way better than the stupid four-legs, two-legs, three-legs thing.”

   “Thank you.  I think.”

   “You’re welcome.  What’s the answer?”

   “Will you be terribly disappointed in me if I say I don’t much like the over-computerized nature of this world and plan to avoid the problem altogether by running away from it?”

   “I don’t know.  Why?  Do you think it’s the sort of thing you’re likely to say?”

   “I’m thinking about it.”

   “I doubt that,” she chuckled.  I cocked my head at her, perplexed.  She glanced at me and laughed.

   “Look,” she went on, “from what you’ve told me, when large groups of powerful people start to bug you, you go after them.  An organization of fanatic vampire hunters?  You try to lure them into a trap.  A major religious organization?  You work toward their downfall.  A coalition of magicians with interdimensional gates?  Tornado.  Armies of nasty fantasy creatures?  You open the doors and let them in to kill them and eat them.  Am I going too fast for you?”

   “I had good reasons for everything I did,” I mumbled, defensively.  I felt defensive, anyway.

   “I never said you didn’t.  If someone killed my lover, I’d be ready to beat heads in or rip them off, too, which bodes well for any postmortem vengeance you might hope for.  What I’m getting at is we don’t necessarily have to run away.”

   “Oh?  Who do we talk to—or kill—to make the vampires stop bothering us?”

   “Aside from a generalized and unhelpful ‘The Elders,’ I have no idea,” she admitted.  “But so what?  The ones who bother us get turned into ashes.  Is that a problem?”

   “No, I’m okay with that.”

   So am I!

   “I thought we might count on your support,” Mary answered.

   Just making sure we all know where we stand.

   “Trust me; we won’t forget.”  She turned to me again.  “Let me try this another way.  Why are you thinking of abandoning a perfectly good planet for somewhere else?  Is it an urge to go home?  Or do you miss Tort that much?  Or Lissette?  Or those guys, the knights—Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar?”

   “That’s a good question.  Off the top of my head, my first answer is the police.”

   “Police?  You’re worried about a bunch of mortal men with pistols?”

   “They’re being used to hunt us down, and that’s a problem.  Thirty vampires show up, thirty vampires get whacked.  Thirty cops show up, thirty cops get whacked, and four helicopters, eight more cars, two SWAT teams, and the National Guard show up.  That’s the problem with a world so tied together like this.  If we’re not leaving by the time they suspect criminal activity, we’re not going to get away cleanly—possibly not get away at all.  And I don’t want to get arrested during the day and wind up in a holding cell during sunset.  It might have a window.”

   “Aww.  It’s so difficult, being a blood-drinking creature of the night, isn’t it?”  She made a sympathy noise.  “Poor widdle vampire.”

   “I’m serious.”

   “I know.  I’m sorry.  I understand your aversion to being arrested; I share it, in fact.  It’s one of the reasons I try to avoid having anything to do with the police, myself.  I’ve always found running preferable to fighting, but sometimes you have to fight your way out before you can run.  I didn’t think you were too worried about it, but I see your logic.”

   “Thank goodness.  I think we get by so well only because we stay off the radar.  If law enforcement gets our descriptions and we get pulled over—which may be exactly what was about to happen back there, if not for your nap—we could be in serious trouble.  Using violence on the police may, sometimes, in exceptional circumstances, be necessary, but in the long run it’s going to bite you.  Policemen get annoyed by that sort of thing and tend to shoot you forty-nine times while you’re resisting arrest.”

   “It’s not like they have bullets that can kill us.  At least, not at night,” she pointed out.

   “True.  Now, let us add in a bunch of magic-working idiots and some vampire morons who may be using the police for their own purposes.”

   “Hmm.”

   “I predict if we’re ever arrested during the day, we’ll either find ourselves in westward-facing cells or bailed out by sympathizers—that is, people who want something from us.  Considering the drone I swatted down was loaded with explosives, I’m going to guess the odds of which is which to be around fifty-fifty.”

   “You may be right.  I’ve been avoiding police for decades, and I’m always careful not to leave any traces leading back to me.  With the inevitable trouble vampire hunters and hunting vampires bring to the table, let’s say that’s going to trip us up.  You still have the ball of basic badness to find.”

   “And that’s a problem,” I agreed.  “That thing is trouble with a capital T and that rhymes with B and that stands for Ball.”

   “I feel as though you’re quoting something again, but I have no idea what.”

   “I’m misquoting,” I informed her.  “But the ball can wait.  If it’s been broken—which might account for me not being able to find it—then the damage is done and I’ll deal with it.  If it’s still whole, then it can’t be broken by the forces available here and I’ll find it eventually.  Provided,” I stressed, “I’m not locked up in a prison or secret government laboratory.”

   “Or conjuring circle.  Or staked in a coffin.  Or—”

   “I see you get the idea,” I interrupted, drily.  “I think we need to disappear for a while.”

   “All right.  You have a plan.  What is it?”

   “First, get back to Karvalen.  I’m still probably persona non grata, but I’ll have access to enough magic to make it worthwhile.  We can hide there while I get updates from T’yl, Amber, Lissette—all the people who might not want to kill me immediately.  More important, I can also finish refining my gate spell and do some searching.  When I find a likely-looking universe, we move our base of operations there.  Then I can start planning in earnest.”

   “So, move from fire to frying pan, then see about jumping to the countertop?”

   “In essence, yes.”

   Mary drove for a bit, looking thoughtful.  I kept an eye out for anyone following us.  I didn’t see them, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.

   “Question.”

   “Shoot.”

   “Couldn’t we kill all the vampires in this world?  I mean, you have magic.  You know spells that can open holes in space.  You can set fire to a finger and make the original owner scream.  If we turn the tables and start hunting them, it would take a while before they caught on.  By then we might have some leads on how the Elders live, as well as where.  It might be fun, being a vampire-hunting vampire.  What do you think?”

   I thought about it for a minute.  If I was going to go on a genocidal campaign, how would I do it?  Offhandedly, I’d want a vampire of each tribe, a night with no moon, and a specially-prepared obsidian knife—unless I could grow a diamond large enough to use as a knife, then enchant.  It might not kill all vampires, but it would kill most of them and severely inconvenience the rest.

   Or, for a more long-term attack, some sort of self-propagating spell that could spread through the human population.  Either to let them see a dark aura around all undead, or add a curse to their blood to affect whoever drank it.  No, that wouldn’t work in this magic-poor world.  Or, rather, it would take too many centuries to spread to everyone.  And the magi would certainly notice it—would they stop it?  Or would they spread it?

   Maybe a self-propagating spell, spread from human to human, but only activated when a vampire drank from them?  A parasitic spell fueled by the power in vampire blood, like an infection, with humans as carriers.  Causing… what?  Maybe it didn’t need to do anything but drain power from the vampiric essence.  It could easily cause the local sort of vampire to become exhausted, maybe even comatose, regardless of day or night.

   On the other hand, if I had a sample vampire from each of the three tribes, I didn’t have to kill them as ritual sacrifices.  With access to sufficient power, I could use them for sympathetic magic and give vampires the world over severe problems.  Later, after everyone was heavily weakened by repeated assaults, then I could use the subjects as sacrificial tokens… I’d probably want several members of each tribe.  I might need to go through more than one in softening them all up for the killing stroke.

   Then again, who says I need to tackle all three at once?  Start by grabbing some random Phrygian and go to work on his tribe.  When it’s eradicated, find a Constantine and repeat the process.  If the Thessaloniki still don’t want to play nice, wash, rinse, and repeat.  Or, in this case, chant, stab, and burn.

   That last one could work.  It was unlikely any of the local vampires were prepared to defend themselves against a high-grade magical attack.  In Karvalen, where magic was much stronger, it wouldn’t work; the target would feel it coming and resist.  Magical forces abound there, often used instinctively by natives to that environment to offer some resistance to its effects.  Around here, it would sneak up like a thief in the night.

   On the other hand, using any given vampire would be problematic.  While all the members of a tribe share a common ancestor, the sympathetic effects would be felt most strongly in direct line.  Progenitor to progenitor, progeny to progeny, up and down the bloodline.  But brothers and sisters—that is, down branches of the vampire family tree—vampires that only shared a common progenitor would be harder to affect.  It could still work, but it would take much more power.  The spell wouldn’t really be much more complicated, but it would definitely need more oomph behind it.

   On yet another hand, a spell that worked on one vampire at a time might be exactly the right thing.  It could incinerate my captive, leap to his progenitor, incinerate him, and keep going up the chain.  That could clean out the Elders.  The power required would still be enormous, but, since I would be affecting the magically inept, maybe there was a way to draw some of the spell’s energy from the power inherent in the blood of the vampire it was affecting.  If so, the spell could, theoretically, get stronger with every vampire it destroyed on its way up the chain—

   “You’re thinking a lot,” Mary observed.  “Should I be scared?  I ask because I am scared.  Not that I don’t enjoy a little excitement—”

   “Or a lot of excitement.”

   “—or a lot of excitement,” she agreed, “but long, thoughtful silences from you make me less excited and more nervous.  I wonder what you’re thinking.  I think you’re thinking about killing off all the vampires in the world.  Am I right?”

   “Yes.  But none of the ways I’ve thought up are easy.”

   “Oh, good.  That makes me feel so much better.”

   “Your sarcasm is noted.”

   “Beat me for it later,” she suggested.  “What did you decide?”

   “Not to do it.”

   “Okay, that does make me feel better.”

   “Me, too.”  I didn’t mention to her how much it bothers me that I might actually be able to.  The only problem was the usual one:  getting enough power together.  It’s always something… and maybe that’s a good thing.  Genocide shouldn’t be easy.  Easy would make it seem like something casual.  Most of the vampires present in the world may be perfectly decent people, trying to live their immortal lives without rocking the boat for humanity.  True, some of them seem to be jerks bent on killing me off or drinking my blood, but what about the others?

   “I’m still thinking,” I went on, “of going back to Karvalen.  You did say you wanted to visit.”

   “Yes, I did.  It sounds like a nice place.”

   “So, are we good to go?”

   “As long as we’re coming back again, yes.  Despite the recent troubles, I like it here.”

   “Oh, we’ll be back,” I assured her.  “I’m going to find the Icon of Infinite Evil.  And I’m going to find who took it.  And then I’m going to be angry at them.”

   “Don’t you mean ‘angry with them’?”

   “I’m already angry with them,” I corrected.  “I’m going to be angry at them.”

   “Ah, I see.  It’s in the sense of ‘aimed at them.’  I get it.  But first, we vacation in the kingdom of the living stone, right?”

   “Yes.  And for that, we drive.  No more goofing off and stopping everywhere.  Find me a highway and hit it.  We need to collect power like never before.  I’m going to put the power circle back up and spend the rest of the day working on more layers in my spells to convert road power into magic.  We’ve really got to stoke up if we’re going to do this.”

   “Is there a highway running along one of those magic line things?” she asked.  I stopped, halfway risen from the chair, and settled back into it.

   “That,” I said, slowly, “is a thought.  A good thought.  I should have had that thought, that’s how much I like it.”

   “Thank you, thank you.  Don’t applaud; just throw money.”

   “I don’t suppose you have another stolen phone?”

   “Sorry.”

   “So much for cybersearching for a ley line map.  I’ll have to do this the hard way.  While I’m doing that, you keep thinking creatively.  I need all the help I can get.”

    

   I don’t know how magi find ley lines, but I went about it in the simplest, most direct way I could.  There may be better, more sophisticated ways, but I’m not terribly sophisticated around this neck of the multiverse.

   When we stopped briefly for Mary to get food—you don’t go through the drive-through lane with a vehicle like that, especially not with a trailer—I sat down at a picnic table and used my hand mirror.  The scrying spell gave me a point of view from about a thousand miles up.  A little filtering and some visual tuning gave me a view like a satellite image of the Earth, but in the magical spectrum.  Hundreds of spots showed up, some bright, some dim, scattered all over the face of the world.  It reminded me of a starry night sky.  They were all connected by fine, pulsing lines—narrow threads of pale light flaring to brightness wherever they crossed.  Where two crossed, it was a pinprick of light; were several crossed, it was a beacon.

   Was there a road that happened to run along one of those lines?  No.  Of course not.  We couldn’t get that lucky.  Which left other power questions.  Could we make use of any of the nexi-whatevers?  Intersections.

   The bright beacons of multiple-line intersections were all probably occupied.  Of course, those were relatively few and far between.

   On the other hand, a simple two-way cross might be useful.  If we could find one, park on it, and basically drill down to the power center, maybe I could get enough of a charge to gate back to Karvalen.  

   It’s been five months or so.  I wonder if anyone will immediately try to kill me.  I doubt anyone could arrange for continuous coverage of the whole kingdom with a detection spell.  It’s more likely anyone who wants to kill me keeps watch on my friends and favorite places.  I’ll have to arrive somewhere else and phone ahead.

   Anyway, after poring over a digital map screen and comparing landmarks, I think I’ve got a couple of minor spots that might work.  One seems to be fairly close, only three or four miles southwest of Sheffield, Pennsylvania.  Another is somewhat farther away, in Toano, Virginia.  Another is a little bit outside Junction City, Ohio.  There are a number of other spots, but they’re all three or four-line nexusesii, or whatever the plural of “nexus” is.  The bigger ones are probably occupied.

   I think I like the one outside Sheffield.  It’s in the Allegheny National Forest, well away from any real roads, and seems isolated enough we might be undetected and undisturbed for a while.

   The one in Toano is a little more problematic.  It’s hard to tell for sure, but it looks as though it might be in the truck yard for a shipping company.  Putting up an arch and chanting at it for a couple of hours might not go over well, especially if they’re a twenty-four-hour place.  If not, we might get away with it at night… maybe.

   The one outside Junction City seems pretty doable, though, if we have to.  It’s in someone’s back yard in much the same way I might have a tree in my back yard.  It’s a big field.  We might be able to talk the owner into letting us use it for our “stargazing” or our “art project” or something.  Money will probably change hands.  The drawback, of course, is if anyone unpleasant shows up, they have a perfect line of sight on us.  Of course, that works the other way, too.  If they can see us, we can probably see them.

   I discussed it with Mary.  I think she agreed to the one outside Sheffield only because it was in a forest.  She doesn’t like the idea of being dive-bombed by an explosive-laden drone.  Come to that, neither do I.

   Of course, first we have to drive around a bit and scoop up power.  And I have to get some work done on preparing ideograms for the gate.  Plus, we need something to build a gate out of… and a needle or compass or something to guide us to the exact spot.

   The gate will be hard work, but first there’s more work to do before I can start working on it….

    

   Mary is not only ornamental and dangerous, but she’s smart and resourceful.  I kept an eye on the van—I stayed in and kept working—while she popped into a hardware store and brought back lengths of stiff plastic tubing.  It wasn’t rigid enough to be pipe, but it wasn’t flexible enough to be hose.  It was white, so I could use a marker on it with no trouble.  It also braided moderately well.

   Noting my desire to destroy temporary gates behind me, she also brought back a few rolls of heavy cotton string, a roll of heavy twine, two cans of lighter fluid, some fertilizer, and a bag of charcoal.  The charcoal was for Bronze.  The string and twine would run through the tubing and be soaked in lighter fluid, then the tubing packed with fertilizer as an oxidizer.  When we left, the gate would burn, possibly even explode.

   Am I allowed to love more than one woman?  I mean, I love Tort—it’s taken me long enough to recognize it!—but can I love Mary, too?  It hasn’t been all that long, realistically, but we’ve spent almost all of our time together together.  She really does seem to get me.  She has more of a taste for adventure and excitement than I do, but that might actually be good for me.  I would be a stodgy, boring, stay-at-home guy, otherwise.  Is she good for me?  Am I good for her?

   I’ll have to ask Bronze.  After she finishes her charcoal—which I soaked in lighter fluid; she seems to like it better that way.

   





   





Friday, December 11th 

    

   We’ve been driving pretty much non-stop since yesterday.  The spells to pick up and convert electrical energy from the power road are running as well as I can make them; there are dozens of layers involved.  I only stopped adding conversion layers when we started to overheat the induction elements of the vehicle.  The road probably thinks we’re a semi going uphill, rather than a van out for a cruise.  The energy this setup produces is pumped straight into a storage gem.

   The power circle on the van, however, is still sucking up everything in its path.  I’m using some of it as I work on the tubing of what will become a temporary arch.  Doing it now, investing the power ahead of time, means I won’t have to waste time on it once we’re there.

   Bronze has also contributed.  She’s quite happy to let the power scoop on the roof of her trailer feed the van’s power circle.  It’s not much, by comparison, but every little bit helps.  She’s pleased we’ll be going somewhere she doesn’t have to hide or conserve power.  Being here must be like a man from the seacoast trying to go jogging on some high plateau.  Bronze has a magical oxygen mask, but it’s still an annoyance to her, and therefore to me.

   Mary did try to help on the magical energy front.  I demonstrated to her how a nightlord can pour personal energies into a spell, then replenish those energies from the people we brush past in the night.  The second part she’s got down pat; she used to feed off human vitality all the time.  Storing it, directing it, channeling it, and using it?  Not so much.  She’s never had to, and her wizard training is still in the early stages.  It will be quite a while before she’s good at it.

   And… I think she’s got a small battery.  She doesn’t seem to hold all that much vital essence.  If she downs a living person and takes everything, she’s pretty much full.  I don’t understand it.  Is it a Thessaloniki thing?  Do they not store much power?  Or will her capacity increase with time and practice?  Or is it a personal thing—that’s Mary, and that’s how she is?  Would other people—professional mystics or wizards—have a greater capacity when turned into vampires?  I’m not sure I want to experiment with it to find out.

   Not for the first time, I wish I’d had a chance to interrogate Keria a bit more thoroughly.  She’s the only magician-turned-undead I know of.  As I understand it, she was demon-possessed for most of my nap.  The demon didn’t work spells, since it was a demon, not a magician.  Could Keria have done so?  Did she keep her magical training and abilities intact as an undead?  I guess I’ll never know.

   On the plus side, Mary did a pretty good job of pulling up next to someone in an autodrive vehicle at night, stealing a slice of their vitality-pizza, and then giving me some of the energy she’d gained.  Repeat the process a couple hundred times over the course of the night and it adds up to a sizable sum.

   Now we’ve hit a couple of fast-food places in quick succession and, if we time it right, ought to hit our campsite a little before dark.  Then, with the camper parked and Bronze loaded with our stuff, we can head for our magical drilling site.  If we strike magic, we’re off to see the wizards.  If not, we bust brush back to our camper and hit the road again.

   Meanwhile, Mary’s eating those sausage and bacon breakfast burrito things.  I shudder from smelling them.  I’ll stick with the pancakes.

    

   We pulled into a campground and paid for a pull-through spot.  The RV now has an electrical hookup, water and sewage hoses, and a data cable.  The data cable isn’t plugged in; we’re taking no chances we can avoid.

   Sunset did its thing.  Mary and I died together in the shower.  With a water line, that works pretty well, but it’s also pretty snug.  It’s really not built for two people, but as long as we pretended to be a double rotisserie, at least we rinsed about as fast as we sweat.  Afterward, we took turns with the full cleaning cycle, each of us packing a bag while the other one washed.  Once we were dressed for travel, we took a look around the camper for anything incriminating, illegal, or even vaguely clue-like.  If someone came by, searched the place, and tried to figure out anything, what would they find?

   Not much.  The incriminating and personal stuff—including the Diogenes drive—came with us.  Except the vampire fingers, that is.  We burned those only to dispose of them, not annoy their owners.  They burned well and completely.

   We mounted up and headed off into the forest.

   We got a few looks from the neighbors; Bronze was conspicuous, especially carrying us and our luggage.  She’s huge, though; we had room for everything.  Aside from those few stares, it was a clean getaway, I think.

   Picking our way through unfamiliar forest took longer than I liked, but we had to take our time. Visibility was minimal due to the trees and undergrowth.  The last thing I wanted to find was a ravine at thirty miles an hour.  Bronze agreed with me.  She remembers the time she hit a gopher hole at full speed.  So do I.  While it didn’t do us any lasting harm, it is not my most pleasant memory.

   My makeshift compass—a length of wire suspended from a string—let us take a bearing on the nexus every few minutes.  We homed in on it gradually, finally coming to a halt when the wire tried to tilt down.  I dismounted and walked around a bit, marking a rough circle through the trees.  The nexus was only about fifteen or twenty feet across, much smaller than the others I have known.  Of course, those were larger, multi-line sites where magi had built their homes and established dominion.  This was a mildly-favorable spot for spellcasting with slightly-elevated magical potential.

   “Now what?” Mary asked, still sitting on Bronze.

   “Now you can unpack the tubing,” I told her.  “Pay attention to the colored numbers on the ends when you fit lengths of them together.  Also, look them over carefully and make sure we didn’t abrade any symbols away going through the woods.  Then you can start braiding them together.  The blue numbers have symbols from this world’s magical alphabet; fit the one to the one, the two to the two.  The red numbers have symbols from Karvalen.  The green numbers alternate between alphabets.  While you’re setting that up, I’m going to drill for magic and see if we get a gusher or a slow ooze.”

   “Should I go ahead and prep them for detonation?”

   “Not until I figure out whether or not we have the juice to get out of here.  I’d hate to accidentally blow up all the work we’ve already got in it.”

   “Roger that.”  She dismounted and started pulling the tubing from the carrier straps along Bronze’s sides.  Transporting the things was tricky when I knew we would go through heavy forest.  I wound up tying one end to Bronze’s left side, wrapping the tubing around her front, and tying the other end off to her other side.  It was awkward-looking, but it worked.  It also let me wrap them in plastic bags for protection.  I didn’t want to drag them behind; it would have ruined my symbol work.

   I sat down in the center of the nexus and started working my spells.

   My idea was, as usual, pretty direct and straightforward.  Under normal circumstances, my tendrils only reach about a hundred yards—and that’s like a someone straining to reach out and barely brushing something with fingertips.  It’s within my reach, but not really within my grasp, if you follow me.  With a spell, I can stretch them much farther.  Since the slow pulse of energy through the ley lines looks like the heartbeat of the planet, maybe I could tap into a lesser heart, drain off a pint, and be on my way.

   Breathe in, not for the air, but sucking in magic.  Breathe out, pushing power into the spell to stretch my tendrils.  Breathe in, breathe out, becoming one with the flow of power.  Downward.  Ever downward.

   I felt my way deeper and deeper, reaching into the earth with invisible lines of darkness.  Soil and rock swam past as I sought for that shining dot, the radiant point of light and power.  A place of intense energies, certainly, but so far down it was almost nonexistent to anyone on the surface.  Which is why I had to drill for it.

   Breathe in the magic, breathe out the power.

   I closed in on it, pushed deeper, and struck magic.

   When I started, I wasn’t sure if it was going to blow like an oil rig in a disaster film or sit there like water at the bottom of a well.  It was more in the middle.  Power flowed up along my spell-lined tendrils and into me.  I was braced for a fire hose of energy; this was a garden hose.  Still, it was a hose of power in the desolate wilderness.  I drank it up and channeled it into the spell structures I’d prepared.

   Mary dropped the tubing as though it shocked her.  It might have, now that she was sensitive to magical energies.  Come to think of it, it might have shocked her even if she wasn’t trained to be sensitive to those forces; it was quite a lot of energy.  I filled in the gate spell, charging it, reinforcing it, then diverted the flow into charging everything else we had.  Bronze came over and let some of the overflow wash over her and her Ascension Hide.  Once everything seemed stabilized, I went to help Mary put the gate together.

   “Is it safe to pick up?” Mary asked, still holding the pipe glue.

   “Yep!  Looks like we’re on our way.”

   “In a few minutes, anyway.”  She picked up a length of tubing, gingerly, and continued fitting them together.  “Or is it closer to an hour?”

   “I think we should let things charge up for at least an hour, just to be safe.  Hmm.  That reminds me.”

   “What?”

   “Time.  You’re doing great; keep at it.  Bronze!  Come here and stomp anything that tries to get away.”  I got out my message gate tube and filled it with power.  This time, I aimed for someplace outdoors.  Since T’yl destroyed the gate inside Karvalen—the mountain—I planned to aim my gate at the Great Arch of Zirafel.  For one thing, arriving there would make the transition easier, from a power standpoint.  For another, it would help avoid screwy questions about what universe I was in.

   The drawback, unfortunately, is the Arch is outside and potentially in the sunlight.  Rather than go through the gate at a dead run and discover how quickly we could burn, I thought it prudent to check on the time through the miniature gate.  While I did that, Bronze could squish anything that decided to creep through the other end of the tube-gate.

   I opened the mini-gate, connecting to—I think—the rim of a cup or small bowl.  Yes, it was still daytime over there.  It was a sunny day, without a cloud in the sky.  It was probably darn nice out, a perfect day for a picnic or a leisurely ride through the country.  I was unable to properly appreciate it, however, since I was, at that moment, an undead creature of the night and darkness.

   See, the opening at the far end was aimed upward.  Sunlight blasted through the hole in space and hit me in the face like a flamethrower at point-blank range.

   My own fault.  I goofed.  There’s no one to blame but myself.  That doesn’t make it hurt any less.  In fact, that may actually make it hurt even more.

   The light blinded me instantly.  First, there was a massive brightness with a tinge of blue, then everything went black with hints of red.  I don’t know if my eyes literally caught fire, but it sure felt that way.  Of course, they were just joining in while my face flamed from embarrassment and uncontrolled oxidation.  And the smell!  Let us not dwell on the smell of sunlight burning undead flesh clear down to the bone.  I opened my mouth to scream and got a mouthful of light.

   Quick advice: if you can avoid having your teeth set on fire, by all means, do so.

   I jerked backward even as a started to scream, sending the tube spinning away.  I presume it slashed light all through the forest; only by great good luck did it not sweep across Mary.  Bronze moved to follow the tube—even blind and with my face on fire, I knew exactly where she was and what she was doing.  By moving between me and the tube, her shadow would prevent further exposure.  She also moved toward it to either nudge it aside so it shone in a different direction, or to stomp anything escaping.

   Over the next several thousand years—or about two seconds—I managed to extinguish my teeth by simply keeping my mouth shut.  This was not easy; my mouth tasted like burned vampire flesh for obvious reasons.  A moment later, something landed on my head and wrapped around it, smothering the flames.  I needed that.  I wasn’t merely being burned by something, I was actively on fire.  I found out later Mary wrapped a coat around my head.  It worked, but the intensity of the flames ruined the coat.  When my flesh burns, it burns blowtorch-hot.

   Cautiously, she peeled the ruined mass from my ruined face.  I let her, trying not to grit blackened teeth all the while.

   “Eww.”

   “Hohgee hugck,” I replied.  My lips, tongue, and throat were more than a little blackened, burned, and cracked, as well.  I touched one cheek and a fingertip found a burned-through place; I touched a charred molar and decided to stop.

   “You can say that again,” she agreed, sounding worried.  “On second thought, don’t.  You look awful.  Will this go away?  Please tell me this will go away.”

   I shrugged, unable to speak effectively.  I’d never been sun-blasted before.  Well, technically…

   “Do I need to go get you someone?” Mary asked, concerned.  “It’s no trouble.  Bronze and I could be back with a pair of campers in ten minutes.”  Bronze agreed with her assessment, but thought Mary was drastically over-estimating the time required.

   I shook my head and regretted it.  Ow.  At least the pain was diminishing as my regeneration started working.  Either that, or I was adapting to it.

   I reached for contact with Firebrand.

   He says we should wait a few minutes, Firebrand relayed.  If he’s not getting any better, then we can see if there are some humans around.  For now, he’ll drag some of the local wildlife over and use that.  But he wants you to make sure the tube-gate is closed, preferably without destroying it.  Firebrand paused for a moment.  Can you do that?  I mean, turn it off if it hasn’t run out of power?

   “I think so.  Turning a spell off is easier than turning it on, right?”

   He says it doesn’t matter which wire you cut…?  Firebrand relayed, puzzled.

   “Good.”  Mary moved off to handle that.  Bronze assisted, since Mary was also vulnerable to sunlight.  The tube-gate had already shut off, of course, but it never hurts to be sure.

   I reached out with tendrils in all directions for the local wildlife.  Rather than charm them down, I grabbed one at a time, jerked it over to me, and sliced it open with what are only technically fingernails.  Blood soaked into the charred skin of my face and into my eyes.  Six squirrels, an owl, and a dozen bats later, I could see again.  Not perfectly, but I had vision.  I could also speak, so I used the power still welling up from the ground to cast a summoning spell.  Larger wildlife for miles around decided this was a good direction and headed our way.

   Human blood would work even better, but unless some magi were conveniently close, alert, and able to get here before we left, I wasn’t planning on killing anyone, tempting though it was.  My face and teeth still hurt.

   “What was that?” Mary asked, holding the deactivated tube.  “Did something attack you?  Like the thing Bronze stomped a minute ago?”

   “Thing?  Did you burn the remains?”

   “Bronze did.”

   I patted Bronze’s neck.  She nosed my face with great care.  I winced and she was apologetic.  She didn’t like the smell of burned me, either.

   “I’ve summoned some larger creatures—whatever’s native to the region.  When they show up, I’ll drink and see how much better I can feel.”

   “But what happened?  Your face is still black, and a burned black, not your usual ash-grey.”

   Reluctantly, I explained.  That wasn’t pleasant.  Mary didn’t laugh.  Maybe seeing the remains of my face kept it from being funny.  In a thousand years, I’m sure we’ll look back on this moment and laugh.  “Oh, remember the time when you accidentally looked at the sun?” “I sure do!  Man, that hurt!  Hahaha!”

   Or maybe not.  Ow.  Even the memory of it hurts.

   Over the next hour, my spell attracted a bobcat, four whitetail deer, and, much to my surprise, half a dozen wild pigs.  I’d heard about feral swine in the state, but I never expected to see one.  Most of the blood went on my face or into my hands, soaking through my skin and into my system.  I made it a point to deliberately bite—ow—and drink from the deer, however.  Blood applied directly to the injury seems to help more than simply drinking it.  In this case, drinking applied it directly to the injuries in my mouth.  Most of my tongue was intact, but the leading few inches were much happier after being bathed in the red stuff.

   Important note: being set on fire by sunlight is worse than being shot, stabbed, cut, or even regular incineration.  It takes longer to regenerate, anyway, and it hurts more.  If I haven’t made that clear, let it be noted now.

   Still, after an hour of recovery and several gallons of vampiric cure-all, I was feeling pretty much intact.  Sunrise was going to be ugly, though; I always sweat more after a hard night of regeneration.  I hoped we could find a working aqueduct and that Mary had packed some soap.  I know she brought the makeup kit.  She put my human face back on, but the eyeball-covering contact lenses were gone—they probably burned when my eyes caught fire.  Pity.

   We finished putting the gate together, mounted it upright, and I showed her how to monitor the charge level.  Then I picked up the tube-gate.  Mary stepped away.

   “Are you going to fire the laser cannon again?” she asked.

   “Not just ‘no,’ but ‘hell, no!’  I didn’t expect to have it open a portal on the far side aimed directly up into the sky.  I do need to open it to check the time over there and see if it’s safe, though.  Later.  And I’ll have it aimed away from my face.”

   “That sounds moderately smart.”

   “Implying?”

   “Nothing?” she suggested, innocently.  “On the plus side, if we’re ever really screwed by the vampires, you can open one of those things somewhere in another time zone and pan fiery death around like a searchlight.”

    

   Boss?

   “Huh?  What?”

   You’re sitting there staring at nothing.  Everyone is starting to worry.

   Oh.  Right.  Sorry.  It’s just that she’s come up with a weapon of mass destruction that only affects vampires, I thought back at Firebrand.  That kludged-together spell on a piece of cheap plastic pipe could be used like some sort of laser bazooka.  I could shine the beam around in a crowd and the only damage humans would get are blisters from the flaming vampires!

   I like it!  Does this mean we’re staying to fry vampires?

   No!

   What?  Aw, come on, Boss!  Why not?

   Well, first off, because there are quite possibly thousands of them.  Second, this solar cooker takes a lot of magical power to operate.  Third, the ambient light causes enough backlash to set me or Mary actively on fire, as I’m sure you noticed.

   Yeah, I noticed.  Sorry about that, Boss.  I’d have extinguished you if I could, but that’s not something I can really do.

   It’s okay; I understand.  But this sunshine-at-midnight thing… this is something we do not need to mention to anyone.  Ever.

   So tell her that, Boss.

   And I did.  She nodded, thoughtfully.

   “The local magi—can they do the gate thing?”

   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “Maybe.  If they can, it’s probably a week-long ritual with candles, incense, and some animal sacrifice.”

   “So we avoid going to their places of power and they don’t get a chance to test it on us.  Sound fair?”

   “I love the way you think.  Now, stand back.  I’m going to check the time.”  I put the tube over my shoulder and took aim at a tree.  Bronze moved behind me as Mary called out for me to wait.

   I lowered the tube and waited, puzzled.  She brought out a blanket and sunglasses, the clever girl.  I happily put on the sunglasses before we wrapped the blanket around me and my head, leaving only a narrow slit to see through.  With the rest of me covered, I wasn’t light-proof, but I was much more light-resistant.  Ambient light might not be such a problem.

   I fired up the tube-gate and shone it on the tree.  It was incredibly bright; it hurt even to look at it.  I shut off the gate and waited for my eyes to recover.  I could feel my eyes itching, a sure sign of regeneration, but they didn’t seem unduly warm, this time.

   “Any idea what time it is over there?” Mary asked, from behind Bronze.

   “None,” I replied, unwinding the blanket.  “Did that look like the light from high noon to you?”

   “I was busy hiding.  How would I know?  Besides, I’m not sure we can tell the difference,” she pointed out.  “Any sunlight might look like scintillating death, whether cloudy day, morning, evening, or noon.”

   It wasn’t noonday light, Firebrand offered.  Bronze agreed.  It was only ambient light, like a room with an open window.  Mary’s right; you two are just sensitive.

   “Thanks.  We’ll have to keep checking,” Mary decided, “and you two can judge the light for us.”

   You could stick me through the hole, Firebrand offered.  Or Bronze could look through.

   “I’d rather not,” I told it.  “You’re both far too reflective for comfort.”

   Good point.

   “In the meantime,” Mary chimed in, “we’ve got power like crazy.  Want to do anything with it while we’re waiting?”

   “I suppose,” I agreed.  “Let’s see what we can manage.”

   It felt really good to be casting spells without scrimping and scraping to get enough power for them.  Mary and I walked through a number of my favorites.  She wasn’t going to remember how to cast them, but the exercise was still useful.  In the future, she would have some idea what was going on the next time she saw them.

   I showed her how to be unnoticed, how to set up a basic scrying mirror, my brain-bunker mental shield, the disguise spells I used for appearing human—and stopped.  She loved the disguise spells.  It was like having magical makeup.  I suppose when you spend your time switching from innocent blonde to dark-haired jewel thief, you get tired of dye, head-shaving, and all that.

   Which reminded me to grow my own hair back.  The sunfires gave me an impromptu haircut and cost me my eyebrows.  We went over the disguise spells in some detail and I let her practice while I put a heavy-duty hair growing spell on myself.

   Mary impressed me.  She mastered the techniques of magical hair color pretty quickly, which wasn’t the simplest of the color-altering spells by any means.  Her hair switched through most of the rainbow for practice, along with her skin.  She even fiddled with her outfit and adopted several different camouflage color schemes.  She even started leaning up against trees while trying to mimic their colors and patterns.

   She was a professional thief before.  Now she’s a professional thief and chameleon.  Nothing will be safe from her pilfering.  What have I done?

   Because we were out in the middle of nowhere, there was very little ambient noise to distract me.  I heard the buzz of a propeller and searched the sky.  A drone flew overhead, rotors all a-whirl.  It might even be looking at us; the night-vision cameras on some models were really good.

   Who was it?  Some kid at a campground?  Or someone with more nefarious purposes?  It was a rotor drone, so its top speed was limited.  It had to have been released somewhere relatively nearby—although it could fly almost anywhere to the limits of its power pack.  As long it was somewhere in cellular range, it could connect to the controller.

   How to tell who the owner might be?  With sufficiently sophisticated equipment, we could track the signal back to the controller.  Or, if I cared to drag the thing down, I could do something similar with a spell.

   On the other hand, whoever it was might not be innately unfriendly.  After a minute, it became clear they were obviously hovering over us and watching.  For all I knew, it might be a forestry service drone checking us out to see if we needed help.  Knocking it out of the sky might actually cause more trouble than not…

   Mary, with a more normal color scheme, waved.  She was the only human-ish figure it could see.

   The drone dipped, circled us once, and flew off.

   “Forestry service?” I asked.

   “No idea.”

   “Let’s check the time.”

   “Excellent idea.”

   We dressed me for it, I opened the tube-gate, we flinched away from the light, and I closed the gate.

   “Well?” I asked, addressing Firebrand and Bronze.  I heard the psychic whisper between the two as they conferred.

   It’s much dimmer, Firebrand reported.  The sun is probably going down.  Try again in another half-hour.

   “I’ll try.”

   “Try?” Mary asked.

   “A drone flew over.  Maybe it’s nothing, or maybe it’s a problem.”

   “I see.  So, what do we do?  We can’t just pack up and leave—well, wait.  Could we?  I mean, if the plastic arch is all charged up and ready to go, can we pick it up and run?”

   “We can.  I’d rather not.  Instead, let’s see if we can set up some magical defenses.”

   “Ooo!  You have my attention!”

   “First, let’s thread some twine, pour in some lighter fluid, and pack in the fertilizer.”

   So we set up the chemical self-destruct before we went through the process of several more spells.  Detection, cloaking, shielding, deflection, absorption, grounding, disruption—all the usual things.  Mary likes cloaking spells, too.  She’s a much better sneak than I am; when she gets the hang of cloaking spells, even magical alarms might not notice her.

   I kept expecting the buzz of a flying-wing drone.  Or the tromp of booted feet.  Or the hum and crunch of off-road vehicles.  Something.  And yet, there we sat on a constant upwelling of power while nobody seemed to notice.  I did check for scrying spells, but nothing showed itself.  I didn’t see any drones, either, not even at high altitude.  Satellites, yes, but you can’t tell what those are looking at.

   We tried the tube-gate again; it didn’t seem too bright, but it felt itchy.  A good sign.  It was probably sunset.  We waited another ten minutes and checked again.  By then, the light was gone.

   After a quick double-check of all our gear, we bounced aboard Bronze and made our run-up toward the gate.  It flickered, opened, and steadied down as a doorway to elsewhere.  We shot through and Bronze skidded to a halt on the uneven flagstones, turning, and I gestured at the Great Arch, closing the gate from this end.  As the image shivered and rent like a torn and burning curtain, sparks and flame appeared in the fractured image of the far side.  The gate on Earth burned away and the Great Arch was just an arch again.

   We were in Zirafel.

   The place changed in the last ninety-something years.  It used to be a dry, dusty wasteland.  Nothing grew there—nothing could grow there—for centuries.  It was a place of ruins, rocks, and dust.  Now grass and vines were everywhere, all dark and grey in the monochrome night-sight of the undead.  The stones shifted with time and roots, made the footing uneven.  Dust turned to dirt, lightly touched with frost.  Where it had once been a great city cursed by a would-be goddess, now it was just a ruin at the edge of the world.

   Let’s see… we were in the Plaza of the Gate, so the Theater of the Sun was that way, along the Street of Summer—the way I went when I chased after Tobias.  Without prompting, Bronze headed that way, hooves ringing softly on the layer of dirt over the paving-stones.

   “Where are we?” Mary asked, voice hushed.  It was that kind of place, ruined and ancient.

   “The ancient city of Zirafel,” I answered, remembering.  “Half the heart of an Empire that covered the world.  The western capitol joined via permanent gate with its sister-city, Tamaril.  Once ruled by the beautiful Queen Flarima, whose name means ‘Unfolded Petals,’ she decreed all men might worship as they chose, rather than only in the Fire-temple sacred to the Empire.  For this, the city and everyone in it was cursed by the fire-goddess, condemned to remain within the bounds of their city forever, even after death.  Their ghosts walked these ruined streets for over a thousand years.  Which is a shame, really.  The city was once a magnificent place.  Public lighting covered hundreds of miles of streets.  Fountains provided water to the public, but were also works of art.  Wealthier citizens even had running water in their homes.  Beneath the streets—”

   “I get it,” she interrupted, “it was a nice place.  Now it’s a ruin and we’re in it.  Tell me more about this curse.”

   “Don’t worry.  It’s broken.”

   “That’s when you ate all the ghosts?”

   “Yes.”

   “So, it’s perfectly safe now?” she pressed, still looking around.

   “As safe as any other ruin, I’d imagine.  Don’t antagonize the hydra or the gargoyles and you shouldn’t have a problem.”

   There was a pause while Mary thought about that one.  She eyed me sideways.

   “There are hydras and gargoyles?”

   “Not that I know of.  It’s a way of saying you should still be on the lookout for mundane threats, but the broken curse isn’t an issue.”

   “Those are mundane threats?”

   “Around here?  Yes.”

   “You’re not as funny as you think you are.”

   “I’m not trying to be.”

   We rode in relative silence for several paces.  The only sound was the bell-like chiming of Bronze’s hooves on the paving stones.

   “It’s hard to wrap my head around the idea I’m actually in a magic world,” she admitted.

   “Wait and see.  I have something incredibly convincing to show you.”

   Bronze carried us to the Theater of the Sun.  I remembered it clearly.  I could almost hear the crowds screaming and cheering, smell the sweat and blood.  From the outside, it still resembled the Colosseum.  The door in front of us still lay where I left it, a broken slab of stone toppled inward from the doorway itself.  Bronze clomped over it with no trouble and carried us down the long, straight tunnel.

   Traversing the tunnel brought back a flood of memories that weren’t mine.  Geography and some celestial mechanics, mainly.  To the extreme south of the world, a mountain range ran east-west across the southern edge.  It was variously known as the Mountains of the Sun—the sun arced more or less over the range—or the Dragon Range, sometimes as the Spine of the Dragon—named so because it was inhabited by dragons.  The sun rose at the eastern end of the range, arced over it, and set at the western end.  Seasons came and went because the arc varied through the year, tilting farther north, more directly above the world, to spread more warmth, or swinging away south, beyond the southern Edge, leaving the world colder.  It always rose and set at the same points, then arced through the sky at different angles.

   Since the plate doesn’t spin on an axis, does that mean the line between the points where all the solar arcs meet, east and west, would be the dominant navigational line?  Does the world have an East Pole and the West Pole, somewhere at the extreme ends of the Dragonspine Range—or Mountains of the Sun, or whatever they’re called?  I think it does.  I’ve chomped down enough navigators to think so, anyway.

   This place is weird.

   The first time I came this way, I was in a hurry and still only beginning to digest a mammoth meal of ghosts.  At the time, I recognized the tunnel was aligned with the solstice and, since I was used to a spherical world and sensible astromechanics, assumed it would naturally illuminate the altar on the solstice dawn.  Now, traveling in a more sedate manner and after having some time to burp, I realized the tunnel was, yes, aligned with the northernmost point of the sun’s solstice arc, not for any sort of illumination, but for some mystical, astrological significance related to the Mother of Flame.  Sadly, the precise reason still wasn’t clear; I didn’t have all that many priestesses in my mental inventory.

   I could ask her, I suppose… but I don’t think I will.

   Sandy dirt and frost covered the floor of the Theater.  No rogue grass grew in this place; the dusty soil blown in was too thin over the smooth-carved bedrock.  And yet, the thing would still serve beautifully as an arena, even after all the centuries of neglect.  They built it with all the finesse of the Dome of the Rock, and all the functionality and durability of a brick.

   We stopped at the Edge of the World.  A clean, sharp edge marked the ending of the world, beyond which were only churning clouds and wind.  And beyond that… let us not dwell on the Things seen only in the outer darkness.  And there were Things out there, in the darkness.  Mortal eyes might not see them, but Mary and I could look at the them as easily as they could look at us.  This was not a comfort.

   The clean, sharp edge was marred in one place.  It was a dent, as though a sphere had crashed into the edge and left its mark before falling away.  The inside of the curve was glassy and full of cracks, as though melted and left to cool.  No, exactly as though melted and left to cool.

   We dismounted and regarded it all.  Mary stared in wonder at the actual Edge of the World, apparently oblivious to the scattered Things beyond it.  I sat down next to the curving section, remembering how Tobias and the Devourer exploded and took Utai—Shada—with them.

   I wasn’t entirely to blame, it’s true.  But I wasn’t entirely blameless, either.  Hello, guilt.  Nice to see you, old friend.  Where have you been?  Really?  Following me around all this time?  How did I know?

   “How far…?” Mary asked, peering over the Edge.

   “The world is flat,” I told her, dribbling some sandy dirt into the curve of the crater.  It slipped down along the glassy surface and flung itself out into space.  “This is, quite literally, the Edge of the World.  If you were to fall off, I really don’t know what would happen.  As I understand it, the underside of the world is the Underworld, a place of cold and darkness where souls go to be cleaned up before they’re sent back for reincarnation.  And no, I don’t really know how it works.”

   “So, the world is flat,” she repeated.  “I could dig a hole and wind up in whatever this underworld is?”

   “Yep.”

   “Literally.”

   “Literally.  It’s an actual, physical location.”

   “But… but how does… how does anything work?  I mean, gravity?  Orbiting the sun?  All that science-y stuff?”

   “The sun goes around the world, same as the moon, and apparently on the same path.  As for gravity, I haven’t the foggiest notion.  It’s one of my big problems with learning flying spells; they make no sense to me.  My best guess is there’s some sort of midpoint—a plane of gravitation, if you like—somewhere down below.  If we dug a hole deep enough, we’d hit a point where we would start digging up.”  I shrugged.  “Whether it would happen gradually with a zero-G spot halfway down, or whether it’s as sudden as crossing an invisible line, I have no idea.  Like I said, it’s only a guess.  For all I know, if you fall off, you keep falling forever.”

   “But this… this is…”

   “Impossible, yeah, I get that.  New universe.  New rules.  Some of them seem awfully screwy, too.”

   “Well, you told me about it,” she admitted, still staring out over the Edge, trying to see farther down.  “Being told about it and actually seeing it are very different things!”

   “Yep.  Do me a favor?  Sit down.  You’re leaning too far for my taste.”

   She sat down.  Then she lay down and peered over the edge some more.

   “It’s hard to take in,” she confessed.

   “I know.  I had a much more sudden and unpleasant exposure to it, myself.”

   “I’m not sure I like this.”

   “Well, when you’re done with the view, we can poke around the ruins.  Ever been to Rome?”

   “Yes.”

   “You can tell me how this compares.  When you’re ready.”

   “Okay.”

   Mary regarded the prospect for a while longer.  I went back to brooding over the screw-ups I made which led to Shada being vaporized.  It was not a pleasant experience.  Revisiting past mistakes seldom is.  Why do I do it?  Masochism?  Or—let’s be generous—a desire to not make the same mistakes?  If I never make the same mistake twice, I have the opportunity to make all-new ones!  Being immortal means I can make every mistake it is possible to make.  At least, until I make one that results in getting killed.  At least I’ll only make a fatal mistake once; I won’t be able to make other fatal mistakes.  Whee.

   Long thoughts lacking in comfort, those.

   Mary dropped a stone over the Edge.  It fell away from us until the thin, misty vapors along the cliff face obscured it from view.

   Mary threw another stone, much harder, going for distance.  I grabbed Firebrand’s hilt, afraid for a moment her thrown rock might crack the firmament like a windowpane.  I should have known better.  The thing survived for thousands of years without a scratch.  At least, until the Devourer blew its top right at the Edge.

   The blue sky beyond the Edge of the World rippled as the stone passed through it.  Circular waves spread from the entry—exit?—point and damped out after a few feet.

   The sky isn’t blue.  It’s not a function of oxygen in the air, or not entirely.  The world is surrounded by a blue bubble that looks like the sky… because it is.

   Sometimes, I hate this place.

   “Okay, enough of this,” I decided.  “And please don’t throw any more rocks at the barrier keeping the demonic hordes of the void from pouring over the world.”

   Mary put down the stone she had just picked up.

   “You didn’t mention that part.”

   “I’m sure I did.  Devourer, headshot, magic fork, kaboom?”

   “Oh, that.  You mean the sky comes down to within… what, a dozen feet of the Edge of the World?”

   “Looks like.”

   “That’s crazy.”

   “Isn’t it, though?”

   We walked back toward the Plaza of the Arch.  Bronze reminded me she was still carrying everything we owned.  It wasn’t a complaint, just a reminder; if I planned to be running anywhere, it was best to leave it on.  If we were going to be playing tourist in the ruins of Zirafel, could we stash our stuff?

   We searched some of the ruins around the Plaza.  A few were still in surprisingly good shape.  Good enough to camp in, anyway.  One of them was probably an old vintner’s building; it had a cellar ankle-deep in broken and empty jugs.  We unpacked there.  It lacked a door, but the opening in the shop floor would be shadowed by the walls of the ruins and we could cover it with a polymer-foil emergency blanket.

   Suitably dressed—that is, openly wearing weapons—we rode Bronze at a walk through the ruined streets.  I sat in the saddle while Mary stood behind me, one hand on my head for balance.  She said she liked the view better from up there.  I’d have thought being ten feet off the ground would be plenty.  Maybe my head was in the way.

   We headed south from the Plaza, along the Way of Kings, to look at the Imperial Palace.  Wind whispered between the buildings, the only sound in the place but for us.  It was actually kind of eerie.  Is it odd that the blood-drinking monster Lord of Night vampire finds ancient ruins to be eerie?  I think so.  I wonder what humans think of the place, assuming any humans have been in the place.

   Slightly less eerie and more creepifying is how I know my way around the streets of Zirafel.  I can pick up the rudiments of language from a mere dozen dinners; it’s hardly surprising hometown geography shows up with a few hundred thousand.  Micro-flashes of memory, sight and sound and smell, showed me glimpses of teeming streets, the constant babble of the crowds, the scent of people and animals living in close quarters, the sparkle of the fountains, the singing of buskers on street corners…

   Mostly, though, there was silence, cold, and knife-sharp winds.

   Sparky has a lot to answer for.

   Zirafel really does remind me of Imperial Rome in many ways.  It’s the columns and arches, mostly, I think.  For another thing, they both used concrete.  They also had aqueducts to bring water to the city.  Mary tells me Rome used vertical arches—straight sides, with a semicircle on top—while Zirafel tended more toward arches with full curves and fewer straight lines.  They made much more extensive use of domes and vaulting, too.  Columns were still present, but they seemed to be more… how to put this?  I felt the columns were the cheap solution, as though someone went with pillars instead of arches because they couldn’t afford archwork.

   The curves did tend to give the city an alien appearance, broken by the sense of familiarity.  It was grace embodied in concrete.  Strange, yet inevitable.  I wonder what my pet rock would think of it.

   The Imperial Palace was a huge, sprawling structure, done almost entirely in cut stone, concrete, and ceramic.  Four great, rectangular wings emerged, one in each cardinal direction, from a massive, hemispherical center.  Red tile formed a shallow-pitched roof on the emerging wings, while the center was simple and smooth.  A frieze of heroic figures and monsters chased itself around the top of the walls, under the eaves of the wings, while the central section remained unmarked.  Broad courtyards of flagstone filled in the spaces between the wings.

   The place was more than merely standing; it was in excellent shape.  Even the wooden portions of the structure were sound.  The courtyard had a weed problem and some stones were starting to tilt, but the building itself was practically untouched.

   Someone had done maintenance on it.  Someone might still be doing maintenance on it.

   “What do you think?” I asked, glancing up and behind me.  “Do we go in?”

   “From the look of the place, someone still lives here,” Mary said, eyeing the place.  “Maybe we should knock.  Or is there a doorbell?”

   “I don’t think the Emperor had many unexpected guests.  I’d say they used a servant as a doorbell.”

   “Shout?”

   “We could,” I admitted, looking the place over.  “I don’t feel right making noise in this place.”

   Mary took a breath and cut loose with a full-scale bellow:

   “Hey!  Anybody home?”

   I winced as the echoes wandered from palace walls, down city streets, and limped home again.  Mary crouched as I winced and half-hugged me from behind.

   “Sorry about that.  I don’t have the same reverence for the dead past.  The stones won’t care.”

   “I suppose you’re right,” I grumped.  She kissed me on the ear.

   “There.  I’m sorry.  Feel better?”

   “Only in the sense the universe blossomed into a pleasant place.”

   Mary chuckled and slid down one side of Bronze.

   “Coming?”

   Bronze flicked an ear at me, clearly telling me to go ahead.  I patted her neck and dismounted.

   We went up a dozen broad, shallow steps to reach the pillared portico and the heavy bronze doors in the north wing of the Palace.  The only ways in seemed to be the doors at the end of the wings.  The doors in front of us were covered in scenes from the history of the Empire, most of which I failed to recognize.  A couple were slightly familiar, but I couldn’t recall the details.  Maybe if I did a search in my study.  They were also untarnished, even polished, which made me look at Bronze again.

   The doors and Bronze didn’t have the same color.  Bronze was more coppery-gold than bronze-colored.  Originally, yes, she was bronze.  What’s she made of, now?  An alloy of lots of different metals, obviously; I have no idea what to call it.  I’m not about to change her name to “Alloy,” but I’m curious.

   The doors opened at a gentle push.  Why would they be locked?  Why should they be locked?  It was impressive, though.  I didn’t think doors that massive could be so well-balanced.  They must have weighed tons.  Then again, Karvalen has rock doors that pivot.  Then again again, these were on hinges, not pivoting around a central balance point.  Still impressive.

   Inside, the moonlight showed brightly polished floors; I’d hate to try and take a corner while wearing socks.  The floor was also covered with intricate tile-work—no scenes, but lots of abstract geometrical designs.  Along the walls, a dozen or more big statues stood in alcoves.  Another dozen or so, done on a human-sized scale, were arrayed inside the door.  They faced away from us, as though the group of them entered before we did.  A few more of these lay on the floor in various states of broken.

   Mary started to go in, but I laid a hand on her arm.

   “What?”

   “Those broken statues,” I told her, nodding at them.  “They’re the first signs of disrepair we’ve seen.”

   “And?”

   “And the rest of the group aren’t mounted on anything.  They’re free-standing.”

   “Unlike the big ones in the niches,” she added, now frowning.  “Why?”

   “Exactly.  Never underestimate the value of paranoia in a world of magic or technology.”

   I shifted my vision into the magical spectrum and regarded the place more carefully.  There was no major spell to be seen, although a number of minor ones were still about—cleaning and polishing, mostly.

   Spells decay over time.  You put energy in, the spell runs until the energy runs out, and it collapses.  I mentioned as much to Mary, who then switched to magical seeing.  She frowned with me, but prettier.

   “So,” she pondered, slowly, “these either started with a battery bigger than the Brisbane reactors…”

   “Look again.  They don’t have the capacity.  These weren’t built to hold much of a charge.  They couldn’t possibly have a duration longer than… say, a week?  Probably less.”

   “…or they were put here recently.”

   “I’d say so.”

   “So someone does live here,” she stated.

   “That’d be my guess.”

   “Do we shout again?” she asked.  “What’s the protocol for housebreaking around here?  It’s your world; I’m the tourist.”

   “It’s not my world; I just live here.”

   “You’re a king in this world?”

   “Well, yes,” I admitted, “but that doesn’t mean I own the whole world.”

   “Maybe you should,” she suggested.

   “Bite your tongue!”

   “You do it; that’ll be more fun.”

   “Not with my teeth, it won’t.”

   “You underestimate me.”

   “Maybe later.  Weirdo.”

   “But a fun weirdo?”

   “Always.”

   “So, do we go in guns blazing?”

   “Let’s see if we can make friends, first.  Although being ready for trouble might not be a bad idea.”

   “I brought extra ammo.”

   She drew a pistol and a long knife, then pressed back against the doorframe.  I stepped over the threshold and waited.  After a moment, I prompted anyone or anything that might be around by saying, “Hello?”  Technically, I called out sallev, (sah-lev) which is a Rethven corruption of the old Imperial salleve (sahl-eve).  Recognizing my mistake, I tried it both ways.

   A statue against the wall—ten feet tall, sculpted like an Hellenic wrestler—activated.  Magic flickered over it, flared to life, and the statue glowed with power.  Nice trick.  I wouldn’t have noticed the enchantment in sleep-mode without an up-close examination.  It lumbered over from its niche to stand in front of the assembled lesser statues.  It spoke in the old Imperial tongue.

   “Who comes to the Palace?”  The voice sounded gentle and cultured, with a warmly intimate feel.  It was also three times louder than a normal speaking voice.  I was pretty sure it was a recording.  The lines and angles of the enchantment were complicated, but still, fundamentally, a wind-up toy, not a form of life.

   Well, what does one do when the automated doorman asks who you are?

   “Halar, from Rhiatha’Eyn, with Mary, his consort.”

   “Enter, travelers, and be welcome.”  The statue lumbered to its niche and returned to immobility.  The enchantment shut down and it appeared to be any other mundane statue.  Impressive spellmanship.

   I turned to say something to Mary; she was covering the statue with her gun.  Her eyes were wide and staring, but she didn’t tremble.

   “Come on in,” I told her, in English.  “It’s okay.  I think the bouncer cleared us.”

   “Bronze is one thing,” she said, sliding gracefully next to me, gun still trained on the statue, “but that… Is that normal for around here?”

   “I don’t know about normal, but not unusual.”

   “Is it too late to go home?”

   “Nope.  Do you want to?”

   “No, I just want to know I can.”

   “Give me a day or two of warning.  Gate-work isn’t easy.”

   “I’ll keep it in mind.”  She put her knife away and held my hand—my left, so I could draw Firebrand easily.  She kept her gun out.

   We walked around the lesser statues.  I wondered what they were for and why they were there.  A makeshift barricade?  It would slow invaders slightly.  Maybe a clumsy alarm?  They weren’t too stable.  I didn’t see any spells on them, not even the cleaning or polishing spells scattered around the rest of the place.

   It was quite definitely a palace.  It was big and impressive, done by people who knew how to do big and impressive.  Wide halls, high ceilings, bits of gold and gems here and there for accents, and the occasional mural made me think in terms of Versailles rather than Rome.  Nero’s pleasure palace, maybe?  Perhaps this was what Rome might have done in trying to copy Versailles.  All it lacked was a wall of mirrors.

   We wandered through the place like invading tourists.  That is, we walked quietly while looking all around, we stopped at corners to check our turns before going around them, we kept an eye on our rear, and we made sure we knew our way out if we had to leave with frantic haste.

   In the course of our wandering, we found the maintenance crew.  They weren’t human, or even alive.  They were a pair of tall, spindly constructs made of some springy metal.  All their surfaces and edges were rounded and polished smooth.  They put me in mind of skeletons, only made of some shiny metal and stretched about fifty percent.  Maybe a modern art display based on skeletons done in chrome and stainless steel.  They clicked slightly as they moved, clacked softly as they walked delicately across the floor.

   One of them found a mural where the repair spell had failed.  It reached out with one arm-like appendage, there was a surge, and a fresh repair spell enveloped the mural.

   “That’s the janitor?” Mary asked.

   “I think you’re right.”

   “What spell did it put on the wall?”

   “Repair spell.  Pretty good one, too.  Not too powerful, but extremely fine work.  My guess is it’s not for major repairs.  It might do well at helping to restore an old painting, though, or at offsetting the gradual effects of time and wear.  It looks to me as though it might be directly affecting entropy in some way, which is—”

   “—not my area of interest,” Mary interrupted.  “Janitors?”

   “Janitors,” I agreed.

   “Are they… alive?”

   “I don’t think so.  They look like constructs.  Look at the magical structure.”

   Mary stared at them, brows drawn together.

   “They don’t look anything like Bronze.  On the inside, I mean.  They’re all… lines and angles.  Bronze is more cloudy.  Foamy.”

   “She’s a special case.  She’s a living entity in a metallic body.  These are automatons.  Think of Bronze as a… a consciousness in a machine.  These are mindless robots, programmed to do specific jobs.”

   “Is one of those jobs ejecting people who mess with them?”

   “Possibly,” I allowed.  “It’s also possible every statue we’ve passed is like the doorman, only waiting until we do something unpleasant before throwing us out.”

   “There are hundreds of the things!” she whispered, fiercely.

   “I know.  Let’s be on our best behavior.”

   “You could have told me sooner!”

   “Would that make you run faster if they started to move?”

   Mary gave me a dirty look.

   “Remind me to stab you in the heart some night,” she suggested.

   “Okay.  Mind if I apologize, first?”

   “Spoilsport.”

   We continued our impromptu tour.  The ground floor was obviously devoted to Imperial business.  There were rooms for meetings, conferences, speeches, state dinners, all that stuff, but the majority of the rooms struck me as being offices.  Small rooms for clerks, managers, or functionaries.  Bureaucracy invades every government, apparently.  Maybe Max Weber was right.

   The ultimate office, of course, was the throne room, complete with a fancy, gilded chair.  The round back and the stylized sun-rays coming out of it led me to believe Sparky might have had a hand in its design.  Mary examined it carefully, mostly paying attention to the jumbo-sized golden topaz in the center of the design and the ruby chips along some of the gold rays.

   “Don’t,” I suggested.

   “I’m only looking.  Can’t a girl look?”

   “Yes, but you’re an international jewel thief, too.”

   “Not anymore.  But I could be an interuniversal jewel thief.”

   “Not tonight, please.”

   “A girl can dream,” she pointed out.  “Am I seeing a spell on this, or an enchantment?”

   I examined it with her.  Her confusion was understandable.  The enchantments in the chair had a sleep-mode, much like the one in the doorman-bouncer statue.  They were dormant, almost hidden.  When I had time to go paging through the leftover memories of Zirafel’s digested ghosts, that was a technique I wanted to learn.

   “Yes,” I agreed, “but they’re buried in the thing, somehow.  I’m not sure how they did it.”

   “Look it up in your head?” she suggested.

   “Later.”

   “How would we get a better look?” she asked.

   “We’d have to turn it on.”

   “Is there an easy way to do that?”

   “I’d guess sitting on it might do it.  No, wait—” I snapped, but it was too late.  She promptly planted herself on the throne.  She became promptly un-planted, catapulting the length of the room.  She landed well, turning like an acrobat mid-air to land on her feet and tumble.  I helped her up.

   “Did you get a look at it?” she asked.

   “Are you hurt?” I countered.

   “Nope!  But what does it do, aside from launch people?”

   “I think it’s one of those One True King spells.  Whosoever shall sit his butt on this throne and keepeth it there is rightwise king of all Zirafel, or something.  Everyone else shall be launched at high speed to make nasty crunching noises upon impact.”

   “How does it work?”

   “I have no idea.  It only saw it for a second.  And, no, you’re not doing it again.  There are other spells on the chair; it might have secondary effects for repeat offenders!”

   “Pshaw.  Spells don’t scare me.  Giant statues that can crush me, those scare me.  You worry too much.  ”

   “And I’m still alive.”

   “—ish.”

   “Touché.  You’re still not sitting on it again.”

   “Sometimes you’re no fun.”

   “How about we see if there are more portable things you can steal?”

   “And sometimes you are,” she added, brightening.

   The second floor was much less of a public space, being reserved for officials of some sort.  Most of the space was given over to large offices, along with meeting-rooms, debate chambers, whatever you want to call them.  The furnishings here were also intact and remarkably well-preserved.  Apparently, the custodial automatons took care of that, too.

   A third floor existed only in the central section; the wings had two floors.  The entirety of the top floor was luxurious and palatial.  Imperial family quarters, probably.  There were jewels embedded in the walls; that seemed like a clue.  The bedrooms were also a clue, and the murals on the walls of the… let’s call it a “playroom,”… weren’t merely suggestive; they were practically a set of instructions.  There was also a steam room/bath, a cold plunge, and a warm soaking pool.

   The plumbing interested me.  No aqueducts flowed into the palace, so, somewhere, there was a pump.  I could see the enchantments on the pools to purify the water and maintain temperatures, but how did they get the water up here?  An enchanted pipe that constantly drew water up instead of letting it flow down?  Possibly, but that wasn’t how most people got their water in Zirafel…

   Oh.  Imperial Family.  Kind of a special case, I guess.

   “Halar?”

   “You can call me by my right name,” I pointed out.

   “You’re known as Halar around here, right?”

   “Yes, if you mean ‘in this world,’ rather than ‘this geographic region’.”

   “Let’s stick with that.  I’ll find it less confusing.”

   “Whatever you want.”

   “What I want,” she said, looking around, “is to move in.  This beats the hell out of an archaeological wine cellar.”

   “You’re certainly right about that,” I agreed, waving a hand through the hot water.  “I’m leery about moving in until we’ve checked it out thoroughly, though.”

   “Why?  It all seems in good shape.”

   “Yes, but how many other surprises—like the janitors—are we going to find?  For all I know, there are hidden spells that will go off on any living being attempting to enter the Imperial chambers.”

   “What does it matter?”

   “Spells are more dangerous than you think, especially here,” I pointed out.  “I know spells—and so do other people—capable of throwing bolts of lightning, balls of fire, missiles of magical force, lances of flesh-freezing cold, or simply cause your heart to stop.”

   “So?  I’ll get better.”

   “If they hit you during the day?”

   “Ah.  Right.  So let’s look for booby-traps.”

   “Okay.  But we’ll still spend the morning in the cellar, then come back and look again.  I hate surprises.”

   “That’s fair,” she agreed.  “Overcautious, maybe, but fair.”

   We looked high and low, searching the Palace for hidden spells and ancient enchantments.  We found quite a few, but they were all conveniences.  Enchanted windows would move air in or out, heating it or cooling it—they were in constant operation, at present, warming the third floor.  Tables would preserve the temperature of anything placed on it—a complicated enchantment, that one, as it would handle multiple dishes at different temperatures.  Things like that were high-end enchantments, obviously expensive, but almost to be expected in the Imperial Family’s private quarters.  No, certainly to be expected.

   Why did the Empire have a Queen?  And, by wondering, I remembered.  Queen Flarima ruled the part of the Empire centered around Zirafel, just as Queen Oleana ruled the region around Tamaril.  They were subjects to the Emperor as rulers of their own small kingdoms.  They continued to rule regardless of which residence the Emperor chose to occupy in the world.  The Empire provided Imperial law everywhere, leaving much of the administration to the local kingdoms.

   Well.  At least I was no longer confused about something I’d never wondered about before.  That’s comforting, in a preemptive sort of way.

   On the other hand, I wondered at the lack of security spells.  Obviously, I didn’t have enough people in my diet who knew about that.  Maybe they were actual spells, cast by the Imperial Magicians?  Enchantments are fixed, unchanging; they could be discovered, charted, and bypassed.  Or did it have to do with the servants?  It’s hard to turn your living room into a minefield if people have to go through it every day.

   Still, it was nearly dawn and we didn’t find anything insurmountable.  If that held true during the day, we might move in, at least until I found out the situation in Karvalen.  Maybe even afterward, depending.

   





   





Local Day?  Good Question.  First Sunrise.

    

   We took our resurrection sunrise in the wine cellar.  In preparation, we built a couple of fires in the corners and I set up a guide-spell for air movement through the opening of the cellar stairs.  It was cold outside and we were about to be mortal.  I’ve noticed the transformation from dead to alive goes more smoothly when the corpse is warm.  The transformation will fix frostbite as it re-engages the life processes—I think.  I also suspect it isn’t a pleasant experience.

   Last night was exceptionally long for us; we went from one time zone to another.  No jet lag for the unsleeping undead, though.  Sunrise did its usual thing.

   With a few gates on Earth, could I stay in the night forever?  Step from pre-dawn to post-dusk every eight to ten hours?  There’s probably not enough magic on Earth for such a setup, but elsewhere it might be possible.  Elsewhere with time zones, that is.  Around here, when the sun comes up, it comes up everywhere.

   As I expected, it was a rough transformation; regenerating my earlier sunburn did nasty things to my metabolism.  Mary waited until the tingling died away, then ran upstairs, gasping for air and holding her nose.  Her senses are enhanced, too.

   “Yeah, I know,” I called up after her, and worked my cleaning spell.  Gunk and goo and everything else rolled off me, slipping downward like a layer of sapient slime trying to get to the floor.  It crawled down my legs and up from my toes, slithered over the tops of my boots, and settled into a fetid pile between my feet.

   Firebrand turned it into a blackened spot and smoke.  I went upstairs.

   “You don’t stink anymore?” Mary asked.

   “I have spells for that.”

   “Oh.  Right.  Can I have one?  Or do I get a bath?”

   I worked a cleaning spell for her and she shuddered as it rolled her transformation byproducts off.  She stepped away immediately and shivered, looking at the glop on the floor.

   “That,” she shuddered, “was extremely weird.”

   “Get used to it,” I advised.  “It’s the fastest way I know to get clean.”

   “I think I prefer a bath.”

   “I’m a shower man, myself, but I agree.”

   Firebrand torched the puddle and we went back to the Palace.  I had to repeat my introduction to the bouncer, but it had the same result.  We found nothing new.  The Imperial quarters seemed up for grabs, so we grabbed them.

   On next trip to the Palace, this time bringing our stuff, I paused to examine the lesser statues in more detail.  They were dusty, even the intact ones, but the broken ones seemed to be missing pieces.  The larger parts were still there, but dust and chips that should have been on the floor were gone.  The janitors didn’t clean the statues or clear away the larger parts, but maybe they cleaned up anything small enough to be vacuumed up?  I’m assuming they don’t actually vacuum, of course, but maybe they clean the floor of tiny bits?

   Still, the surviving smaller statues were detailed and wonderfully done.  They were also dressed oddly.  They wore clothing of various sorts, not the fashions of Zirafel.  They seemed out of place, even out of time.  They simply had no business being there.

   We finished moving into the top floor and tried out the tubs.  Hot tub, cold plunge, and warm soak, all three of the pools were extra-large.  We could cozily fit a dozen people in each.  That might have been the point, though; a high-level meeting might involve a fancy meal and social bathing.  The Empire didn’t have the same nudity taboos as some cultures.  Mary liked the hot tub; I preferred the warm soaking pool.  I even identified and activated a water-moving spell to make it swirl and bubble.  It was delightfully relaxing.

   Someone screamed.  It echoed through the Palace.  It was a good scream.

   I didn’t feel any alarm from Bronze, so it wasn’t a squad of holy hitmen come to fry me—I didn’t expect any, either; I was still wearing my predecessor’s amulet and one of my own cloaking spells.  They shouldn’t even know I was in the world.  Bronze seemed interested in a group of men, but not concerned.

   I relayed this to Mary as we climbed out of the tub, dried off, and dressed for trouble.

   We went downstairs cautiously and did a slow advance on the sounds.  Outside, on the portico, half a dozen men argued about what to do.  They were all dressed for cold weather and armed.  Their breath plumed in the morning air.  They didn’t speak Rethven; it sounded more like Iynerian.

   Crap.

   “Hang on a second,” I whispered to Mary.

   “What’s going on?” she whispered back.

   “I have to find out what I know about the Iyner.”

   “You’re going to have to explain that.”

   “The ghosts I ate, along with the living people, leave impressions behind, right?”

   “Right.”

   “I recognize the language as Iynerian.  I don’t know anything about Iyner.  So I’m going into my headspace and looking up Iyner.  I thought I had it worked out so this sort of thing would be automatic, but apparently having a hatchway into the basement and a bout of demon-possession does bad things to my mental automation.”

   “Uh, okay.  I’ll… stand here.  And keep an eye on things.”

   “Thank you.”  I went into my headspace and sat down at the desk.

   Half an hour later—internal time—I knew what I knew about the Province of Iyner.  Iyner was one of the cities on the coast of this continent—the Land of the West—and was located much farther east of Zirafel and slightly south.  Overall, it was largely unremarkable.  It raised good horses in the hills surrounding it, had a pretty fair wine industry, and raised a number of spices for export.  I didn’t know much about it in the modern era, of course, but I assumed it was still there.  These people spoke a dialect descended from the Imperial tongue, but not the same as the Rethven tongue.  They were similar enough to be recognizable as related languages, though.

   I didn’t know Iynerian, not really; I was merely familiar with it from traders, merchants, and suchlike that I’d eaten.  Between that and my knowledge of Rethven and Imperial…  At a guess, I could understand it with some trouble, but I wouldn’t be able to talk coherently.

   I came out of my headspace; only a few minutes had gone by.  Mary was still eyeballing the strangers at the door.

   “Any luck?” she asked, softly.

   “Yes and no.  I can’t speak their language, but I have a spell for that.  Anything new?”

   “Yes.  I noticed something about the small statues.”

   “What?”  I peeked around the corner at them.  They didn’t seem to have moved.

   “There’s a new one.  The one on the far right.  See?  He looks scared and is dressed like the men outside.”

   “You’re right.”

   “Could he have been turned to stone?” she asked.  “I remember something in mythology that turned people to stone.  Medusa?  Gorgon?  Harpy?  Something like that, from the vids.  Do they have things like that here?”

   “That’s… a good question.”  I pondered it for a moment.  There were spells which could cause transformations.  They were generally fatal, though.  Of course, if the objective was to kill an intruder, turning him to stone had its good points.  You might find out who he was—someone might recognize him—and there wasn’t much of a mess, provided he didn’t fall over and shatter.  Plus, if that was your aesthetic taste, you got a garden ornament out of it.

   “Yes,” I agreed, finally.  “They do.  And I think he was.”

   “How?  And don’t say ‘Magic!’”

   “Okay.  My guess is failing to answer the doorman’s challenge causes bad things to happen.  I doubt these people speak a dead language, so when it asked the latest bit of pre-statuary who he was, he couldn’t answer.  It might have activated another magical function to inflict a transformation on him.”

   “See, that’s what I need to know.  The doorman-statue did it.”  She nodded.  “Good.  I’ll bear it in mind.  And I want language lessons as soon as possible.”

   “Agreed.”

   “Thanks.  So, do we ignore the new guys?  Or do we say hello?  I mean, is it worth it?”

   “We won’t know until we meet them,” I pointed out.

   “I suppose.  Want me to cover you?  You’re the one with the translation spell.”

   “No, let’s go say hello together.  I think they’ll be less likely to start anything if there are two of us.  Besides, I doubt they’ll come in when one of their guys got stoned to death.”

   We strolled around the corner, Mary holding on to my left arm.  She could drop her hands to draw guns or knives and it kept my right hand free to draw Firebrand.  And, of course, Bronze was outside, somewhere behind them, pretending to be another statue.

   The men saw us and stopped talking.  They didn’t say anything until we halted just inside the door.

   “Good morning,” one of them offered, or near enough.  He was a tall, lantern-jawed fellow and reminded me of Abraham Lincoln without the beard.  Much more swarthy, though, or maybe well-tanned.

   “Good morning,” I replied.  “Do any of you speak Rethven?”  One of them did.  “Oh, good.  I recognize Iynerian, but I don’t speak it.  Would any of you mind a translation spell?”

   It turns out one of them was a wizard.  We both worked our spells under the watchful eye of the other.  Straight-up translators, nothing more.

   “That’s better.  Everyone understand everyone, now?”  There was general agreement.

   “We’re from Ynar, not this Iynerian place,” the lantern-jawed fellow told me.

   “My apologies.  I don’t speak Ynarian, but it sounds a lot like Iynerian, which I speak badly.  My own fault for confusing them.  Ynar is a kingdom?”

   “Yes.  It’s east of here, on the coast.”

   Figures.  Iyner became Ynar.

   “Are you two living here?” the lantern-jawed fellow wanted to know.

   “For the moment, yes.  I’m sorry; I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.  I’m called Halar; this is Mary.”

   “I’m Bellons,” he introduced himself, accenting the second syllable.  “This is Tryne, his brother Krone, and Maragus, Pelter, and Vort.”  Each nodded as his name came up.

   “Pleased to meet you all.”

   “We’d like our friend back, if you don’t mind.”  He gestured at the latest statue.

   “I’m sorry, but I don’t know how that happened.  We only recently found the place, ourselves.”

   “But you didn’t get turned to stone.”

   “No, obviously not.  I’m not entirely sure why he did.  Did he do something to aggravate the house guardians?”

   “You mean the statues?” Maragus asked.  He was a big man, broad-shouldered, and leaned on a large, two-handed hammer.  I doubted it was for hammering tent stakes.  It gave the impression of something for driving breastplates into ribcages.

   “The big ones, yes.  They seem to be harmless as long as you don’t make them angry.  You wouldn’t like them when they’re angry.”

   “He didn’t do nothing.  One of ’em came up and talked to him in a weird language, then poof, he was a rock.”

   “That’s odd,” I admitted.  “I don’t know how to undo a transformation like that, but I can probably haul him out for you, if you like.”

   “That would be a big help,” Bellons agreed.  So I picked up the statue and carried it to the threshold.  This impressed everybody; it was life-sized and solid stone.  I held it in place while they carefully tilted him over, out the door, and shuffled away to lay him down.

   “You seem to have this place pretty much figured out,” Bellons reflected, when the statue was safely arranged.  “I don’t suppose you’d care to let us in on the secret?”

   “There isn’t a secret,” I told him.  “I don’t upset the house guardians, that’s all.”

   “And why is that?”

   “I speak the language.”

   “Imperial?” he asked, surprised.

   “Yes.  I can answer their questions.”

   “Ohhhh!” interjected Vort, their wizard.  “They challenge whoever enters.  When Frosh didn’t answer, they stoned him.”

   “That explains that,” Bellons agreed, nodding thoughtfully, “but how are we going to get in?”

   “Excuse me,” I asked.  “Why, exactly, would you want to get in?”

   “You’ve seen the place.  It’s loaded with valuables.”

   “Ah.  Now that Zirafel isn’t cursed anymore, people are after the loot.”  I nodded.  “That makes perfect sense.”

   “I’m so glad you approve.  I don’t suppose you’d give us the passwords?”

   “How about I make you a counter-offer?”

   “I’m listening.”

   “The Palace doesn’t have much in the way of portable wealth,” I told him.  “Sure, there’s fancy old furniture and a couple of magical cleaning constructs, but not much you can stuff in a sack and take home.  Cups are bulky; knives and such cut the sack open—it’s trouble.  On the other hand, Zirafel also had a treasury.”

   Ding, ding, ding!  I had their undivided attention.

   “I don’t care if you loot the ruins,” I told them.  “I don’t want trouble with anyone, and you’re welcome to carry off whatever you can lift, carry, or just plain drag away.  All we really want is to be able to come and go and live here in the Palace without anyone trying to bother us.  If I tell you where the treasury is, will you play nice?  Leave the Palace alone and be civilized, polite people to me and my lady?”

   “You want to swap the treasury for the Palace?”

   “Kind of, I guess.  Yes.  I’ll claim the Palace and you can claim the treasury.  Does that sound fair?”

   “If we can find the treasury,” Bellons mused, “we should have more money than we can carry.”

   “Probably.  I don’t know, but it seems likely.  Even if the treasury is too much trouble, you have a whole city to loot.”

   “If we have more money than we can carry, we don’t need to take anything from you, and we don’t need this building.  I’m not seeing how this works in your favor.”

   “I’m a wizard.  I want to study the place.  I’m not here for the money.  If I was, I’d be at the treasury.”

   “Huh.”  Bellons pulled at his lower lip for a moment, thinking.  “All right.”

   “So, you agree?”

   Vort tugged on Bellons’ sleeve and whispered to him for a minute.  I heard his cautions about making promises to wizards, especially strange wizards with impressively-magical swords living in ancient ruins who speak dead languages and know their way around suspiciously well.  I got the impression Bellons was the leader, but Vort might be the brains.

   “All right,” Bellons said, finally.  “I agree to your terms.”

   I gave them directions to the treasury.

   “But,” I cautioned, “remember:  Zirafel built the Great Arch and wasn’t afraid to put magical safeguards on things.  Their magicians were impressively skilled.  So take your time, check everything thoroughly, and take no chances, okay?  I doubt any mechanical traps or locks are still in any shape to function after all this time, but that’s not a guarantee.  You’re going after a big treasure; it’s sure to be protected with something that hasn’t yet fallen apart.”

   “We’ll be on our guard,” Bellons promised.  “Good morning to you, sir.  And to you, dame.”  He made a quick gesture, a hand over his face, swung aside suddenly as though opening a visor.  He and his friends headed off to find the treasury of Zirafel.  They left Frosh’s statue behind, but I suppose that was pure practicality.  They could come back for it.  It’s not like he was going to suffer in the meantime.

   “You know,” Mary mentioned, watching them go, “I think the brothers, Tryne and Krone, haven’t seen a woman in a while.”

   “I noticed them staring at you, too.  It’s possible they’ve never seen a woman in a tight outfit like that.  They’re probably more used to women in skirts and blouses and robes.”

   “Really?  You think I should change?”

   “No.  When and if we get to some sort of civilization, we can see if we need to blend in.  You’re going to be outstanding no matter where we go, though.”

   Mary smiled at me for that and took my arm again.

   “You think they’ll be okay?”

   “No idea.  They’ve traveled a long way to even get here; that says good things about their competence, if not their wisdom.  They also have brains enough to send someone in first to see if things try to eat him.  They stand a decent chance of dealing with whatever troubles the treasury might give them.”

   “And if they don’t, we’ll hear the screaming.”

   “Possibly.  Speaking of hearing things, I need to call T’yl directly and see what’s going on.  Want to come along?”

   “Sure.  I’d love to learn how to use a smartmirror.  Do we get good signal in an ancient, ruined city at the edge of the world?”

   “I’ve got a fantastic carrier.”

    

   Mary helped me work with the mirror on the third floor.  It was surprisingly large and mounted on the wall of a bedroom.  I wasn’t sure it if was meant to be an accessory to the bed or a full-length dressing mirror.  Either way, it served quite well as a scrying and communications mirror.  It was like having a big-screen television for a video call.

   Finding T’yl was something of a challenge.  The last time I was in Karvalen, I put up a pretty good series of anti-scrying defenses.  They were still there and as brutally unpleasant as ever.  Mary didn’t recognize the false image of a huge, flaming eye, but she agreed it was a wonderful special effect.  I mourned her lack of classic fantasy education.

   Eventually, I rummaged around in my headspace and squeezed out the information I needed.  The trick to communicating with anyone in Karvalen—at least, from the outside—was to know the exact, specific details of a mirror on the inside.  That’s why there’s a room devoted to that, so princes and other nobility can call the capitol directly.  The information I needed was the set of particulars that defined mirrors we set up in the capitol.

   It was hard to remember the phone numbers of the various mirrors.  I’ve had a bad decade, okay?

   I took aim at a specific mirror, charged the spell, and let fly.

   Okay, that one wasn’t available.  Maybe it was broken, or had an active connection going.  I picked another mirror at random from my memory and tried again—same result.  I worked my way through the list, grumbling about inventing call waiting signals, until we got a connection.  Finally, the image in the mirror rippled and swam, altering to a view of a young lady.  She was dark-haired and wore it in a wraparound braid high on her head.  She wore a dark blue tunic and had cross-body ribbon over left shoulder with an embroidered badge on it.  I couldn’t see anyone else; she seemed to be sitting at a table or desk in a niche while she faced the mirror.

   “May I help—” she began, then screamed piercingly and severed the connection.

   “That was odd,” I noted.

   “I’d say.  Your face is prettier than that,” Mary offered.  “At night, I’d understand her reaction, but during the day, you look pretty good.  You do need a shave, though.”

   I rubbed my hand along my jaw and chin, using a spell along with the movement.

   “Better?”

   “Much.  But have you considered growing a beard?”

   “Too messy.”

   “Blood soaks in on you, remember?”

   “Huh.  Good point.  Would you like me to grow a beard?”

   “Let’s try it out and I’ll let you know.  I think it might look good on you.”

   “You should have said so before I shaved, but I’ll start now.  My hair-growing spell is still running; give it a couple of days.  Meanwhile, do you think I should call her back?”

   “She seemed pretty agitated,” Mary mused.  “Let’s give her a few minutes.”

   “Okay.”

   “Can I try it?”

   “Sure.”  I stood aside and let her take over.  She still couldn’t cast a scrying spell, but she could operate it.  She practiced a bit, doing the whole pan-and-scan over Zirafel’s ruins, before zeroing in on the treasury building.  It was a big, solid structure with a deeply forbidding air about it.  Someone obviously told the architect, “Make it imposing.  Make it loom.  Make it look back at observers, preferably with a scowl.”  The architect did his job.

   The treasure-hunters had already broken in; the double doors in front were open.  One hung askew while the other lay off to one side.  I wondered how they did it.  Wizardry and a big hammer seemed indicated.

   She moved the point of view in through the door.  The treasury building had more to it than a big vault full of money.  It was a place of business, like a bank.  There were lots of places where money could change hands or where people working for the treasury could explain why people not working for the treasury couldn’t have any of it.  Mary searched through the place for a bit and we spotted signs of the guys’ passage.  The equivalent of cash drawers had been forced open and emptied, for one thing; every drawer, box, and container had been cracked.

   Mary did find them.  They were down two floors, through three more doors, and were currently counting loot they’d already recovered.  Vort, their wizard, was muttering and waving his hands at another door.  Judging from the grins and the occasional playfulness with loose coins, everyone seemed pleased.

   The image swam away, leaving only reflection.  It still seems strange to have one during the day.

   “Nice job,” I told her.  “You have a light touch.  You drive the thing wonderfully.”

   “I’ve used drones to plot the layout of a target,” she informed me.  “These are just different controls.”

   “Fair enough.  Now, let’s call the receptionist back and see if we get the same response.”

   “I’ve got an idea.  How about I call her back and you stay out of sight?”

   “You think it really had something to do with me?”

   “You’re persona non grata, right?  They think you’re some terrible tyrant, Dread Lord?”

   “Demon King,” I corrected.  “And I’m more likely to be regarded as an exceptional tyrant.  Even so, I still have a hard time believing some random lady on magic mirror duty would react like that.  All I want is to get hold of T’yl so he can answer some questions.”

   “So I’ll call and ask to speak with him.  If you have to place a direct call, we’ll find that out.”

   “Probably the best course,” I sighed.  “Please do.”

   She tried.  I had to help with the details—the equivalent of dialing the specific number.  Once that went off, she handled it perfectly.

   The mirror swam and I stepped out of the way.  I couldn’t see what went on, but they couldn’t see me, either.  I also couldn’t hear them, but I could hear Mary.

   They rapidly ran into communication difficulties.  From my position, I gave Mary a translation spell for Rethven; after that, things went much more smoothly.  Mary said she was a wizard in the Lands of the West and wanted to reach the magician T’yl.  She didn’t get much help from the person on the other end.  Eventually, she closed the connection.

   “Apparently, we’ve called someplace named Carrillon,” she informed me.  “T’yl is in the Fortress of the East, whatever that is.  The girl on the other end of the line says it’s impossible to reach anyone inside the Fortress; we’ll have to use some other method, or actually go there.”

   “Huh.  They moved the mirrors to Carrillon?”  I thought about it for a minute.  “It was the old capitol of Rethven.  It has symbolic significance.  I guess my worse half moved there to occupy the old seat of government.  It would make a better impression to have the old throne and crown and scepter and whatever.  It’s also closer to everyone, rather than out in the boonies beyond the Eastrange…”

   “Do you have a map I could look at, perchance?”

   I didn’t, but I could raise the point of view of a scrying mirror until both Karvalen and Carrillon were in frame.  I pointed out Karvalen, the mountain out in the eastern plains right on the eastern edge of the mirror.  Then the Eastrange, to the left of it, and had to explain why it was called the Eastrange—because Rethven, farther west, looked east and saw a huge range of mountains.  Then there were the rivers, forests, farmlands, and cities of Rethven itself.  And, finally, Carrillon, down south on the coast, well to the west of the mountains.

   I noticed the roads of Rethven, between the cities, were easy to see and pretty much all straight lines.  I zoomed in on one and discovered it was solid stone, probably grown by my pet rock.  Whatever else my worse self did, at least he solved the transportation problem within the kingdom.  I hated those mud farms they called roads; maybe he did, too.  Of course, it was also possible the mountain knew I hated the mud farms and did something about them while I was indisposed.

   “There are a number of other cities,” I finished, “as you can see.  I don’t know how many of them are significant at this point.”

   “Got it.  So, we’re chucking another message spell at T’yl?”

   “Right on the first try.  I plan to include a return-call number, basically, so he can reach us on this mirror.”

   “Sweet.  I’ll watch.”

   So I put together the spell, loaded it for speed, and launched it in the general direction of Karvalen.  I took the extra time to walk Mary through the process; she had lots of questions.  It’s not the simplest spell, but with a little practice it ought to be within the limits of her skill.

   “How long until he calls?” Mary wanted to know.

   “Good question.  It’s like voicemail; he’ll get it when he gets it.  It can’t home in on him, exactly; he’s likely to be shielded from normal magical seeking.  However, like the first one, I gave it several places he’s likely to be, or at least places he’ll check, starting with under the bed in Karvalen.”

   “Fair enough.  What shall we do with the rest of the afternoon?”

   “I’d say we should teach you some basic healing spells and work through some language lessons,” I suggested, “but I think you already have other plans.”

   She did.  And whatever the mirror is really there for, it’s interesting to have it so close to the bed.

    

   The faint, distant screaming was important, I grant you.  At that exact moment, however, I had more urgent matters to concern me.  To be fair, we both rolled out of the bed as soon as the moment passed.  Mary grabbed guns; I grabbed Firebrand.

   “What have you got?”

   Nothing.  They’re too far away.

   “Bronze?”

   I didn’t feel anything but a mild interest.  Whatever it was, it wasn’t bothering her out in the courtyard.

   “It’s the treasure-hunters,” Mary supplied.  Of course, she was right.  We dressed, hurried down, mounted up, and headed off.  Bronze clanged to a halt at the treasury doors and we dismounted.  Once inside, I conjured a light.  Our daytime eyes may see well in dim light, but not in pitch black.  Down the stairs and through broken doors, and there we were.

   That’s a long way for a scream.  But, to be fair, Zirafel is otherwise a silent, empty place.  It echoes pretty well and we both have extremely sharp ears.

   The vault door was some sort of ceramic or glass, milky-opaque, still closed.  The floor in front of it was ankle-deep in dust.  There was no sign of anyone.  We searched the room—a matter of a few seconds; it was a small room, unadorned, with one way in and the vault door—and found nothing.

   “Maybe they went through there and it closed behind them?” Mary asked, pointing at the vault door.

   “No tracks in the dust,” I noted.  “I’m actually kind of concerned about the dust.”

   “What about it?”

   “We didn’t see it when we checked in on them, remember?  And they went through three other major doors to get to this point.”

   “So how did all this dust get in here?” she finished.  “Maybe the vault door disintegrated them?”

   “Up,” I snapped, and moved to the stairs.  “Now,” I emphasized.  Mary followed me, surprised.

   “What is it?” she asked, once we were in the next chamber up.

   “If there’s a disintegration spell capable of reducing a half-dozen guys and their gear to dust in the space of a scream, I don’t want to be near it.”

   “But the wizard guy—Vort.  He was looking for things like that, right?”

   “And looking at it too hard might have set it off.”

   “That seems a little harsh.  Although,” she considered, cocking her head, “only authorized personnel would make it down here, and they should know what sets it off.”

   “Very true.  My big worry is it might be on a timer.  You have one minute to give the password, for example, before it assumes you’re a thief and reacts appropriately.”

   “Ah.  Took their security brutally seriously, did they?”

   “They still do,” I pointed out.  “Even in Rethven, killing a thief is considered a good way to stop one.  Lethal traps or spells are perfectly acceptable in a private home.”

   “I’ll bear that in mind.  So, are we breaking into the vault?”

   “I don’t see why.”

   “Money?” she suggested.

   “Not currently a problem.”

   “They might be trapped inside?”

   “Hmm.  I’m not sure how that’s my problem, but you have a point.  If they’re trapped, they can wait a couple of hours.  We can revisit this tonight.  I’d much rather tendril this at a distance.”

   “I like the way you think.  I’m all for adventure and excitement, but not when it’s this lethal.”

   “You’re into stealing, not bomb disposal?”

   “That’s a fair assessment.”

   “I can respect that.”

   We went back to the Palace, greeted the doorman, and went upstairs.  I checked the spell on the mirror; it hadn’t activated while we were out.  We took a bath and soaked for a while; Mary joined me in the warm soak.

   “Got a question,” Mary started, her toes playing with my toes underwater.

   “Shoot.”

   “Is there anything to eat around here?  I haven’t had anything all day.”

   I arched an eyebrow.  She grinned.

   “I haven’t had anything substantial,” she corrected.

   I arched the eyebrow more.

   “I mean,” she added, exasperated, “I haven’t had any material amount of food.  Pervert.”

   “Freak.”

   “Hungry freak.”

   “Well, we have a couple of those ready-to-eat things and some cans of whatever-was-in-the-pantry.  I’m not sure Zirafel has any edible wildlife.  All I’ve seen is grass, weeds, vines, and a few small trees.”

   “We really need more food.”

   “The struggle is real,” I told her.  She splashed me.  “But we’ll see what we can hunt down tonight and save for tomorrow.  Trust me.  I know this drill.  I’ve done it before.”

   “Okay.”

    

   The afternoon warmed up considerably; the sun was much closer to this end of the world in the latter half of the day.  On the other hand, it didn’t feel as though the sun was at arm’s length, either.  Does it travel in a circle, or in an oval?  In the morning and evening, it has to be farther away or the edges of the world would melt… wouldn’t they?

   I suppose it depends on whether or not the sun is inside or outside the anti-demon shield around the world.  If it’s outside, does the shield affect it at the ends more than the middle?  Or, if it’s inside, is the sun something like a variable star?  Does it actually get dimmer at dawn and dusk so as not to fry the portion of the world nearest?

   I haven’t actually seen a sunrise or sunset, here.  Do they still look reddish, like on Earth?  On a flat world, I wouldn’t think the variation in atmospheric thickness would cause that effect, but a variable star might.

   Which got me to wondering again at the way weather worked around here.  Or, rather, wondered how weather worked around here.  I want a meteorologist who can keep his sanity long enough to analyze it.  And a professional astronomer.  And a bunch of other scientists.  This place gives me a headache when I try to put it into a rational framework.

   Well, a familiar framework.  It may be perfectly reasonable and consistent by its own internal logic.  The trouble is, I don’t understand the so-called logic any more than I approve of the so-called gods.

   Suitably cleaned, pressed, and dressed, we returned to the treasury.  Between Mary’s hypersensitive touch and my arcane knowledge, we figured out, yes, the vault door was the centerpiece for a collection of enchantments.  Disintegration was, in fact, one of the effects it could generate, but only one of them.  There were spells to prevent teleportation, interpenetration, and outright digging, too.  It also had a number of alerts and alarms, along with a few things I couldn’t identify.  All in all, the vault was still unbreached and likely to stay that way until someone with more time and motivation came after it.

   Since the vault was intact, the dust was probably the mortal remains of the amateur archaeologists.  I checked for ghosts and other wandering spirits, thinking the wizard might have hung around.  Nothing.  Either the complex of spells around the vault also did something to prevent ghosts, or they simply moved along on their own.  Since we’re at the edge, it should be easy for a spirit to slip around and down… if that’s how things work around here.

   Could we have cracked the vault?  I don’t know.  Mary was certainly all for trying, but I distracted her with the idea of biting our dinner.  She was hungrier than she was curious.  So was I, only on a lesser scale.

   We found a number of prey animals in the area outside the city—deer, foxes, rabbits, even wild chickens and dazhu.  That provided blood and vital essence for the evening, as well as meat for tomorrow.

   In our further sightseeing around the ruins, we also found the building the amateur archaeologists used for a campsite; their horses and cart were parked outside.  I moved the horses indoors; the night chill was showing their breath.  Mary helped me get them settled in before we went through the leftover stuff.  We salvaged some clothes, tools, water jugs, and all the food.

   I went through their money and noted a lot of strange coins.  A few might even have my face on them, if I were handsome and heroic-looking.  Most of the money came in geometric shapes—triangles, squares, pentagons, and so on.  I wondered whatever became of my decimal currency idea.  Or was this more of a random sampling of money from several kingdoms?

   “Eat the horses?” Mary suggested.

   “Not unless we have to.  Bronze doesn’t mind, but I think it’s impolite.”

   “That’s fair.”

   I checked the mirror again; still no call from T’yl.  If he didn’t call before morning, I might have to light a fire under him.  Or, better yet, build one to call Amber so she could light a less metaphorical one under him.  We were pretty well stuck here until we had someplace to go, and we couldn’t plan where to go until we knew what was likely to get us killed.  Well, likely to get me killed.  Mary wasn’t a target, yet.

   Mary and I spent some of the night sitting in my headspace.  She perused apprentice memories garnered from my time with Jon, as well as the collated memory-impressions from a few hundred thousand meals.  I did research into how the magicians of Zirafel built magical enchantments into things without making them blatantly obvious.  Plus, I reviewed what I might have on the doorman, the vault, and the throne.  Then there were our language lessons, building her basic Rethven vocabulary.  Rethvenese?  The local dialect of the old kingdom of Rethven.

   I felt I learned a lot.  So did Mary.

   Firebrand warned me of an incoming call.  We bailed out of my headspace and watched the mirror form an image.

   T’yl’s semi-elvish countenance smiled at me from the mirror.  The background resembled an underground chamber in Karvalen.  Most structures have walls made up of individual blocks; those walls were smooth.

   “Well, you seem to be none the worse for wear,” he noted, “and your quarters have improved.”

   “You’d be amazed what you can find by looking,” I told him.  He glanced at Mary.

   “So I see.  You’re back in the world?”

   “I am.  How are things at your end of the mirror?”

   “Fair.  Things have calmed down quite a bit in your absence.  The Church of Light still thinks you need to be hunted down and destroyed, but I think the nobility of Karvalen are mostly settling in under the Queen.”

   “They seemed uppity the last I heard.”

   “They were.  I’m not sure how she’s calmed them.  I’m hardly a privy counselor.”

   “Her loss.  On that, how is Lissette?”

   “She is doing well.  She gave birth to her latest child with no complications shortly after you escaped.”

   “How many does that make?”

   “Five children, counting your heir.  Five children in nine years has been difficult for her, not counting the three miscarriages.  Thomen has become her personal physician; he has seen to it personally that healers from the Wizards’ Guild guard the health of the Queen.”  T’yl licked his lips and looked away.  “She’s a hard worker, that one.”

   “You sound surprised.”

   “I trust women to be greedy, short-sighted, and manipulative.”

   “Oh.  Well, we each judge on our own experience.  By the way, this is Mary.  She doesn’t speak the local language, yet.  Please bear in mind I like her.”

   “Noted,” he agreed.  I switched to English to introduce T’yl.  Mary smiled and sketched a small curtsy.  T’yl smiled at her and nodded.  I had T’yl hold for a moment while I ran through a translation spell for her.

   “There we go.  T’yl, Mary.  Mary, T’yl.  That’s better.”

   “Pleased to meet you, T’yl.”

   “And I, you, madam.”  He turned his attention to me.  “There are many more things we need to discuss.”

   “Go ahead,” I told him.  He glanced at Mary again.  “Think of her as my apprentice,” I added.

   “Oh.  As you will.  You’re still not welcome in Rethven.  No one appreciated the casual way your other self regarded the lives of subjects.  He was unpleasant, reactionary, and something of a sadist.”

   “Don’t hold back,” I advised.  “Tell me what you really think.”

   “Sarcasm,” T’yl noted.  “Yes, you seem to be yourself again.”

   “I am.  But go on about the other me.”

   “The Demon King crushed all opposition to his conquest and unhesitatingly burned whole towns.  While that, by itself, might have merely earned him a reputation as a ruthless conqueror, he had other habits.”

   “Such as?”

   “Once established in Carrillon, he sent out for women.  He used them as amusements, which seems to be somewhat offensive to people in your kingdom.”  He shrugged.  “I do not see the problem, myself.  He seldom killed them.  Besides, there were any number of other things he could have been up to that would have been far worse.”

   “I’m almost afraid to ask.  Did he use them for dining or other things?”

   “Both.  You may find a number of dark-haired children in the capitol that bear you more than a passing resemblance.”

   “Great,” I groaned, wincing.  “I’m going to have a tough time with the whole image thing.  Have you explained what happened?”

   “I have.  Tyma does not care.  Ever since you—well, the other you.  The Demon King.”

   “Yeah.”

   “Ever since you eviscerated her father and silenced her magical instruments, she has been most bitter.”

   “I what?”

   “You took offense to the way Minaren referenced your habits—”

   “No, back up.  Minaren’s dead?  And has been for…?”

   “Six years.”

   “If Minaren’s dead, I can’t do anything about it.  Okay.  Unpleasant, but a fact.  The instruments I might be able to do something about.  What happened to them?”

   “I am uncertain as to the exact mechanism, but they have not sounded a single note since Minaren’s performance of The Thirsty King.”

   “I want to see them,” I decided.  “There was a lot of effort involved in making those and Linnaeus gave up a piece of himself to make them sing.  They’re important to me.”

   “Tyma has them, I’m sure,” T’yl replied.  “I can speak to the Queen, perhaps.  Since you are no longer in the capitol, it may be possible for her to summon Tyma and obtain the instruments for examination.”

   “Good.  Now that we’ve handled that—those, at least, I might be able to fix—tell me about the thing I can’t fix.”

   “Minaren’s death?”

   “That would be the thing.”

   “When he finally came to the palace to perform—not his idea, of course—you commanded him to sing the song you found so offensive.  The Thirsty King mentioned a number of unsavory habits, but it was done well.  I thought it was quite funny, in a mocking sort of way.  The Demon King listened to the song in its entirety and tore Minaren’s guts out with his bare hands.  It took Minaren quite a while to die, lying there while you sat on the throne and ordered the next business forward.  That is when the instruments fell silent.  They will not even produce sound when used in a mundane fashion.”

   “No one helped Minaren as he was dying?”

   “Your Majesty,” T’yl stated, formally, “you are the Demon King—rather, you are known as the Demon King of Karvalen.  One does not simply do as one pleases in your presence.  One asks leave of His Majesty.  It was obvious no one was about to be granted leave to tend the dying man.  Even asking might have been taken as a request to join Minaren.”

   “I get it,” I gloomed.  Dread Lord.  Demon King.  Whee.  “So, Tyma started a smear campaign in the press?”

   “I beg your pardon?”

   “She started getting snippy in her songs?”

   “If I understand you correctly, yes.  She keeps herself hidden, but has written a score or more of popular songs about you.  She’s quite good at it.”

   “She’s a descendant of Linnaeus,” I noted.  

   “It shows.”

   “I would be surprised if it didn’t.  But she’s out of hiding and doing well, now?”

   “I believe she remains difficult to find, since she continues to speak out against you.  Most people do not really seem to care, in my opinion.  They accept the Demon King was a fact and are grateful he is no longer on the throne.”

   “Do they know I was possessed by a demon?”

   “Most of them have heard it, I believe.  Yes.”

   “Good enough.”

   “Good enough?” he asked, surprised.  “It’s your throne.  They seem to not want you on it.”

   “Lissette has it?”

   “Yes.”

   “Then I’m okay with it.”

   “As you say,” he replied, uncomfortably.

   “On to more important matters.  Where is Tort?”

   “Ah, that,” he said, and paused.  I waited a decent amount of time.

   “Where.  Is.  Tort?” I asked, trying not to glare.

   “I know you do not wish to hear this—”

   “Say it anyway.”

   “—but I do not believe she survived your rescue.”

   “Yep, you’re right.  I didn’t want to hear it.  T’yl, it doesn’t matter if I wanted to hear it or not.  You’re wrong.”

   “Sire?”

   “Let me explain this in small words.  I will not accept that she died for me.  Got that?”

   “I… yes, Your Majesty.”

   “Good.  Now, she’s around somewhere.  I don’t know where she is, but I intend to find her.”

   “If she is… that is, since she is alive, I think a broad campaign of hunting for her may be unwise.”

   “Oh?”

   “Since she is alive, as you say, then she has chosen to hide herself thoroughly.  As the right hand of the Demon King, there are those who would gladly kill her for her part in his reign.  While the farmer in his field may have little enough concern for the actions of the Demon King—what goes on in the Palace of Carrillon is the King’s business—I assure you, people with more power, while fewer, are much more concerned.  And, might I add, offended, even vengeful.  I suggest, Sire, since she has chosen not to contact anyone, she does not wish to be found.”

   “Fair point.  And yet, I am going to find her.”

   “Your prerogative, Sire.  There is also the matter of your safety.”

   “Oh?”

   “There are rumors of your return already.  The Gate of Zirafel has shown activity, which is sufficient to raise suspicions in the circles of magicians.”

   “They monitor the thing?”

   “Of course,” T’yl replied, looking startled.  “It is the Gate of Shadows.  The Lord of Night returned through it a hundred years ago.  What else might emerge?  It is also in the City of Bones, the ruin of Zirafel, where the firmament itself was broken and the Things from the Outer Darkness entered.  Did you think it would remain unwatched?”

   “No, of course not,” I lied.  “I was merely wondering if they mounted a constant watch on it, or if they checked on it regularly.”

   “Ah.  I think it is a constant watch.”

   “Good to know,” I sighed, miserably.  So much for being unnoticed.

   “Moreover,” T’yl continued, “the Church of Light, as well as other churches, may already have confirmation from the entrails or other oracular processes.  Who knows what their gods have told them?  Whatever plans any of them may have made, they are doubtless hurrying them along or changing them to suit a more immediate timetable.  Your safety—there, or here in Karvalen—may not be assured.”

   “So?”

   “So?” he echoed, surprised.  “Is this not a matter of concern?”

   “Not to me.”

   “I do not understand.”

   “No, you don’t.  Not by half.  I’m going to find her.  If it means forty thousand screaming priests show up with flamethrowers and attitude, so be it.  They can wait in the lobby while I work or be squashed into screaming meat sauce if they get persnickety.  If, after all my efforts, I can’t find her, that’s fine; I’ll have tried my best.  But I need to do that.  And until I do, I don’t see how I’m going to care about much else.  The only thing I’m hoping, right now, is I don’t have to crush a religion to have sufficient peace and quiet to find my Tort.”

   T’yl gave me a look I couldn’t quite interpret.  His spirit didn’t show up well through a magic mirror, either, so I was kind of at a loss.

   “Your Majesty,” he began, sincerely, “I am… unused to this sort of emotion.  From you.  Remember, please, I have been dealing with something else entirely which has spoken with your face.  It is sometimes difficult to… reconcile my immediate feelings with the truth of who you really are.

   “Of course you must find your Tort.  I hope we can do so.  But we must be cautious.  The… forty thousand screaming priests?  They will not be so kind as to wait while you finish.”

   “Naturally.  Yes.  You’re right.  I’m sorry if I sounded harsh.  Tort means more to me than you know.”

   “No, not at all.  You were firm, and strong, without being harsh.  Without the cruelty I have come to expect.  It is I who must apologize, Your Majesty, for it is unjust of me to expect such from you—now.”

   “Forget it,” I told him, ignoring the title.  “Help me think of ways of searching for Tort.  Preferably without revealing to anyone I’m looking for her, and without drawing attention to her.”

   “I will,” he promised.  “Is there anything you want done about the Church of Light and your kingdom?”

   “I’d like to ignore the Church of Light as much as possible.  And the kingdom seems to be doing fine all by itself.”  Then a thought struck me.  “Hey!  Didn’t I jump through a gate to get away from these idiots?”

   “Yes.”

   “But the Church of Light wasn’t the only group on my tail.  Wasn’t there some faction of the Wizards’ Guild, too?”

   “Yes, but the Guild proper exists because of a Royal Charter.  In theory, Thomen, as Guildmaster, derives his authority from the writ of the King.”

   “I get that, sort of.  But what about this faction?”

   “There are political wizards, even as there are political magicians,” T’yl admitted, shrugging.  “Some are more interested in gathering power over people than power over magic.  In general, I find the ones with less talent for magic tend to try to have more power over people.”

   “And these people didn’t annoy the Demon King?”

   “If he could be bothered by them, I feel sure he would have killed them.  He tended to kill anything he found annoying.”

   “How did Lissette take that?  And Thomen?”

   “Lissette usually ruled while your other self… played?  Occupied himself with his own projects.  She minimized the damage—quite a number of your personal staff were dedicated to that purpose.  Thomen seems to be less of a politician than he could be, but his close connection with the royal family goes a long way in helping him retain his position as Guildmaster.”

   “I imagine it would.  All right.  Do you think it’s safe to drop into Karvalen?  Or should we continue to hide out here?”

   T’yl frowned his thoughtful frown, looking up and to the right.

   “There is no such thing as a safe place,” he mused.  “Zirafel is far away, which makes attacking you difficult, but any attack will be powerful if it reaches you there.  Karvalen, on the other hand, allows for more opportunities to attack you, but most of them will be of lesser force.  Those may be useful in identifying who is making such attempts.

   “Still,” he continued, focusing on me again, “it would be best if your movements and location were less well-known.”

   “I wasn’t aware we were sitting in the middle of a target.”

   “It is not so bad as all that, but people do suspect where you are.  It would be better if they suspected wrongly.”

   “Fair enough.  What’s your plan?”

   “I do not have one, as yet, but I will see if I can uncover a way to smuggle you into your own mountain palace.”

   “I can live with that,” I agreed.  “Can I call you on that mirror, later?”

   “No.  It is a spell, not an enchantment, and will not last beyond this conversation.”

   “Too bad.  Message spell?”

   “Actually,” he said, smiling, “I’m told you can speak to your daughter in the flames?”

   “Yes.”

   “If you would do so, she can relay a message to me.  It will be less likely to be noticed.  Message spells can be seen when they arrive, and I would not wish to have word of this reach the ears of Thomen.  He is still Master of the Wizards’ Guild and still hates you.”

   “For what I did to Tort?”

   “Mostly, yes.  He is also a reasonably good man and feels some responsibility for not being able to curb your more unpleasant habits.”

   “Vengeance and guilt together,” I muttered.  “Yeah, let’s keep this from him.  Priests I can deal with.  If the Guildmaster starts calling for group spells aimed at me, that could be troublesome.”

   “As you say, Sire.”

   “Another thing.  When you opened the gate to send me away, were you aiming for the place I described before?  The library with the carnivorous ivy?”

   “What?” he asked, shocked.  “Of course not!  I knew you would need a place with people.  While preparing for this, I referenced what information there was on gate travel in Arondel so I might avoid a daylight miscalculation.  I also obtained a key from the old Hand gate in Telen to make sure I reached the place from whence you first came, rather than the place of ruins.  Did I not find your world?”

   “It was fine,” I told him.  “I was a little concerned when I didn’t land somewhere immediately familiar.”

   “I am relieved.  Gates are tricky things.  Even the Hand was cautious about opening them.”

   “One more thing.  What day is it?  Inter-universal travel really screws with my calendar.”

   T’yl told me; seven months had passed while I was on the other side.  Not too bad a time differential, then.  We exchanged farewells and he waved a hand over his mirror.  The image swam away, leaving nothing, not even me.

   Mary decided she wanted more language lessons.  I was in the mood for something to think about.

   “Translation spells seem to be really useful,” she pointed out, “but I can’t cast one, yet.”

   “I’m sure we’ll find some people in Rethven—well, I guess it’s Karvalen, now—who need to pass on.  You’ll pick up the local language in no time.”

   “I’m sure I will, but it would probably help to have more hooks to hang it on.”

   “You know, I don’t really know.  Okay, we’ll try it.”

   So we spent the rest of the night in my headspace, talking.

   





   





Friday, January 23rd 

    

   Karvalen/Rethven calendars are a little different from Earth calendars, but that’s close enough.  “January” actually means something, instead of Leyonda.  For my peace of mind and reduced confusion, I’m sticking with the calendar I know best.

   Mary and I continued to practice phrases and vocabulary through the sunrise, with a brief break for a walkthrough of cleaning spells.  I had her cast them while I guided her through, kind of like a gymnast working through a maneuver with her coach.  She still has to do all her spells slowly, with much handwaving and clearly-spoken words, but she’s gaining confidence and competence.  I remember a time, with Sasha, when I was doing about as well.

   She’s also demonstrated a weak telekinetic trick with her daytime powers.  She can slide a coin or something similar, but nothing that requires real force.  Still, it implies the potential for much greater power as she gets older.

   When we finished the spells we had a quick dip in the hot tub and cold plunge.  Then it was time to enjoy a pleasant morning with an unusual selection of breakfast meats—fire-roasted dazhu and chicken are not normally breakfast foods—but it worked pretty well.  We had breakfast and lounged in the warm pool.

   “Do you think we could find something besides… well, meat?” Mary asked.

   “I don’t know.  It’s winter, so I doubt there are any berries or other fruits.”  I shrugged.  “I don’t really notice what I eat anymore, unless it’s particularly unpleasant.  It’s mortal food, which makes it fuel.”

   “Yeah, but don’t you get tired of meat?”

   “Ask me again in Rethvenesian.”

   Mary made a growling noise and thought about it.

   “Do you… not?… tired meat get?” she tried.  “Of.  Meat tired get of?  Of meat tired get?  Dammit, Rethven has screwball grammar,” she added, in English.  She tried again.  “Do you of meat not tired get?”

   “Very good.  It got the idea across.”  We went over it again and she closed her eyes, repeating the correct phrasing silently to herself for a minute.

   “Right.  So, answer the question,” she ordered, in English.

   “Yes, I suppose I do.  I don’t care enough about finding anything else.  It’s all going to be something that tastes bad, tastes strong, or disagrees with me in some way.”

   “But… nutrition?  Vitamins?  Protein?  Carbs?  All that?”

   “We regenerate at night.  Everything resets by morning.  I can’t suffer from malnutrition in a single day.”

   “Huh.”  She thought for a bit.  “Could you make a spell—I don’t know how hard it is, so tell me if it’s a silly idea, okay?  Could you make a spell to change the food’s flavor?  Or one to… I don’t know… dial down your taste buds?”

   She nudged me.

   “Hey.  Wake up.  Answer the question.”

   “Oh?  Sorry.  I just realized I’ve been stupid.  Again.”

   “How so?”

   “Altering the flavor of food is problematic.  It’s a complicated illusion spell of the mind-affecting sort.  But I could put a perception filter on me to lower the gain…” I trailed off, thinking about it.  It wouldn’t really be all that different from a pain-management spell, and I have more than one of those.

   “I’m pleased you like the idea, but I’d still like something besides fried, grilled, or roasted carcass as options.”

   “I’ll see what I can do.”

   “Speaking of options… about Tort.”

   “Yes?”

   “You’ve told me about her, but I get the feeling you haven’t told me everything about her.”

   “Oh?  What makes you say that?”

   “The way you reacted, talking to Till.”

   “T’yl.”

   “Whatever.  She’s important to you.”

   “Yes,” I admitted.  “She is.  I did say so.  I know I did.”

   “Yes, you did.  Is it something I need to worry about?”

   “I wouldn’t think so.”

   “Why not?”

   Tough question.  I gave it some thought, then thought about it some more.

   “Maybe,” I hedged, “before we get into that, we need to look at something closer.”

   “Such as?” she asked.  She arched an eyebrow at me.

   So that’s what it feels like.  Huh.

   “Let me start by saying I suck at relationships.  Having them, talking about them, understanding them.  I have several things I’m not good at, but that tops the list.  Okay?”

   “Understood.  You suck.  Proceed.”

   “Yes.  Thanks for being so understanding.”

   “You’re a guy.  Your default position is lousy at the whole ‘feelings’ thing.  I’m used to that.”

   “That makes it a little easier… I think.  The question is, what are we to each other?  I mean, we’re obviously allies, and lovers, and you’re some sort of hybrid vampire species progeny of mine.  In this instance, though, I think we need to focus less on those and more on our relationship.”

   “An endeavor at which you suck,” she added.

   “Yes, I suck at them.  I get that you get it.”

   Mary giggled.  I realized in a flash that she was teasing me.

   “Look, Boss—”

   What did I say? Firebrand asked.

   “Sorry,” Mary apologized, before turning to look at me again.  “Look, my dark and sinister snuggliciousness, this is not as complicated as you make it out to be.  At first, you were the really nice guy I didn’t want to see killed by the rest of the tribes—I admit it; I have soft spot for naïve goofballs and for terrifying, ancient monsters.  I seldom get both in one package.  Also add I was pretty bored with my life.  Saving you would probably be good for some real excitement, and I was severely short on that.  Plus, you’re quite nice on the eyes.  That helped, too.”

   “I am?”

   “Don’t go fishing for compliments,” she advised.  “After that, I realized I was stuck with you.  If I tried to go home after that, or even if I walked away, someone would find me and show me a sunrise.  I kicked myself over that for a while, but I also realized I was right.  You were worth saving.”

   “Thank you.”

   “Yeah, well… it wasn’t all altruism on my part,” she admitted.  “I was in favor with the most powerful member of the blood in the world.  I saw it as an opportunity.  At least, for a while.  I’m not sure where I started liking you more than the idea of drinking your blood, but…” she shrugged.  “Somewhere around the first time we ate breakfast together—a mortal breakfast—I caught on you were way more important to me than as a blood supply.  Okay?”

   “Okay.”

   “So, here’s the deal.  Our relationship is this:  I like you.  I like you a whole lot.  I don’t want to say I love you.  Every time I’ve ever said it to someone, things have gone badly.  But I like you so much I want you around all the time.  I want you to touch me, obviously.  And I want to hear your voice, whether we’re talking over breakfast, or whispering before breaking into a place, or yelling as we run through a burning building.  I want to sit on the sofa inside your head and feel your thoughts and memories as you share them with me.

   “You… amuse me?  No,” she contradicted herself, “that’s not the right word.  That makes it seem like you’re a bit of entertainment.  You are entertaining, but there’s more to it.  You make me feel as though… everything is going to be all right.  We’re going to fight nasty people.  We’re going to bleed.  We’re going to hurt and be hurt and risk the ultimate death.  But we’ll get through it and everything will turn out better.  There will be ups and downs along the way, but the trend will be upward.  It’s like you make the world better by being in it.  No,” she corrected herself again, “not the world.  My world, wherever I happen to be.  Okay?”

   We sat there in awkward silence while I digested that.  For someone who didn’t want to say she loved me, she was doing a pretty good job of it.

   “All right,” I agreed.  “I think I understand.  I say I think I understand because, in general, I feel much the same way about you.  Having you around is… good.  The world seems like a better place because of you.  So, yeah, I think I get it.”

   “Good.  We’ve reinvented friends-with-benefits.  Now, am I going to have to kill this Tort person in a fit of jealous rage?  Or am I going to have to get used to the idea of threesomes?”

   “She makes the world a better place, too.”

   “So, it’s not only me?”

   “I’m not sure how to respond to that.”

   “You have someone you… care deeply about, in the same way you care about me?”

   “It’s similar,” I admitted.  “She’s different from you, of course.  Mortal, but she’s a magician—a professional, degree-holding, master of magical arts—and has extended her lifespan, so she doesn’t look older than thirty.  She started out as a kind of adopted daughter, remember?”

   “You told me how you rescued her, became her angel.”

   “Yeah.  She kind of adopted me in return.  She loves me, and I can say that without any shadow of a doubt.  I love her, too—it’s taken me one coma, a possession, and about a hundred years, but I finally figured it out.  I will do anything it takes to protect her or avenge her.  I don’t love her in the same way I… um, care about you, but she matters to me.  She’s important to me.”

   “So, she’s kind of like… a mortal pet?” Mary hazarded.

   “I… hmm.”  I had to think about it.  “I don’t think that’s quite fair.”

   “Maybe not.  But she’s mortal.  She’ll die someday and you know it.  Until then, she’s yours and you won’t stand for anyone kicking her.”

   “I confess I dislike the demeaning metaphor, but, while it’s not what I’d call precisely right, I can’t really say it’s wrong.”

   “I’m okay with that.  Both ways.  You don’t have to like the metaphor, but it’s the only one I’ve got.  And if she’s yours, well, she’s yours.  I’m okay with that, too.”  Mary chewed her lip for a moment and I envied her ability to do so without shredding it.  “If you want to have pets—I don’t know what else to call them—then that’s fine.  I can be jealous and I know it.  I admit it.  But pets and lovers aren’t quite the same thing.”

   “Um… she and I… because, during the day…”

   “Yes, so I gathered.  And that’s fine, too.  Weird, from a vampire perspective, but fine.  Sex itself is weird when you’re undead, but I’m getting used to it again.  What I’m trying to get at is I’m immortal, right?”

   “Right.”

   “You’re immortal.  Right?”

   “Right.”

   “She’s not.  Right?”

   “Right.”

   “Do you plan to make her immortal?”

   “I haven’t given it any thought,” I admitted.

   “If she asked, would you?”

   “Yes.”

   “That was a snap answer,” she pointed out.  “Would you like to think about it for a minute?”

   “No, but thank you for the offer.  It’s the answer, the only answer.  My answer.  I love Tort and I know it.  She’s a big girl; she knows what she would be getting into.  I would never force it on her, but if she asked, I would give it to her.  She could ask for my fangs, if she wanted, and I’d ask why—but I’d be reaching for pliers even while asking.”

   “Huh.  Really?”

   “Really.”

   “Okay.  Good to know.  So, she’s going to live a long time because she’s a magician.  In a decade or six, when she’s starting to think about her mortality and suchlike, we can revisit this.  If she’s going to be one of us—in the sort-of dead sense—then we need to talk about it.  If she’s merely another mortal, of whatever sort, I can live with it.  Like… like your queen, Lissette.  You have concubines or consorts or whatever they are, right?  That doesn’t make them queens.”

   “I think I get it.  You’re my—what?  Vampire bride?”

   “Ooo!” she exclaimed, grinning and clapping her hands.  “That sounds delicious!  I can live with that.”

   “And anyone else is a mortal amusement?  A beloved pet?”

   “They can live with that.”

   “Don’t you mean you can live with that?”

   She opened her mouth and ran the tip of her tongue along one of her extended fangs, slowly and delicately.

   “I know what I said.”

   “I guess that’s fair.  I didn’t realize you felt that way about mortals.”

   “Most of the time, I don’t.  They’re another sort of people.  Sometimes not-yet-vampires, sometimes obstacles, and sometimes dinner.  In this case, I’m a little… what’s the word?”

   “Territorial?”

   “Good word,” she agreed.  “Is that a bad thing?” she asked, sounding anxious.

   “It depends on how dangerous it is for my pets, I guess.”

   “I’m trying to put a spin on this to let me think of them in a non-threatening way.  I like you, and I’m trying to avoid thinking of anyone else as a threat to us developing our relationship.  It has the potential to redefine ‘long-term,’ you know.  I would like to be prepared for whatever history you may have—and vampires can have such an awful lot of history, not to mention baggage.

   “If I have to deal with a mortal wife and lovers, I’m going to be judgmental and territorial.  I know it, and I’m letting you know it.  Get used to the idea.  Not because you don’t have a choice, but because I don’t.  I know how I work.  I’m not always proud of it.”

   “Okay.  We’ll both be as patient and understanding as possible.  Deal?”

   “Deal.  And I want you to promise me something.”

   “What?”

   “If you ever decide I’m being difficult, don’t ignore it.  Talk to me.  Discuss with me.  If necessary, yell and scream with me.  Do not quietly take it and never say anything.  I will feel ignored and unappreciated, as though I don’t matter to you.  Too much tolerance and patience will make you seem as though you don’t care.”  She smiled, sadly.  “I’ve been down that road before, too.  When I was still alive.  I know where it goes and how it ends.”  She slid closer to me in the water and put her head on my shoulder.  “I thought I ought to mention it, since you suck at relationships.”

   I thought about it for a minute.  I couldn’t think of anything to say.  On the other hand, I could think of a good conversation stopper.  I picked her up and carried her dripping from the bath.  She put her arms around my neck.

   “Mind if I ask what you’re doing?” she asked.  “Not that I object, so far.”

   I took her to one of the other bedrooms, tossed her on the bed, and pinned her down.  With my mouth next to her ear, I whispered softly.

   “I really don’t care if we break this furniture,” I told her.  She leered up at me with a heavy-lidded gaze and a wide, sensual smile.

   “Have I mentioned I like you a lot?”

    

   I didn’t teach my flesh-welding spell to Mary, but I did show her how I cast it, then gave her control of it.  My wounds weren’t deep, but most of them were pretty long.  I handled her wounds; I forgot to bring my fingernail grinder.  As long as we had the magic for it, why not?  It saved the first-aid sprays for special occasions.

   She’s vicious at unarmed combat.  If I hadn’t started it, it would have been touch and go.  As it was, since I’m not entirely ignorant and I outweigh her by a factor of three or four, I succeeded in my attempt to subdue her.  Sort of.  I have the feeling she wasn’t really trying.  Mary enjoyed it enormously.  It’s really not my cup of tea.  It’s not even my cup of distilled water.  But as long as she enjoys it, I’ll make the effort.  Maybe it’ll grow on me, if she doesn’t accidentally hit an artery in the process.

   I cast a spell to connect the main mirror in the Imperial bedroom to my pocket mirror.  It would work like call forwarding; any incoming communication would be shunted to my pocket mirror.  I didn’t want to miss a call if T’yl tried to reach me.

   I wanted to go check out the Great Arch; Mary wanted to continue exploring.  We compromised.  Bronze dropped me off at the Plaza of the Arch and carried Mary on an alarm-bell tour of the city.  I got to examine ancient workmanship in the magic of the Arch.  She got to play amateur archaeologist.

   The Gate was an impressive piece of work.  As I suspected, it wasn’t a physical construct, but a magical one.  Energy was packed so densely as to form what seemed to be a solid structure.  Degenerate energy, like degenerate matter, possibly?  It wasn’t regular matter, of course.  Rather, it was in a state between regular energy and matter.  It was also quite large and powerful.

   As I examined it, I discovered it was tuned specifically for its twin in Tamaril.  That made sense; it would be unable to miss its intended destination and the ongoing power requirements would be drastically reduced.  The only place it could reach out to was the other Arch.  Other gates could make contact with this one only if it wasn’t in use.  In effect, it was a door that could be opened only to Tamaril, but any other magical door could open to here.  Or like a phone with only one number on speed-dial, it could call only one place while any other phone could call it.

   That might explain the lack of traffic.  Nobody wants to go to a cursed city of the ancients if they can’t turn around and come right back.

   On the other hand, Zirafel, City of the Sunset, was the western capitol of the Empire.  Tamaril, City of the Dawn, was the eastern capitol.  What did Sparky do to Tamaril?  Anything?  Or was it still there and hadn’t heard about the curse on Zirafel being broken?  How could it not have heard?  So, why was this place still abandoned?

   I resisted the urge to open the Great Arch and see if Tamaril was still standing.  It wasn’t easy to resist; I really wanted to know.  Besides, if we had to run from something, Tamaril might be a good choice—the only choice, if we were going through the Great Arch; we can’t open it to anywhere else, after all.  T’yl could open a gate from the mountain’s gate room, though, to let us through.  But if we activated the Gate from this end, it would alert everyone in Tamaril that Zirafel was once more open for business.  I’m also not sure I could establish a connection to Tamaril and then break the connection.  It wasn’t meant to be turned off.

   I was pleased to discover I understood the spell of the Gate better than I thought.  Taking the base spell apart and examining it really improved my comprehension.  I couldn’t improve on the workmanship in the Great Arch, but I thought I might have some things to talk about with the original designers.  Procedural questions, mainly.  Why do it one way and not the other way?  Why have thirty-eight variable transformation subroutines for a point-to-point gate?  Why not an even forty?  Or thirty-five?  That sort of thing.  

   The day moved on into afternoon and the weather started to warm up.  I clenched my teeth and ignored the idea the edges of the world should melt.  Variable star.  That’s my theory and I’m quite happy with it, thank you.  It’s none of my business how the so-called gods run the place.  It’s possible, somewhere, I might find a world where a shining-faced deity actually drives winged horses across the sky every day.  If there is such a place and I find it, I won’t like it any better and will probably leave immediately.

   Back at the Palace, I found Mary digging into dinner.  She was dressed for the occasion, too.  Lots of silky stuff, low-cut and flowing, in every color the clothier’s art could manage and then some; I suspected spells.  Her jewelry was also impressive.  A net of silver and sapphires restrained her blonde hair.  A diadem with an emerald the size of the first joint of my thumb adorned her brow.  Elaborate traceries of wire circled and banded her ears; long, hair-fine streamers of gold and diamonds came down to her shoulders.  Broad bracelets of gold twinkled with intricate designs.  A necklace, almost a mantilla, covered her shoulders and down to the top of her dress with a web-pattern of braided silver and white gold.

   She stood up and curtseyed.

   “Like it?” she asked, and turned in place.  Fluttering afterimages of color followed her every movement.

   “Very nice,” I agreed.  “I’m no expert on fashion, but that’s a head-turning outfit anywhere.  It helps that you’re in it, of course.”  Mary smiled widely and bobbed again.

   “Did you know,” she asked, “the Imperial family didn’t live here?”

   “Now that you mention it, yes.  I didn’t remember it until you brought it up.  My mental library isn’t as organized as I’d like.”

   “I saw.  I’ve been exploring the city and I found their residence.  It’s not like these state chambers.  It’s much more personal.”

   “That explains the clothes.”

   “Yep.  There’s tons of wardrobe and it’s all preserved.  Quite a number of the wealthier-looking places are in good shape, but there are even more with broken robot maintenance things in them.  I don’t know what went wrong.”

   “That’s weird.  They shouldn’t break down.  Then again, they could wear out over time.”

   “I think that’s it.  The busted ones were solo.  The working ones were in pairs.  I’ll bet they maintain each other as well as the homes and property.”

   “You’re probably right.”  I ran a length of diaphanous material through one hand.  “Nothing objected to you taking any of this?”

   “You know, nothing did.  I didn’t even get challenged by a statue or anything.  I’m thinking they relied less on magic and more on guards.  They had some pretty decent locks, though.  I left most of the magical ones alone, but I got all this from things I could open.”

   She gestured toward the bedroom and I whistled.  There was a pile of stuff—clothes, jewelry, all sorts of miscellaneous goods.  Well, she was a professional housebreaker.  She didn’t do it for the money; she did it for the fun of it.  And she always wanted to be an international jewel thief.

   “Congratulations.  You’re now an inter-universal jewel thief.”  I held up a pendant with a deep yellow stone on it the size of a golf ball.  “This, all by itself, will earn you a place in history.  If you want it.”

   “Thank you.”  She curtseyed again.  “I’m glad someone appreciates my talents.  Dinner?”

   I sat down with her at the table and started eating.  The dish warmed the food to a good eating temperature.  We ate for a bit before Mary resumed.

   “I also found some other stuff that wasn’t totally shot.  This place is mostly a ruin, but a few of the unmaintained buildings aren’t too bad, aside from the dirt.  I checked a few of them out.  Public buildings, for the most part.  These guys knew how to build.”

   “That they did,” I agreed.

   “One of those is a big, domed thing—bigger than most.  It looks like a church.”

   “Well, there’s a nasty flashback to a major religious organization and their equivalent of the Vatican.”

   “Is that bad?” she asked.

   “Not as such.  Worrisome, if it’s the Church of Light.  I didn’t think they had anything to do with Zirafel, but I suppose, now that I think on it, they might have influenced Queen Flarima toward religious freedom.  Sparky pretty much had the place to herself in a religious monopoly until the Queen made other religions legal.”

   “So, if this Church of Light persuaded the Queen to go with a polytheistic stance instead of a monotheistic one, Sparky might have cursed the place because of that?”

   “I know she cursed the place for the rejection of monotheism.  Well, for the rejection of her monopoly, anyway.  I’m not too sure of the details, that’s all.  But back to this dome.  What did you find inside?”

   “Stone benches in a sort of stadium seating arrangement, along with a stage, an altar, stuff like that.”

   “No giant statue with a big, polished thing hanging over it where the head should be?”

   “Um.  Not exactly.”

   “Good.”

   “The statue was a woman, holding her arms up, like so,” she demonstrated.  Her hands went over her head, insides of her wrists touching, fingers spread wide.  “She didn’t have anything in her hands.”

   That sounded familiar—not from my memories, but from my leftovers.  That sounded like the Temple of Fire.

   Sparky.  Of course.  They didn’t have time to build a massive temple to the Church of Light between the date of the decree and the start of the curse.

   “We’ve only got a couple of hours,” I noted.  “Let’s eat quickly.  I’d like to look at it before nightfall.”

   “Why before nightfall?”

   “Undead burn in the presence of holy light.”

   “Ah.  Suddenly, I’m not hungry.”

   “I understand.  Wait a second,” I added, as a thought struck me.  “Did your feet give you any trouble?”

   “Not a bit.  Is that because it’s daytime and I have a pulse?”

   “I don’t know.  I’d guess that has something to do with it.”

   “Then we should hurry.  Let’s go.”

    

   It looked familiar, but most of Zirafel looked familiar.  This particular building design, or something much like it, I had personally seen before.  If someone crossed the Astrodome with Notre Dame, this might be the result.  It was a mammoth dome done in some sort of white stone.  It might have been concrete; it had no seams, cracks, or joins.  The dome was pierced in two places we could see—sets of double doors, each set facing east or west.

   All around this stupendous dome was a paved court of the same stone.  Once gleaming white, it was now dimmed by a layer of dirt.  I could almost hear the shouting of hawkers, hucksters, and shills as they tried to sell offerings to the faithful.

   Do we want to go in there, Boss? Firebrand asked.  From the tone of thought, it didn’t like the idea.

   “Yes.”

   Are you sure?

   “No.”

   But we’re going in anyway?

   “Yes.”

   Are you crazy?

   “Jury’s out.”

   Mary chuckled.  Firebrand shut up.

   Bronze carried us to the western doors; one was ajar enough for a person to slip through.  She nudged one with her forehead and they creaked a little, shifting.  She pushed harder and the door groaned like a damned soul with a hangover.  It gave grudgingly, grinding slowly out of her way.  She stepped inside, hooves ringing more sharply, unmuffled on the pristine stone within.

    The circular dome covered a circular amphitheater.  At the top, well above the upraised hands of the statue, an oculus gave us a blue slice of sky and a slanting sun-ray.  Half a dozen rings of benches circled the place, stair-stepping down toward a central stage.  They stopped on a level with the stage, but the stairs continued down into an empty ring around it.  The stage itself had stairs and ramps leading up from there.  Doors in the outer face of the surrounding ring led under the seating.

   At a guess, livestock and other sacrifices were brought in from somewhere below through those doors.  Supplicants or priests could climb the stairs to the stage while handlers moved livestock up the ramp.  Yes, that sounded right.  Except on certain days when the clergy would enter through one or the other of the main doors and walk in a line down the steps, circle the stage, then climb its steps to take one of the Tests of Fire…

   Ow.  Headache.  I really should do something about that.

   In the center of the stage was a thirty-foot statue of Tamara.

   Okay, no.  It was the Mother of Flame, but even in profile the resemblance was definite.  It made me wonder.  I’ve heard, in goddish circles, Sparky “gets around.”  Does she ever get around to a mortal plane and then get down?  Would that explain the resemblance?  Are all the fire-witches descendants from an avatar?

   Possibly not the wisest train of thought while standing in her temple.  I paid more attention to architecture.

   A pair of altars graced the stage, one to the left of the statue, one to the right—one to the east, one to the west.  The ramp led up at a shallow angle, circling along the side of the stage, to the eastern altar.  From the looks of them, one was for burnt offerings—the one on her left, on the eastern side.  Once you slaughter an animal on an altar and burn bits of it, you don’t really want to use that altar for anything else.  Hence, the other altar on the western side.

   As I watched, the hands of the statue started to glow.  I felt Mary tense in front of me.  I felt Bronze tense underneath me.  I felt Firebrand tense beside me.  We were all pretty tense.  I felt a sudden urge to be past tense, as in previously here and presently gone.

   Boss?

   “I don’t know.”

   Bronze shifted her feet and prepared to spring out the door.  She didn’t, but she was ready for it.  Mary cursed softly at her princess outfit and managed to dig out a gun.

   The hands of the statue turned red, then shifted up the spectrum to yellow, yellow-white, and finally a blinding white.  A whoomp noise echoed through the cavernous room as fire erupted between her upraised hands, expanding in a yellowish ball.  Part of it shot upward through the oculus while the rest of it rolled like a mushroom cloud.  The cloud dissipated and vented up and out.  The fire between her hands settled down to a ball of white fire about the size of a basketball—in scale with a thirty-foot statue, that is.  It might have been as small as a meter or so in diameter.  The white light illuminated the entire temple with an unwavering clarity.

   We waited.  Nothing further happened.  The flame was soundless and smokeless.  The silence was profound.

   “Well?” Mary asked, softly.  “An automatic spell whenever more than one person comes in?”

   “Maybe,” I answered, doubtfully.  I eyed the blazing sphere with suspicion.  It burned without guile, ulterior motive, or visible fuel.  “Let’s leave it alone for now and see if it goes out.”

   “Okay.”

   Bronze walked toward the door, ready at any instant to outrun a streaking ball of flame.  It continued to disappoint, however.  We made it outside and out of the line of fire without incident.

   I dismounted and peeked around the edge of the door.  Still burning.  I reported my findings.

   “I’m going to stop using the word ‘normal’,” Mary vowed.  “Is that unusual?”

   “I’d say so.  I’m not seeing a spell, either.  Firebrand?”

   It’s not magical fire, Boss.

   “I have a sneaking suspicion it’s not mundane flame, either.”

   Wow.  It’s like you’ve seen this before!

   “Sarcasm.  From a sword.  Why am I not shocked?”

   I’m good with fire, not lightning?

   “Hold it,” Mary broke in.  “If it’s not magical and not mundane, what is it?”

   Divine fire, Firebrand replied.  Last time, it was a pillar of the stuff while his daughter was throwing a tantrum about being knifed in the back of the neck.  Boss, I will laugh at any normal fire you want.  I will bend any magical flame you name to my will.  But that stuff isn’t really fire; it’s a manifestation of a goddess and that’s not my area!

   “Noted,” I noted.

   “It’s talking about the assassination?” Mary asked, then directed her questions at Firebrand.  “The one where he tied her soul into a fire elemental thing?”

   “Yes,” I answered.  “I think this manifestation in the temple is Sparky’s way of saying she sees me.”

   “I hate to keep repeating the question, but it seems worthwhile,” Mary announced.  “Is this a bad thing?  No, wait; I asked the wrong question.  How bad a thing is this, having a sun-goddess paying close attention to us blood-drinking night-monsters?”

   “I’m not sure.”

   “You keep saying that.  I thought you were an expert on this place?”

   “All the experts on Sparky and Zirafel have been dead for a thousand years.  I’m just the best we’ve got.”

   “Huh.  Well, I guess that’s fair.  Hey!  Here’s a thought.  My curiosity is satisfied.  How about we shut the door and pretend we were never here?”

   “Sold.”  I hauled on the door; it shuddered and groaned as I dragged it shut.

   As we rode away, I glanced back.  Light still streamed through the cracks between and under the doors.

    

   I gave up on the care and maintenance of the horses.  Rather than keep them until their feed ran out, I turned them loose.  There wasn’t much forage in the city, but outside the boundaries of the original curse, things hadn’t dried up and died.  Farmland and rolling hills had turned into light forest and grassland.  It was still cold, but they stood a better chance on their own out there.

   Mary decided to keep one, at least until the feed and forage runs out.  She doesn’t suffer from the same weight problem I do, so the best of the flesh-and-blood horses became hers.  I admit, riding double on Bronze isn’t ideal.  I’m hoping we don’t have to run anywhere at unreasonable speeds.    

   Once we led them out of the city—Bronze told them to follow and they did; horses never argue with her—we sent them on their way.  With our errand done, we dragged wood together on the old Way of Armies.  The east-west road out of Zirafel was still in good shape.  Surprisingly good, in fact.  It was perfectly acceptable for carts and wagons, but the suspension on most automobiles would complain a bit.  It was never meant to be asphalt-smooth—just flat.  For the most part it still was.  Not bad for a thousand years without maintenance.

   “You’re going to do this during the day?” Mary asked, dragging a pair of big, old branches to the pile.

   “Why not?  All I’m doing is calling my daughter.”

   “Who is a priestess of the fire goddess.  And a sun goddess, right?”

   “Good point.  You think doing it at night would be better?”

   Mary thought about that one.

   “At night, we fry in sunlight… but the goddess would, logically, either be asleep or have less power over us.  We’re in a world where the sun actually does go to bed at night, right?”

   “You’re thinking like a wizard.  Good.  I think you’re right; it does seem to get really dark right after sunset.  You’d think some light would still shine up from below the Edge.  I freely admit I don’t actually know how it works.  We can check, tonight, if you like, and then call Amber.”

   “I like that plan better.”

   “Okay.  Let’s get a good pile of wood together, though.”

   “Mind if I ride back into town to change?  This flowing stuff is pretty, but I’ve recently realized I need something more practical than pretty.”

   She rode back to the Palace to change.  Bronze and I stacked wood—she dragged it over, I broke it into reasonable lengths and piled it for easy use.  It helped that the looters had brought along an axe, but I didn’t really need it.  Anything too big for me to break over my knee—that is, anything larger than a small tree—Bronze took a couple of carefully-placed bites out of.  Turning limbs and deadwood into firewood went quickly.  By the time the afternoon started into evening, we had a woodpile to last through the winter.

    

   Mary and I died that night and cleaned up the aftermath.  She decided to wear her basic hunting outfit for the evening.  I stuck to my armored underwear and a layer of local clothes.  That is, I wore my armored underwear; I didn’t find myself stuck to it, or it sticking to me… nevermind.  In the clothing Mary looted, a fair amount was about my size.  I went with a new pair of pants and a shirt, but kept the hiking boots from the farm.  I also snagged a cloak; you never know when a blanket will come in handy.

   We hurried out to the Edge as quickly as we could after sunset.  The transformation period was materially shorter here than on Earth, and learning about the peculiarities of sunrise and sunset struck us both as a good idea.  Bronze rang through the streets like a firebreathing engine and skidded to a stop near the Edge in a cloud of blue-green sparks.  Mary and I dismounted and peered over the Edge.

   There was no sign of the sun.  At this time of year, it should cross the southern sky, angle down and toward us as it set, and drop below the Edge at a point several hundred miles due south of us.  In the time we took to reach the Edge and look over, it should still have been visible as it continued down and under.

   Assuming.

   And, since that would be too simple, logical, and sensible, the damn thing disappeared.

   “Can I ask my usual question?” Mary asked, lying on the Edge and looking over with me.

   “I don’t know if that’s how it usually goes,” I admitted.  “I don’t even know if it went out, turned inside-out, or was eaten by a giant snake.  Now that I see it—or don’t see it—I get the feeling this is what’s supposed to happen.  I have an impression of the sun going on a journey through some metaphysical realm to restore its power before it emerges for a new day.”

   “So, once it goes down, it goes away?”

   “It seems so.”

   “At least this explains why sunsets and sunrises are so short.”

   “It does.  It also adds to my belief that this universe is a massively screwed-up place!”  I squeezed my temples with one hand while the echoes faded.  “I like to think I’m a scientist,” I muttered.  “All I really am is a teacher out of his depth.  Even so, I try to accept the idea anything is possible—not probable, but possible.  When you find something that doesn’t match your theory on how the world works, you figure out why and expand the theory, or you scrap the theory and make a new one that accounts for the new phenomenon.”

   “I know.  I learned about the scientific method in school.”

   “Therefore, I have to accept there is something going on that doesn’t fit with my accepted understanding.  Maybe there’s some sort of dimensional fold or wormhole the sun drops into, traverses, and emerges from on the eastern side of the world.  I can see that, sort of.  It could work, depending on the spatial geometry of this space.  And it would be acceptable as an explanation.

   “What offends me so deeply is it might be a twice-daily miracle—for no better reason than the gods think it’s the way things ought to work!”

   Mary moved behind me and rubbed my shoulders.  I tried to relax and partly succeeded.

   “This world,” I fumed, bitterly, “couldn’t exist, much less function, without enormous quantities of magic.  There’s a huge pile of things that happen because ‘it’s magic!’ and there’s no other explanation.  It’s all magic this, magic that, and more magic to make it all come out right.  I am deeply, deeply offended by this.”

   “I’ll take your word for it, wizard.”

   “You think you’re funny, don’t you?”

   “I’m hilarious,” she assured me.  “I’ll understand if you can’t tell right now.”

   “Maybe,” I allowed.  I sighed a couple of times.  It helped, at least a little.  “Let’s go call my daughter.”

   Out on the road, Bronze started a fire and Firebrand encouraged it to catch.  With a good-sized campfire going, I stacked more wood on it in anticipation of a rapid burn.  Last time, I scratched symbols in the ground and placed plastic ones around the fire.  This time, things should be easier.  Not only was I in a high-magic environment, I was in the same world—no need to reach across the interdimensional void.  I scratched, with fingertalons, Amber’s name on some small logs, put communications symbols around those markings, and added the wood to the flames.

   As I focused on the flames, calling out to Amber, the flames responded.  Immediately, they shifted into a yellow-white color and danced higher, thicker.  Flecks of blue fire danced at head-height while the rest of the flames took on a more womanly shape.

   “Father!” crackled from the flames.

   “Amber!” I replied.  “Good to see you again.”

   “You’re here?”

   “Well, close enough.  Outside Zirafel.  How are things on your side of the Circle Sea?”

   “Circle Sea?”

   “Western Ocean, then.  It’s really one body of water running along the western side of the Middle Lands and curves along the southern coast, all the way across and back up again.  Of course, the northern reaches are frozen over, so they’re not commonly regarded as—nevermind.  Geography.  My point is, how are you?”

   “Still burning.  Are you safe?”

   “As safe as I ever am,” I admitted.  “I thought I’d call and chat for a bit.  The fire doesn’t seem to be burning as quickly as it did the last time.”

   “The last time we were talking across the void.”

   “Roaming charges.  Got it.  But we should manage for quite a while, here.  Oh!  Have I introduced you to Mary?”

   “I think not.”

   “Mary, this is Amber, my daughter.”

   “I am pleased to meet you,” Mary offered, a memorized phrase in Rethven.

   “And I, you.  I look forward to meeting you in the flesh.”

   Mary glanced at me and I translated.

   “Amber,” I added, “Mary doesn’t speak Rethven—Rethvenese?—very well.  She’s learning it.”

   “Oh, I’m sorry.  Is there a language I should use?”

   “It’s okay.  It’ll be a good exercise, trying to follow along.  I’ll go over it with her later to see how much she got and to answer questions.”

   “Always a teacher?” Amber asked, fiery form smiling brighter.

   “Sometimes a student,” I countered.  “Such as on the subject of Sparky.”

   Amber winced.

   “Father?  Could you please…?”

   “Right.  The Mother of Flame.  I forgot.”

   “Thank you.”

   “So, about that incident.”

   “Yes.  I was wondering when we would have a chance to chat.”

   “I’ve had some time to think about this and I haven’t enjoyed it.  Before we get to whatever story the Mother of Flame told you, understand that I take whatever she says as a piece of manipulation, not the truth.  Oh, the truth may be in there, but I’ve seen several examples of her manipulation, if not outright cruelty, to lead me down that road.  I’m not intending to bash your personal deity, you understand.  It’s… we don’t get along.”

   “Dad,” she said, and I felt my eyes widen.  She didn’t used to call me that so often.  “I know why you don’t like Her.  I can see your side of it, even as I can see Her side of it.  You’re not wrong, but you’re not in the right, either.  You have a right to be displeased and mistrustful of Her… but there is much you owe Her, too.”

   “All right.  I can admit that.  I’m ready to listen—to you.”

   “Thank you.  Let’s start with Beryl, my brother.”

   “Good start.”

   “Beryl was born with golden hair, not red.  While yellow hair is not common south of the viksagi lands, it is not unknown.  Beryl’s hair was not such a yellow, but a brighter, golden color, the mark of the Goddess upon a male child.  At the time, there had not been a male child born to a fire-witch—a priestess of the Flame—since before Zirafel was cursed.  They are the flame-crowned, the chosen sons of the Goddess.

   “While the priestesses can use the powers of the Mother of Flame for many things, we cannot call down the full power of all Her blessings.  When Beryl grew to manhood, he would be able to do things we could not—and be unable to do some things we could.  Different talents, different powers, different blessings.  Nascent within him was the most powerful of all such blessings.  He possessed the potential to draw down the Goddess.  He could be Her consort on this mortal plane, rather than a sister whom She would aid.”

   “How literally do you mean that?” I asked.  “The part about ‘consort’ and ‘draw down’?”

   “I mean, as a man, he would call to Her and She would come to him.  Rather than reach through a priestess to work Her will, Beryl could call Her into this world in Her own form.  Once grown, Beryl would have been able to channel such force that She could manifest on this mortal plane through his efforts.  So, I suppose you might say I meant both of those literally.”

   “Huh.”  I recalled a discussion with some gods.  Creating an avatar on a mortal plane was a lavish expenditure of power even by their standards.  But if you could get the mortals to do most of the work… Come to think of it, now I understand better how the Hand could summon an avatar of the Hunter to come after me, complete with green-fire-tongued hounds.  A dozen cattle, properly sacrificed, maybe a small village—or maybe the contents of some city’s municipal dungeon?  Would the Hand do that, itself, as an agency of the Church of Light?  Possibly, but unlikely.  Would magicians in the service of the Hand have done so?  Definitely.

   I’m still glad the Hunter saw it as less of a contract and more of a bribe.

   “And this power,” Amber went on, “or this capacity for power, is part of what drew the dark thing to him.  It could live within him, wearing his flesh, and his flesh would not be consumed from within by the power of the dark spirit.  As you may have noticed, it occupied a succession of bodies, each of which declined in health despite all healing magicks.”

   “I figured it out in hindsight, yes.”

   “Using Beryl’s body, it would not have that problem.  Another reason for choosing the baby was the fact he was a baby—defenseless and unable to resist the invader.  He would grow to manhood with the dark soul as the sole possessor of the flesh and impossible to evict.

   “And the final reason… the knowledge that taking your son away from you would hurt you.”  The flaming figure spread her hands.  “That was the only reason it needed, of course.  It is a creature of hatred.”

   “All right.  I understand why it wanted Beryl.  Now go over what happened.”

   “This is what I have been told,” she began, “from both my mother and the Mother of Flame.  When the demon destroyed Beryl and took his flesh as its own, the Mother knew of the deed—She does not see the future, you know.”

   “So I’ve gathered.  Go on.”

   “Having become aware of this crime, the Mother spoke to Tamara during the dawn consecration rite, where the children are dedicated to the Mother.  This was, I think, on the seventh day after our birth.  That is when it should have taken place.  So, Tamara lifted me up to face the dawn and the fires in the brazier swelled up.  She held me in the flames and I laughed at their touch.  Then she set me down and lifted Beryl up to face the dawn.

   “Had it been still my brother within the flesh, the fires would have done then what they did for me.  This would have surprised my mother, of course; she had no idea that her son—a male child?  Ridiculous!—could be a fire-witch.  In truth, the first Consort of Fire in more than a thousand years.

   “Instead, the fires rose, as you or I might expect, knowing what we know, and the Goddess spoke from the flames, demanding the infant be hurled into the fire.”

   Amber paused.  I didn’t like this story and I think she could tell.

   “Dad, this is where my mother lost some of her sanity.”

   “Go on,” I encouraged, gently.  “I want to hear it all.”

   “As a priestess of the Flame all her life, it was her… purpose?  Obligation?  Duty?  She had to do what the Mother said to do.  Disobeying is like… like…” she groped for something, trying to explain.  “If you were out for a stroll and heard a child screaming in terror and pain, could you continue with your stroll?”

   “That’s a silly question.  No, I couldn’t.”

   “Why?”

   “Because.”

   “Exactly so.”

   “I think I begin to get the point.  Okay.  So, Tamara has Beryl held up to the dawn, the flames jump up, the voice of her goddess tells her to throw Beryl into the fire.  She doesn’t know flames wouldn’t bother Beryl, so her mothering instincts run smack into her religious training with a resounding thud.”

   “I’m not certain I would phrase it so, but the essence is there,” Amber agreed.  “When Tamara refused her Goddess, the Mother reached through her flesh and took control.  That action took precious time, for Tamara resisted.  This warned the dark spirit within Beryl’s body and gave it the opportunity to flee.  By the time the Mother could force Tamara’s hands to hurl the empty flesh into the fire, the thing was gone, vanished into the long shadows of sunrise.”

   “But, if Beryl is supposed to be this super-duper fire guy, what good would it do?  The fires wouldn’t bother him.”

   “For that, I have only the Mother’s word.  Do you want to hear it?”

   “Yeah.”

   “According to Her, the thing within Beryl would have withstood any normal fire, shielded within that house of unburning flesh.  But when the Mother manifested to destroy it, the fires of the consecration rite were changed into the holy blaze you have seen before.”

   “Yeah, that’s a different kettle of plasma,” I agreed.

   “Within the manifested flames of the Mother, nothing made of darkness could exist.  She would have burned the evil from the flesh, destroying it.”

   “And Beryl?”

   “When the dark thing took him, it destroyed the infant soul within.  With the dark thing burned away, Beryl’s body would also have died.  Then the Mother would have turned it to ashes within the divine fire.”

   I stacked more wood on the fire for Amber and walked away.  A few minutes to think about this were not out of order.  Nobody else seemed inclined to disagree, so I walked a bit and thought in silence.

   What would I have done?

   My newborn son is in my hands.  I look into him and discover some dark Thing has crept into him in the night and eaten his infant soul.  All that’s left is the flesh of an infant, looking at me with eyes that look like mine, housing something terrible that wears his flesh like a protective garment.

   He still squirms and wriggles, grasps my finger with his tiny hand, gurgles and cries.

   Inside, I can see the dark Thing that now owns the body.  It’s learning to drive it, exactly as my son would have.

   Could I kill a baby?  Could I stop thinking of it as a baby?  It stopped being a child when its soul was destroyed.

   I don’t have a problem with killing monsters.  I include human monsters; I am in a position to look into the souls of men and see the evil therein.  I can be judge, jury, and executioner because I know what evil lurks there, what good shines through, and can take their measure with a sharp look and some concentration.

   But a baby?  Could I ignore the body and see only the soul—or the darkness taking the place of one?

   There’s an ethical dilemma question about knowing the future.  It runs something like this.  Given that you know a child will one day grow up to become a monster—you don’t think it or suspect it; you know it.  It’s a certainty; it’s a fact—could you kill the child to stop the monster?

   Sparky could.  I’m not sure I could.

   Is Sparky a deity?  Not by my standards!  But does her kind play by different rules than us more material types?  Whatever they are, should they be held to the same ethical standards?  Never mind morals.  I’m not qualified to make moral judgments, no matter how often I do it.  Should beings of their powers be held to the same ethical standards as people?  Or higher, stricter standards?  Or could their powers merit more relaxed ethics?

   Again, I don’t know.  I’m not sure I’ll ever know.

   What it boils down to is the question:  Did Sparky do the right thing?  It seems like such a simple question.  Some probably say yes, some probably say no, and I have to say I don’t know.  I’m not sure what I would have done.  Isn’t that the definition of right and wrong?  At least, for an individual?  What would I do?  Our actions define us, don’t they?

   My pacing circled back to the fire.  Everything keeps taking me back around to the fire again, one way or another.

   “Dad?” Amber asked.

   “O-kay.  I’ve thought about it, and I’m not happy.”

   “I can see that,” she murmured, softly, no more than a rustling of flame over a low fire.  She seemed to be looking behind me.

   “Is my shadow doing its thing again?” I asked, resisting the urge to look.

   “It looks unhappy,” Amber reported, faintly.  Mary and Bronze nodded agreement.  Mary’s horse stood there, trembling, whites all around its eyes.  I think it would have bolted long ago if Bronze hadn’t been there.  Mary might have bolted if Bronze hadn’t been there.  My shadow can creep me out; I don’t blame everyone else for being nervous around it.

   “Fine.”  I took a deep breath.  “I dislike using you as a messenger between myself and the Mother—it smacks of two parents who won’t talk to each other and use their kid as a go-between.  It’s unfair to you.”

   “I don’t mind, Dad.  Really, I don’t.  I act as go-between, as you put it, between the Mother and pretty much everyone else.  It’s my job as a priestess.”

   “That’s good to know.  So, tell her this:  I understand what she did and why she did it.  I don’t have to like it.  The best I can do is accept it—which I don’t, or haven’t.  Not yet, anyway, but I promise to work on it—without condoning it, hopefully without condemning it.”

   “I’m glad to hear it,” Amber admitted, smiling radiantly.  “I’m sure She will be pleased, as well.”

   “I didn’t try to be understanding because of her,” I replied.  “I tried to be understanding because I still have a wonderful daughter and a fantastic granddaughter.  The Mother of Flame still has a lot to answer for.”

   “Thank you.  But how else has the Mother offended…?”

   “Zirafel.  She cursed the place and everyone in it for daring to propose the idea of religious tolerance.”

   “That doesn’t sound like Her.”

   “Not to you, maybe.  I know half a million souls who swear to it.”

   “I’ll bring it up the next time we talk,” Amber promised.  “Thank you for being patient with Her.”

   “You and Tianna are the only ones who could get me to do that.  I’m still suspicious of Sp—the Mother of Flame manipulating you into doing it for her own nefarious purposes.”

   “Well, I didn’t expect you to trust Her,” Amber admitted.  “I do.  My trust alone is not enough to calm things down between you two.  I’ll work on it.”

   “Take your time.  Speaking of working on things,” I changed the subject, “what’s going on with Tort?  T’yl says she’s been missing ever since I left.”

   “I don’t know.  He hasn’t come to me about it.”

   “Does Tianna know anything?”

   “She would have said something to me.  I think.”  Amber shrugged, a ripple of fire.  “You know how children can be.  You were a teacher.”

   “Yeah.  Can I get her on a fire-call?”

   “Not as easily, but I believe so.”

   “Huh.  No, I’ll see her in person, soon.  If you would, ask her and T’yl what they know about Tort.  They can look into it before I get there rather than be blindsided by the question.”

   “Happy to help.”

   “Thank you.  Now, if you don’t mind, I think I need to find a place to sit quietly and brood.”

   “I understand, Dread Lord.”  Amber’s smile flickered into life and gleamed.

   “I’m surrounded by comediennes,” I noted.  The fire flared brighter for a moment, then subsided to glowing coals.

   





   





Saturday, January 24th

    

   Everyone was good about giving me the rest of the night to brood darkly at the Edge of the World.  I’m not pleasant company while I’m depressed.  Bronze was about the only person I could tolerate; she left me alone, too,  and encouraged Mary and Firebrand to do the same.

   As for my thoughts on the Edge, they’re mine.  Not coherent, possibly not even comprehensible at the time, they flowed like tumbling river rapids.  Sparky, Beryl, Amber, Tianna, gods, kings, good, evil, life, and death.  Lots of death.  All of these, swirled around and mixed, re-mixed, reduced, combined, scattered, gathered, and sorted.

   Well, maybe not sorted.  Swept into neat piles.  Neater piles.  Okay, kicked into the corners.

   When the prickling sensation of sunrise started, I rose from the Edge and my meditations on the abyss.  

   What would I see if I were on the other Edge, in Tamaril?  Does the sun come out of a hole in space?  Or does it simply flare into being and start to rise?  More important, do I really want to know?  It’s not going to make sense to me anyway.

   The interior of the Theatre of the Sun—the tunnels and halls under the seating, within the structure itself—was more than adequate as a dark place.  I waited out the dawn, cleaned up, and walked back to our camp.

   Actually, something so opulent doesn’t seem like a camp.  Headquarters?  Base of operations?  House?  Residence?  I need a thesaurus, or some other dinosaur familiar with words.

   Mary met me at the door to our chambers, kissed me quickly but thoroughly, and led me to breakfast.  She didn’t say anything as she made sure I was as comfortable and well-fed as possible.  It was like some sort of TV sitcom—the man comes home in a foul mood and the lady has his martini and slippers ready for him.  Weird.  Not exactly suspicious or unwelcome, but definitely weird.  A good weird, I grant you.

   And effective.  Under the influence of warmth, food, comfort, and more than a few hugs and kisses, my mood lightened.  I guess I’m not cut out to be a darkly tragic figure living alone in some decaying mountaintop castle.  This shoots down all my plans to be a stereotype.

   Sitting on my lap and dressed to kill—literally; she was in her form-fitting tactical wear—Mary popped something she fried for breakfast into my mouth.  While I chewed, she scratched at my almost-beard and ruffled the fluff on my head.

   “It’s going to be magnificent when it grows out,” she decided.

   “I’ll see about hurrying it along.”

   “I’m looking forward to it.  More?” she asked, holding up a fork.

   “No, thanks.  I’ve had enough for breakfast.”

   “Okay.  What do we do now?  Wait for Amber or T’yl to call back?”

   “We probably should.”

   “Ooo, I heard a ‘probably’ in there,” she squealed, sitting up straight.  “Does this mean we might do something else?”

   “I really do need to take a look and see if I can find Tort.  I’m suspicious and unhappy about her being missing.”

   “Okay.”

   “No comments about being overly attached to my pets?” I asked.  She kissed the tip of my nose.

   “We’ve been through that.  Besides, if I lost a pet, posting notices and driving around the neighborhood wouldn’t be out of place.  And caring so much about a pet tells me quite a bit about you.”

   “Like what?  No,” I contradicted, “I changed my mind.  Don’t tell me.”

   “As you wish.  Do we do this here?”

   “No, I don’t think so.  I want access to a variety of things which require an active civilization to manufacture.  I think we need to go to my mountain, first.”

   “Fine by me.  I’ve been looking forward to seeing the magical kingdom.  What does going to this mountain entail?”

   “I’m not sure.  Getting there shouldn’t be a real problem.  A day or two to find and prepare a doorway or arch somewhere around here, some scrying to pick an arrival point in Mochara…” I shrugged.  “Call it three days and we’ll be riding into Karvalen.”

   “I thought Karvalen was one of the kingdoms?”

   “Karvalen is the kingdom of the living stone, so yes.  Rethven is an old kingdom that fell apart.  Since then, Karvalen has re-conquered the bits and pieces of Rethven and united it.  The original mountain, however, was named Karvalen.”

   “Karvalen is a mountain and a kingdom.  Got it.  How do you tell which is which?”

   “Context.  Or you ask.  That’s what I do.”

   “Right.  We go through a magic door to the mountain of Karvalen, talk to T’yl, find Tort, and avoid being killed.”

   “That last part is kind of a default,” I pointed out.

   “But it’s always relevant.”

   “True.  I’m not sure we can easily gate into Karvalen, though.  It has extensive defenses, and generating a spatial gate through them could be tricky.  It’s no big deal to go to another universe—that sort of gateway doesn’t cross the three-dimensional plane of the wards—but point-to-point within a single space would have to breach—” 

   “Hold it,” Mary interrupted.  “Can you simplify that, Professor?”

   “Going through the wards with a gate is hard and may be fatal to people passing through it.  However, you can go around the wards by going to another universe and bypassing them from there.”

   “Still not too clear on that.”

   “One end of a gate in this world, with the other end in Karvalen.  Picture that.”

   “Got it.”

   “Now, draw an imaginary line between the two on a map—a circle around one of them.  The line will pass through a big circle of force surrounding the city.  With me so far?”

   “Yes.  The circle of force will interact with the line and try to stop you from traveling through it.”

   “Correct.  Now, pretend we’re back at the nexus point where we opened our gate to Zirafel.”

   “Okay.”

   “Now, open a gate there, with the other end in Karvalen.  As far as this world is concerned, does the line cross anything?”

   “I… no, I guess not.  I can’t quite picture it.”

   “If we’re visualizing a map, imagine the inter-universal gate is a hole in the page from one page to another.  The hole doesn’t touch the circle.  It appears inside it, and you can climb from one page to the other without ever encountering the circle.”

   “Okay, I get that.  So it’s actually easier to go around by using two inter-universal gates?”

   “Well, there’s less active resistance,” I admitted.  “It may not actually be easier.  The easiest thing to do is go to Mochara—there are sure to be places there we can drop the other end of a gate.  Then we ride north, maybe take a canal boat.”

   “Huh.  So we take a plane to a city, then get a cab?”

   “Pretty much, yes.  I think you’ve got it.  Want to do some scrying for our drop point while I build a gate?”

   “Apprentices are always happy to assist, aren’t they?”

   “You’d be surprised.”

   “Possibly.  Well, this sure beats being bored.”

   “I agree.  Get off my lap and we’ll get started.”

   “Can it wait about an hour?”

   “We’re not exactly in a rush.  I suppose it could wait a bit.  Why?”

   She kissed me in answer.  An hour or two wasn’t all that long a delay.

   





   





Sunday, January 25th

    

   We’ve been working and planning toward a trip to the mountain.  I keep casting scrying spells with Mary; she’s pretty much got the hang of them.  Another day of this and she’ll be casting them on her own to scout out where we should arrive.  She’s looking over Mochara, down on the coast, since it’s practically impossible to get a good look at Karvalen.

   We’re also continuing with language lessons.  Mary and I can’t hold much of a conversation in Rethvenian or whatever it should be called, but practice is important.  We try.  I think she’s making fantastic progress, considering the real-world time involved.

   I learn languages surprisingly quickly, but only because I drink my dinner.  If I actually studied linguistics—the science of how languages are put together—would it be easier to absorb one?  Or would it matter at all?

   In keeping with her job as my intelligence-gathering assistant, Mary suggested we record a sunset from the Edge.  Since we can’t actually watch one without catching fire, a recording would be a good first step toward understanding it.  I agreed with her and set up a diamond—it was the clearest crystal I had, and that’s important when recording a visual.  It should give us a good look later tonight.

   She keeps coming up with good ideas.  I may have to keep her.

   Neither Amber nor T’yl has called back, yet.  I’m being patient.

   While waiting, I conducted a more thorough and methodical search through Zirafel.  What I wanted was a smaller gate—something besides the Great Arch.  I can’t place an outgoing call on the Great Arch, but if they had other gateways, maybe some less public or less used, they might be able to go anywhere.  True, the idea didn’t ring any bells with my digested memories, but such lesser gates might not have been common knowledge, either.  So I searched by spell, tendril, and eyeball.

   Nope.  So much for that idea.  Why didn’t Zirafel have other gates?  The only thing I can think of is a safety measure.  They have one Great Arch; it connects to Tamaril.  Having others in the same city might risk disrupting the permanently-open portal.  Re-opening it, if it closed, might also risk a cross-connection.  It seemed like a good reason, but apparently not enough people in Zirafel knew the practical considerations to be useful to me.

   Now I’m working on an archway in the ruin of one of the grain exchanges—inside a broken grain silo, in fact.  I would put it in the Palace, but the anti-entropy golems would erase it as graffiti.  Or would they?  Do they leave magical writing alone?  Good question, and not one I’ll answer today.

   I’m taking my time with the process because I want it to stick around for a while.  I might need to run to Zirafel to gain time to run somewhere else.  If I duck through a gate to Zirafel and vanish, anyone chasing me will be stuck here—at least, until they find my lesser gate, make their own, or travel in some more mundane fashion.  They may choose not to risk it, or, at least, hesitate before chasing me through a choke point.

   Is it cowardice to plan on running away?  Or prudent strategy?

    

   Mary insisted on a break after sunset.  We’re not on a tight schedule; we’re not on a schedule at all, really.  Besides, I’m learning to like using a small swimming pool for a bathtub.  So, after sunset, we went out and caught breakfast.

   Mary also wanted me to demonstrate my blood-drinking technique.  I don’t really have one, other than to let it all out and wait until it finishes soaking into me.  Still, for the actual bite-and-drink method, I bite a dazhu and take a bloody chunk out of it.  My tongue can then burrow into the wound and force its way down into the body.  It does seem to soak up blood much more quickly than my skin.  Usually, my tongue hits an artery in the throat and writhes down through the neck, headed for the heart.  A full-grown bull dazhu—think of a buffalo with curling ram-horns and longer legs—can turn into a dried-up carcass in about eleven seconds.

   Eleven seconds.  A human body can be drained of blood in eight-point-six seconds with an adequate vacuuming system, or so I’m told.  Something the size of a cow should take longer.  I suppose it does.  About two-point-four seconds longer.  Apparently my tongue qualifies as an “adequate vacuuming system.”  Maybe I should start a carpet-cleaning business.  I said as much to Mary, who clapped both hands over her mouth and laughed until bloody tears ran down her face.

   I still don’t see what was so funny.

   For now, though, I think we’ll stick to double-teaming our dinner.  She bites it, drinks from it, then guts it.  Any blood left in the body slithers out and slurps its way over to me.

   While I sat on a dazhu corpse, waiting for what little blood Mary left behind to find its way out, Mary started carving off fresh meat for the morning.  It hastened the draining process, too.

   “New questions,” she warned.

   “I do not fear your questions,” I pontificated pompously.  “They only provide me with fresh opportunities to once again prove the magnitude of my ignorance.”

   “I’ve got a couple of spots we could use in this Mochara place of yours, but neither of them is ideal.  Still looking.  But when we get there, what then?  Do we clomp along to the mountain?  Do we take a boat ride in the canal?  And who are we?  Do we try to make up new identities, or turn invisible?  I ask because I don’t want the local magi and priests to get all bent out of shape at your return.  Some of them are trying to kill you, right?”

   “True.  I’d like to avoid it, too,” I admitted.  “I’m not sure what T’yl will come up with for sneaking us into town, but hopefully he’ll have an idea before we finish our own preparations.”

   “If he doesn’t?”

   “Then he’s taking is sweet time about it,” I groused.  “I’ll call him, or try to, before we go to Mochara, but I’m not sitting here indefinitely.”

   “I’ll get behind that.  So, back to my questions?”

   “Right.  I’m tempted to try and sneak along, but you can give up on invisibility.  It’s a damned complicated spell.  Oh, we could do it,” I admitted.  “We have time to set them up and gather enough power for it, but we’d have to put one on each of us—four, total, for you, me, Bronze, and your horse.”

   “Clomper.”

   “Clomper?”

   “It needed a name.  Since we’re not going through a desert, it may as well have a name.”

   “Clomper, by all means.  Anyway, we could also work some silencing spells to go with the invisibility spells and be darn near undetectable.  Most invisibility spells aren’t perfect, though, so there are usually distortions or ripples.  The real problem is other people.  They don’t move out of the way.  They even tend to try to walk through you—you look like an open space.  It’s good for short-range things, yes, but usually it’s too much trouble to cast just to cross a courtyard, sneak across a room, that sort of thing.  Going through a city is just asking to be run over.”

   “Could you put an invisibility spell on me?  I’ve always wanted to be invisible for a while.”

   “Sure.  Now?”

   “No, we can do this around other people.  It’s no fun to sneak around if there’s no one to fail to notice you.”

   “A case of ‘if a thief goes invisible and there’s no one to see, is she still sneaking?’”

   “Pretty much.”

   “Okay.  Let’s go back and see what you’ve found for destination points.”

   We went back to the rooms and Mary reactivated the mirror.  She left the spell intact but inactive, so we wouldn’t have to build it again.  Oh, but she’s a smart one.

   The locations she had in mind were large openings, mostly for horses and carts.  One of her ideas, though, showed real out-of-the-box thinking.  While I was confined in the basement, the canal by Mochara developed offshoots—little dead-end branches for parking canal boats, mainly for loading and unloading.  A couple of these were covered over, like boat garages.  The openings formed by the surface of the water and the building over it would work quite well indeed for our purposes, especially since they were already outside the city wall.

   “Perfect,” I told her.  She grinned and mimed a curtsey.

   “Now that I’ve found us a place to go, what next?”

   “Help me with the gate.”

   “Am I qualified for that?”

   “No.  But you’re overqualified for scratching individual symbols into the wall.  I’ll tie it all together, but extra hands—and another person stuffing magic into it—will make it go faster.”

   “Huh,” she grunted, thinking, head cocked to the side.  “Are you going to put up a power sphere around it?”

   “No.”

   “Wouldn’t it go faster?  Since we’re going to dump all the power from the sphere into it anyway?”

   “You’d think that.  If I was going to make a gate in a hurry, I’d need a charged sphere already.  As it is, a sphere charges over time and it uses some of that charge to maintain itself.  In the short term, we can actually put more power into the project by hand.”

   “But a sphere would let you cast the gate spell, boom, and be done with it?”

   “Yep.  It’s a long-term tactic, though.”

   “Couldn’t you build several, then drain them off when we’re ready to go?”

   “Yes, but that would take time away from building the gate, itself.  There’s a point of diminishing returns on effort, you see.  It’s like… I can go rent a crane, do the rigging, hoist the engine block, carefully swing it over, and settle it into a specially-built cradle.  Or I can heave it up by hand, stagger two paces with it, and set it down.  The first one works and is, technically, less actual effort, but the second one also works and works right now.”

   “Too much prep work for the project?”

   “That’s all I had to say?”

   “Exactly.”

   “Fair enough.  Besides, the slow and sure method we’re using helps with the inscribing.  I want this thing to be a gate we can empower later, if we have to, not merely a one-shot spell.”

   “Okay.  You’re the bossy wizard.”

   “I think you mean ‘boss wizard’,” I corrected.

   “I know what I meant.  Come on; I want to see what you’ve got.”

   





   





Monday, January 26th

    

   T’yl still hasn’t called.  I sent Amber a message spell; she’s in Mochara and not behind the mountain’s defenses.  It was a reminder to poke T’yl.  I would have included a reply function, but it would have involved programming a location into it.  Anyone who got a good look at the spell could use it to backtrack to me.  I don’t feel ready for that.

   The gate is going well, though.  Mary takes the ideogram I want, carves it into the wall, and invests it with power.  I’m doing the same thing, which moves us along almost twice as fast.  I still have to tie the ideogram into the larger spell structure and make it part of the overall whole, but it’s enormously helpful to have it pre-made and waiting for me when I get to it.

   “How do you target the destination?” she asked, between ideograms.  “Is it part of the inscription?”

   “No, this is the basic warp-a-hole-in-space spell.  Targeting is trickier.  The usual method—the one we’ll use here—is to visualize where you’re going and lay your will on the spell.  I have some ideas for improved controls on targeting, and your thought—putting the destination address into the structure of the spell—has merit.  But I don’t want to leave examples lying around where anyone could find them.”

   “Got it.  So you’re going to picture the mouth of the boat-barn and hope it locks on?”

   “It should.  It’ll seek out something at the other end with some level of correspondence to the opening at this end.”

   “That’s why you squared off the hole?  To make the shape resemble the shape of the boat-barn opening?”

   “Yep.”

   “Wouldn’t it be easier to use a mirror?”

   I moved a couple of rocks I was using for stepping-stones and sat down, puzzled.

   “I’m not sure what you mean.”

   “Well, it seems to me if you had a mirror big enough to go through, you could use it to scry wherever you want, right?  Then, when you’ve got your point of view right—as though it was already an open gate—then you could actually open the gate and go through.  Couldn’t you?  Or would it break the mirror?”

   “It’s a good thing I already sat down.”

   “Why?”

   “I’m dumbfounded.  That’s brilliant.  My brain must be stiffening up from disuse.”

   “So, it won’t break the mirror?”

   “I don’t know.  Maybe.  Who cares?  I can put a mirror back together.  I can even create a temporary one with a spell.  In fact, we could cast a series of spells to define an area for the scrying, actually scry through it, link it to a gate, fire up a gate spell…” I trailed off.  Mary was obviously pleased.

   “Don’t feel bad.  You’re old and stodgy,” she teased, playfully.

   “Are you sure you’re a natural blonde?” I countered.

   “Yes.  Imagine what I could do with hair dye.”

   “No!”

   “Why not?”

   “I suspect you’re already smarter than me.”

   “I suspect we think differently, that’s all.”  She came over and kissed the top of my head and ran her fingertips over the hair on my face.  “Does it always grow so fast?  You’ve only been at it two days; this is going to need a trim, soon.”

   “Spell,” I told her.  “Variation on a healing spell.  Instead of telling my body to fix a problem, I told it to devote its energies to growing hair.  It’s not all that good a spell, though—it’s like using a desktop computer for a hand calculator.  I can probably get a much faster growth rate if I—”

   “Stop,” Mary interrupted.  “It’s working fine as it is, and the beard is coming in nicely.  I’ll give it a bit of a attention tomorrow to even it out and you’ll look all dashing and romantic.”

   “And get burned at the stake, probably.”

   “What?” she asked.  “Why?”

   “Because making me look dashing and romantic would clearly involve a pact with the Devil.”

   “I’ll risk it.  Now, what’s the next thing I need to carve?  And can you sharpen this chisel?  My fingernails aren’t as brutal as yours.”

   “Thank God,” I muttered.

   “I heard that.”

   “Chisel.  Right.  On it.”

   





   





Tuesday, January 27th

    

   Still no word from T’yl.  I’m wondering how hard it can be to find a way to smuggle me into a mountain.  If it’s really that much of an issue, maybe I should walk in boldly and damn the consequences.

   Come to that, how would that go over?  What if I walked in, went up the road to the upper courtyard, and quietly went to my rooms?  No fuss, no fanfare, but no sneaking, either.  What if I calmly and quietly went home?  Would people scream and run?  Would there be panic in the streets?  Riots?  Would Bad Guys come out of the woodwork to take potshots at me?

   I don’t know.  And I’m starting to be annoyed by that.

   The gate is pretty much finished.  Mary and I scribed ideograms all around the inside of the hole in the grain silo, then she pushed power at me while I finished tying everything together.  It’s not a true enchantment, not from the standpoint of a permanently-functional magical item.  Instead, it’s an inscribed spell, built to be used over and over again without the need for a spellcaster to build the spell structure.  It’s much more fragile, and it won’t last forever.  If it’s left alone, it could be there for centuries.  But if it’s ever fully discharged—say, someone fires it up, goes through, and doesn’t shut it off—it’ll burn itself up and cease to be.

   Of course, most people won’t have enough power on hand to activate it; that’s beyond even a magician.  But Mary and I, together, over several hours this morning, managed to gather and channel enough magic to make it functional.  With enough power stored in it, anyone with basic magical training should be able to operate it.

   At least, I think we did.  Once we had it charged, I decided to cheat.  I set up a small power-jet; a miniature version of the high-intensity thing I had down in the basement of my house.  A little magic ran the thing; the rest streamed into the gate spell.  The gate doesn’t have a way to charge itself, after all, so anything the jet pumped into it was all to the good.

   Should I leave the power jet running when we leave?  If I do, it will charge the spell over time.  If I come back next week and have to run through it, this gate spell might be charged enough to simply activate.  But the power-jet seems to distort the flow of magic in the local area.  This could draw attention to this ruined granary.  I think I’ll let it charge until we leave, then set the jet to eat itself after charging the gate spell for a while—say, a day or two.

   As for our recording of the sunset, we decided not to watch it at night.  It’s a safety thing.  When we finished work on the gate, we went back to our rooms, had a big meal, and settled down on something like a double-wide lounging chair to watch some television.  I played back the diamond on the big mirror to watch the sun go down.

   Somewhere a little below the edge—I’d say about the time the uppermost arc of the solar disk dipped below the level of the surface of the world—the sun winked out.

   No thunderclap.  Not even a poof.  No puff of smoke.  It was gone.

   Sometimes, I really hate this place.

    “I don’t suppose you saw where it went?” Mary asked.

   “Nope.”

   “Any ideas?”

   “Nope.”

   “Do you suppose your sun-goddess friend would tell you?”

   “First, she’s not my friend.  Second, nope.”

   “Well, that pretty much closes the issue, doesn’t it?” Mary asked.

   “Give me a minute.  I want to play this back again in slow motion.”

   “You can do that?”

   “Sort of.  It doesn’t work frame by frame; the recording is more of an analog medium than a discrete digital one.  But I can play around with the information it stores.”

   “Show me.”

   We re-ran the diamond’s images and I demonstrated how to alter the playback.  It’s not part of the original spell.  It’s more like wiring a rheostat into the drive motor of a tape player.  You can dial down the power to the speed control while leaving everything else the same.

   At low speeds, magical video gets fuzzy.  I’m not sure why.  Slowing it down costs you focus, and slowing it down a lot turns it into smears of color.  This strikes me as odd, since I’ve see magical snapshots in perfect focus.  Different spells, obviously.  Maybe I should work on a spell to take hundreds or thousands of snapshots per second if I want to play it back in slow motion.  Or, better yet, I should find an expert in video recording and ask how it works before kludging together something.

   Still, slowing down the playback let us watch the bright, fuzzy ball descend.  It approached the vanishing point and promptly disappeared.

   “Did you see it?” Mary asked.

   “I did.  I think I did.  A fuzzy brightness between the sun and the Edge?”

   “Yes.  At least, I think that’s what I saw.”

   I fiddled with the image for a bit until Mary brushed me aside.  She may not be the best spellcaster in the world, but she’s got a deft touch with delicate things.  Did that develop from being a professional thief, or did the talent encourage her to be a thief?  Chicken or egg?

   Mary tickled the playback for a while and froze the image at the instant the sun vanished.

   With only one angle on it, depth was hard to judge.  What appeared to happen was the sun reached a certain point in its descent, compressed from a sphere into a plane, narrowed to a line, and shot into the westernmost point of the Dragonspine Range, or Mountains of the Sun.

   Maybe there really is a West Pole and the sun disappeared into it.  Does it recharge on its way through the Mountains of the Sun and get spat out in about twelve hours at the East Pole?  A naturally-occurring mineral, perhaps, that acts some sort of conductor?  No, that’s silly.  A fusion reaction would…

   …would fry the whole world, if it was a sun as I understand a sun.  Maybe the rules here permit tiny suns, only a few miles across?

   According to the elves, the world was designed and built by some ancient Thing called a Heru—specifically, one named Rendu.  These Heru then retired from the world to watch it as part of some sort of complicated game.  Okay.  To my mind, this implies the world has internally self-consistent rules.  It’s operated this long without supervision and despite the best efforts of the residents to screw it up.

   “Penny for your thoughts,” Mary offered.

   “It’s discount day.  Get two for the price of one.”

   “Even better.  I’ll take them.”

   “I’m frustrated with the silliness of a magical universe.  A have to question my assumptions about the nature of the sun—solar fusion, hydrogen turning to helium, gravity, all that.  I also have to deal with the knowledge that, no matter how stupid is looks, it works, which means I’m the one who’s stupid.  If I want to actually figure this out, I need to go to the Mountains of the Sun, park a research station on the East and West Poles, and gather data.  None of which I have time for, which frustrates and annoys me to a probably-unhealthy degree.”

   I rolled my head to pop my neck and slouched to rub my temples.  A headache was coming on.

   “It’s been a bad day,” I sighed.  “If someone wants to investigate astronomical phenomena in a magical world, by all means, let them.  I can’t stand to think about it anymore.  I’m mystically and spiritually worn out and I want to go home.”

   “How about a nap?”

   “I would, but I hate sleeping.”

   “Seriously?” Mary asked, sitting next to me on the couch.  She propped her head on her hand and put the other on my thigh.  “I thought you stayed awake so much because we were being chased.”

   “No.”

   “So, what’s wrong with sleeping?”

   “The last time I slept, I didn’t wake up for eighty-seven years.  Besides… I dream,” I told her, darkly.

   “Is that so bad?  I get flashes of the future and stuff like that in my dreams.  Don’t you?”

   “With disturbing regularity.  The real problem is I have terrible things in my subconscious and the leftovers from over half a million souls.  Sleeping won’t go well.  I know it.  It scares me.”  I smiled, slightly.  “It keeps me up at night.”

   “Ha.  But seriously, you don’t sleep?  Ever?”

   “Not for a long time.”

   “Maybe that’s why you’re not thinking outside the box, like me.”

   “Hmm.”

   “Everything needs sleep,” she persisted.  “You may not actually need it, but I bet you function better afterward.”

   “I don’t think I want to risk it.”

   “Come on.  Bronze is downstairs, Firebrand is right here, and I’ll stay awake to watch over you.”

   “I’m not sleepy.”

   “Do you want a lullaby?”

   “I want to drop it.”

   “Okay,” she replied, and got up.  “You’re a grown-up.  You don’t have to take a nap if you don’t want to.  I will, though.  You can stand guard or join me; it’s up to you.”  She laid aside some weapons and rolled onto the bed, apparently ignoring me.

   I stayed on the couch.  I really don’t like to sleep.  Besides, someone ought to stay awake and keep an eye on the world.  It is a silly place.  It can also be treacherous at the worst times.

    

   Sunset woke Mary up.  She yawned, stretched, and started peeling out of her outfit.  I joined her in the bath room and set the tub to circulate fresh water in while we died.

   “Any interesting dreams?” I asked, once we settled into the water.

   “Interesting, yes,” she agreed.  “Obviously oracular, no.  The usual run of wizards and witches chasing after us as we ran down a lane between dark and sinister forces on the left, bright and angry forces on the right.”

   “Sounds like a nightmare.”

   “I enjoyed it.”

   “You would.”

   “That’s what you get for being old and tired.”

   “Technically, I’m younger than you are.”

   “But a gentleman would not mention a lady’s age,” she pointed out, sweetly.

   “You have something, there,” I admitted, “kiddo.”

   “That’s better—Daddy.”

   “You had to make it weird, didn’t you?”

   “Only because you’re such fun when I do.  So, when do we leave?”

   “I want to call Amber one more time and see what she says.  If T’yl can’t get himself in gear, we’ll try being incognito.”

   “In Mochara?”

   “For a while.  I’m seriously thinking of moving back into my old home in the mountain and seeing who shows up to annoy me.”

   “Seems fair.”

   After our sunset routine, Bronze and I dashed out to the woodpile on the road.  Mary went to check on our gate and prepare disguises.

   Fires flickered; sparks danced.  Amber manifested in the flames.

   “Hi, Dad.”

   “Hello, Daughter.  How are things?”

   “Fair.  But what is that on your face?”

   “The beard?”

   “I thought you were eating a hedgehog.”

   “It could use a trim,” I admitted.

   “It could use a brushfire.”

   “Mary likes it.”

   “She does?”  Amber’s fire-voice sounded surprised.

   “She does.  She says she does.”

   “She’s your consort?”

   “Only if I’m still a king.  Maybe concubine.  Girlfriend, certainly.”

   “And you’re humoring her with the thing on your face?  You must really like her.”

   “I’m nicer than my reputation suggests.”

   “That’s true.”

   “Ouch.  I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

   “Then I will rescue you, dear Father, by changing the subject.  I have spoken with the Mother about Zirafel.”

   “As much as I want to hear about it, I’m a little more concerned with T’yl, at the moment.  He’s promised to find a way to smuggle me into the mountain without alerting everyone and their vampire death squads.  What’s the problem?”

   “I do not know.  I have sent word to him every day, but he does not reply.”

   “I’m getting frustrated with waiting.  He needs to get his lazy butt in gear or I’m going to show up unexpectedly whether he’s ready or not.”

   “I will dispatch Tianna to find him.”

   “Thank you.  I’ll call again tomorrow night.”

   “Certainly.  Do you wish to discuss the curse of Zirafel?” she asked.  I hesitated.

   “To tell the truth, no.  I’m still coping with the emotional aftermath of trying to forgive Sparky for the—what?  You winced.”

   “Sparky?”

   “Oh!  Right.  Sorry about that.  What I mean to say is I’m still not done processing the idea of forgiving the Mother of Flame for what happened with Beryl.  I’ve been carrying that around, wrapped up and boxed in, ever since I woke up in the mountain.  It’s going to be a while before it… I don’t know.  Scabs over and becomes a scar, maybe.”

   “I understand, Dad,” she replied, sympathetically.  It’s odd to hear a voice made of rushing flames sound sympathetic.  Try it and see.

   “If there is anything I can do,” she went on, “you have only to say so.”

   “You’ve been immensely helpful already,” I assured her.  “If we don’t hear from T’yl by tomorrow night, though, Mary and I are liable to drop by Mochara a little after sunset.  Will that be a problem?”

   “Drop by?  Like a falling tower?  Or quietly visit?”

   “I was thinking of a quiet visit with my eldest daughter, then moving on to the mountain.”

   “It should not be a problem.  Your reputation precedes you, of course, but there are no temples to the Lord of Light here.  I doubt anyone will be moved to violence.”

   “That’s reassuring.  Any guesses about the mountain?”

   “There are no temples to the Lord of Light there, either, unless they’ve repurposed a building in the last seven months.  You—that is, your dark side—forbade any additional structures dedicated to their religion throughout the kingdom.  The other religions have their temples in the city of Karvalen, though.”

   “Not surprising.  Okay.  I’ll call before we drop in.”

   “I’ll contact Tianna immediately—she is in Karvalen, by the way.”

   “The mountain?”

   “Yes.  She has the temple to the Mother there.”

   “Ah, right.  Thank you.”

   “Anytime, Dad.”

   The flames fell to embers.  Bronze and I carried wood into the city.

    

   Mary and Clomper already had most of our traveling stuff moved to the grain silo, using the cart.  We would leave the cart here, though; getting Clomper out of the canal would be tricky enough.  The cart wasn’t going to make it, but both Bronze and Clomper could make it out—the canal water isn’t more than four feet deep, and there are access stairs recessed into the walls of the canals.

   “What word?” Mary asked.

   “T’yl’s being a bum.  We call once more, tomorrow night, then go visit my eldest daughter.”

   “Excellent.  What do you think of these clothes?”

   I conjured a light so I could see the colors.

   “Very nice.  Too nice, possibly, to be inconspicuous.”

   “They’re the worst I could find.”

   “Darn those wealthy people, buying high-quality, fancy-looking outfits.  They never think of the people who are going to steal their stuff.  It’s not fair.  I guess we’ll have to cope.  Hopefully, under cover of night, no one will pay much attention.”

   “They’ll pay more attention to Madam Alarm Bell,” Mary pointed out, nodding at Bronze.  Bronze snorted and looked surprised.  “Don’t deny you make a clanging noise with every footfall,” Mary added.  Bronze was indignant for a moment, her ears laying back, before she relaxed and nodded.  She’s a big horse.  She can admit to her limitations.

   “It’s true,” I admitted for her.  “Bronze can’t help it.  But I’ll help her with that.”

   “Rags tied around her hooves?”

   “She’ll shred them in the first hundred yards; the edges are sharp.  No, I was thinking of a sound-damping spell, much like our stealth spells.”  Bronze nodded.

   “Oh.”

   “I’ll also do something about her gleaming hide.  We’ve done the sneaking thing before.  About the only thing we can’t change is her size.”

   “What about the fire breath?”

   “Light-shifting spell.  Moves all the visible light into another range.  Doesn’t do anything about the smoke, though.”

   “You think of everything, don’t you?”

   “Everything but the creative bits, apparently.  I’ve got you for that.”

   “So, what do we do until tomorrow night?”

   “Language?  Or magic?”

   “Language,” Mary decided.  “I hate not knowing what people are saying.”

   So we climbed into her headspace and practiced the art of conversation.
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   Amber reported a lack of T’yl.  Tianna did her best, but he wasn’t taking any sort of calls.  She called the mountain directly on a mirror—easy enough from inside the city shield.  When this failed to get a response, she physically trudged up to the palace area at the top of the mountain and searched for him.  No soap.  No magician, either.

   I started to worry.  T’yl wouldn’t simply disappear on me.  At least, not if he had any choice in the matter.

   After sunset, Mary insisted it was time for a haircut.  The toilet kit we brought included small scissors, so I held still and let her snip.  The haircut went fine, but seemed strange to have someone snipping away at my face.  I’ve never been fond of a beard.  It’s fuzzy and itchy.  Mary opted for a round, full style, rather than the narrow, pointed type.  It felt as though I wore a wide neck-blanket.

   “There,” she said, finally.  “You’re magnificent.”

   I picked up a hand mirror and regarded my lack of reflection.

   “I’m not seeing it,” I admitted.  She made a noise and took the mirror away.  I chuckled and added, “I’ll take your word for it.”

   “You know, there ought to be a way to see yourself.”

   “I can use a scrying spell for that.  It’s like using a video camera and monitor.  I’ll get around to it.”

   We regrouped in front of my new gate.  The power level was high enough to keep it running for at least a minute in a mere point-to-point hop.  We shouldn’t need more than ten seconds.  Ideally, we would never need to use it again, but my ideals keep getting compromised.

   Someday, adventurers are going to come to Zirafel again.  They’re going to stumble on a magical gateway spell emplaced inside a broken grain silo.  They’re going to wonder how it got there and why.  They may even scratch their heads and ponder while considering whether or not it’s some sort of trap.  After all, who would put a gate spell inside a grain silo?  It makes no sense.

   Actually, it makes perfect sense.  It’s all in the reasons why.  But they won’t know that.

   We put on our sneaking spells.  In addition to a mild Nothing To See Here effect, we went with a collection of spells to lower our noticeability footprint.  There were the usual disguise spells for my color and Bronze’s, a secondary reflection damper to eliminate gleams and glints, and a sound damper to keep us quiet.  Bronze had a special variant placed on each hoof, specifically tuned to the tone of each one.

   Watching her move around without so much as a click of metal on stone was eerie.

   Interestingly, her Ascension Hide spell was still going when I started to work.  I was about to take it down when she tossed her head and did it herself.  All the power it stored inside swirled away, sucked into her.

   I did not know she could do that.  She seemed amused at my nonplussedness.  A creature of many hidden talents, my steed.  She gives me hope.  It’s kind of like having a child who grows up to be brilliant, competent, and successful.  I’m proud of her for what she is, which is a different thing entirely from being proud of myself for making her.

   Suitably attired and prepared, I set off the gate spell.  The gate opened.  Beyond, the canal gleamed and rippled in the moonlight.  The opening was defined by the opening of the boat barn and the surface of the water, which made me wonder.  If I opened a gateway underwater, would it come pouring through?  I think it would, but that’s an experiment for another time.

   Bronze, Mary, and I hustled through immediately.  The water was about four feet deep, as I thought; Mary didn’t even get her hair wet.  Clomper, however, was not reassured.  She sniffed at the edge of the water and whickered.  For some reason, she didn’t want to step through a magical doorway into unknown waters in the middle of a dark winter night.  Unreasonable animal.

   Bronze turned her head and speared Clomper with a one-eyed glance.  Clomper decided to join us.  As Clomper made waves in the cold water, I shut down the gate.  The view into an old granary ripped apart, disintegrated into the darkness between worlds, and became nothing but an empty boat barn.

   Broad steps were carved—or, rather, grown—into the side of the canal, running along with the wall, recessed into it.  This made it easier to get water from the canal and also served as a safety measure.  The water level was about two feet lower than the lip of the canal where it ran past Mochara.  Climbing out could be difficult for a grown man; anyone who couldn’t reach the edge would otherwise have to swim downstream to the mill at the outflow.  Farther up the canal, that could be quite a trip, hence the periodic stairs in the canal walls.

   We slogged to the stairs and helped Clomper out—Mary pulled, I pushed, and Bronze made sure she cooperated.  Bronze climbed delicately out without trouble.  I dried us off and warmed up Clomper, reflecting how regular horses may sometimes be more trouble than they’re worth.  Clomper already reminded me of all the reasons I stole an oversized fountain in the first place.

   Getting into Mochara itself was a separate problem.  The city squared off against the canal on the east and the low cliffs to the south, but the outer wall was mostly a curve around the north and west.  We were near the northeast corner with a view down the eastern and northern walls.

   There were a number of lesser gates in the stone wall along the eastern side of the city, where the canal acted as a moat.  All of those were sealed up tight for the night; the doors were really drawbridges for crossing to the farmland beyond the canal.  As I recalled, to the south there was one gate at the top of the low cliffs, leading to the sea.  I could see the northern section of wall had one big gate, near the canal; a series of boat-pocket offshoots terminated at a roadway leading from it for handy loading and unloading.  The western wall, however, had a gate specifically for the land traffic along the seaside road.

   We discussed it and decided on the western gate.  Surely, they had protocols for how to handle travelers after dark.

   We circled northward, crossing the canal at an arching stone bridge.  It was narrow, barely one haywagon wide, and probably meant for foot traffic.  It was high and steep; barges and the horses pulling them had to travel underneath.  It really needed to be longer and less steep to be a convenient bridge.  Unless the steepness was there to discourage dazhu from crossing… then it needed something like those cattle-stopping lengths of pipe at either end—the ones they hate to walk on, not a gate.  I’m sure the mountain could arrange it, but I doubt anyone thought to ask.  Note to self.

   As we circled, I noticed another change.  Mary hadn’t mentioned it, but since I already told her about the canals, I suppose she thought I was aware of it.  There were two canals running north-south.  The boat-pockets in front of the north gate were connecting ways.  Was one canal for southbound traffic, the other for northbound, like a divided highway?  Go down one canal, pull through the turnaround at the end, and go back?  How much traffic did these things carry?  I could see a dozen men still at work, even at night, pushing and pulling canal barges by the light of magical lanterns.

   We followed the road outside the wall, circling the city.  Homes and barns and other such buildings were scattered through the region, visible by darksight and moonlight.  It said something about the security of the kingdom that people were willing to live so close to the Eastrange without the protection of city walls.

   Then it hit me.  Moonlight?  Wait a minute… The sun disappears at night.  It literally vanishes.  So how does the moon shed light?  Where I come from, the Moon reflects sunlight.  Here, though, without a sun to reflect, the moon must, obviously, generate its own light!

   Silly extra-spatial visitor!  How else would the moon glow?  Doesn’t it glow in your world?

   Sometimes I hate this place.  I mean I really, truly, hate it.  It offends my narrow-minded and provincial sensibilities regarding good universe design.  I should probably get over it.  It’s hard, so very hard, to overcome all those years of growing up with my version of astronomy and space and celestial mechanics.

   I suddenly have a much greater respect for Copernicus and his heliocentric theory.  He challenged the prevailing ideas of how the universe was put together.  If I were to put forth the idea of the world going around the sun, people here would laugh at me, and they would be right to laugh at me.  If I took someone back to my world, they might have just as much trouble with a round world and all the rest of it as I’m having with this.  I know I’m not taking this well.  My pleasant, comfortable, familiar ideas of how a universe should be put together are contradicted by this silly nonsense.

   There I go again.  It’s not silly nonsense.  It’s the truth.  It’s how this place works.  Badly, in my opinion, but I ought to learn to accept it, because it is the truth, rather than be resentful at how it doesn’t match my preconceived notions.  I really should.

   Someday.  That’s going to be one busy holiday.

   They kept the western gate of Mochara well-lit.  Magical lights surrounded it with a soft glow, and a number of posts along the road supported glowing globes, lighting the coast road toward the mountains for a couple of miles.  All of the sources were below the level of the wall, hanging down on the outside—a kindness for anyone trying to sleep?  The top of the wall was in darkness.  Was it to keep the night vision of the guards?  To reduce their visibility from the well-lit ground?

   We approached along the road, in plain view.  I suspended our Nothing To See Here spell, along with the generalized sound-damper.  I left Bronze’s anti-clanging spells running, though, and the rest of our coloration stuff.  Aside from Bronze’s size, I thought we appeared pretty mundane.  We approached the gate.  Two guards emerged onto the road from a small watch station beside the gate.  Several more, atop the wall, sat up and took notice, but didn’t seem hostile.  Interested, but not concerned.

   “Greetings,” one of the road-guards offered.  We halted.

   “Salutations,” I replied.  “Cold night?”

   “Agreed.  Long journey?”

   “It’s a long walk through those mountains,” I replied, dodging the question.

   “So it is.  See anything unusual?”

   “Not really, no.”  I refrained from adding, at least, not for us.

   “Here on business?”

   “We’re here to visit the Temple of the Mother of Flame.  Will we have to wait until morning?”

   “Oh.  No, I don’t think so.  Do you have money?”

   “Is there a gate tax?”

   “No, no—and I’m not asking for a bribe, either,” he chuckled.  “Part of my job is to make sure anyone entering isn’t a vagabond.  I can see from your horses and clothes you’re not poor, but I’m required to see the color of your cash.  Sorry about that.”

   “That’s fair, I guess.”  I rummaged around and dug out the money we’d recovered from the amateur archaeologists.  “Not a lot there,” I added, handing him the pouch, “but we also have some gems, a bit of jewelry, that sort of thing.”

   “Hey!” Mary protested.  “The jewelry is mine!”

   “He’s not going to take it,” I answered, reasonably.  “It’s just proof we can afford to pay for things.  We’re not random riffraff.”  I looked at the guard.  “I’m right, aren’t I?

   He looked in the pouch, bounced it on his hand to weigh it, handed it back.

   “Quite so,” he agreed.  “And the lady’s jewels are of no concern; you’ve more than proven your worth.”  He tossed the pouch up to me and I put it back on my belt.  He waved up at the top of the wall and there followed a clunking, clanking noise from within.  “Names?”

   “I’m Vlad; this is Mary.”

   “Welcome to Mochara, Master Vlad and Mistress Mary.”

   We rode in at a walk and they shut the gates behind us.

   Mochara had changed.  The streets were straight and paved; gutters lined them, with obvious drains into underground sewers.  The place didn’t smell like an outhouse.  Lines of magical light ran along the curbs, clearly marking the boundary between road and sidewalk—they have sidewalks!—as well as casting a gentle glow over where you might put your feet.  Everything seemed cleaner, more orderly.  The general layout reminded me of something, but I couldn’t quite place it.  A wheel, with spokes radiating from a center?  Yes, sort of.  I could almost recall a generalized city plan it seemed to follow.  Was it an Italian thing?  I might remember it if I looked down at it instead of walking along inside it.  Maybe I’ll look it up in my mental library, later.

   Was all this change the effect of a tyrant king?  Or good city planning and a helpful pet rock?

   Finding the Temple wasn’t hard.  A few people were still abroad even at this hour, and the local constabulary kept regular patrols.  We asked for directions and followed them.

   The temple had grown a bit.  Sparky favored domes, apparently.  It’s possible she was the guiding architectural inspiration for all the arcs and arches and domes in Zirafel, too.  Her local temple was a smaller-scale version of the one in Zirafel.  It didn’t cover as much ground, but the general architecture was the same.

   “Is the light inside from the goddess or from your daughter?” Mary asked, eyeing the doors.

   “I don’t know.  Sometimes there isn’t much difference.”

   “I love these little talks.  You always make me feel so much better.”

   “At least I don’t lie to you.”

   “Sometimes—in certain situations—I wish you would.”

   “Are you sure?  I could, if you really want me to.”

   “No, on second thought, I’ll settle for brutal honesty.  I’ve been lied to enough I know how much trouble it causes.”

   “As you wish.”

   “So, with that in mind, be honest.  Is this going to sting?”

   “I beg your pardon?”

   “It’s another temple.  Holy ground.  Remember?”

   “Ah.  No, I don’t think it will be a problem—at least, not while you’re with me.  If it is a problem, Amber can probably intervene.”

   “Okay.  But if I ruin these boots because me feet catch fire, I’m going to be upset.”

   “Duly noted.”

   We dismounted.  Bronze snorted to tell me she would keep an eye on Clomper.  I pushed open the doors.

   The light was from Amber.  She lounged on a central stage, like a central fireplace.  This was surrounded by benches in eight concentric circles.  The flames around her were magical.  T’yl’s work?  Or Tianna’s?

   “Dad!” she exclaimed, brightening in delight.  “You made it.”

   “I did.”  I moved forward to the central dais and she floated down from it.  She held out her fiery arms to me and I hugged her without hesitation—she knew what she was doing, and the last time I touched her, she didn’t burn me.  This time was no different.  I felt her warmth, but nothing combusted.  She was opaque, solid-seeming, but felt strangely soft, as though she had no bones.  There was a firmness to her fiery flesh without any feeling of rigidity.  I could probably have reached through her with only a little effort, but knew better than to test it.

   “I’m pleased to see you,” she breathed into my ear, “despite the fur on your face.  Although it does look better now that it is properly trimmed.”

   “It’s starting to grow on me,” I replied.  She winced.  Dad jokes.  I’m her father; I’m allowed.  “How have you been?”  She drifted back from the embrace with a glowing smile.

   “I am well, as always.”

   “You’ve met indirectly,” I continued, “but, Amber, this is Mary.  Mary, this is Amber.”

   “Good evening to you, Amber of the Mother,” Mary said, in Rethven.

   “Good evening to you, Mary,” Amber replied.  “I would offer you both refreshments…”

   “Don’t put yourself to any trouble,” I advised.  “I know hospitality has its limits, no matter how you’re related.  We’re not exactly the usual sort of guests.”

   “True.  Please, be seated.”

   “Um,” Mary started, “I’d rather stand.  My feet feel awfully warm.”

   I glanced at Amber.  Amber wore a puzzled expression.

   “Holy ground and she’s a nightlady,” I pointed out.  Amber frowned, brows drawing together in thought.  Then her face cleared as she got the reference.

   “I’m so sorry,” she apologized.  “Be blessed in your comings and goings, and be welcome in the House of Fire.”

   Mary visibly relaxed.  She stomped her feet, paused to consider, and nodded.

   “You are supposed to say, ‘I come to this House to stand in the warmth of the Fire’,” Amber prompted.  Mary dutifully recited the response and Amber beamed at her.

   We picked out a bench by the stage and parked ourselves—gingerly, in Mary’s case.  Once settled on the bench, she relaxed.  Amber half-hopped, half-floated back into her central fireplace.

   “Told you so,” I told her.

   “Sort of,” she admitted.  Amber swung her gaze back and forth between us with an inquiring expression.  I turned to her.

   “So, tell me what you know about Tort and T’yl,” I suggested.

   “Do you not wish to know about Zirafel and Karvalen?”

   “Yes, but I have my own priorities.  Right now, I only want to deal with the mystery of the missing magicians.  Have you heard from T’yl?”

   “Still no word.”

   “I don’t suppose you know where Tort is?”

   “I do not.  I thought she might have gone with you through the gate, until you told me otherwise.”

   “So, Tort is still vanished and now T’yl has, too?”

   “I understand T’yl has been living in the palace of Karvalen—the one in the mountaintop.  Now Tianna can no longer reach him, so I do not know what has become of him or of Tort.”

   “Any idea why T’yl has disappeared?  Or where to?  Or why?”

   “None at all.”

   “Damn.”

   I turned to Mary.

   “Are you following okay?”

   “I’m getting the gist of it,” she said, in English.  “I think.”

   “Just checking.”

   “If it’s all the same to you,” she added, “I’d like a translation spell if you’re going to be discussing significant stuff.  I don’t want to miss details.”

   In answer, I cast the spell for her.  I turned to Amber again.

   “All right.  I’ve got nine years of demonic tyranny to understand.  Hit me with the highlights.”

   “As you wish.  However, let me point out I do not know all the details, myself.  I was not a core member of the conspiracy.  I was not much involved in the early days—the conquest of Rethven—either.”

   “See, that’s the kind of thing I need to know.  What conspiracy?  The conspiracy to overthrow the Demon King and get me free?”

   “Give me a moment, please,” Amber requested, and settled herself, thinking.

   “In the beginning,” she told us, “it was Bronze.  It is my understanding Bronze sought out Tort.  Tort found a way to understand her, and the two of them shared the secret—the King of Karvalen was possessed by a demon.  Or, not exactly a demon.  A dark thing made of all that was terrible and evil within the King was in control.  You were the King, yes, but it was originally believed that, somehow, all that was good and noble within you was destroyed.

   “For a long time, those two were the only ones who knew.  Bronze remained hidden from you while Tort hid her knowledge.  She did terrible things for her angel, Father.”  Amber paused, the blue flames of her eyes flickering sadly.  “Terrible things,” she repeated, softly.  “You may find it difficult to forgive her.”

   “We’ll can those kippers when we come to them,” I told her.  “Go on.”

   “I do not know the specifics, but she somehow recruited the Dragonsword into the conspiracy.”

   I do.

   “Okay, what happened?” I asked.

   She opened up a communications spell one day and said, basically, “Hey, did you know the Boss is possessed by a demon?”  I told her I’d figured it out, but so what?  We were in the field, hacking apart people who wanted to argue about who was king.  I told her as much and we discussed it.  Don’t get me wrong; I was all for having you back on the hilt, Boss.  At the time, though, your dark side was doing a good job of being a ruthless conqueror.

   “You were enjoying yourself.”

   Well… yeah.  But I was also willing to help Tort.

   Trade-offs.  Powerful sword, but with an almost complete lack of conscience.  It’s what I get for trying my hand at dragon-slaying, I suppose.

   “Fine.  What did she want you to do?”

   Keep my teeth together, mostly.  Poke around and see if I could find you in there—Bronze said you were in there, so Tort wanted me to look.  That sort of thing.

   “Find anything interesting?”

   Your dark side has a lot of imagination and all of it nasty, Boss.

   This, coming from a former dragon.

   “All right.  Amber?  Then what?”

   “As Firebrand says, your darker self conquered his way across the former kingdom of Rethven.  City by city, territory by territory, the kingdom grew.  After a time, many of them simply threw down their banners and surrendered.  Your knights were invincible—the original knights, not the mercenaries and killers the Demon King promoted to knights.

   “Of your original knights, much has been said.  It was rumored the wearers of the black armor could not be killed.  Others said each suit of armor was forged from the bodies of demons, and fought on even if the wearer was slain.  It was even whispered your knights were demons, themselves.  This sowed fear among those who resisted.  And the punishments for resisting were… inventive.”  Amber shuddered—a literal description for a creature made of fire.  “I would rather not go into that.”

    “Same here.”

   “Thank you.  Within three years, your armies had either destroyed or conquered every city of note.  You returned to Carrillon and held a formal ceremony of coronation, complete with all the nobles of your new realm.  Some of them were new to such a station, appointed to rule in the absence of the old noble family.”

   “Absence of the old noble family?”

   “Inventive punishments,” Amber repeated.

   “Ah.”

   “Even so, the nobles, old and new alike, attended your coronation, along with their immediate families.  He was quite specific about it.”

   “I can’t imagine why,” I told her, trying not to be too sarcastic.

   “After that, you seemed…” she trailed off and paused, searching for a word.  “I will not say content, but… satisfied?  Comfortable, perhaps.  You seldom stirred from Carrillon, except for infrequent state visits to loyal cities or royal sword-rattling with ones rumored to be less loyal.”

   “But, the conspiracy?” I prompted.

   “Tort eventually included T’yl and Tianna.  T’yl, because she needed the help of another magician, and Tianna because she was… persistent in wishing to see her grandfather again.  She had not seen you since you went to war, and the necessities of the new temple in Karvalen were a good excuse to keep her from going to visit.  We kept her from seeing the atrocities your other self committed.”

   “You engineered that?”

   “Yes.  And, though you probably will not believe it completely, so did the Mother.  Neither of us would have her see the things you may conjure from the depths of your own heart.”

   “I’ll… huh.  I don’t know what to say to that.  Sp—I mean, the Mother of Flame really tried to keep Tianna from seeing…?”

   “I swear it.”

   “I may have to give her the benefit of the doubt,” I mused.  “That’ll take some thinking on.  But I’m sidetracking again.  Conspiracy?  Tianna?”

   “Her training as a wizard,” Amber admitted, “made her a useful member of the conspiracy, but her training as a priestess, I think, was her chief value.  I am unclear on the magical side of things, as you may expect.  Some of their initial ideas involved burning the dark thing from you, but Tianna felt this would be too dangerous—not only might it take some time, during which the other might escape, but it would be impossible to tell when enough of it had been burned away.  They might destroy parts of you, rather than only the monster inside you.  Light will destroy dark, but it can also destroy shadow, if you see what I mean.”

   “All too vividly.”

   “Tort, as the head of the conspiracy, kept it small.  I believe she tried to recruit Seldar some time later, since he resigned his knighthood and chose to enter—”

   “He what?” I interrupted.  I couldn’t believe it.  Resigned? “Seldar?  As in Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar?  My right-hand-man Seldar?  That Seldar?”

   “Oh, indeed he did.  Torvil’s loyalty is without limit; he would obey any order you gave, and do so with enthusiasm and imagination.  Kammen, likewise, obeys his King; he would do whatever was required, no matter how distasteful.  But Seldar was the one whose conscience overmastered his oath.  He left his sword, his sash, and his armor behind and joined the priesthood of the Lord of Justice.”  Amber smiled, a shining thing that brightened the whole room.

   “He and I have had many talks, one priest to another.  Our respective spheres do not overlap, so we are not in competition with one another.  He is a good man, Father.”

   “I know, and I’m proud of him, too.”

   “Despite his action?”

   “Because of it.  But that’s a talk I’ll have with him.  Continue, please.”

   “Tort recruited him into the conspiracy after that.  He was… relieved.  For years, he feared you had become the monster he saw.  To know the thing he once served was, effectively, an usurper on the throne pleased him—on a personal level—to a degree I hardly know how to relate.  It also, I fear, awakened in him a rage so vast it could burn cities.  That thing used him, deceived him—offended him.  It wounded his heart when he discovered how it used his King.  If he were not then a priest of justice and trained to be of still heart and quiet mind, he might have killed your body to destroy the thing and free you.”  She paused, lips pursed.  “He might have tried, at least.”

   “I’m kind of glad he didn’t,” I agreed.  “I’m not saying it wasn’t a good idea, but I’m glad he didn’t.”

   “I say it was not a good idea,” Amber chided, sharply.  “You live.  That, in itself, is an important thing.”

   “To me, yes.  Not necessarily to everyone else.”

   “Dad?”

   “Yes?”

   “You know nothing of this matter.  Do not presume to speak of it to me in such a manner.”

   “Yes, Daughter.”

   “Where was I?  Oh.  Tort had a plan.  Her objective was to remove the possessing spirit from your body without harming your own spirit.  Since it was so similar to some aspects of yourself, you had to be removed, first.  Then anything done to whatever remained within your flesh would be harmless to you; anything done to your flesh could then be healed and you could be returned to your body.

   “Firebrand was the key.”

   Literally.

   “Who is telling this, you or I, child of fire?”

   Look who’s talking, Firebrand shot back.  But okay, you talk.

   “Thank you for your kind permission,” Amber replied, with a bit of snap.  “The Dragonsword could, with help, pierce the layers of your spirit-self, the constructs of your mind, to seek the central core of your identity—your spirit.  This could only gain us entrance, however, not draw you forth.  For that, we needed something with a closer spiritual connection to you than Firebrand.”

   “Bronze.”

   “Exactly.  With Firebrand to pierce your innermost sanctuary and Bronze to bear you back from it, removing you from your body could be done—assuming you were willing to go.  Tort always assured us you would, but she never said why she thought so.”

   “Because if Bronze shows up and wants me to go for a ride through the Underworld, I’ll go.”

   “That is a rather sweeping statement.”

   “It’s inadequate.”

   Amber and Mary both looked at me.  The silence became awkward.

   “I see,” Amber said, finally.

   “I’m sure you don’t, but thank you for trying.  Continue, please.”

   “As you say,” Amber agreed, looking uncomfortable.  “The problem of making this happen was not a trivial one.  There was no way to conceal the intrusion.  Several magical barriers would have to be penetrated to give Firebrand the opportunity, to say nothing of allowing Bronze to connect with you so closely as to be a conduit.  Tort, however, was trusted—possibly the only person truly trusted by the Demon King.  She knew the nature of the defenses and many of the details.  She gave this information to T’yl, who then worked to build countermeasures for each of them.

   “Once each layer of the defenses was accounted for and its counteragent crafted, the question of the reaction became paramount.  The thing would want to know what happened—who assaulted it, what they had hoped to achieve, and so on.  Again, Tort was vital, as was T’yl.

   “For the last two years of the reign of the Demon King, T’yl claimed to be studying the finer points of scrying, as well as enchanting a powerful magical artifact.  He is proficient, certainly, but hardly a specialist.  Tort told the creature otherwise, laying the groundwork for what would come.  When the attack penetrated the defenses, the thing would be well-prepared to believe one of T’yl’s magic mirrors would be of use.

   “In reality, T’yl had been studying demonic influences and methods of containing them—”

   “Hold it,” I broke in.  “I was under the impression Tort did the heavy work on the magic mirror.”

   “I do not believe so,” Amber mused, looking puzzled.  “She was far too involved in the day-to-day affairs of the King.  Had she done so, it would surely have aroused suspicion.  T’yl would have had to handle anything of that nature.”

   “He lied to me?”

   “About what?  And why?”

   “Nevermind.  Carry on and I’ll make note of it for later.”

   “Very well.  Once the process began, Tort would be constantly at the side of the thing.  Firebrand would pierce the defenses; Bronze would act as conduit.  T’yl and Tianna would place you, temporarily, in a body emptied of its occupant—a holding action only, until Tort could persuade the thing to travel to Karvalen, hopefully via a gate to minimize the time involved.  Once there, Tort would activate the magic mirror.

   “I do not understand how it works, but the mirror was to somehow trap the thing within its own reflection.  It did so, but something went wrong—I am not certain what.  Perhaps it had something to do with other conspiracies, some of the rebels, or merely assassins.  When the King departed Carrillon, he was at his most poorly-protected in a long while.  Perhaps some faction tried their own spells?  I cannot say; I am no wizard.

   “Tort found it needful to act.  Instead of closing over the dark thing and keeping it captive, the mirror remained a mirror.  She could have pretended to be loyal, still, and assisted the dark thing in returning to the flesh; instead, she chose to break cover and put herself at risk.  She held the thing within the mirror until the mirror could turn into a containment sphere.  After that, you took it through a gate, and my knowledge of what transpired ends.”

   I considered what I knew of events, compared them to Amber’s story, and decided T’yl was going to answer some searching questions.  Now, though, I had to consider the possibility he might be hiding, knowing I was going to quiz him shortly.  Why the deception?  Why not just tell me everything?

   “What became of Tort’s body?” I asked.  “Did she enter the mirror physically?  Or was it her spirit?  Or what?”

   “I do not know,” Amber admitted, softly.  “The only person who would know is T’yl.  And Tort, of course.”

   “Neither of whom is around,” I noted.  I rubbed my temples and worked at keeping my patience.  “I’m going to Karvalen, Amber.  I’m going there, looking for Tort and for T’yl, and I will get to the bottom of this.”

   “What about the kingdom?”

   “I understand Lissette is running the place?”

   “Yes.”

   “If she needs my help, she has it.  Otherwise, I plan to stay out of it.”

   “Really?”

   “I’m a lousy king.  It sounds like she’s a good queen.  I’m quite happy to go home to my mountain and mind my own business.”

   “I’ll let Tianna know you’re coming.”

   “Thank you.  Meanwhile, is there anything I can do for you here?”

   “Mochara is doing surprisingly well.  Your predecessor had little to do with it.  I suspect because of my presence, and the closer presence, therefore, of the Mother.”

   “Fair enough.”

   “May I ask what you have endured in these past months?  I would like to know what happened after you fled through the gate.”

   “That’s going to take a while.”

   “I have a room where the light of sunrise will not touch you,” Amber offered.  I glanced at Mary.  She shrugged.

   “All right.  First, this is what happened, from my point of view, when Firebrand opened the way out of the basement…”

   “Basement?”

   “Okay, let’s start with my mental architecture and geography.  This is going to take a while.”
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   I talked for hours.  I talked the moon down from the heavens and the sun into the sky.  Even hitting the broad outline of my time on Earth—well, one Earth—took a while.  Many of the things I saw and heard and did had to be explained.  Amber had no cultural context for a package-delivery drone, an automated cab, or even professional mobsters.

   We did take a break for the dawn service.  Amber conducted her religious ritual for the congregation while Mary and I took cover in a cold cellar.  I cleaned us both with a spell, taking the opportunity to walk Mary through the spell operation again.  She’s ready to start casting cleaning spells while I spot for her.

   Later, after the incendiaries—I mean, “ceremonies”—concluded, Amber sent for breakfast and invited us to continue with the story.  We went through lunch, as well, explaining more details about that Earth.  We could have eaten second breakfast and brunch, as well, but I didn’t want to strain her hospitality.

   “It sounds complicated,” Amber decided, “but interesting.  You say you may find other worlds, similar, but safer?”

   “Maybe.  I haven’t had a chance to go looking.  I’ll work on it after this thing with Tort and T’yl.”

   “If it is a place where I may go, I would like to see another world.”

   “I’ll keep it in mind.”

   “Thank you.  Is there anything else I can do for you?”

   “I have a question,” Mary piped up.

   “Of course.  What can I tell you?” Amber asked, interested.

   “What’s the deal with the shoulder straps?”

   “Shoulder straps?”

   “I noticed some people wearing these shoulder-to-hip things.  They have embroidery about here,” she indicated a place over her left breast.  “It looks like insignia or something.  Are they military, or what?”  Mary noticed my expression.  “Hey, I like to know who the police and military are, okay?  If I’m going to commit a crime, I need to know who to run from.”

   “She has a point,” I agreed.

   “The insignia are not exclusively military,” Amber told us, “but they do indicate someone who works for the Crown or Throne.”

   “There’s a difference?” I asked.

   “An agent of the Crown is in direct service to the King and Queen.  That person speaks to their Majesties.  An agent of the Throne is in direct service to the King and Queen, but reports to an agent of the Crown.  Such people owe no allegiance to any lesser lord.  The ribbons indicate this—various colors indicate ranks, such as black for an agent of the Crown, then other colors indicate how far down the wearer is from one who actually speaks with the King or Queen.  I’m not clear on the ranking system; I have little to do with their affairs.”

   “What about the badges?” Mary asked.

   “They indicate the type of service.  A mason will have a hammer and square; a carpenter a hammer and saw.  Fishermen have the net and hook.  The color of the border around the badge will indicate whether they are an apprentice, journeyman, crafter, or master.”

   “So, how do I tell who has the authority to arrest me?” Mary wanted to know.

   “If they’re wearing armor and sword, they have the authority,” Amber assured her.

   “That’s important to know.”

   “Especially for interdimensional jewel thieves,” I added.

   “It’s taken me a long time to get there,” Mary pointed out.  “I don’t intend to get caught now.”

   “Fair enough.  Shall we go?”

   Amber kissed me good-bye; she and Mary traded nods.  It must be awkward to conduct social niceties when you’re made of fire.  Come to think of it, meeting your father’s girlfriend could be a little weird, too.  Either Amber handled it with exceptionally good grace or I’m incapable of noticing things that subtle.

   Mary did some touch-ups on our disguise spells, adjusting our colors.  My hair lightened to brown and developed some streaks of grey.  Bronze shifted to a dappled, dark-grey coat with a black mane.  It was a better-looking effect than I ever manage.  Mary’s really got the hang of it.  Years of makeup, maybe?  Or maybe she doesn’t suffer the partial color-blindness that comes from not having a matched set of X chromosomes.

   “You’re disguising us so no one recognizes us, aren’t you?” I accused.  Mary didn’t answer, unless a smile counts as an answer.  “You’ve been planning this ever since you asked me to grow a beard,” I added.  The smile might have widened a bit.

   “Come on,” she insisted, taking my arm.  “This is my first medieval city.  Let’s walk around a bit.”

   “It’s not too impressive.”

   “It’s got paved streets, a geometric layout, public fountains, what look like storm drains, and the place is mostly made of masonry.  If this isn’t impressive, I don’t know what you’re comparing it to.  Versailles?”

   “You’ll see,” I told her.

   We walked around and looked the place over.  I had to admit, she had a point.  I recalled the smell in Mochara nine years ago.  This was much better.  Drains make all the difference.  If things went as expected, the sewers drained underground and out to sea.  Do the sea-people have farms downstream to take advantage of that?

   More personally, what does it say about me that I’m proud of my efforts at public sanitation?  Something good, I hope.

   We passed by the Temple of Shadow early on in our walk.  It was across the street from the Temple of Flame.  Mary wanted to go in; I nixed the idea.

   “Why not?” she asked.

   “I have a distinct desire to not be inside a temple to me.”

   “Oh, come on!” she urged.  “Don’t you want to see how they worship?  I bet you have a statue and everything.”

   “I admit I’m curious, but I also dread the idea.  I’m not a god, don’t want to be a god, and, now that I’m not one, I refuse to have anything to do with it.”

   “You sound… I don’t know.  Does it frighten you?”

   “Yes.”

   “Oh.”  We walked in silence for a bit, away from the Temple of Shadow.  “May I ask why?”

   “You know I have this nasty streak of responsibility, right?”

   “It’s a little trying at times, yes.”

   “Can you imagine what sort of screw-ups I could manage if I became a deity?  I’m not talking about an omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent god.  I’m talking about the gods of, say, Greek mythology.  Remember how they tended to ruin things for mortals, cause destruction and chaos, and all because they either didn’t anticipate or didn’t care about the repercussions?”

   “Sounds to me like you’re good god material.”

   “Good God,” I sighed.  “The point is, yes, I might be a good god, but with powers like that, you can’t settle for good.  And I know—or I’m afraid I know—how badly I hurt people by being a vampire wizard physicist king.  I want nothing to do with manifestations of my own divinity, thank you.  The world got along without a God of Vampires and will continue to do so.”

   “If you say so.  But what if a God of Vampires is exactly what it needs?  Didn’t you have some sort of anti-vampire apocalypse, once?”

   “So I’m told.”

   “Well, if that was the rallying cry of the Church of Light—they were the ones who went bananas on the subject, right?”

   “Again, so I’m told.”

   “Then if you’d been around to be the God of Vampires and be all ‘Hey, don’t go indiscriminately biting people,’ the Church of Luminousness wouldn’t have had so much to scream about.  The vampires would have been doing their afterlife-conveying psychopompic job.”

   “You make a strong argument I don’t want to hear.”

   “Ah.”  She squeezed my arm.  “You really don’t like responsibility?”

   “I don’t.”

   “Then why do you keep trying to be?”

   “Some people have an overdeveloped sense of vengeance, some an overdeveloped sense of guilt.”

   “You have a hard time being a callous, uncaring, evil bloodsucker, aren’t you?”

   “I’m not too concerned about failing to become one, if that’s what you mean.  I’m not trying to be anything aside from myself.”

   “There may be hope for you, yet.”

   We walked around town for a while, noting other prominent temples—Justice, the Grey Lady, the Lady of Mercy, Father Sky, the Lord of Law, the Twins of Need and Desire—and I realized there wasn’t a formal Temple of the Light.

   That suited me perfectly.

   Other changes since I was last in town… the sea-wall had two gates instead of one.  I blame the dock-things for the increased traffic that made it necessary.  They still had the double ramps—sort of an upright trapezoid on the beach—in front of each gate to get things up to the level of the low cliff.  They also added a crane system for hoisting and lowering things straight up the cliff and over the wall.

   The harbor changed, too.  It was deeper, for larger ships, and had a pair of stone dock-things grown out from the shore.  Circling the harbor was an underwater wall, barely above the water at low tide.  This acted as a break against storms, but mainly restricted the movement of larger ships.  At high tide, smaller boats could go in or out right over the seawall; anything large had to sail in or out of the harbor through a moderately-narrow lane between two marker obelisks.

   My pet rock is a helpful pet rock.

   Wait a second.  Tides are governed by the gravitational—

   No.  Just no.  I don’t know how it works.  Maybe the world wobbles back and forth, like a see-saw.  Maybe the moon really does cause the tides.  Maybe the Great Gargantuan Goliath is sleeping under the sea bed and the rise and fall of its chest with its breathing causes the water levels to rise and fall.

   I should work on accepting the facts as I see them.  Once I have enough, maybe I can create a new theory to cover it all.  Something besides “this place is weird.”

   We headed out through one of the northern gates.  Since we had a flesh-and-blood horse to bring along, I decided to rent a canal boat.  The trip was on the canal road the whole way, but it was still on the order of a three-day march.  A canal boat could let us rest in it while Bronze towed us.

   Unless someone moved the mountain again.  It’s wandered off before.

   The barges came in different sizes.  I settled for what they called a daelet, a small, flat-bottomed thing with roughly a four-ton capacity.  It was more than enough for our needs, since Bronze would pull the thing, not ride in it.  If she set foot in it, the boat would go straight to the bottom.  We persuaded Clomper to board the barge and gave Bronze the tow-rope.  She accelerated gently until the rope was tight as a wire and we had a bow wave threatening to spill into the barge.  I moved Clomper farther to the rear to raise the bow.

   As we foamed our way up the canal, we had some time to kill.  Mary and I worked on more of the Rethven language, reviewing our memories of the conversation with Amber and comparing English to Rethven.  During periods when she studied on her own, I watched the countryside roll by and tried to enjoy the trip.  I was more than a little anxious, but what was I going to do besides twiddle my thumbs and worry?

   I learned quite a bit about the place by looking.  The canal system was, indeed, a divided highway.  Luckily, we were going the correct direction in our lane—north in the western canal, south in the eastern, like British traffic.  Passing involved calling out to the people ahead so they could get out of the way.  This involved stopping, pushing their boat away from the inner median and its horse-travel lanes.  We then passed them, slowing slightly to avoid swamping the other boat.  There were several prepared campsites along the way, all of them in the median between the canals and protected by them from predators and other annoyances.

   To the left, or west, there were farms.  After a several miles, those gave way to grasslands and ranching.  Farms continued on the eastern side of the canals all the way to Karvalen.  Was it because the canals were used as a fence for ranching on the western side, but the availability of water was too valuable to pass up completely?  I’m sure someone knows.

   While watching the world go by, I also noticed something unusual about Bronze.  Her gaits are normally quite smooth, no matter how she chooses to travel—well, unless she’s pretending to be a robot horse; that’s a bit uncomfortable.  Now, though, her movements struck me as being exceptionally liquid and graceful.  I wondered about that.  She changes herself over time to adapt to whatever seems appropriate, from draft horse to racehorse and back, even to the point of creating a built-in saddle and stirrups.  (Which I find interesting, since that’s not a requirement.  It’s a convenience for me—and one I appreciate—but it shows me she can choose what to do.)

   So, what was she doing?  Altering her internal structure to be more horse-like?  Instead of a golem bending the metal of its legs, was she creating cables for muscles, tubes for bones, mercury for joint lubricant?  She saw enough animal shows on video, she might have decided to do so.  How would such modifications affect her functionality?  Would having horse-like joints limit her to horse-like movements?  Would actual joints be easier—and faster—than bending animate metal?  Would a bent leg recover as quickly as before, or would it “heal” in stages, first as an animate chunk of metal, then re-form the internal structures?

   I decided not to ask.  When you get right down to it, Bronze is her own person.  If she wants to wear her hair differently or grow a unicorn’s horn, that’s up to her.  Although, if she’s going to do something blatant like the horn, I hope she would ask me, first.  I’m pretty sure she could do it if she wanted to, though.

   Traveling at relatively high speed—twenty miles an hour?  Thirty?  More?—saw us closing in on the mountain-city before nightfall.

   Overall, the place hadn’t changed much.  It was still a big wheel, almost flat, with a sudden, steep spike in the center.  There was supposed to be water pouring from four points, high up the central mountain-spire, but I saw no sign of them.  The upper portion of the mountain was smooth and unmarked.  I wondered what happened.  Were they inside the mountain, now, pouring down internal channels instead of down the mountainside?  That would be better, certainly.  If so, who decreed the change to the mountain?  Or did it think of the idea on its own?

   The canals connected to the huge moat encircling the place; four bridges connected the city to the land.  I was pleased to see the main gates had developed nicely.  Each one was a huge slab of stone, balanced to pivot around a horizontal axis.  When the inner half of the slabs tilted up, the gates were closed; the outer half of the slabs tilted down, leaving massive pits in front of them instead of road.  When reversed, the slabs became part of the road.  They were huge and unwieldy and worked.  I liked them.

   The one thing that stood out was a new road.  Well, I say a new road.  It was really the old Kingsway taken up a notch, or taken up by several arches.  Originally, to cut through all the circle-spiral streets running through town, I had a long, straight road run from the central mountain to the southwest gate.  Now the road stood on arches, presumably to let cross-traffic go by underneath, and ran as straight as a beam of light.  It was one long, single-lane bridge from the upper courtyard, near the peak, down to the market plaza behind the gate.

   “What do you think?” Mary asked.  “Wait until after dark?  Or hurry in before sunset?”

   “I’m torn.  If we hurry in, we’ll need to find someplace light-proof almost immediately, and I don’t know where they keep their inns, or even if they have shutters on the windows.  On the plus side, I can start getting to the bottom of this quickly.  If we sneak in, the only people who might possibly notice are the ones actively looking for us—well, me—but we might get away with poking around for a while before our presence becomes known.”

   “Do you have any friends besides T’yl in town?”

   “Tianna is here.”

   “Anyone else?”

   “Not that I know of.  Why?”

   “You could let Tianna know, privately, if we sneak into town.”

   “I could pay her a visit,” I agreed, “but Amber should have told her I was on my way.”

   “On the other hand, if you want to see who your friends and enemies are, go on in.”

   “There’s something tempting about that, too.  You’re not really helping.”

   “Who asked the professional sneak-thief for advice?”

   “Point taken,” I admitted.  “It’s hard to play if you don’t know who the other players are, so here’s my thought.  We’ll do both.”

   “How?”

   “I’ll march in boldly and draw fire.  You sneak in, watch what happens, and find out what you can while everything is stirred up.”

   “I don’t know,” she said, dubiously.  “I don’t speak the language.  I mean I can, but I’ll instantly be marked as a tourist.  I won’t be able to follow fast conversations, understand idioms, or blend in.”

   “I’ll give you a long-duration translation spell.”

   “Well… I don’t like letting you out of my sight.  You have a tendency to go through magical gates and disappear.  And my feeble skills are no match for the power of your dark magic when it comes to locating you.  Is your cloaking spell still on?”

   “Yes.  But I promise not to leave the world without you.  At least, if I have any say in the matter.  If they kill me you’re on your own.”

   “All right.  Let’s pull over and camp for a bit.  I want to change and run through a cleaning spell one more time before I have to start doing it by myself.”

   “Sure.  Want me to leave you our cash?”

   “What for?”

   “Expenses?”

   Mary gave me a pitying look.

   “Maybe you do actually need to sleep.  Your brain is definitely not firing on all cylinders.”

   “What do you mean?”

   “What do I do for fun?”

   “Oh.”

   She has a point, Boss, Firebrand told me, privately.  You do seem a little slow.

   Thank you for the observation.  I’ll consider it.  In a bunker.  With guards.  And wards.  And both you and Bronze.

   Thought I’d mention it, Firebrand replied, amused.  A dragon would have had a year-long nap by now.

   You’re assuming my time in the basement counts as being awake.

   You bet.

   Why?

   Because you’re not as sharp as you used to be.

   That made me wonder.  If the psychic sword is saying I’m not at my sharpest, should I be concerned?

   The central lane between canals ended at the moat.  A pair of high bridges from median to shore allowed barges to be towed out of the canals and to either side in the moat.  The city side of the moat had a long row of boat-pocket docks, presumably for barge loading and unloading, but I didn’t see a way to tow them over.  There were some barges in view, though; they approached the city shore slowly, rowed along like giant canoes.

   We stopped the barge at the last rest stop before the bridges.  Mary and I unloaded Clomper for Bronze to babysit while we became corpses in body bags on the barge.

    

   Karvalen—the city, not the kingdom—doesn’t close up shop for the night like smaller cities.  The place is lit like a Christmas tree set on fire.  Traffic flows via the roads and canals pretty much constantly.  Mary had no trouble docking or parking or whatever it is you do with a canal boat.

   Who do they trade with?  What do they trade?  Why are people coming and going constantly?  I mean, sure, it’s a city.  Cities have traffic.  You put more than a hundred thousand people in an enclosed area to live their lives and someone is going to be awake and busy.  I wonder what’s going on, that’s all.

   Anyway, getting in wasn’t a problem.  While Mary and Clomper parked the boat, Bronze and I walked over a bridge, along the outer road, and straight through the city gate.  Beyond was a big, square area.  It was relatively quiet, but hucksters, hustlers, and vendors of all sorts still pitched their wares.  Within a hundred yards, people tried to sell me knives, perfume, food of every description, magical talismans (fake), demon-repellent (probably fake), enchanted lights (spells, really, of limited duration, marketed as “eternal”), jewelry, clothing, horseshoes, rare wine (he claimed), rope, a backpack, a lantern with a spare flask of oil, and a ten-foot pole.

   I can’t imagine the cacophony of the gate-market at its height during the day.  I’m glad I was seven feet above the crowd, riding Bronze.  It’s hard to pick a pocket when you can’t even reach it, or to stick merchandise in my face without a ladder.

   We made our way across the square of the gate-market to the foot of the Kingsway.  The pitch was about one in ten or so.  It was narrow, barely wide enough for Bronze.  A street paralleled it on either side as it rose.  There were drains dotted all along the two straight streets, probably because when it rained, they would turn into rivers, otherwise.  I disliked it.  The gradual rise of the ramp blocked cross-traffic for hundreds of yards.  It would be better to have steps at this end, to quickly get some clearance underneath.  That would also further reduce the pitch of the ramp, at least a little… As soon as I could talk to the mountain, I’d mention it.

   Bronze started up the Kingsway at a walk.  After a little bit, the noise of the market diminished.  In the relative quiet, someone shouted at me.

   “You can’t go up there!”

   We ignored this obviously erroneous impression.  Silence followed us, but no one else.

   Was the Kingsway regarded as cursed?  Or was it too dangerous to travel?  It went straight to the upper courtyard around the peak of the mountain.  Maybe the destination was considered too dangerous?  Everything above the courtyard level was considered my personal quarters at one point.  Maybe it still was.

   A few people followed us along the side-streets and even more came out to watch us go by.  A number of people cast light spells and shone illumination up to see us more clearly, but no one came after us.  I don’t think anyone even set foot on the Kingsway.

   Maybe it’s the name that does it.  It’s the King’s Way, so stay off it.  That could be it.

   On the other hand, it’s got no guardrails, not even curbs, and it dead-ends—possibly literally—at the front door of the Demon King.  It’s obviously not considered a safe road.

   We reached the top of the road without incident.  No one threw anything or tried to shoot us.  I’m not sure they knew quite what to do.

   At the top, the Kingsway ended in a sheer drop, about ten or twelve feet from the wall surrounding the uppermost part of the mountain—the outer wall of the courtyard, the face of the mountain spire.  It was a long way down.

   There was no way to open the outer wall.  It didn’t even look as though it had a gate.  I sank tendrils into the stone and spoke to the mountain; it’s alive, after all.  It took several minutes, but the section of wall in front of the Kingsway finally started to move.  A section of wall slowly tilted inward while matching section of cliff face swung out and up.  When it came to rest, lying flat, it formed a bridge to the courtyard.

   I gave it another couple of minutes to merge with the Kingsway proper and affix itself.  I didn’t want Bronze and I to have a dramatic failure to enter, especially not one involving a plummet to the road some eighty or a hundred feet below.  We fall extremely well already.  We don’t need any more practice, thank you.  Nor do we need to demonstrate our exceptional skill at gravity-based acceleration in front of thousands of onlookers.

   Bronze put a hoof on the bridge, carefully, and the stone held.  We entered the courtyard and circled the mountaintop to the left, clockwise, to take the short way around to the front door; the door into the great hall faced north while the Kingsway hit the edge of the courtyard in the southwest—from above, we entered the courtyard at seven-thirty and circled around to noon.

   When we reached the pivot-door to the interior, Bronze nudged it with her forehead.  It rotated on its axis, swinging open, and she stepped back to let it open fully.

   “Now, let’s see who’s home.”

    

   Nobody.

   Absolutely nobody.

   Someone changed the layout again.  T’yl lived here for nine years or so while I was occupied.  It’s only to be expected he made some changes.  The silver inlay in the floor was new, for example.  It wasn’t magical, with mystical runes and symbols, but it was a pretty decoration.  Intricate knotwork, really, all over the floor and working its way up the walls, over the balcony, and on up to the mirror-polished gold of the arched ceiling.  I especially liked the way the metal content of the veins in the walls started as pure silver at the base and changed smoothly to gold.  It reminded me of trees and vines, somehow.  The silver veins at the base of the walls were thick.  They branched rapidly on their way up, spreading out, flowing over the gallery and up behind it, until there were thousands of fine, gold lines touching the polished gold of the arched ceiling.

   How much of that was T’yl’s work?  Did he give the mountain detailed instructions?  How much of it was the mountain taking a basic instruction and running with it?  With suitable directions, could the mountain form a hollow space in the stone and fill it with metal?  Could it grow a metal object?

   I’m discovering new ramifications of having an enormous pet rock.

   For that matter, how smart is it?  It doesn’t seem intelligent—not like I think of intelligence—but insects are capable of immensely complicated behavior.  Computers aren’t intelligent, but they can be taught—programmed—to perform intricate functions.  Does the mountain learn?  If it does, what will it learn in a hundred more years?  A thousand?  Ten thousand?    

   It’s starting to frighten me again, and this time it didn’t do anything.  I guess I’m a coward at heart.

   At least the dragon’s-head throne-sculpture wasn’t much different.  It still came out of the southern wall as though the dragon stuck his head through.  It struck me that it was larger than before.  A quick butt-check confirmed my estimate.  It was actually more comfortable than I remembered.  I could sit on the length of the dragon’s snout, lean back between the dragon’s eyes, put my arms on the eye-ridges, even put my feet up on a nostril-ridge.

   If I have to have a throne, at least it’s getting better as a seat.  I kind of wish it was a regular chair, if it has to be anything.  The dragon’s head is impressive, I grant you, especially with those rubies for the pupils.  They can glitter menacingly.  I’d still rather have a chair.

   Bronze waited in the throne room while Firebrand and I searched the palace level of the undermountain.  Not only had the layout changed, but the doors weren’t quite tall or wide enough for Bronze to use anymore.  Someone shrank them, which I find annoying.  I took several minutes to mention this to the mountain and discovered it had already started enlarging things to make her feel more welcome.  I made it a point to mention the corridors and doors should always be large enough to accommodate her.

   The mountain understood immediately; it knows Bronze.  Strangely, that seems entirely appropriate to me.

   Taken as a whole, the upper portion of the mountain was easily large enough to count as a full-scale palace.  Formed under the mountaintop, it was a mass of tunnels and rooms only loosely organized into floors.  A rough estimate, walking around, gave me preposterous numbers without even bothering to explore half a dozen passages leading down to who-knows-where.  A quarter of a million square feet?  Five floors?  Thirty or forty bedrooms, barracks for five hundred people, kitchens, bathrooms, meeting rooms, food storage, armory, public baths, gymnasium, and rooms I’m still not sure about.

   What does anyone need beyond a bedroom, kitchen, bath, and living area?  A hobby room?  A big closet?  Maybe a garage?

    “Well, I have a house,” I noted, slouching back onto the dragon’s head.  Slouching around in my actual bedroom didn’t feel right.

   You do, Firebrand agreed.  It’s a nice house.  I like it.  Cavernous.  It could use a nice pile of gold, though.

   “I’m glad you approve.”

   Bronze does, too.

   “I can tell.  Have you been here before?”

   Twice, not counting our jailbreak.  The other guy didn’t like it here.  I think he didn’t much care for your personal religion, and this city is their base.

   “How do people get in and out?” I asked, ignoring the religion comment.  “The road from the courtyard used to spiral down the mountain spire.  Now the city and roads stop at least, what?  A hundred feet down?  It looks as though the only way is the Kingsway.”

   There’s an entry room lower down, Boss, inside the mountain, with access to the undercity.

   “Show me.”

   We went down a long, curved, sloping hall, somewhat below the courtyard level.  I pushed open the door at the end.  It divided a platform beyond in two, overlooking a deep, circular room.  The room beyond was fifty or sixty feet in diameter and obviously an entryway.  Ramps led down, following the walls, to the floor opposite.  An identical door—closed—showed where people would enter and depart the Royal Palace.

   “Now I know how to get out,” I observed.

   What’s wrong with the way we came in?

   “Enemy fire.”

   People know where this one is, too, Boss.

   “I’ll have a word with the mountain about other escape routes,” I promised.  “Now, how do we go about finding Tort and T’yl?”

   Search me.  I don’t hear either of them.  Or anyone else, for that matter.  It’s quiet up here.

   I closed the door and headed back up to the throne room.  I could spend a mortal lifetime searching the interior of the mountain, without even considering the possibilities inherent in magical concealment.  On the other hand, the mountain could feel its own interior.  I would ask it to do the heavy lifting.

    

   Becoming part of the mountain was surprisingly easy.  I generally put a heavily slowed-down message into a wall and it reacts at its own pace.  During the day, I can merge my consciousness with it, if I need to do something precise or complicated, but it always works better at night—being dead means I don’t have to worry about tricky biological questions when I slow my consciousness down.

   This time, I slipped into the mountain like slipping into an old pair of, well, slippers.  The way we communicated was different, too.  Instead of a series of feelings and intentions rolling back and forth, this was more like… no, I don’t have something to compare it to.  Maybe it was like putting on a hat with some extra brains in it.  For a little while, I was the mainframe in a vast computer network, and then it went back to running on nothing but the peripheral systems.  I was the spider at the center of the web, the driving force, the mind and will of something so large and so vast as to dwarf anything human-sized.  It certainly made me feel dwarfed.  Possibly even halflinged.  Maybe pixied.

   I did my thing, started some processes, felt around a bit, and diminished.  Shrank.  Let go of the sheer size, the enormity of being something vast, and became merely me.

   Now I had a pretty good idea where Tort had to be.

   If you have a chapel dedicated to you—and if you’re egotistical enough to want one—you generally put it someplace people can use it.  That’s the point of a chapel, after all.  People use it for prayer, meditation, and offerings.  Sometimes, I suppose a chapel can also have sermons and other services, but the point is all about the people involved, whether as clergy, worshippers, supplicants, or sacrifices.

   The chapel to me wasn’t my idea.  It sort of happened while I was buried in the base of my statue.  It’s not my fault.  I was recuperating from a really unpleasant bunch of demonic adversaries.  I’m tempted to say I had the full set, but I wasn’t in any shape to find out if I caught them all.  Besides, T’yl put the secret compartment in the base of the idol, not me.

   My point about the chapel, though, is it’s now on a level with the palace proper, making it a private chapel.  I don’t need a private chapel to myself.

   I pushed open door after door.  When I finally arrived, I had to fiddle with the idol until I figured out how to open it.  The last time was easy; I just pushed from the inside.  It didn’t have obvious handles on the outside to give it away.

   When I slid the slab out on its rollers, I had a pretty good idea what I would see.  I thought I’d see Tort in some sort of recuperative sleep-spell.  Maybe I could wake her up with a kiss, like Sleeping Beauty.

   As with so many things, the answer was yes and no.

   The body on the slab was Tort.  I know her face.  I know her hair.  The curve of her lips, the angle of her eyebrows, the shape of her ears—I know her.  Every line, every curve, every color.

   She was wrapped in a number of spells, most of which kept her alive.  The slab wasn’t simply a place to put a body; it was a hospital bed for a coma patient.  A highly-secure one, judging from the anti-detection spells.

   Did I dare to reach inside her with tendrils and hunt around for a spirit?  The body had vitality—it was definitely alive—but I didn’t see anyone in it.  If her spirit was so small and weak, did I want to feel around and see if I could find it?  I decided to put that off.

   I tried the fairy-tale method of resuscitation, first.  I kissed her.

   Nope.  Well, I’m neither Prince Florian nor Prince Phillip.  I’m not even all that charming.

   On the bright side, I did notice something as I kissed her.  She smelled different.  I sniffed her more carefully.  The spells kept her continuously clean, but everyone has their own smell.  She didn’t smell right.

   Now, I admit this next part sounds a little creepy when taken out of context.

   After sniffing her unconscious form, I kissed her again.  I couldn’t be sure, but I thought she tasted different, too.  So I licked her.  Yes, she did seem to have a different flavor.  I even went so far as to bite her—carefully—and taste her blood.  The spells on her closed up the wound for me.

   This wasn’t Tort.

   It resembled Tort.  No, it looked exactly like Tort.  But it didn’t taste like Tort, nor smell like her, and the blood was completely wrong.  Whoever this was, someone had made her look like Tort, but this definitely wasn’t her.

   I rooted around inside the body, looking for a spirit.  I didn’t find one, but I did find the mounting points.  Someone had removed a living spirit from a person and turned the body into a replica of Tort.

   Well, so much for the idea of using her body to summon back her spirit.  It was barely possible I might be able to summon up the original occupant, but it was more likely that spirit was already well into the recycling process.

   What do you think happened, Boss?

   “I can think of a couple of possibilities.  First, this might be a decoy.  Who they’re trying to decoy, I’m not sure.  The Church of Light, perhaps, or some other group that thinks she’s an evil vizier to the Demon King.”

   Or a decoy for the evil overlord version of you?

   “Ah.  Good point.  This could be a backup in case things went wrong, I suppose.  If Tort’s body was destroyed in the escape attempt, this would actually be a good one to use as a life raft.  If she could get away mystically, but not physically, at least she would have someplace to go.”

   Could she do that?

   “They tried to cram me into a physical body, didn’t they?”

   True.  If they could do that, Tort shouldn’t be a problem.

   “Thing is, either of these leaves me with questions.  This is not Tort.  I want my Tort, and T’yl appears to be the only person who knows the details about the process they used to free me.  Now I have to find him or Tort to get this sorted out.”

   Know anybody we can ask?

   “Offhandedly, no.”

   The mountain?

   “It doesn’t see people the way you or I do.  They’re… presences.  Things.  It’s like me paying attention to my individual blood cells.  They’re there, unnoticed, even beneath notice, until one of them does something to come to my attention.”

   How about Tianna?  Or Seldar?  They’re religious types.  They might know something about it, if it is the Illuminated Idiots.  Don’t those god-types keep an eye on each other?

   “I’ll ask, but I’m not hopeful.”

   No, you’re angry.

   That brought me up short.  When Firebrand points out how angry I am, I’m really angry, whether I realize it or not.  It was right.  I was angry.  Angry and disappointed.  I wanted Tort.  I thought I had Tort.  Someone lied to me with this look-alike body.  Someone took her away.  Someone stole her from me.

   They could have at least left a note.

   “Thanks.  I’ll try to calm down.”

   Anytime, Boss.  Maybe a nice dinner and a hot bath?

   “Not right now.  Right now, I’m going to see if there’s a mirror room somewhere up here.  I’ve got things to look for.”

   It wouldn’t hurt you to take a break, Boss.

   “Thank you for your concern.”

   There wasn’t a formal mirror room for communications—at least, not one with a dozen dedicated mirrors.  There were a couple of magical workrooms, though.  One of them was obviously T’yl’s; it wasn’t in disarray, exactly, but it had a lived-in look.  I didn’t want to invade his space, though, so I kept looking and found an unused workroom.  It had a free-standing, full-length mirror in a heavy steel frame.  It would do nicely.  It was probably set up for me, in fact, in case I ever put in an appearance.

   As I thought about it, I wondered where the gate room was.  I also wondered if it was.  When a gate goes ker-flooie, how awful is it?  It was disruptive on my side, but what about over here?  Later, later, later…

   I spent the next few hours looking over the various cities of Karvalen and Rethven.

   I really should get a new name for Rethven.  It’s a defunct kingdom; it doesn’t exist anymore.  Maybe it’s Karvalen, now, but Karvalen is a city on a mountain as well as a kingdom.  How do people cope with that?  Maybe I’ll poll the citizens and see what they think.  Or maybe I’ll stay out of it and let Lissette run the place without my interference.

   Yeah, like that’s going to happen.  At least I can try.  I wonder how long it will last.

   There’s only so much you can tell about a place by—essentially—flying over it and through it.  I found out the mountain grew roads everywhere, much to my delight.  It even managed to arrange for sewage and drainage in the cities, which was only partly delightful.  I approved of the improvement, worried about the effects of having one entity as the literal foundation of the kingdom.

   Much of the Eastgate Pass—or the Vathula Pass, I suppose—was now a road.  There was a small town on this side, the eastern side, of the pass.  It spread out enough to block the pass and ran far enough out of it to reach the northern canal.

   Mochara was larger than I remembered and now had two gates in the southern wall; it needed them, what with two big, stone piers… docks… quays… whatever they call big, rectangular chunks of rock sticking out from the shore so ships can pull up alongside them.  Brisk trade went through there because of the big stone dock-things.  The obelisk-things on the semi-submerged harbor wall included magical lights to mark the harbor mouth at night.

   Carrillon was more interesting.  The mountain grew through the kingdom’s muddy tracks, turning them into roads on the way to the various city walls.  It spread through road and wall, taking them over much as it had done for Mochara, Vathula, and other cities.  The walls and roads were solid stone.  Carrillon also had the improved drainage and sewage systems—meaning, it had them at all.  From the looks of things, the place was nearly as clean as Mochara or the mountain.

   One of the more interesting things was the palace.  I couldn’t look into it.  It was blocked off with several powerful spells.  One of them scrambled the image badly enough I couldn’t even tell if it was a spell or an enchantment.  Smart move, that.  I’d have to do something like it here.

   Other cities were pretty much as I recalled, aside from some obviously new buildings replacing old buildings.  At a guess, those were from when my dark side decided it was a city’s turn to be conquered.  At least the kingdom had roads worthy of the name.  There were no armies marching along them, which was even better.

   The Quaen river flowed again in its accustomed riverbed.  Looking northward, there was no sign of the avalanche that once formed a temporary dam.  Did someone clear it, or was it another example of earth-moving by a super-colossal earth elemental?  Regardless, the river was back and the city of Bildar once again had a river running under most of it.  The bridge-city seemed to be in suspiciously good shape.  I suspected mountaineering influences.

   All in all, everything seemed quiet and well-ordered, at least from a bird’s-eye view.  Give credit to an iron-fisted tyranny; it gets things done.

   I wondered how long things would stay that way.

   I shut down the mirror and started getting things together.

   Boss?

   “Yes?”

   You’re still angry.

   “Yes.”

   Are you about to do something grumpy?

   “You sound worried.”

   Only because I know you, Boss, and sometimes you scare me.

   “Am I scaring you?  I don’t mean to.”

   You don’t usually stay this upset for this long without doing something…

   “Something?”

   Drastic?

   “No, I’m not doing anything drastic.  At least, I don’t intend to.”

   Now, see, that’s part of what scares me, Boss.  I’ve seen some of the things you think about and about half of them are things you don’t consider drastic.  It’s not the things themselves, bad as those are, but the fact you don’t think of them as drastic.  See what I mean?

   “I think so.  But I’m also not planning to do anything extreme.  All I’m doing is trying to find Tort.  I’ve given it some thought while I was looking over the kingdom.  I’ve had time to calm down.  I’m not going to send out an ultimatum to all the kingdoms of the world.  I’m not even going to dump cities into the ocean.

   “What I am going to do,” I continued, sharpening a piece of chalk, “is what any decent wizard would do when he’s lost something.  I’m going to cast a detection spell.  I don’t expect it to work.  I’ll seek for Tort, then for T’yl.  If I get a hit, great.  I’ll keel over in shock.  If I don’t, at least I’ll have confirmed what I already know.”

   Uh, if you know it’s not going to work…?

   “I’m trying it anyway,” I explained, “because, while I am a fool, I’m not a complete fool.  You have to try the simple things.  Besides, if I later discover all I had to do was send out a seeker spell, I’ll have to be angry again, but angry at myself.”

   Well, at least you’ve had practice at that, Firebrand observed.  I slapped the hilt and it shut up.

   I spent the rest of the night hammering out those two spells.

   





   





Friday, January 30th

    

   I was right.  They didn’t work.

   Sunrise convinced me to give it up and hit the waterfall.  I did so, then went looking for a mortal breakfast.

   Whoever stocked the place—Tort?  T’yl?  Probably T’yl; he was the one living here—saw to it the food stayed fresh.  The mountain hates enchantments on it, but it has no objection to keeping a room cold for you.  All you have to do is ask.  Add some enchanted chests and some specialized spells, you’ve got a fantastic walk-in refrigerator with freezer compartments, all without the clunky machinery.

   It raised an interesting question, though.  Why was the palace still empty?  It was all set up to be living quarters—lavish living quarters—for a king.  Why didn’t the local baron occupy the place?  Why was it empty, but ready for immediate use?  Who put it in order and kept it so?  T’yl?  Did he have the kind of clout required to tell the local baron to go climb a tree?  Or was it a case of “You’re merely some appointed noble and that’s the Palace of the Demon King”?

   I barely finished frying breakfast when Bronze alerted me to someone at the door.

   “Did we close the front door?” I asked Firebrand.

   I don’t think so.

   “Great.”  I picked up my plate and carried it with me to the great hall, munching as I went.  I didn’t feel any worry or concern from Bronze, so it wasn’t a matter worthy of skipping breakfast.  It’s the most important meal of the day.

   Bronze stood in one half of the open doorway.  A tall, stunning redhead had her arms around Bronze’s lowered neck.  The woman wore  bright yellow robes, cinched at the waist with a chain belt of gold links and rubies.  She practically glowed in the shadow of the mountain.  I recognized her instantly: Tianna, my granddaughter.

   “Morning,” I offered.  “Had breakfast?”

   “I have, thank you.”  Her fine eyebrows drew together as she frowned.  “You carry my grandfather’s sword.”

   “I do.  Does the face fuzz make me look so different?” I asked.  I realized then I’d left my disguise spells on.

   “Grandfather?  Is that you?”

   “Of course it is.”

   “Will you come into the light?  I can hardly see you.”

   I stepped outside, still carrying the plate.  We walked around the curve of the courtyard into the sunlight.  She broke into a smile.  I’m tempted to say it was a radiant smile.  It certainly reminded me of the sun coming out from behind clouds.  It was much like her mother’s.  Her grandmother’s, too, come to think of it.

   “It is you!” she squealed, and hugged me.  The hug wasn’t like her mother’s, not at all.  She was solid and strong and fierce about it.  She didn’t want to let go, either.  I concluded she missed her granddad.  I put my arms around her and squeezed her carefully.

   “What have you done?” she asked, when she released me.  She ran her fingertips over my beard as her eyes searched my face.

   “I’m wearing the artificial tan and face fur to be unrecognized, at least for a little while.”

   “I don’t like it.”

   “I’m not fond of it, either.  Itchy.  Scratchy.  It makes my face feel weird.”

   “It changes your whole face.  I’m tempted to burn it off.”

   “Please don’t.”

   “You still need it?”

   “I’ll have to consult with the Royal Spymaster,” I decided.  “Actually, that would be the Royal Spymistress.  In the meantime, won’t you please come in?”

   “Thank you.”  We moved into the great hall and I realized it had a furniture problem.  Aside from the dragon-throne and the edges of firepits, there was nowhere to sit.  Where was the furniture I glimpsed through the eyes of the Demon King?  Or was that the great hall in Carrillon?  Probably Carrillon, if he spent most of his time there.

   We moved to a kitchen and sat down at a table.  Tianna encouraged me to finish my breakfast; I did.  That takes a while.  She made no small talk, only smiled and watched me eat.

   “You still have an appetite,” she observed, as I finished.

   “It helps with my drinking problem.”

   “Good for you.  So, Mom spoke to me about your arrival.  It’s good to have you back—the real you.  Do you have any plans?”

   “Find Tort.  She not only went through years of personal misery on my behalf, but risked her soul in an attempt to free me.  Whatever else anyone wants of me can wait, but I’ll happily help afterward if anyone wants me to.”

   “I understand, and I don’t blame you.  But you might consider helping some other people out a little on the way to your objective.  It might make things easier.”

   “How so?”

   “Well, Lissette could use some backing.  She’s the Queen, but people don’t snap to and do as they’re told the way they did when the Demon King gave an order.  She used to be able to ask troublemakers if she should bother His Majesty with this.”

   “Did they?”

   “You know,” she said, cocking her head to the side, “I don’t believe anyone ever took her up on it.  Isn’t that odd?”  We chuckled together.

   “Not at all.  If she needs my help with anything, all she has to do is ask,” I assured her.  “She should bear in mind I’m not a politician; I’m a cruise missile.”

   “I don’t understand.”

   “If she wants something, she should ask for specifics.”

   “That’s not so bad.”

   “Remind me to tell you some stories about people getting what they wish for.  My point is, I don’t understand the political climate.  Even when I do, I’m not a politician.  So she can’t ask me to solve a problem; I’m likely to make it worse.  But she can ask me to cast a spell, kill a rebel, or something like that.”

   “I’ll bear it in mind.  Another thing…  Royal permission to establish temples to the Mother of Flame would be helpful—and,” she added, holding up a hand to halt my incipient interruption, “it would allow me to travel all over the place on your errands.”

   “I’ll think about it.  You might ask Lissette if she has any objections.  If she’s okay with it, I don’t have a problem with rescinding the edict forbidding it, if there is one.”

   “I’ll ask, if I can get through to her.  There’s also Bob.”

   “Bob?  What does he want?”

   “Who knows?” Tianna asked.  “He’s an elf.  You know the saying.  ‘If you know what an elf wants, you’re wrong.’”

   “I don’t know the saying, but I see the point.”

   Tianna chuckled and hunted around for something else to drink.  As I watched her, I saw a teenager who reminded me of her grandmother.  No makeup, no fancy clothes, but beautiful and sweet.  I don’t know what she saw.  She insisted I come out of the shadow of the mountain and into the sunlight before she agreed I was her grandfather, though, so she saw something that pleased her.

   Home isn’t the place you hang your hat.  It’s the place you love.  As long as Tianna and Amber are here, this world will, to me, retain some feeling of home.

   “You look younger than I expected,” I told her.  “How old are you, now?  Seventeen?”

   “Eighteen,” she corrected, settling down again with a glazed ceramic jug, “but my age has been slowing ever since my first blood.”

   “Ah, of course.  I forgot about the long life thing.”

   “Grandfather?”

   “Hmm?”

   “I’ve missed you,” she sighed, softly.  I scooted back from the table and held out my arms.  She swarmed into my lap like a little girl—which she definitely is not; she’s got to be at least five-foot-ten—and squeezed me.  I rocked her, just as if I were still a giant to her.  My eyes might have watered a little.

   “I’ve missed you, too,” I told her.  “I’m sorry.”

   “Sorry?”

   “Sorry your grandfather isn’t smarter.  Or wiser.  I missed most of your growing up and I regret it.”

   “I forgive you.”

   Ever been punched in the gut by a statement?  All the air came out of me and I couldn’t seem to get any back.  Instead, I held her harder.  A world-class load of guilt and self-loathing dropped off my shoulders in one phrase, said simply, sincerely, and with the ring of ultimate truth.  It echoed, whether in my heart or my head, I don’t know.  It might have echoed down every corridor in Karvalen and back to us.  She forgave me for being an idiot, for missing her confirmation as a priestess, for not teaching her all my magic, for all the things I should have been there to do or to see.  In three words, she told me there could never be anything I did that could change one of the fundamental realities of the universe:  My granddaughter loves me.

   My future plans coalesced around that thought.

   My granddaughter has more faith in me than she does in her goddess.  I’m not sure how Sparky feels about that, but she can’t possibly be ignorant of it.  Even I noticed it.

   “Thank you,” I tried to say.  It took two swallows and three tries.

   “Done with breakfast?”

   “I am now.”

   “Come on.  I need to wash my face.”

   We repaired to the Royal Bathroom.  Someone went to more than a little effort to fancy it up.  Instead of granite everywhere, most of it was marble or volcanic glass, all smoothed to a gleam.  Three baths—well, one bath divided into three parts—had the usual hot/cold/warm options.  The waterfall was downstream from the tub overflow, and the toilet was downstream from that.  Water flowed through a hole, angled down underneath a seat.  Bits of gold highlighted edges and corners everywhere.  Magical lights reposed in gold-plated niches in the wall, throwing a warm light over everything.

   Tianna washed her face; I washed mine.  She flicked fingers at the heated bath and it boiled before she dropped her robes and stepped into the boiling water.

   Okay, cultural dissonance, there.  My middle-America upbringing told me this was unacceptable.  My half-million souls from Zirafel wondered why.  I’ve seldom felt so strongly ambivalent.  Social bathing in mixed company is/was an accepted practice in Zirafel, almost as common as passing the salus cup around the table before the meal…

   Crap.  I’m going to have to look up the salus cup in my headspace.  A group drink, like a toast, only everyone sipping from the ceremonial cup?  Maybe.  I suspect I won’t be participating in such rituals too often.

   As for the bathtub, in Rethven there was no social bathing.  No public baths, either.  Family bathing was still regarded as acceptable, mainly because their water systems were primitive.  Rethven’s plumbing didn’t allow for the massive bath complexes found in Zirafel.  If I’d had a home and family while living in Rethven, I might have noticed sooner.

   Now Karvalen has huge waterworks.  Presumably, it also has public baths.  I know the palace does.  Is that because the mountain remembered it through me from Zirafel or Rome?  Or because the mountain paid more attention to big picture infrastructure than to individualized needs?  A big bath complex is easier than a thousand individual bathrooms, after all.

   But I digress.

   Okay.  Fine.  I decided I could do this.  I’ll be awkward and uncomfortable, but if this is going to be home for the next thousand years, I’m going to have to fit in.  So suck it up, bub, and give it a try.

   I stripped down and settled into the warm soak, not the hot section.  I once tested my immunity to fire and determined I had a virtual immunity to divine fire, but regular and magical fires were still a problem.  Getting the flesh boiled off me did not seem a good idea.

   Besides, I didn’t want to share a tub with my teenaged granddaughter.  I think there’s something not quite right about that, although I’m at a loss to explain exactly why.  I’m sure I’ll get over it… eventually.

   “So,” I began, settling comfortably, “the first thing we talked about was me, then the kingdom.  What about you?  How are things with my granddaughter?  ”

   “Well,” she replied, thinking, swirling the steaming water.  It bubbled and boiled in the wake of her hands.  “I’m living in town, next to the Temple of Fire.  We have quite the congregation.  I’m pleased and the Mother is pleased.  I seem to get along well with most of the various factions and religions in town.”

   “I’m glad the priestess gig is working out,” I observed.  “Now that we’ve dealt with the religion, how’s my granddaughter?  How are your studies coming?  Having any troubles?  Got a boyfriend?” I asked.  She laughed.

   “Maybe I do,” she allowed.  “I haven’t decided, yet.  When I do, I’ll tell him.  No real troubles, though.  I have a nice place—T’yl helped shape the stone—and I have access to the royal palace in Karvalen, which means I’m never at a loss for money.”

   “The metals room?”

   “Exactly.  I’ve helped keep it a secret, by the way.  You have no idea how many people would be after this place if they knew it had an inexhaustible supply of gold.”

   “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

   “Tort once told me you’re sometimes her idiot angel, but she loves you anyway.”  Tianna cocked her head.  “Maybe that’s part of why she loves you; you need her.  She takes care of you.”

   “Someone needs to.”

   “I’ve noticed.”

   “Oh?”

   “You were possessed by a demon spirit and we had to steal your soul to rescue you,” she pointed out.

   “Okay, aside from that.”

   “Lots of things.  As recently as last night, you brazenly—literally—walked up here along the Kingsway.  Prior to that, you have a history of religious persecution, losing your temper, being terrible with romances, having—”

   “I get it, I get it,” I interjected.  “I don’t need a list.  Have you inherited the job?”

   “I hope not.  It belongs to Tort.  All I do is try to help.  Do you have any ideas on how to find her?”

   “Yes.  But back to my line of questioning.  Tell me more about this possible boyfriend.”

   “Oh, all right,” she replied, splashing me with scalding water.  “Have you met the Baron of Karvalen?”

   “There’s a Baron of Karvalen?”

   “Then you haven’t.  His name is Gosford.  Officially, he is Baron Gosford of the Fortress of the East, Defender of the Eastern Marches.”

   “And your possibly-boyfriend?”

   “Oh, no!  He’s ancient—he must be nearly fifty.  His youngest son, on the other hand, is only a bit over twenty and much more handsome.  His name is Nothar.”  She smiled, catlike.  “I like him.”

   “Then I won’t kill and eat him.”

   “Thanks.  I appreciate it.”

   “Anything for my granddaughter.  Any particular reason you like him?”

   “He’s handsome, strong, skilled with the sword and the harp, rich, rides like he was born in the saddle, and speaks three languages.”

   “But he’s not a wizard?”

   “Not professionally, but he started studying with a tutor about a year ago.  He arrived when his father was elevated to baron—that was almost six years ago.  It took a while before he started seriously studying.  Karvalen is still the city of wizards, much like Arondel is the city of magicians.  The pressure to learn at least the basics is tremendous.”

   “How has this paragon managed to find time for romance?”

   “Who do you think tutors him?” she asked, smiling impishly.

   “Clever girl.  Do you really like him?  Or is there something political to it?”

   “Granddad!” she exclaimed.  She splashed me with hot water again; lucky for me it was no longer boiling.  “How can you ask such a thing?”

   “I’m sorry.  I apologize.  I abase myself in contrition.  I will still always wonder if Sparky is maneuvering you.  No offense meant.  I question the motives and maneuverings of all the goddish things.”

   “Well… all right,” she grumbled, settling down.  “I admit he’s a good candidate for my first solstice ceremony, but it doesn’t change the fact I really do like him.  And that’s all I have to say about it.”

   “You haven’t had a solstice ceremony?” I asked.

   “I haven’t decided on a worthy candidate.”

   “Fair enough.  Just do one thing for me.”

   “I’ll try to do anything for you, Grandpa.  Just ask.”

   “Make sure, whoever he is, he’s a better man than me.”

   Tianna looked at me with an odd expression.  I didn’t know what to make of it.

   “You really know how to mark the waters, don’t you?”

   “ ‘Mark the waters’?”

   “Like the coastmen.  They mark the height of the waters through the year.  It has to do with fishing and crabbing and all the rest of it.”

   “Okay.  What does it mean, to ‘mark the waters’?”

   “It means you’re setting a difficult condition.”  She waved a hand in the air, as though churning words to find the right ones.  “You want me to find a better man than you and I’m not sure I can.”

   “Well, of course no one’s going to stack up against the over-inflated opinion you have of your grandfather,” I agreed.  “If he still shines after being compared to that, he’s probably worth keeping.”  Tianna nodded and looked thoughtful.  She leaned over the edge of the divider and looked down into my portion of the bath.

   “I’d say so, yes,” she mused.  I pushed her back over on her side.

   “And now I’ll try to keep my mouth shut about it,” ignoring the comment.  “After all, I doubt you need your grandfather to warn him about what will happen if he breaks your heart.”

   “He already knows.”

   “Oh?”

   Her hair caught fire for an instant and her section of the tub started to boil again.

   “You’re not the only one in the family with a temper.  I think I do a better job of keeping it in check, though.”

   “Ah,” I noted.  “So, your life is going well.  I’m pleased.”

   “So am I.  And what about your life?  Aside from trying to find Tort and T’yl, what are you doing with it?  What are your plans?”

   So I told her about Mary.  Amber already mentioned Mary to Tianna; I filled in the details.

   “So if she shows up at the temple, please don’t incinerate her,” I finished.  “And that means more than simply not directing fire at her.  Her feet burn when she enters holy ground.  It means actively suppressing that.”

   “I understand.  I’ll be sure to welcome her formally, and I’ll let Percel, Liet, and Beltar know.  She shouldn’t have a problem with the Temple of the Grey Lady, though.  She’ll be quite comfortable around Beltar, I’m sure.  Beltar will be pleased to know you’re here, too, if he doesn’t already.”

   “Percel?  Liet?  And is this Beltar the same Sir Beltar I knew?”

   “Percel is the local high priest of the Lord of Justice.  Liet is the high priestess to the Grey Lady.” She paused and stared off into space for a moment.  “Hmm.  That reminds me—I have a meeting with her before the changing of the candle.”  Tianna turned her attention back to me and grinned mischievously.  “Sir Beltar is your high priest of all high priests, the deveas of your faith.”

   I sank under the water with a bubbling groan.  A hand reached down and tugged at my hair, so I resurfaced.

   “Quit being melodramatic,” Tianna advised.  “You’ve been a god for almost a century.”

   “I gave it up for Lent!”

   “Cry me a river of bloody tears,” she advised.  “You don’t have to show up.  Your clergy won’t even come up to you and make pests of themselves.  The Demon King didn’t like them.”

   “Really?  Why not?”

   “It’s an established religion with certain values, most of which he disagreed with?  That’s only my guess, you understand.  For all I know, he might have been worried about the presence of a divine being in his place of power—you might have risen up and defeated him if he ever gave you the chance.  As a priestess, I think it possible.  From his perspective, though, I think he was more likely to be afraid of being found out by them.”

   “Huh.”  That made a certain sense.  I was afraid of the same thing.  “Wait, what values?”

   “Mercy, kindness, courtesy, nobility,” she counted off on her fingers.  “There’s also some sort of thing about honorable conduct, or so I’ve heard.  They do keep going on about it.  You know.  Stuff like that.  The virtues of knighthood thing you kept prattling on about?  They took your blathering seriously.”

   “Now you’re just teasing your old grandfather.”

   “Yes.  But please don’t go disbanding them or laying down new doctrine.  They’ve had a difficult time of it while your darker nature was in control.”

   “Oh?”

   “He was hardly a model avatar.  They’ve had some backlash from other faiths about worshipping dark gods.  It’s why you’ll generally only find actual temples in a few places—Carrillon, Baret, Vathula, Plains-Port, Mochara, and here.  There may be others, but those I’m sure of.”

   “Isn’t it a little odd for you to be advocating tolerance for another church?” I asked.  “I mean, it’s a rival organization, and Sparky isn’t big on religious freedom.”

   “I spoke to Her about that.  She says you’re not so bad and I should try and get along with your priests.”

   “You’re kidding!”

   “She didn’t say to spread the word.  Only to get along with them.  She doesn’t agree with everything about your church, but She’s not necessarily against you, either.  It’s the idiots who worship darker powers She finds offensive.”

   “I’m not a dark power?”

   “Yes, but you’re a shadow, not a blackness.  A shadow is a place where light doesn’t shine; blackness is the opposite of light.  You require light to exist.”

   “I’m going to pretend I understood that.”

   “Good Grandpa.”  She leaned over and kissed my forehead.  “With age comes wisdom—a little slower for some people than others.  With that in mind, I probably should start back down.  Anything you want me to say to the inevitable questions?”

   “I defer to your priestessly wisdom.  I’m not looking for trouble.”

   “Someone stole Tort and maybe T’yl, and you’re not looking for trouble?” she asked, sitting up in the bath and wringing out her hair.

   “Okay, I’m not looking for other trouble.”

   “That’s fair.”  A wash of fire flowed over her as she stepped up out of the bath; steam rose up and out through small holes in the wall, up near the ceiling.  She dressed as she spoke.

   “I’ll go out through the lower door, if that’s all right with you.  You might want to arrange a signal or something, though.  I’ll call ahead on the mirror, but I don’t think I’d like to come in and wander around, looking for you.”

   “I’ll build a doorbell,” I assured her.  I climbed out and she flicked a gesture at me, drying me instantly.  I nodded my thanks and dressed.  “Anything else?”

   “Come to think of it, yes.  As long as Bronze has her grey-and-black color scheme, can I borrow her?”

   Teenagers.  They always want the car.

   “I have no objection, as long as it’s okay with Bronze.”

   “She’ll love this.”

   “Will I?”

   “I think so.”

   “What is it?”

   “A surprise.”

   I grumbled, but let it go.

    

   I showed her to the great hall so she could talk with Bronze before I got busy on a doorbell.  It’s not hard to make a magical chime, but it is difficult to make it loud enough to be heard anywhere in the palace area—it would need to be on the order of an air-raid siren.  I could make multiple sound-sources within the area, like having a doorbell chime in several different rooms, but that would take much more work.

   A psychic alarm, on the other hand, need be only moderately loud; it wouldn’t have to echo down corridors and would even travel through heavy stone doors.  If I defined the area of effect as a cone with its base at the level of the courtyard…

   I was sitting by the courtyard gate—rather, the head of the ramp that was the Kingsway—working on my spell.  Tianna came up, saw I was busy, kissed the top of my head, and departed.  If she’d waited two minutes, I’d have hugged her and escorted her to the downstairs door.  Ah, well.

   With the upper gate finished, I put a similar spell on the lower door, down inside—the front door, not the Kingsway private entrance.  Now, if anyone crossed either threshold, I’d know it.  I put more spells in the circular chamber with the double ramps; these would not only notify me, but also tell the intruder to depart.  No doorbell, though.  If some random schmo wanted to drop by, they could take the Kingsway.  Nobody is going to take the Kingsway casually.  If they come up that way, they think it’s vital.

   That covered the alarms.  Now, for a real doorbell.

   Since I didn’t have a handy bell-pull, or a bell, for that matter, I closed the door to the great hall and used one finger to trace letters—with the help of the stone, itself.  What it read, roughly, was “Beyond this door, only my rules apply.  Enter uninvited and you will never leave.  Place your hand in the hole and wait for an invitation to enter.”  To one side of the door, I put a hole about the size of my fist and forearm-deep.  Ringing the doorbell should now be suitably intimidating to keep casual interruptions to a minimum.

   And, with that thought, I realized I needed some more work on the circular entry room.  It’s easy to get to and from.  Maybe a few more spells?  Something to identify who entered, possibly even intimidate or deter people poking their noses in… I probably need to come up with some sort of lock.  Should I include attack spells?  Active defenses?  No, not yet.  Maybe later, though.  But the spells needed to recognize Tianna, Mary, Bronze, Firebrand, and me, in order to accept guests.  If none of us were present in the room, the spells would encourage people to leave under their own power and at high speed.

   It was a good day’s work.  It felt wonderful to be doing heavy magical work again.  Spellcasting in a low-energy world isn’t satisfying, somehow.  Good practice, yes; satisfying, no.

   I wonder.  If magic is a scarce resource… no, back up.  If magic is a common resource, does it encourage a sloppiness in spells?  After all, why bother finding a more efficient way to do something if the way you have works perfectly?  Would it be worthwhile to train wizards by sending them to another world, one where they can practice magic in a magic-poor environment?  Or maybe build something like a reversed Ascension Sphere—a leaky one—to create a low-magic room?  Could I put a hole in an Ascension Sphere so the gathered energy inside vented out through a pipe?

   Well, crap.  All that work to develop and build complicated power jets and the simple solution might have been staring me the face the whole time.  I’m going to have to look into this.

   Back to my point about magical background radiation.  What are the effects on life in differing universes?  Do creatures evolve to use magic if they live in a high-magic area?  Or, in such a universe, are they simply created out of hand?  Do people develop the capacity to use magic in a magical environment?  Or is the capacity inherent in humanity?  Does growing up in a magical world make it easier to work with large quantities of the stuff?

   Someone find me an evolutionary biologist.

   Since I was on a spellcasting roll, I put in a request to the mountain for a sand table.  Where my old one went, I have no idea, but I needed a new one.  Fortunately, rebuilding it would be quick and easy compared to inventing the thing.  While the mountain put the material parts of the table together, I started putting together some power batteries—turbofans blowing into power circles.  Later, I’d transfer power into gems and use them in my spells.

   Can I automate that?  Maybe if I build some sort of pump, it could take the output of a turbofan and start filling the spell matrix in a gem.  I did something like that in the RV, but around here, the input power is much greater.  There’s a real risk of overcharging.  I’d need a safety switch to detect when the gem was nearing capacity; the things are dangerous if they let go.  The automation would save a lot of time and effort, though.  Cramming the contents of a power circle into a gem is hard work, the magical equivalent of operating a pump by hand.  I’ll have to look into it.

   Right now, I have a workroom, magical energy, and time.  I can’t search a whole world by hand.  What I can do is put together a search algorithm and build a computer to run it.  Sort of.  If I can find Tort or T’yl that way, I will.  If I can’t… well, that will tell me something else.

    

   I went through sunset in the waterfall-shower.  While I rinsed, I knew Bronze was going down to meet Tianna.  I could feel her telling me so; I acknowledged.  It was good to know where she was off to in case I developed a sudden need for several tons of fire-breathing metal.

   After the shower, it was back to work for me.  The mountain did a fine job on the sand table, probably because it remembered the old one.  Once it finished shaping the table and filling the upper portion with fine sand, it separated the table from the floor to make it an independent object—and therefore something I could enchant.

   From experience, I know the mountain isn’t smart.  On the other hand, it seems to have a fantastic memory.

   For the next half-hour, I set up most of the preliminary magical matrices inside the table.  Not really enchantments, but spells to act as placeholders for other effects that would be enchantments.  Scaffolding, if you like.  It was going nicely when the Kingsway gate chimed in my head.  It wasn’t disruptive to my concentration. The psychic chime was no worse than a regular doorbell.

   I was glad of the warning.  It let me put things in order, tack some things in place, tie off some others, and reach a point of stability.  I headed for the great hall and entered it about the same time someone put a hand in the hole.  Since the hole was in the wall, not the door, I pushed on the other side and stepped back while it swung open.

   Mary craned her neck to look in.

   “Do I have an invitation?”

   “You have a standing invitation,” I told her.  “My casa essu casa.”

   “I think that’s ‘Mi casa es su casa,’ actually.”

   “You speak Spanish?”

   “Of course.  How else do you expect to deal with Mexican drug cartels?”

   “Badly?”

   “I’ll say.  And they taste terrible.”

   “I am so not going there.”

   “I wish I hadn’t,” she sighed.  “Pushy, chauvinistic bastards.  Is there something that passes for a bathroom in this pile of rock?”

   “Right this way.”  I pushed the door closed and showed her to the bathroom.  She looked around the bathchamber with an expression of delight.

   “Say, this is actually pretty nice!”

   “I thank you on behalf of the mountain.”

   “Yeah, about that?”

   “Yes?”

   “I get the impression from things you’ve said,” she began, stripping down for the waterfall, “the mountain is alive and can rearrange itself.”

   “That’s correct.”

   “And it… what?  Walked away from the mountain range and grew a city?”

   “I suspect it was responding to my dreams while I was sleeping in it, but yes.  It took eighty-seven years, you know.”

   “So, it made a city, canals, another city’s walls, and thousands of miles of roads?” she asked, scrubbing in the falling water.

   “Yes,” I agreed, uncomfortably.  “Why?”

   “Did you ever consider how dangerous this mountain of yours could be?”

   “I ate an army in here, remember?”

   “Yes, but that’s not what I’m talking about.  Yes, that’s one example, but I mean… well, consider the city walls around Mochara.”

   “Okay.”

   “What happens if you tell the mountain to lower them?”

   “They’ll shrink down.  My guess is they’ll shrink about one to three inches an hour, but I haven’t measured it; that’s a ballpark figure.”

   “So, in one day—dawn to dawn—they’ll drop between two and six feet?  It’ll take days to make them disappear entirely?”

   “Yes.  The mountain is a huge pet rock.  It’s the fastest pet rock I know of, but it’s still, fundamentally, geography, not biology.”

   “Okay.  I feel a little better.  But your pet rock could… could close off roads to slow down armies, dam or divert rivers, bridge rivers, cover farmland in a giant parking lot, even grow a dome of stone over a city and seal everyone inside.  Couldn’t it?”

   “Yes.  It could,” I agreed.  I know the secrets of the mountain; it’s a powerful, even dangerous thing.  It could flow over the whole world and flatten it all, bury everything under a layer of stone a mile deep and crush all life on the planet.  Flat world.  Plate.  Gigantic dinner plate, if it wanted.

   “However,” I added, “there are other factors which come into play.  It’s not invulnerable.  There are ways to stop it, even kill it.”

   “Like what?  It’s a rock.  How do you kill a rock?  Gigantic hammers?  Meteor strikes?”

   “I’d rather not say.  It’s a risky course of action and could, if done incorrectly, destroy the world.”

   Mary stepped out of the waterfall and into the hot section of the bath.

   “How do you mean that?  End civilization as we know it, destroy all life on the planet, or literally destroy the planet?”

   “Done properly, I don’t see why it couldn’t turn the whole world into a seething ball of energy expanding as the speed of light.”

   “You know what?  I don’t want to know.  Forget I asked.”

   “Oh?”

   “I actively try to avoid anything that could destroy the world.  Bio-weapons, nuclear launch codes, all that stuff—I won’t steal it, I won’t sell it, and I strongly prefer to have nothing to do with any of it.  I’ll stick to gold, jewels, cash, and similar sorts of valuables, if that’s all right with you.”

   “I am in total agreement.”

   “Soap?”

   “Huh?  Oh.  Not that I’ve seen.”

   “I’ll get by.  This transformation thing still stinks.  Judging by you, I assume it doesn’t get any better with age?”

   “Why do you think I like showers so much?” I asked.  She made a face.  Then the Kingsgate alarm went off again.  Her expression underwent a rapid series of changes.

   “What did I…?”

   “That’s my gate alarm.  Someone’s come through the gate at the top of the Kingsway.”

   “I thought I saw a rider on the bridge or road or whatever it is,” she admitted.  “I was busy climbing the wall, rather than walking up like a target.  By the way, did you ask it to change the long road-thing?  The Kingsway.”

   “I did.  Stairs down at the bottom?”

   “That’s probably what it was doing,” she agreed.  “It wasn’t finished, obviously, but something was happening.  People were coming by to watch it grow.”

   “Fair enough.  I’ll go answer the door.”

   “Do you want me to come with you?”

   “No, I’ll get it.  Later, I’ll show you the lower door,” I promised, and headed for the great hall again.  Whoever it was took their time about getting to the main door.  Maybe I should include a psychic image along with the alarm so I’ll have some idea what—or who—to expect.

   The door signaled and I opened it.  Outside, Bronze stood well back, beyond the outward swing of the door.  Closer, an old man leaned on the wall beside the door.  I could see his death around him like a cloud.

   “Hello?” he whispered/wheezed, peering sightlessly into the hall.  I forgot the room was as dark as a cave.  The whole palace area is.  At night, I don’t notice.  During the day, I conjure magical lights.  Whatever happened to my undermountain lighting system, I wonder?  Maybe it’s just in the public areas, lower down.

   “I’m here,” I told him, a whisper from the darkness.

   “As am I.”  He leaned more heavily against the wall and slid slowly down to seat himself.  I wasn’t sure it was voluntary.  I glanced at Bronze.  She shook her mane and flicked an ear.  Someone had helped him up onto her back at Tianna’s urging.

   Tianna and I were going to have a talk.

   “You’ve come a long way,” I observed.

   “One last journey,” he coughed.  “That’s what I’ve got before me.”

   “Indeed.  Tell me, are you ready to go?”

   “I don’t have much choice.  It’s either this, or take the long road to the edge of the world.”

   “I understand.  Most people, I’d help them go in their sleep.  You’re still awake; you can talk.  You have to ask.”

   “Riding the death-steed up the Kingsway wasn’t enough?” he asked.  He coughed again and spat.  I saw his point, but he added, “All right.  I’m done.  Help me go, please.”

   “I’m sorry for making you say it.”

   “Apology accepted, if you make this quick.”

   “Consider it done.”

   And I did.  His name was Simmish and he was sixty-eight years old.  He spent his life as a potter, first in Mochara, then in Karvalen.  His wife died a year ago and his youngest, the son, now ran the pottery business.  His daughters were married off and living elsewhere.  He tried not to offend the gods, only asked for help from them when sorely needed, and hoped the Queen would find a King who would be good for the kingdom.

   I think I liked him.

   “How did you know?” I asked, looking at Bronze.  She snorted.  Of course she knew.  I would have known, wouldn’t I?  I would have walked through town and smelled him.  When Tianna took her to Simmish’s house, Bronze could smell him, too.

   I didn’t know she could do that, either.

   “Want to take him back down to his family?” I asked.  Bronze nodded.  I put him up in the saddle and arranged him as though he had simply slumped forward.  I suppose I could have slung him over Bronze’s shoulders, but I didn’t think it would look right.  It’s hard to die with dignity; there was no need to take what was left.

   Bronze’s mane flowed backward, as though in a high wind.  Strands splayed over Simmish’s head and shoulders, holding him in place.  That would work.

   I went inside while Bronze walked back down.  Mary was toweling her hair and humming to herself.

   “Trouble?”

   “Only someone who needed help.  I gave it to him.”

   “Shucks.”

   “Shucks?” I repeated, surprised.

   “I could have used dinner.  And a native would help with my cultural context and language, right?”

   “You raise valid points I should have thought of.  Okay, I’ll remember, next time.”

   Getting a little thick in the head, Boss?

   You’re not helping.

   “Did you have a good day?” I asked, to Mary.

   “I did, thank you.  It’s a big city and quite cosmopolitan.  The people are friendly, for the most part.  The place reminds me of some smaller cities in Italy.  It’s bigger, obviously, but it’s got that sort of feel to it.  I think it’s the curved streets.  One of the stranger things is the low population density.  You could easily fit three times as many people in this place without crowding.  It’s like you built the city first and then people showed up—which is what happened, I gather.”

   “Well, sort of, yes.  It wasn’t intentional.”

   “I’m not complaining.  It’s nice to have a bustling metropolis with a more spread-out, relaxed sort of feel to it.  Mind you, the people are sometimes rather crude and abrasive by modern standards, but they’re also mostly honest, hard-working folks.  At least, so it seems to me, the tourist.”

   “Crude and abrasive?”

   “Let’s just say they have a robust and earthy viewpoint.”

   “I still don’t get it.”

   “I was propositioned a few times, mostly by someone grabbing something and asking if I’d ever been with a real man before.”

   “Did they live?” I asked.

   “Yes.  No broken bones, either.  When in Rome, that kind of thing.  They were good about being turned down.  Thing is, nobody seemed to think it was an unusual way to ask a lady on a date.  Bystanders and witnesses didn’t even bother to shrug.”

   “I guess it’s part of the culture.  They started as emigrants from Rethven.  Rethven social structure recognized women as people, but only barely.  In general, they were chattels, almost property, bordering on livestock.  I thought I kicked the idea in the teeth when we arrived on this side of the Eastrange, but…”

   “You’ve obviously had a lot more immigration since then.  At least no one tried to take me away by force.”

   “I’m sorry about this.  I really didn’t think it was as bad as all that.”

   “You’re the King.  You live in a castle at the top of a mountain.  You don’t generally walk among your subjects.”  Mary shrugged and pulled out clothes, picking her outfit.

   “Maybe I should.”

   “Maybe.  Don’t shave until you do.”

   “I’ll remember.”

   “Aside from the relative crudity of manner—commoners are so common, aren’t they?—the place is pretty neat.  I’m surprised at how clean it is.”

   “So, you like it here?”

   “I do.”  She put a hand on my arm and kissed my cheek.  “You did good work.”

   “I can’t take all the credit.”

   “But you started it, or so I hear,” she replied, and finished dressing.  “I heard many things, today.  Any chance we could talk about them over something or someone?”

   “I don’t know.  I’d rather not do much stirring around until I have a better idea of how things stand.”

   “Which is why I’ve been talking to people all day.  You’d be amazed at how many people will happily sit and talk with a hot blonde who’s not from around here.  I must have gotten opinions on everything.  Some nice young men even bought my meals and some drinks—admittedly, after checking to see if I was free or for rent.  I didn’t have to steal anything!”

   “You almost sound disappointed.”

   “In a way.  On the other hand, I got to practice flirting in a new language.”

   “Somehow, I doubt you need to practice,” I told her.  She chuckled.

   “Shall I report the results of my spying, Dark Lord?”

   “That’s Dread Lord.”

   “Depends on who you ask,” she informed me.

   She did have a point.  Bob used to call me “Dark Lord.”  Later, Salishar and the rest called me “Dread Lord.”  I wondered why they changed it.  Maybe Keria insisted on being the Dread Lady instead of the Dark Lady?  Or did they simply Dread my return?  Could it be a linguistic thing?  I don’t see that, really.  They have more than one word for dark in elvish—vallamon, irethed, and vahaa are only three of the words that mean something like it.  Dread, on the other hand, is probably vas’haar—a literal translation might be anticipated future of torment.  I’m probably missing something subtle in the elvish, though.  It is an extremely complex language and I haven’t eaten enough elves.  I may need to correct that.

   “Oh, this should be good.”

   “I think so.  Let’s start with you.  There are dozens of differing opinions, but they generally break down into a few groups.  Most commonly, you’re the King—sometimes known as the Demon King.  You’re not to be trifled with and you have reasons for anything you do.  Making you angry is the act of a madman or a fool and usually has a rather drastic penalty, ranging from a quick death by drowning in molten lead to a slow death via something unpleasant.  Disloyalty will definitely make you angry.

   “There’s also a story going around about you having a fight with another god, or having an argument with the Father of Darkness, or something.  According to the stories, it marked you in some way and made you cruel.  Now, though, most of the people who believe that story say you’ve finally thrown off the curse, or recovered from your wound, or somehow got your soul back, or otherwise fixed whatever it was that made you a bad person—accounts differ, as do the levels of belief in the stories.

   “Another viewpoint says you’re actually a god—of what, I’m not certain.  All the other gods I’ve heard of so far are easily categorized.  There’s a god of justice, a god of fire, a god of light, a god of the sea, a god of harvest, a god of mercy, a god of truth… for all I know, someone’s worshiping the god of plowshares and hoping it’ll keep his from hitting a rock.  You’re kind of a general-purpose deity, but with specialties in moving people from life to death—take that in every way possible, apparently—magic, rulership, honor, inspiration, teaching, and the smiting of the wicked.”

   “Smiting of the wicked?  Really?”

   “Yep.”

   “Wouldn’t that be a job for the Lord of Justice?”

   “You know, I asked that exact question?  Apparently not.  He decides what justice is, then leaves it to mortals to act on it.  Typical, if you ask me.”

   “I agree.”

   “You, on the other hand, are treated differently.  Maybe as the sword-hand of the gods—they provide the wrath; you deliver it.  Although stories about your wrath are legendary.  They involve tornados, pillars of fire, and souls being torn from whole armies.”

   “They exaggerate,” I pointed out.

   “They believe,” she countered.

   “I’m not sure I like that.”

   “I’m not too thrilled about it, either,” she admitted.  She took my arm and we walked together through the halls.  “If I didn’t know you, I’d be scared of you.”

   “I was under the impression…?”

   “Yes, I am scared of you,” she agreed, squeezing my arm.  “That’s part of what makes you fun.  If I hadn’t met you before I heard the stories, I would probably have avoided you as too dangerous.  As things stand, try not to do anything apocalyptic around me, okay?”

   “No promises.”

   “See, now that scares me.  How about you at least try not to go full-on Lord of Darkness on me?”

   “I’ll do my best.  It seems I’m not pinned down as a god.  I wonder if it’s a good thing or a bad thing?  It doesn’t seem to follow the pattern around here.”

   “It’ll take a better thief than me to break into heaven and steal a manual.”

   “I guess I’ll have to do without, then.”

   “Good plan.”

   “What about being a nightlord?  Aren’t I regarded as a monster?”

   “Some people do, or so I’m told.  They don’t seem to be common around here—nightlords, or people who think of them as monsters.  I didn’t meet any who said so.  It was all people who talked about ‘other people’ who might hold that viewpoint.  Most everyone seemed to think something along the lines of ‘If he’s a monster, he’s our monster,’ or something like that.”

   “I’ve heard a similar attitude from the locals.  Of course, it was before the whole Demon King fiasco, but it’s good to know they still think of me that way.”

   “Everyone also seems to know you’re up here.  They don’t know you, as such, rode in the other day; they don’t know for certain who it was.  Nobody recognized you or Bronze.  The general opinion is you summoned one of your knights.  But you’re up here; they’re sure of it.  There’s a rumor going around about the dark horse—I heard of it just before I hid from the sunset.  The horse comes to call at houses when it’s someone’s time to die.  If they go on the horse, they die peacefully and go straight on to their next life.  If they don’t, they die however they die, from whatever cause, and they have to take something called ‘The Long Walk’ to find rebirth.”

   I wondered whether or not Tianna had anything to do with the rumor.  Or Tyma.  How much money would it take to get two or twenty minstrels to gossip about it?  On the other hand, how long does it take to get a rumor to circulate?  Did Tianna have time to get such a thing going around town between leaving and Mary’s return?  Considering how fast rumors spread, it was possible.

   “That seems to be true,” I agreed.  “At least, that’s what happened.”

   “So, Bronze goes out and brings back dinner?”

   I thought about it.  The part of me that resonates with Bronze agreed.

   “Apparently so.”

   “How often?”

   “I don’t know.  As many times as required, I suppose.”

   “Maybe there will be another one tonight?”

   “Are you hungry?” I asked.

   “A little.  I was planning on finding something tonight, but your house is much too far uptown.”

   “Okay.  One second.”

   I thought about Bronze.  She was on her way back up.  Two houses had told her to get lost, go away.  The third had people who helped the dying guy onto her back.  If this was going to be a regular thing, maybe I should get some sort of chariot or cart for her.  Maybe a carriage or coach.  Something more comfortable and stable.  Dying people don’t always ride well.  There’s also something stylish about leaving in the Black Coach.

   “She’ll be here in a little bit.  Let’s head for the door.”

   “Hooray for Bronze and a timely demise!” Mary declared.  I suppressed a wince.  We continued to the great hall and waited just inside the front door.

   “What else can you tell me?” I asked, while we waited.

   “Your city is called the Fortress of the East.  It’s ruled by an appointed Baron Gosford, a war hero who distinguished himself for his courage and leadership.  He’s responsible to the King—well, the Queen—for the safety and prosperity of everything this side of the Eastrange.  That mountain range, by the way, is also known as the Teeth of the World’s Edge or the Duchy of Vathula.”

   “Duchy of Vathula?”

   “Yes.  The mountain range.  It’s a duchy and it’s ruled by a Duke Bob.  Doesn’t that sound silly?”

   I kept my comments to myself, and there were quite a number of them.

   “That’s a huge territory,” I observed, finally.

   “Biggest political division of the kingdom, if you don’t count the eastern marches—this place, under the baron.  It’s not really a political thing, as I understand it.  More of a border supervisory thing.  Keep the peace, watch for invading tribes of plains warriors, cranky herds of dazhu, giant robot armageddon machines, that sort of stuff.  He’s still only a baron, after all.”

   “I’m sure Bob is pleased.”

   “I don’t know.  Nobody around here seems to trust him, presumably because he’s an elf.”  Mary grinned at me.  “Am I going to get to meet an actual elf?”

   “Eventually, I’m sure.”

   “Keebler?  Or Tolkien?”

   “Hmm.  Sort of a short Tolkien elf, I suppose, with more arrogance and less kindness.”

   “So, not really either one?”

   “There are similarities.  Enough to identify him as an elf, anyway.”

   “Okay.  About the only good word they have to say about him is he keeps the roads through the mountains open and barely charges anything for it.”

   “Hmm.  I hadn’t intended the road to be a toll road… but I guess I can see why he would need the money.”  I thought about the situation for a second.  “I’m also going to hope he’s not rebuilding a society of militant monsters.”

   “It’s the religious types who seem to be more militant,” Mary observed.

   “Oh, great,” I groaned.  “The Church of Light and the Hand?”

   “I haven’t heard anything about a Hand, but the Church of Light is mostly a bunch of evangelical guys preaching holiness, goodness, kindness, mercy, fellowship, and the unconditional destruction of all things evil.”

   “Well, that’s rather Krikkit of them.”

   “Is it?” she asked, not getting the reference.

   “Let’s say I’m not going to bail them out.”

   “If you say so,” Mary said, doubtfully.  “At least your guys have official sanction.”

   The Kingsway alarm went off, but I ignored it.

   “My guys?  Official sanction?  What do you mean?”

   “The clerical types and lay brothers and deacons and whatever else is involved—they supplement the official city guards.  It’s a rather militant faith, but they’re quite happy to take orders from the local lord if it’s part of a peacekeeping or defensive thing.  They help defend Karvalen and Mochara, accompany the guards on patrols, investigate serious crimes with the clergy from the Lord of Justice, that sort of thing.  They’re quite helpful, I’m told.  Nice guys.”

   “Well… I suppose that’s a—”

   “—blessing?”

   “I was thinking more of a relief.”

   “Speaking of which, isn’t there someone coming?”

   “Yes.  Another minute or so.”

   “Good.  I have time for a question.  What is it with the local religions?”

   “I’m not sure I understand.”

   “These people talk about their gods like I talk about my laundry—which piece fits best, how to wear it, and on what occasions.  It’s like their gods are people who happen to be out of the room at the moment.  Or… or doctors, or mechanics, or… I don’t know.  It’s like the gods are people who provide services for a fee.”

   “Yeah.  Mainly because they are.”

   Mary eyed me carefully.

   “You’re going to have to explain—” she began, but the front door chimed in our heads.

   “Delivery,” I noted.  “Go ahead.”

   She pushed the door and it pivoted open.  Bronze stood there, still carrying the elderly gentleman.  Mary helped him down and, much to my pleased surprise, talked with him for a bit.  I stayed inside, in the dark, and watched.  The old man was afraid of the journey, but he came anyway.

   There’s a definition of courage for you.

   Mary was gentle about it.  She helped him sit down and held him.  Her power reached into him and drained what little vitality he still possessed.  He slumped in her arms.  She reached deeper, finding the still-bright places within him, the shining mist that made him more than a suit of skin and bones, and carefully disengaged it from the flesh.  It disappeared silently into the shadows within her.  Only then did her fangs find his throat.  She drank until his heart stopped and the blood ceased to flow.

   I touched the holes, allowing what little was left to crawl out, and used a spell to weld the skin closed.  We put him back on Bronze and she carried him back down.

   “Do you want the next one?” she asked, softly.

   “I’m not hungry.  Can you handle it?”

   “Of course.”

   “I’m going to work on an enchantment.”

   “What about the religion thing?  You never explained.”

   “Oh.  It’s simple.  They talk about their gods that way because their gods do stuff all the time.  I once had a deific avatar show up and threaten to skewer me because someone paid it to.”

   “Seriously?  What do you pay a god?”

   “Technically, they aren’t gods.  They’re energy-state beings of immense power, but they fall short of being infinite, omnipotent entities.  And they like power of various sorts.  As I understand it, they drink in the psychic energies projected by people engaged in their worship.  I presume they can also absorb and use sacrificial energy—when you kill a goat on an altar, the life-energy of the goat goes to the energy-being.  I’m not clear on the exact mechanism.”

   “So, you’re not really a god?”

   “Not even close.  I have been an energy-state being, however, so I have a right to talk about them.”

   “This is not helping me get a grip on religion.”

   “Drop by the Mother of Flame’s place tomorrow.  Tianna can explain it—no, Tianna can show it—much better than I can.  She can actually invoke one of the energy-state beings.”

   “Is it safe?”

   “Probably safe.”

   “How probably?”

   “Safe-ish?”

   “I’ll think about it.”

   “Speaking of thinking about it, what do you really think of the beard?” I asked.

   “Why?”

   “You wanted my artificial tan and the face fur to disguise me.”

   “I did, yes,” she replied, smiling.

   “Are you sure I still need it?”

   “For now, yes.  It’s easier to get rid of it in a hurry than it is to grow it, right?”

   “Well… yes.”

   “If you grow it out more, I’d like to run my fingers through it.  I think you would look kingly and magnificent.  The same goes for longer hair.”

   “I’ll make a confession.  I don’t like it.”

   “No?” she asked, surprised.  “Why not?”

   “It makes my face feel weird.”

   “Aww, poor Demon King,” she consoled, then changed the subject.  “What are you enchanting?”

   So I explained about the sand table.  Mary nodded.

   “Sounds like a project,” she observed.

   “Wait until you see it in action.  I’m proud of it.”

   “I look forward to it.  Go.  Do.  I’ll handle the door.”

   I went.  I did.

   





   





Saturday, January 31st

    

   I finished the basic workings of the sand table.  It’s modestly functional, but still needs to be tied into the city’s main scryshield, like the scrying mirror.  It won’t work beyond the shield unless it’s tuned correctly; the shield will stop it.  After a couple of intense hours of enchantment, I’ve only got it functional, not tuned.  It can still only look at places inside the city.

   Which reminded me to check the defenses of the palace area.  There were some spells to defend against scrying, but nothing permanent.  Even as I examined them, they were taking a beating, blocking multiple spells attempting to see in.

   Well, I should have expected something like this.  What I needed was a quantum computer core.  I could enchant it to block scrying attempts—or better yet, divert them into an illusion—whenever anyone tried to look into the palace area.  There should be one already doing that with the city as a whole, but anyone already inside the city isn’t affected by it.  I needed another one for the mountaintop palace.

   Then again, the computer core was running an active simulation.  The illusion inside it kept altering, shifting, changing.  The city in the crystal was an ever-changing thing, independent of the city itself.  For the palace, did I need anything so complicated?  Could I just copy the existing passages and rooms, subtract any signs of habitation, and leave it as a static image?  That would be much simpler and, since it only had to store the image, rather than run a simulation, it could be done in any moderately-sized crystal.

   I have a few gems, mostly small ones, suitable for power storage.  That’s a fairly straightforward thing.  An illusion enchantment, even a static one, is much more complex.  It requires something larger.  Yes, size does matter.  It’s not only size, of course; technique matters, too.

   Then I remembered my diamonds from nine years ago.  I left some diamonds cooking in the chimney of Kavel’s forge.  Were they still there?  I could check without going into the undermountain.  The forges were on a lower level; the chimneys led up through the palace.  The four pagoda-like smokestacks on the upper slopes allowed venting for quite a few fires below the mountain’s surface.  I put a request into a spell and fed it into the mountain.  After a bit, the stone started to ripple, a slow, swallowing motion, drawing my diamonds through the wall.

   While they worked their way out, I went through the palace region, plotting out the route I would take while imprinting the gem.  The trick was to get the most coverage with the least amount of backtracking.  It took time to figure out, but it took time for the diamonds to ooze through the wall.

   They were giants, nearly the size of baseballs, and surprisingly heavy.  Uncut, they did not have the clarity and sparkle one expects from diamonds, but they were perfect crystals.  I put four of them away and took the fifth down to my workroom.  Since I had a large reserve in my charging station, I put it into the gem as a foundation charge; the enchantment would use the energy as I built the illusory recording within the matrix.

   Free to wander about with my magic gem, I did so, imprinting the empty hallways and empty rooms in it.  This took the rest of the night, but was well worth the time.  Once I had it tied into a diversionary shield, the existing blocking spells were no longer a concern.  When they went down, anyone who tried to look into the palace would find their scrying portal redirected to the interior of the gem—hopefully, seamlessly redirected, so they didn’t know they were looking into a complicated illusion.  They were welcome to look around inside the illusory virtual reality all they wanted.

   Mary was pleased with her evening, as well.  Six people came up over the course of the night, five of which she handled.  She was well-fed and her language skills were immensely improved.  We compared notes during our morning ritual and started speaking Rethvenese exclusively.

   “It’s strange,” she observed.  “I know something I didn’t know.  I can’t even describe how it feels.”

   “I know.  I’ve got things I know which I don’t even know I know, you know?”

   “No, but you know I’ll take your word for it.”

   “Just wait until you pick up an unfamiliar instrument and play it.”

   “Can I?” she asked, wide-eyed.

   “I have no idea.  It depends on how many musicians you’ve eaten and how skilled they were.  I haven’t got a formula for it, just some guesses.”

   “But that’s not information!  That’s a physical skill.  Those involve… other stuff.  Brainstem nerves, muscle memory, that kind of thing.”

   “It still applies.  It doesn’t work as well with physical things, I grant you.  You still have to practice to be good at it.”

   “Find me some special operations guys,” she demanded, grinning.  “Black Ops.  Special Forces.  Airborne Rangers.  Those guys.  I feel like learning something.”

   “Not today.  But don’t be surprised if you can do things you didn’t know you could.”

   “I’ll keep it in mind.  So, what’s on the menu for today?  I mean, what are your plans?”

   “I’m boring.  I plan to sit quietly at home, enchant a table, a mirror, and a gem, and then start searching for my missing friends.”

   Mary made a thoughtful sound, tapping her lips with an index finger.

   “You know,” she told me, conversationally, “I think you’re right.  You are boring.  Sometimes.”

   “I apologize.”

   “It’s okay.  In between boring, you’re overwhelmingly exciting.  I guess it’s important to have the contrast.  If you were exciting all the time, I’d get used to it.  On the other hand, I don’t suppose I could persuade you to take the morning off?”

   “I have projects,” I pointed out, “but no actual deadlines, as such.  What’s on your mind?” I asked.  She ran her hand along the side of my face and kissed me, slowly, lingeringly.

   “You being exciting.”

   I did my best.  Mary helped with the healing spell, too.  She’s getting the hang of it.

   “Maybe we should do this in the evenings,” I suggested, as she pressed wounded flesh back together.  I’m really glad she’s learning the spell.

   “I’m game.  Why?”

   “After sunset, we regenerate.  If you’re going to dig fingernails into me like a panicked wildcat, I won’t have to be shredded all day long.”

   “Good thought.  Or I could file down my nails.”

   “And claw me up with blunt nails?  How about you don’t claw me up at all?”

   “Evenings it is,” she replied, grinning, “if those are my options.”

   “Freak.”

   “Weirdo.”

   “My freak.”

   “My weirdo.”

   She finished with my back and I sat up, working arms and shoulders to check for pain.  I ached a little, but only because Mary plays rough.  I’d have bruises until nightfall.  Those are actually harder to fix than a cut.  Skin-level cuts can be welded closed with relatively little effort.  Bruises involve minute adjustments to ruptured blood vessels over an area.  It’s the difference between taping a torn piece of paper and repairing paper with thousands of pinpricks.

   “If you’re going to go be boring, now,” she said, “is there any objection to my going down to town and exploring?  It’s a big city you’ve got and there’s a lot to explore.”

   “You haven’t seen the rest of the undermountain.”

   “Not yet.  I hope there’s another way out besides the lower door and the Kingsway.”

   “I…” I paused, thinking.  “I think there is.  I remember feeling several, but I’m not too precise on where.  I’ll ask again.”

   “Ask?”

   “Come on.  I’ll show you, but it will be boring.”

   “I’m in a good mood.  I’ll forgive you.”

   Mary watched the process as I reclined on the dragon throne and merged my consciousness with the mountain.  I focused on the palace and ways from it, into the city.  I found out what I wanted to know and speeded up again to a more human time frame.

   “Can I ask a favor?” she asked, watching me closely.  I stretched, cracking and popping as my mortal flesh recovered from the spell.

   “Of course.”

   “Warn me before you do that again.”

   “Okay.  Why?”

   “I never want to see it.  It’s as creepy as an old man in a trenchcoat watching a preschool playground.  For different reasons, obviously, but there’s something about watching you… do… that.”  She shivered.  “I don’t like it.”

   “Fair enough,” I agreed.  I didn’t understand it, but we all have our little quirks.  What could possibly be creepy about merging one’s consciousness with a living mountain?  And I’m not being sarcastic or ironic; I mean it.  It seems a mild-mannered, almost Milquetoast thing.  But if Mary doesn’t want to watch, I can respect her wishes.

   “So, did you find another way out?” she asked.

   “Several.  There are lots of tunnels and passages besides the public ones in the undercity.  I think the best one for your purpose is this way.”

   We went to a spiral stair and wound our way down, our spell-born faerie lights dancing above our heads to light our way.  Several such stairs descended through the undermountain and the city within.  This one, though, stopped at a fairly high level.  The pivot-door was disguised as the rear wall of a small apartment; the apartment itself was at the end of a dead-end hallway.  It had a hole in it, up high to look like a ventilation hole, and a step to use for peering out.

   We extinguished our lights as we approached and Mary stepped up, peered out.

   “It’s a studio apartment,” she whispered.  “Bed niche in the wall, a ledge for a small table, and enough room for a little furniture, not much else.”

   “Bachelor quarters,” I replied.  “Small rooms, not fit for families.  This is an inconvenient neighborhood, kind of a long walk from everything.  Any residents should go to work for most of the day.  Does it appear to be used?”

   “There’s no sign,” she stated.

   “Sounds good.”

   “It’s perfect.”  She kissed me.  “I’ll be back before dark.”

   “I hope so.  If you’re not, I’ll have to look for you, too.”

   She peeped through the hole again, then pushed off the wall with one foot.  The slab pivoted almost soundlessly; she stepped off and pushed it closed again.

   I put an alarm on my side of the door, just in case, and went upstairs to finish work on the sand table.

    

   I didn’t finish easily.

   My first order of business was to reestablish some charging stations.  I now had huge diamonds; putting a heavy magical charge into them seemed a good idea.  You never know when you’re going to need to blast a castle or hold off a pack of enraged wizards.

   I finished three power circles and was starting on my fourth when the Kingsway alert went off.

   Huh.  Someone’s come to visit, I thought.

   Seems likely, Boss.

   Friend or foe?

   Bronze is inside.  She’s in her stall, the room off to the side of the main door.

   The one with the coal seam the mountain keeps pushing out?

   That’s the one, Boss.

   I guess I have to go see, then.  I really need to upgrade the alerts with some sort of visual.

   If you were better rested, you might have thought of it when you were building it— Firebrand said, but I slapped the hilt and it shut up.  I was getting tired of being told to go take my nap, like a preschooler who doesn’t want to come in from the playground.

   By the time I reached the great hall, the visitor already had a hand in the hole and was waiting.  I used my hand mirror for a brief scrying spell.  Since I wasn’t trying to go through a barrier—the scryshield around my house encompassed the courtyard—it worked.

   A boy, maybe seven or eight years old, stood there and looked frightened.  He kept shifting from foot to foot, but he kept his hand in the hole.

   Any idea what he wants? I asked Firebrand.

   He’s too scared to think about that, Boss.  All I get is he’s determined to see you.

   That’s odd.

   People who don’t know you are terrified of you, Boss.  That’s not odd.

   I was referring to his determination to see me.  Most people don’t want to.

   In Rethven, maybe.  Around here, most of them still think of you fondly.

   Now that is odd.

   I opened the door.  The kid came with the door, apparently in a hurry.  Technically, the instructions didn’t say anything about removing one’s hand when the door opened, so he did.  I had to admire courage.  Maybe it wasn’t courage as much as desperation, but he didn’t seem to be poor or starving.  Then again, other things can drive someone to desperation.

   He was a skinny kid with dark hair, blue eyes, and needed a haircut.  His clothes were simple and sturdy, patched in a couple of places, and he seemed reasonably clean.  He looked at me with a clear gaze, obviously afraid, and stopped in front of me.

   With a gesture, I lit the four firepits in the great hall.  Their light filled the place and reflected from the arched, golden ceiling.  He stopped dead and stared at the place.

   “Welcome to the palace,” I told him.  “Are you hungry?”

   He nodded, wordlessly.

   “Come along, guest.  I’m sure we can find something.”

   So we did.  He kept looking around as though expecting monsters to crawl out of the shadows or follow us down the halls.  Having lived like that for a few years, I know the look.

   Still, once I sat him down and put food in front of him, he ate.  As he ate, he relaxed.  I passed the time tossing squashed bits of bread into the air and catching them in my mouth.

   “Who are you?” he asked, finally.

   “Who are you?” I countered.

   “I’m Heydyl.”

   “Nice to meet you, Heydyl.  I’m Halar.”

   I hope his reaction isn’t typical.  He gulped, jumped off his stool, and might have hurt himself kowtowing.

   “I see you’ve heard the name,” I commented, dryly.

   “Yes, my King.”

   “Good, good.  Now, get up, sit on that stool, and finish eating.”

   He got up, sat on the stool, and ate with ferocious concentration until he emptied the plate.  I watched, wondering what he heard to make him act like that.

   “So,” I began, once he finished, “what brings you to my house?”

   “Are you my father, Your Majesty?”

    

   Well, that was unexpected.

    

   “Why do you ask?” I heard myself say.

   “Mom says you are and you’re here.  Your Majesty.”

   “Okay, first off, drop the formalities.  My name is Halar.  Think you can use it?”

   “Yes, Your— Yes, Halar.”

   “Good.  And you can ignore the bowing and kneeling and anything else, got it?”

   “Yes, Halar.”

   “Hmm.  Still pretty formal, but we’ll work on it.  Now, what did your mother tell you?”

   “She says you were here after the war against the evil Prince of Byrne, and that’s when you gave me to Mom, and I’m secretly a prince of Karvalen.”

   I silently acknowledged to myself his mother might be right.  The Demon King got serious mileage out of my body while he was in the driver’s seat.

   “Well, I haven’t been here in a few years—since before you were born, actually.  I can take a look at you and figure out if you’re my son or not, if you like.  Then you’ll know for certain.  Is that what you want?”

   He nodded, wordlessly.

   “All right.  Follow me.”  He did.  We went up to my workshop.

   Of all the spells I know, all the magical knowledge I’ve digested from wizards and magicians both ancient and modern, there are more than a dozen different spells designed to detect a relationship between two people.  Maternity is seldom in doubt; paternity always is, hence the several spells for determining it.  Every last one of those spells is about as reliable as a coin flip.  Oh, maybe it’s not as bad as all that, but they rely more on arcane connections between the spirits of the father and the child, some resonating effect between the soul of the father and the soul of the offspring.

   I tried them.  They all indicated a negative result.  Not surprising, since the “I” that did the fathering wasn’t the “me” being tested.  Any other wizard or magician would have taken the across-the-board negative as proof.

   Which led to two things.  First, I needed a genetic test, not a spiritual one.  Second, if the kid was a product of my genetics, was he also a product of my darker spirit?

   Heydyl had to hold still for a while.  I subjected him to every test I knew or could think of that didn’t involve hurting him, looking for traces of anything sinister or unnatural.  I searched most thoroughly and found a boy, only a boy, bright and clean, with only those smudges on the soul that come from living in the world of men.

   If he is my son, he’s a good kid.  Who would have guessed?  I blame his mother, whoever she is.

   According to my sources, my body might have hundreds, even thousands of offspring.  Heydyl seemed all right, but what if some of them… bore the stamp of a dark and terrible thing?  If a demon-possessed creature sires a child, can the child inherit some of that demonic influence?  Could there be a thousand or more partly-demonic children struggling with their own inner demons—literally—as they grow up?  Or was it only a hundred?  Ten?  Or even one?  What would happen when they hit adolescence?  Adulthood?

   I worked on the first part—the genes—to distract myself from thinking about the second part.  If the kid’s genetics didn’t have much of a match with mine, the second part didn’t matter—to him.  If he was a match, then I’d have to start thinking about ways to detect not only demon possession, but demon parentage, as well.

   Unfortunately, I don’t know too much about genetics.  A little Mendel, a little Darwin, and some biology classes—along with a potential paternity incident in graduate school—at least gave me an idea of what to look for.  Whatever I came up with wouldn’t be the same as a technological paternity test, but maybe it would be good enough.

   So, keep it simple, Eric.  Assume you are the father.  What does that mean?  What, down at the genetic level, would we have in common?  Genes for hair, eyes, facial features, and all of that… but I don’t know where those are, much less how to recognize them in a DNA chain.  It only has four letters, but I still can’t read the genetic code.

   Back up.  I can’t understand it, but I can make a spell to read it.  So what if it’s gibberish?  I’m only looking for patterns.  If I read a string of gibberish in the kid and get matching gibberish from my own genes, that’s a result.  Where do I look?  The kid was male; he would have a Y chromosome.  The only place he could get it was from his father.  If I could get a look at his Y chromosome and compare it to mine, I could evaluate it for similarities.

   If I can psychically swim though steel and rearrange atoms, a big, fat chromosome should be no trouble.

   Worth a shot.

    

   I’m never going to be a geneticist.  On the other hand, I may manage to be a decent bio-lab technician.

   Heydyl sat and watched while I worked.  I told him I was going to test his flesh and see if it was related to mine, but I needed a sample.  When I poked him with something sharp to get the sample, he barely flinched.  He seems a tough, serious kid.

   This seems to be a pattern.  The kids around here seem to grow up faster than in my own world.  Is it the expectations?  They don’t get to spend years in the public school system.  Around here, they work; they get responsibilities as soon as they’re physically able to do the job.  Formal education is a luxury.  Is it that simple?  Or is it something else?  I don’t even know how to look into it.

   It took me over an hour to cobble together something to map, overlap, and compare our Y chromosome.  Of course, that was after I spent a couple of hours taking cells apart looking for the damned thing.  Do you know where the Y chromosome is?  What structures inside the cell to look through?  The nucleus of a cell, yes, but do you recognize it when you see it?  Did you know it’s not actually shaped like the letter Y?  If so, where were you when I needed help?

   The spell started mapping his cell sample; I cast it again on my own sample.  Eventually, when they finished mapping the things, they would overlap their mapped images and the similarities or differences would stand out in bright colors.

   One of the things about living in a cave is a lack of time sense.  My skinphone appears to work, at least as well as one might expect when out of network, but I keep it turned off to save the battery.  Maybe I should enchant it.  Or get a mechanical wristwatch on my next trip out of universe.

   “I’ve been at this for hours,” I observed.  “I’m hungry.  Are you hungry?”  Heydyl nodded.  “Good.  I’d rather not eat alone.  To the kitchen!”

   We ate everything we could hold.  Along about the burping stage, Heydyl asked a question.

   “Am I your son?”

   “I’m working on that,” I told him.  He concealed his disappointment pretty well, but I was watching his face.  “I know it’s not what you want to hear.  The spells are working on it.  They’ll tell me if we’re related.”

   “Don’t you just know if you’re my father?”

   “It doesn’t work like that.”

   “How does it work?”

   Ooo, goody.  My possibly-son by a lady I never met due to demonic possession and droit du seigneur or lettres de cachet or some other legal phrasing I can misuse—this kid I met earlier today—is asking me the tough questions right up front.  Aren’t I supposed to have a few years to get to know him before I explain about all the squishy, biological stuff?

   “I’ll explain,” I agreed, “if you’ll tell me why you came to see me.”

   “I want to know if you’re my father.”

   “I got that part.  Why is it important to you?”

   Heydyl folded his arms and frowned.  I waited while he thought about it.

   “I’m a prince, but nobody believes it.”

   “Go on.”

   “Anyone who does believe it calls me a demonspawn.”

   “Unpleasant and insulting,” I agreed.

   “I don’t have a father.”

   “Your mother isn’t married?”

   “No.”

   “It must be tough.”

   “Yes.”

   “Does she know you’re here?’

   No answer to that.  All I got was a tighter, even more tense bundle of kid.

   “Did you even mention to her you were going to come up here?”

   Silence.

   “Okay, you don’t want to answer that, either.  Tell me this:  Is she alive?”

   “Of course she’s alive!”

   “Calm down.  How would I know?  I haven’t been here in years.  Okay?”

   “…okay.”

   “I’ll make you a deal.  You go let your mother know you’re all right—I have no doubt she’s worried to death—and I’ll let you come back tomorrow to find out the results.  I should know for certain if you’re my son or not.”

   “Promise?” he asked, hopefully.

   “I give you my word I will allow you to return for the results of my test.”

   “I accept.”

   “Good.  Now, do you know your way through the undercity?”

   “Of course.”

   “Even better.  I’ll show you to the door.  You’re not risking your life on the Kingsway again.”

    

   I closed the door behind Heydyl and leaned on it, slid down it, sat on the floor.

   Yay.  Possibly the first of my thousands of illegitimate children.  That went surprisingly well.

   There was a time when I never gave any thought to being a father.  Tamara changed all that—Tamara, and the Mother of Flame.  Then, when I was looking forward to all the terrors of being a parent, I went and got myself beaten to an undead pulp defending the world from a demonic invasion.  I completely missed becoming a father and mostly missed being a grandfather.

   Heydyl brought home all the possibilities of parenthood to me.  I’m an inadvertent deadbeat dad in the biggest possible way.  The only other candidates for the title are Genghis Khan and one of the sultans of Morocco.

   Hearing “Congratulations!  You’re a father!” is one thing.  Hearing “Congratulations!  You’re the father of a thousand children!” is quite another.

   It’s not the event.  It’s the scale.  The sheer, unadulterated, massive scale.  Heydyl was only the first.

   Then there’s the whole thing of having a child look at me, waiting on an answer.  I’m not sure I’ve ever worked so hard to be inventive.  He kept looking at me, as though I could wave a hand and produce all the answers.  It was a pressure I’ve seldom felt before, and it was exhausting.

   “Firebrand?”

   What, Boss?

   “Do you know what I am?”

   Insecure, ridiculously self-loathing, self-deprecating, and with a god complex fit for a real deity?

   “I was thinking more along the lines of ‘tired,’ actually.”

   About time.  You’ve been on the go forever.

   “And miles to go before I sleep,” I quoted, hauling myself to my feet.  “Still have work to do.”

   Would it kill you to go to bed?

   “Maybe.  There’s no telling what will wander out of the basement if I don’t keep the lid locked down.  Besides, I have a terrible habit of oversleeping.  What if it’s another eighty-seven years?”

   We would wake you, Boss.

   “Are you sure you can?”

   Firebrand had no answer for that.

   I added Heydyl to the list of people who could come in through the underdoor and went to look at my sand table some more.

    

   It was in a distracted and disturbed frame of mind that I went back to my sand table and spell work.  I had the sense to avoid doing anything requiring intense focus and concentration, at least.  All I managed was to tie the sand table into the defensive spells around the palace and then the spells around the mountain.  Of the two, getting it to coordinate with the mountain’s spells was harder.  Someone had altered them.

   Good enough for a distraction.  I started analyzing the changes.  It seemed to me as if the original spells were used as scaffolding, a framework, upon which to build other spells.  Rather like building a dome, once you have a dome already built, you can use it as support for building things under it or over it, whether the final construct winds up connecting to the original or not.  My original scryshields served such a purpose and someone—T’yl?  Tort?  Thomen?—used it to add more.

   The scryshields blocked most magical vision from penetrating.  Multiple layers performed different functions.  One acted like a wall, forcing a scryer to work to get through.  Another projects an illusion of a huge, lidless eye of flame, seemingly looking back at the spy.  If someone penetrates that, the next layers divert the scrying sensor so it manifests somewhere I want it, rather than where the caster wanted.  And that point is, of course, inside a complex illusion spell so the caster doesn’t know his vision has been diverted.

   Those were the starting shields.  Since the last time I looked, they added more.  There was a general shield against mind-affecting magic.  Sending the whole city a psychic message wasn’t going to work unless you were already inside… and the same went for controlling minds, influencing thoughts, or nudging public opinion in the polls.

   There were more direct defenses, too, designed to block or blunt attacks of various sorts, both magical and mundane.  Some spells monitored the area inside the shields.  These were simply alarms or sensors, detecting all sorts of things, ranging from invisibility spells to demonic creatures.  Other spells each detected a type of effect, probably for the use of the city guard—it’s good to know when a fire gets larger than a fireplace can hold, or when someone cuts loose with a bolt of lightning.  Were these Rendal’s idea?  Or was he in charge of them?

   Most of these defenses were controlled and monitored.  Somewhere in the undercity, a few hundred feet below me, there might be a wizard sitting quietly and watching the way these spells glittered and flickered.  It might be a dozen wizards.  Or it could be a bunch of apprentices barely keeping half an eye on the things while they played défi.

   Are the defenses there for serious reasons?  Are they forethought made manifest, anticipating their need and use?  Or are they a continuation of what I started because… well, because I started it?  I put up the first city-sized dome.  That made it relatively easy to build onto it.  If someone gives you a barn full of tools, you naturally want to build things, I suppose.  Or did someone put them there after a demonstrated need for them?  Are they proactive or reactive?

   I need to find Tort.  To do that, I may need to find T’yl.

    

   The underdoor chime sounded.  I swore aloud.

   “Firebrand, remind me to put a visual on all the alarms tonight.”

   I’ll do that, Boss.

   I stomped down to the entry room and stopped outside its upper door.  I opened up a small scrying window in my hand mirror.  No one was in the room, but the lower door was open.  At a guess, someone came in without authorization and the intimidation and deterrence spells did their job.  The cold, the low-frequency sound waves, and the strong positive-ion atmosphere made it an extremely unpleasant room.

   I gave the mountain a message.  After a while, it shifted a tiny bit of mass around in the lower door.  With it ever so slightly out of balance, gravity swung it slowly closed.  People could still push it open, but at least it would close behind them.  Maybe I should install a manual signal at the top?  Say, a bell they can ring to say they want attention and they’re determined to stay until they get it?

   On the other hand, I still didn’t know who tried to come in.  It shouldn’t be a problem when I added a visual to the psychic alarm, but for now it was a mystery.  Well, if it was important, they’d try again.  In fact, they might be trying right now, headed up the Kingsway.  Or they might have decided bothering the Demon King wasn’t really worth it.

   Still grumbling to myself, I went upstairs, out through the great hall, and around through the courtyard.  Yes, someone was coming up the Kingsway.  He didn’t look at all happy about it.  His horse didn’t seem too pleased, either, but I believe—at least for the horse—it was an effect of the height, not the destination.  They were taking it at a walk, so it would be a while.

   This was somewhat annoying.  By the time I made it into my projects again, I’d have to answer the door.  I needed something to kill a little time.

   There are stairs along the inner wall of the courtyard, leading up to a parklike area.  This place has dirt, trees—all the things you might expect to find on top of a small mountain.  It was actually a garden; most of the plants were edible in some form or fashion.  Trees had nuts and fruit, vines and bushes had berries, and so on.  Nothing was in season at this time of year, of course, but it was worth a walk-through as a winter garden.

   I went up the stairs and followed the paths spiraling around the mountaintop, just for the feel of it.  It needed a gardener or three and a chainsaw, but it was a nice contrast from the cold, smooth courtyard.  It hadn’t actually gone wild, but when Spring arrived, it would.  All it needed was some snow and it would make a good picture on a calendar.

   Nesting all around the base of the big, pagoda-like chimneys were families of thashrak—leather-winged snakes, basically.  They didn’t seem to mind my looking at them.  I think they were too happy just being near the chimney heat.  There were more of them than I remembered.  I wondered about population control.  Since they were native to the southern continent, they might need the warmth of a chimney stack to survive the winter.  That could limit their population.  If not… Can I domesticate them?  People could use them in place of cats to cut down on mice and rats.

   Okay, I could use them so.  Cats avoid me.  These things don’t seem to mind so much.

   I came back down the steps into the courtyard, still thinking about it, and paused halfway down.  A spirit, standing in the shadow of the peak, watched me as I came down.  He was translucent and nearly colorless, but I could see him.  There seemed to be some sort of silver wire coming out of his midsection, like the tied-off portion of a long belt.  This wire floated in the air, fading out after about three feet.  He wore a pale headband of some sort—not a reflection of an item of clothing, but some sort of spell.

   I must have stared too long.  He noticed me staring and it startled him.  Fear crossed his face.  He tugged on the silver strand and it pulled him away from me; he shrank into the distance.  A moment later, he faded from view completely.

   Ghosts don’t bother me.  Spiritual visitations don’t bother me especially, either; most people won’t put their immortal soul anywhere near a nightlord.  It’s on par with coating your hand in meat sauce before trying to tummy-scratch a hungry tiger.  This, however, bothered me.

   The spirit was wearing slacks, shirt, and a tie.

   Magi?  It would seem so.  The clothes certainly didn’t belong here.  How could they follow me?  Did they have the spells for that?  It was possible; I never had a chance to see an index of all their spells.  From meals, I knew they thought of travel to otherworldly realms in terms of “spirit realms” rather than physical locations.  Astral projection into those realms—and apparently this world—wasn’t unheard-of.

   At least eating a bunch of magi was good for something.

   I wasn’t sure how they could track me down, though.  Hitting the right world might not be unreasonable—they could, in theory, use the magical or psychic resonance off the point where Mary and I departed.  Come to that, if they found the place I arrived over there, it could help, too.  And, of course, if they were the ones who stole the Black Ball… yeah, that would make things relatively simple.

   But how could they find me?  It’s one thing to find a planet, but once you’ve found the planet, how do you find one person on it?  Go looking?

   Or get advice from someone?

   They could have asked around.  People around here don’t necessarily scream and run by default when confronted by a spirit.  A sufficiently-powerful projection might even be mistaken for a living person—at night, at least.  But then there’s the language problem…

   Oh, who am I kidding?  The Magi stole the Black Ball and it’s encouraging them to come after me.  It was pretty much the worst thing I could think of, so, naturally, it was happening.

   There’s one good thing about it, Boss.

   “There is?”

   At least we’ll have leads on how to find it.  If they keep sending people over, you can catch one and quiz him.

   “That’s actually not a bad idea,” I agreed, sitting down on the lowest step.  “Not a bad idea at all.”

   You’re so generous with your praise, Boss.  Is my face flaming?

   “Not a bit.  Thanks, Firebrand.”

   Someone has to do your thinking for you.

   “Yes, but Tort isn’t here.”

   That’s just mean, Boss.

   “I’ve got a reputation to uphold,” I told it.  I sat down on one of the inner wall’s steps and listened to the slow clop of approaching hooves on the Kingsway.

   The horseman finally made it to the top.  The horse decided it had enough of the long, narrow bridge and bolted the last few yards.  It clattered into the courtyard amid the rider’s curses and finally came to a shivering, sweating halt.  The rider dismounted and left the horse where it stood.  He approached me and I sized him up.

   He was a tall man, although starting to stoop with age.  Grey salted his hair and streaked his beard.  He wore a light, long sword, slightly curved; it reminded me of the type I had made for Malana and Malena, patterned after an elvish design.  Maybe they were in fashion.  It hung from a belt-and-baldric, along with a red knight’s sash as well as a ribbon and badge I didn’t understand.  His clothing was good:  high boots, tight trousers, billowing shirt, and broad-brimmed hat.

   “Are you Halar, King of Karvalen, Conqueror of Rethven, and Lord of Carrillon?” he asked.

   Why does no one understand how to greet a person?  I mean, whatever happened to “Hello!  My name is… I’m pleased to meet you.  May I ask who you are?”  Am I hopelessly archaic?  Or am I oversensitive about these things?  Is it a problem with me, rather than everyone else?  Maybe I should just get over it.

   “I’ve been called all those things and more,” I agreed, not standing up.  “Who are you?”

   “The Baron of Karvalen requests the honor of your presence.”

   And so it begins.

   “Well,” I replied, leaning back a bit to look up at him.  I took note he failed to remove his hat.  “It seems to me you haven’t answered my question.  Who are you?”

   “I am merely a messenger—”

   “I’ll have your name!” I snapped at him.  “Name!  Duties!  Now!”

   “Sir Telmon, Herald of the Baron of Karvalen,” he replied, startled.

   “A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” I told him, and rose.  I held out my hand.  He looked at it with a puzzled air, still recovering from the sudden shift between mild-mannered, impatient, and mild-mannered again.  He reached out and squeezed my forearm; I returned the gesture.  Not quite what I had in mind, but, well, local customs.  What can you expect?

   “Now,” I went on, still pleasantly, “I understand the baron would like to see me.  Yes?”

   “Yes.”

   “Yes?” I prompted.

   “Yes… Your Majesty?”

   “That’s better.  You may tell the baron I will be pleased to receive him at his convenience.”

   “His lordship bid me return with you.”

   “You can’t.”

   “I beg your pardon?” he asked, looking miffed.

   He said you can’t bring him with you, Firebrand supplied.  What he really means is he’s not going anywhere and you don’t have the power to force him.

   Sir Telmon’s face shifted into neutral and locked there.  If he could do that at will, he could be a murderous poker player.

   “On the other hand,” I added, smiling, “the baron is welcome to visit whenever he chooses to dare the Kingsway.”

   “He will not like this,” Sir Telmon warned.  I gestured him closer, then closer again.  I laid a hand on his shoulder and whispered in his ear.

   “He sent a messenger with a summons to the man he calls his King.  So tell him exactly this:  The baron is welcome to visit whenever he chooses to dare the Kingsway.  Say nothing else about this matter.  Do you understand?”

   “I do.”

   I tightened my grip on his shoulder, pressing fingernails into his fancy shirt.

   “Excuse me,” I offered.  “I didn’t quite hear you.”

   “I do, Your Majesty.”  I let go of him and he stepped back to bow.

   “You have our leave to depart.”

   He did, or tried.  His horse didn’t like the idea of being ridden down the ramp, though, so he wound up walking, leading his horse.

   You seem irritated, Boss.

   “I am.”

   Why?  He went away.

   “Yes, but it feels as though I’m being roped into being a ruler again, somehow.  I don’t like it.”  I thought for a moment.  “Maybe I should call Lissette.”

   Maybe you should.

   “Then I will.”

    

   I checked the mirror in my workroom.  It was already enchanted for all the purposes I was going to need from it, so calling the capitol was no problem.  Except… it was a problem.  I didn’t have the specifics of a mirror to target in the palace—I didn’t know the phone number, basically.  I could hit anything in Carrillon outside the Palace, but calling the Palace required more specific information to connect with a mirror inside the defenses.

   On the other hand, I could find the local wizard’s guild in Carrillon, bother someone there, and get a message delivered to the palace with the number of my own mirror… and probably have a hundred or more people know how to call me before the sun was out of the sky.

   No, I needed a better way to call Lissette privately.  Maybe a visit?  That might work out better.  The new roads were surprisingly nice.  We could easily make the trip in one night if nobody tried to stop us.  That, naturally, had its own issues.  Maybe I should bite the bullet and put in the work to build an enchanted gate.  Then all I’d have to worry about is the return trip.  And a prototype gate would be a good start for further refining my understanding of the gate spell—

   The Kingsway alarm went off again.  For a two-mile-long ramp, uphill all the way and dangerously narrow, it saw a lot of traffic.

   I went to the great hall and pushed the door open, not waiting for whoever it was.  As the courtyard appeared in my field of view, so did my visitor.  He was barefoot and wore a threadbare robe.  Light-grey eyes, light-brown hair, and what I think of as a farmer’s tan gave me the impression he spent much of his twenty-something years outside.  His staff was merely a big stick, useful for walking, and he seemed slightly winded, as though he hurried up the Kingsway.

   I used to have a staff.  A dryad gave it to me, but I lost it in a shipwreck.  I wonder what’s become of it.

   Of course, I recognized the symbol on his chest, hanging from a chain about his neck.  It wasn’t the symbol of the Church of Light I recalled, but it bore some similarities.  It was a three-inch disk of metal, possibly brass, polished to a gleam.  Carved or molded into the surface of the disk was a Generic Masculine Face.  They used to use a solar disk, but this was a pretty decent alternative.  Obviously, this was a priest of the Church of Light, but not a member of the sub-sect, the Hand (or Fist) of Light.

   We traded looks for a moment.

   “Halar the Undying?” he asked.

   “Who are you?”

   “I am Perrin, a priest of the true Church.”

   Told you.

   “Yes,” I agreed, “I am Halar.”

   “I am a servant of the Holy Light.  I wield the Fire of Purity.  By that power, I cast out the darkness which dwells now within you!” he intoned, and presented his disk.

   Now, I was under the impression the Devourer ate the deity in question.  Or, at any rate, the deity was defunct.  For years, the priests had used rote prayers—spells in all but name—rather than utilizing the power of their faith to draw on the power of their god.  Maybe I misunderstood somewhere along the line, or maybe I was simply wrong.  It could be I never actually encountered a True Believer.  Maybe gods are more resilient than I thought and he made a comeback.  After all, if you persecute a religion, the ones who stay through the persecution get downright fanatical about it—and gods do love their fanatical faithful.

   Whatever the reason, I saw the face—well, felt the face—look at me.  The gaze had weight to it.  Whoever this Perrin guy was, he believed.  Tobias presented me with an amulet, once, at night, and I handled it without so much as a warm tingle.  I think Tobias believed more in the Hand than he believed in his god.  Perrin’s presentation didn’t hurt, but I knew I was… Seen?  Examined?  Judged?  It was still daytime, too, so Someone was paying attention to Perrin’s request.

   After ten seconds or so, the face stopped looking at me.  Once more, it was merely an amulet, a piece of polished metal, not even magical.

   What would happen if he did this at night?  Did I want to find out?  Somehow, I felt no urge to experiment.

   “Thank you for the thought,” I told Perrin.  “Would you like to come in?  It’s a long walk to my door and it’s cold out.  I can get you something hot to drink, if you like.”

   Perrin sagged visibly, jaw dropping, eyes widening.  He let the amulet fall back to his chest and stared at me.

   “But… but…”

   “Search me.  I don’t understand it, either.”

   “The flames of purification… the destruction of darkness…”

   “Yes, I get it.  Thank you for trying.  I’m about to have dinner—regular dinner, with real food.  You can share it with me, if you like.  I think there’s apple cider in a cold room.  I can heat some up for you.”

   “You…” he began, and didn’t know where to go with it.  “I tried to illuminate the darkness in your evil soul, and you’re inviting me to dinner?”

   “You expected me to be upset because you tried to help me?  Wouldn’t that be ungrateful, even uncivilized?”

   “I…” he trailed off.  His dumbfoundment rapidly turned to perplexity, possibly bewilderment.

   “Besides, it didn’t hurt,” I observed.  “Come on.  I’m sure you want to discuss it and I’m about to eat.  It would be rude to leave you out here or to eat in front of you.  Please, come in.”  I stepped back and gestured him inside.  He came in, cautiously, as though expecting to be mobbed by a thousand minor demons.  Yes, I know that look, too.

   We went down to the kitchen and I cooked things.  I cheated and warmed up a mug of cider for him with magic, but it gave him something to do with his hands while I fried potatoes, dazhu, and slices of umati—rather like avocados, but shaped more like zucchini, with a hint of meaty flavoring.  The nuts inside are not edible, however; much too hard and bitter beyond belief.  I also found an earthenware jug of wine; that went on the table, in case his faith allowed it.  And a pitcher of water, of course.  He drank the cider in one big draught and set the mug down.

   “Why aren’t you smoking?” he asked, almost plaintively.  He fingered his amulet, looking back and forth between it and me.

   “I gave it up for Lent.”

   “Beg pardon?”

   “Because I’m not evil?” I guessed.  “I mean, I was, but I got better.”

   “I don’t understand.  Did I illuminate the dark places in your soul?”

   “Doubt it.  No, I mean, I used to be possessed by a dark spirit until several months ago.  Now it’s gone and I feel much better.  I’m back in control of myself.”

   “Someone beat me to it?”

   “Is that a problem?”

   “No, I’m pleased it was done,” he lamented.  I doubted him, but didn’t say so.

   “Were you waiting around all this time hoping I’d show up?”

   “Oh, I preach down in the city.”

   “I thought there were no temples to the light in Karvalen.”

   “You forbade them, yes.  We still preach in the streets.”

   “Fair enough.  What do you preach?”

   For future reference, never ask a fanatic about his religion.  It sets him off about it and it’s hard to get him to stop without resorting to violence.

   Perrin was delighted to explain about how his religion—the One True Church—was the ultimate authority on absolute good.  What I got as take-aways from his rant… excuse me.  That’s impolite.  He sermonized or preached, but calling it a rant makes it sound like he belonged on a soapbox on a streetcorner.  Come to think of it, if he preached in the streets, he might.

   He didn’t fit the image, though.  He was well-spoken and persuasive and he really, truly believed everything he was saying.  Who knows?  Maybe he was even right.  There could be a god of goodness around here.  There seem to be lots of the things, like roaches in a garbage pile.  Maybe that’s unfair, too.  They could be like gears in a highly-complex clockwork, but I doubt it.

   At any rate, what I got from our talk was the idea his religion no longer held major temples full of gold and the glorification of their deity.  When the old church cracked and fell to pieces, the rotten parts fell away, leaving only the pure, clean kernel inside the rotted fruit.  Now it sprouted and spread across the land, forswearing the pride and greed of the old ways.  It relied instead on humility, faith, and the desire to do good.

   I can’t say I object to that.  It makes me worry about my sunrise-sensitive skin, but I can’t say I object.

   “What about the other gods?” I asked.  I held up the wine jug and he shook his head, so I pushed more cider toward him.  “Are they considered good or evil?”

   “Anything that distracts from the true faith is evil,” he stated.  “While other gods may offer a good harvest or many children, they concern themselves not with the purity of a man’s soul.  They only bargain for his faith by offering the comforts of his body.”

   “That’s an interesting observation.  Why would people worship your god, then?”

   “Because it is right,” he declared, passionately.  He quaffed his cider and smacked the mug down.  “He is the light, and the truth.  All things of darkness fall before His shining gaze.  The flesh is weak and fails the test; the soul is all that matters.”

   “So, this mortal world is inherently filled with darkness, but our souls can be rescued from this dark pit of materialism?”

   “Yes.  Yes, exactly.  You put it well.”

   “Thanks.  I took an elective course in comparative religion.  And what happens to our souls when we’re rescued?”

   “As creatures of light, we return to Him, as wayward children to their father, and are joined with Him in everlasting and eternal glory, becoming one with the Lord of Light.”

   “We become part of your god?”

   “Yes.  In the beginning, He created the world to be a thing of light and beauty.  But in creating the world, the world created shadows.  Where there is light in the world, there are always shadows.  Yet, shadows cannot exist within His sight, for the glance of the Lord of Light dispels them.  Thus did He make men, and elves, and all the creatures of the world.  But these, too, had their shadows, and the shadows spread.  These shadows infested the world, until half the world was in darkness.  But the shadows could not conquer the light.  They struggle with each other, back and forth, but the light always wins.”

   “Interesting.”  I didn’t mention I’d heard other creation myths about this place.  “But the light can’t be everywhere, so the shadows always return?”

   “Until we are purged of all the things of the world,” he agreed, “and return to become one with our God, to live forever in His brilliant glory.”

   “Fair enough.”  It sounded like a mashup of Christianity and Buddhism to me, but what do I know?  I’m no theologian.  I’m not even a decent philosopher.  Whatever my personal opinion, I wasn’t going to offend him by deliberately insulting his religion.  Besides, I know some of the local gods.  The default proposition for the afterlife, at least around here, involves some sort of refining process in the underworld followed by reincarnation.  It sounded—at least to me—as though the Lord of Light planned to gulp down the souls of his followers, instead.  Then again, I’m a vampire.  I could be projecting.

   But I’m still suspicious.

   “So, where does that leave me?” I asked.

   “Beg pardon?”

   “Let me put it another way.  What happens when you shine a light on a thing of darkness?”

   “It is destroyed by the touch of the light,” he replied, promptly.

   “What happens when you shine a light on a regular person?  Does the darkness inside him go away?”

   “The darkness in the soul is a complicated thing, meant to be overcome by the efforts of the individual, with the aid of the Lord of Light.  Thus, the soul is purified and made stronger by wrestling with its own demons.”

   “I can’t really dispute that,” I observed.  “I have some experience in the matter.  But what did you expect to happen when you held up your amulet and aimed your faith at me?”

   Perrin wore a sheepish expression and wouldn’t meet my eyes.  He fiddled with his empty mug for a moment.

   “I, uh… I expected you to disappear.”

   “Seriously?”  I think I was staring at him.

   “Yes.”

   “So, what now?  I mean, obviously, I’m still here.”

   “I don’t know.  You are the Demon King.”

   “And I told you, that was when I was possessed.  I’m better now.”

   “It would seem so.”

   “Don’t worry,” I told him, and patted him on the shoulder.  “I still have my own inner darkness to deal with.  Believe me, I know it.  I’m working on it as much—or more—than anyone else.  Thank you for trying to help, though.  I appreciate that you tried to help me.”

   “You are most welcome,” he replied, automatically.

   “Come on.  I’ll show you out.”

   I led him to the Kingsway and he stopped on the threshold.  The wind was picking up and a few flecks of snow danced around us.

   “I thought you were a demon,” Perrin admitted.  “I really did.  I’m glad you’re not.”

   “You’re convinced of it?”

   “It is obvious.  You stood before the Holy Gaze and were not consumed.  Whatever you are, you cannot be a demon.”

   “Huh.  I suppose that’s fair.  But I do have one more question, if I may.”

   “I am always pleased to counsel those who seek wisdom.”

   “I don’t know about wisdom, but I’m missing a magician.  Two, in fact.  The magicians Tort and T’yl.  I can’t find them.  I don’t suppose you happen to know where they might have gone off to?  Or even what has happened to them?”

   “I regret I do not know.  I was not aware they were missing.”

   “Okay.  Thought I’d ask.  If you get a chance, would you ask around?”

   “I will, but be aware they are servants to the Demon King that once you were.”

   “That’s a bad thing?”

   “Indeed.  Their souls may be stained with the blood of innocents and the corruption of the Lord of Darkness.”

   “Okay.  I’ll bear it in mind.  But before I can help them work through that, I have to find them.”

   “I understand.”

   “Thank you, Perrin.”

   “May the Lord of Light bless you and your endeavors, King Halar.”  He turned and started down the Kingsway.

   Somehow, I doubted the Lord of Light wanted anything to do with me, but maybe I’m prejudiced.  Still, it was an interesting encounter with my old enemies.  It seems they changed even more than I did over the intervening decades.  Overall, it seemed like a good change.  I wish I could claim some credit for it.

    

   Mary came back shortly before sunset.  We showered while she talked.

   “I’ve met your granddaughter,” she began.

   “Nicely?”

   “I’m not on fire, am I?” Mary countered.  “She’s nice, but I still don’t get along well with holy ground.  My feet felt hot when I entered the temple.”

   “That’s weird.  I don’t have a problem with it.  Plus, it’s daytime.  Are you sure the floor wasn’t actually hot, as in having a high temperature?  It is the Temple of Fire, after all.”

   “You know, that didn’t occur to me,” she admitted.  “I assumed when I shouldn’t have.  Bad experiences and all that.”

   “Fair enough.  Did Tianna come out?”

   “We went to her place, instead.  She’s nice.  Clever, too.”

   “And you’re unincinerated.  I’m pleased.”

   “Well… so am I.”  Mary turned in the waterfall and held me, water pouring over us.  “I get the impression she’s not too pleased with me, though.”

   “Why not?”

   “She thinks I’m angling for the job of step-grandmother, or something.”

   “She’s already got one.  I married Lissette, remember?”

   “I know.  She knows.  But Lissette isn’t an immortal lady of night, fit to be a companion to a dark king for eternity.”

   “Um.”

   “That’s not exactly how she put it, but it gets the point across.”

   “Oh.  Well.  Okay, then.”

   “I checked with the other temples, too.  The Lord of Justice doesn’t seem as bad as the Temple of Fire, but my feet still hurt—whether it’s because I’m an unholy minion of evil or because I’m a professional thief, I don’t know—and the high priest wasn’t available.

   “The House of the Grey Lady didn’t bother me at all, other than it’s depressing.  All those statues of people with flowers and candles and similar offerings.  The place is full of mourners.  It’s like a funeral channel on video—all mourning, all the time.  I don’t know how anyone stands the place.

   “The Temple of Shadow is pretty nice—sort of a partly-buried sphere with a weird, two-part stairway, kind of like the water trap under the sink.  My feet didn’t bother me in there, so I sat down.  No problems with that, either.”  She grinned at me.  “I did have to brush off a couple of the faithful, though.  They’re more polite about it than most people, though.  Nobody grabbed my butt, anyway.  It’s kind of surprising; they seem to think blondes are hot.”

   “Only the hot ones,” I guessed.  “Did you do anything else with your day, aside from tour the local churches?”

   “I did!  I went to a number of places with music and plays and other entertainments.  You’re strangely popular.”

   “Yeah, well, I blame it on the isolated location and the minimal visits by the Demon King.  He didn’t really impact the place too much on a personal level.  Plus, I have a cult following who have doubtless been doing constant public relations work.”

   “No, no—not popular like that,” she protested.  “Well, yes, I suppose so, come to think of it.  I mean you’re a popular subject for music and theater.  Were you really called the ‘Wall of Blades’?”

   I groaned.  I’d forgotten about that.  Under Mary’s urging, I explained about the incident that earned me the nickname.  We dressed during the explanation.  She found it greatly amusing.

   “So, all you did was stand there and parry anything he threw at you?”

   “Pretty much, yes,” I admitted.  “I think it was the open defiance of religious authority that really made people sit up and take notice.”

    “It would work for me.  Didn’t you tell me someone was committing libel or slander or whatever it’s called?  Timma?  No, Tyma—that was her name.  I didn’t hear anything in town about it.”

   “They’re singing the old songs about me because they know I’m up here,” I guessed.  “I doubt anyone wants to be caught singing anything else.  For all they know, I might be able to hear them.”

   “Once the sun goes down, it wouldn’t surprise me a bit.  You can hear fog scraping along the riverbanks.”  She ran fingers through her hair and frowned.  “Where’s my brush?”  I found it for her and she started working on her hair.  “I’m not sure about the idea of them being scared to sing anything treasonous, though.  I get the impression they like you.  Don’t ask me why.  It’s only a feeling.”

   “I’m a powerful and frightening thing, but I’m their powerful and frightening thing.  At least, that’s how it used to work.”

   “They do seem to think of you fondly, yes.  Mind you, I think you’re right about them not having much experience with the Demon King.  I get the impression he didn’t actually do much out here, so they remember you as you were.  Everything they talked about was stuff from before the conquest.”

   “So, the rest of the kingdom may still be after my head,” I sighed.  “At least Karvalen likes me.  Probably Mochara, too.  That’s good to know.”

   “Glad I could help.  Speaking of which, what do you have planned for tonight?”

   “Several things.”

   “All esoteric, magical, and too complicated for an apprentice?”

   “Yes, yes, and no.”

   “Really?  What, then?”

   “I need to add a visual impulse to the psychic alarms.  I’m tired of wondering who’s at the door.  Come to think of it, I also want to put a scrying portal near the main door—a mirror hanging on the wall beside it, maybe, to act as a peephole.  I do need to work on my sand table some more; it’s got some complicated stuff needs doing, but you can help with it even if you don’t understand it.  Extra hands.”

   “Put your finger here while I tie this knot?”

   “Essentially.  Assuming, of course, you don’t have a much more important duty to perform.”

   “Duty?” she asked, putting the brush down.  “I wasn’t aware I had any duties, aside from scouting out the city.”

   “If Tianna is sending people up on the dark horse of death—or if the priest of the Grey Lady is?  Liet, right?”  Mary nodded.  “Did you discuss it with either of them?”

   “No, I’m afraid not.  Tianna and I had other things to talk about.”

   “Other things?  I think I may be too frightened to ask.  If Tianna or Liet is sending people up to take the express route to the afterlife, I can’t keep putting my work on hold to deal with them.”

   “I’m being promoted to goddess of death?” Mary asked, grinning.  “I’ve never been deified.”

   “It’s really not as much fun as you think,” I assured her.  “I actually had in mind you doing what we’re supposed to do.  Gateway from life to death, that sort of thing.  Be a hot, blonde Valkyrie.  Much better deal than being deified.”

   “Okay.  I can do that.  The waiting is boring, but it’s been worth it so far.”

   “Good.  Let’s go look at the alert spells.  You can watch and learn while I work on them.”

   “Sounds good.”

   Bronze was already on her way down the Kingsway when we reached the opening in the wall.  We rearranged the Kingsway alarm with no trouble, aside from some questions about how it detected things.  Mary seemed more interested in how to beat such an alarm than to build one, but I can understand her priorities.  She walked back and forth through it, triggering it as a test.  It worked; a mental image of her crossing the threshold flickered through my mind every time.

   Of course, by then Bronze was on her way up again, carrying someone.

   “I’ll take care of it,” Mary assured me.  “Go do your thing, sorcerer.”

   “Wizard,” I corrected.  “Sorcerers have demonic spirits inside them in exchange for specific abilities.  It’s the rather cliché thing of signing over one’s soul in exchange for power.”

   “I remember.  But you’ve got some light-allergic spirit inside you, and it does something similar, doesn’t it?  Doesn’t that count?”

   “You raise a disturbingly good point,” I agreed, and wandered off to try and not think about it.  I also mounted a small mirror next to the main door, inside the great hall, and started some preliminary enchantment work on it.  Then I rummaged around some more to find another mirror for mounting on the outside.  If the two were used together, it would be a much more efficient setup—

   “Halar!” echoed through the halls in Mary’s voice.  I closed a chest and headed back to the great hall.  Mary greeted me.

   “You’ve got a visitor.”

   “I do?  Someone going to the great beyond wants me, personally?”

   “No, he says he knows you.”

   “Huh.”

   We went outside.  I recognized Sir Beltar as he sat on Bronze.  He was heroic in scale, broad-shouldered and big, almost big enough to look right on Bronze.  Years of use with those grow-big-and-strong spells produced impressive results.  He made me wonder how silly I look up there.  A little snow whirled about him and the wind rippled the ends of his tight-wrapped cloak.  He was older, but I suppose I should get used to that sort of thing.  Still… nine years?  He wouldn’t be out of his twenties, yet.  He seemed even older, somehow.  Was it the weight of responsibility?  Or an unexpected level of maturity?  Or an unintended side-effect of the steroid spells?  Or had he grown, both inside and outside?

   I desperately hoped he was a tad more graceful, too.  He used to be a bit of a klutz.

   He recognized me, as well.  He dismounted and went to one knee.  He did the salute-thing—the one with the right fist, palm inward, pressed over the left breast, held as though to hold a weapon vertical.  He seemed to have forgotten how much I hate it.  At least he remembered to only go to one knee.

   “My Lord King.”

   “My Beltar.  Up, up!”  He rose and I clasped forearms with him.  I had to look up to meet his eyes; he must have been close to six-foot-three, maybe six-four.  Even without armor to bulk him up, he would be a broad, looming presence.  Wearing the matte-black armor, he was an armed and dangerous wall of night.  As I looked him over, I tried to think of a word for him.  The only thing that seemed to fit was “mighty,” and even so, it was a tight fit across the shoulders.

    “I am pleased to see you again, Sir Beltar.”

   Beltar’s solemn face cracked, revealing his grinning face.  He blushed.

   “Shall you still call me so, even though I have surrendered my sword?”

   “What?  When did this happen?”

   “When I could no longer reconcile your actions as a king with my faith in you as a god.  I forswore the one for the other.”

   I resisted the urge to complain about his mistake regarding deification.  It bothers me to be regarded as a goddish thing, especially by people who should know better.

   “I have been told,” he continued, “your physical avatar was enthralled by an evil spirit and has now been freed.  Does this mean you not remember my departure?”

   “I don’t remember the last nine years.  If you surrendered your sword, you didn’t surrender it to me, Sir Beltar.  There was someone else driving my body.  As soon as I can find it, I plan to return it to you.  I gave it to you for a reason, Beltar.”

   I thought he was going to cry.

   “This pleases me, my Lord King, more than you can know.  My heart is lifted and my soul fulfilled.”

   “I’m glad.  Won’t you come in?  I’m not hungry, but you’re welcome to eat.”

   “No, I cannot stay overlong; I have duties in your Temple.”  I suppressed a wince as he continued.  “I have come only to bring you this.”  He drew out a small mirror.  It struck me as suspiciously familiar.  He handed it to me and I examined it with some care.

   “You kept the mirror you were issued when you were a knight?” I asked.

   “Yes, my Lord King.”

   “Why?”

   “Because many of those who served you in those first days, the days when you created true knights… we knew something was amiss, my Lord King.  With the wars of conquest in old Rethven, more and more of your forces were not knights.  You accepted fighters—killers, really—as knights and soldiers.  We fought beside them, but when the wars ended, many of us gave up our service.  We could not be true to our oaths, not to such a king as they believed you had become.”

   “They?” I repeated.

   “I am a priest in the Temple of Shadow,” Sir Beltar pointed out.  “You taught me to believe in myself.  Can I do less than believe in you?”

   He had a point.

   “I see.  Go on.  Why the mirror?”

   “You told us to be better than you.  Seldar pointed out we might need also to be the ones who stopped you.  While I have never asked regarding the fate of avatars, I was never told to destroy your form of flesh.  Nonetheless, Seldar and I kept the mirrors so we might still speak across the long miles and consult one another.”

   “And if I was too awful, start planning your rebellion?” I asked.  Sir Beltar winced.

   “Is it rebellion to be true to the ideals you laid upon us, when you are not?  When the King breaks the oath he swore when he made us knights?”  He asked in such an earnest tone, I didn’t need to see the soul inside him to know he really wanted an answer.  I had to think about it for a moment.

   “No.  I told you to be better than me, which includes telling me when I need to be better than myself—and stopping me from being worse.  When I told you I wanted to be the worst of all my knights, I meant you should all strive to be better men than I—as King, I would have to do nasty and unpleasant things.  I didn’t mean you should be loyal slaves who aided and abetted horrors in the name of the King.”  I thought about it some more.

   “I wasn’t there, Beltar.  I was a prisoner, unable to see what the Demon King did.  I don’t know what you and the other knights went through, what decisions you made, what plans you considered.  But I trust you.  You were one of my knights—no, you are one of my knights!—and so I believe in you.  Even without knowing what you did, I tell you this:  You did the right thing.  I have spoken.”

   “I have no sword to lay at your feet, Sire.”

   “You don’t do that,” I corrected.  “Never.  You salute with it.  You defend the weak with it.  You smite the wicked with it.  Someday, you may pass it on to a younger knight.  But you never lay it down.  It’s yours to wield, not to surrender to anyone, not even to me.”

   “Yes, Sire!”

   “Good.  Now wipe your face.”  I turned to Mary.  “Mary, please excuse me for not formally introducing you immediately.  This is Sir Beltar, one of the noblest knights I have ever known.  If I ever build a round table, he’ll have a seat at it.  Sir Beltar, this is Mary, my consort.”

   “It is my honor,” Beltar declared, saluting.

   “The honor is mine,” Mary replied, seriously.

   “My Lord?”

   “Yes, Sir Beltar?”

   “Before I return to my duties, may I have leave to speak of Seldar?”

   “Of course.  I really need to get more furniture for the great hall, here.  Sitting room?”

   We removed ourselves to a side room with stone bench seating.  

   “My Lord, I beg of you to speak with Seldar.  He greatly desires to speak with you.  What you have told me even now will be of immense importance to him, and for much the same reasons.  It hurt his heart to see the evil of the Demon King, and hurt him even more to leave your service.  He will want to know he did right.”

   “I will.”

   “Then I have done my duty to my god, my King, and my friend.”

   “Nice when they all line up together, isn’t it?”

   “Indeed.  Also, may I know why you chose to kill the priest, Perrin?  Has the Lord of Light offended against you again?  Or do you hate them, still?”

   “Perrin?  I didn’t kill Perrin.  I fed him a hot meal and we had a good talk.  Last I saw of him, he was walking down the Kingsway.”

   “I have heard you threw him from the gates to his death, but have had no time to ask you in the Temple.”

   “Ridiculous!  I rather liked him and enjoyed the conversation.  Who says I killed him?”

   “I have heard only rumors, my Lord King.”

   “Find out.  I don’t like being accused of something I didn’t do.”

   “I will,” he promised.  “But… my Lord King?”

   “Yes?”

   “I am one of the few who understand about your… difficulty during the majority of your reign.  I tell you the truth, you will be blamed and accused for many terrible things you did not do.  Yet, people have seen you do them, spoken of them, and the world now knows of your cruelty and lusts.”

   “Now, hold on a minute—”

   “Please, my Lord King.  I know what you would say.  It is not your fault, but it is you who must shoulder the blame.  You are not the one who has done these things.  You were a prisoner while the usurper ruled in your stead.  I am your High Priest, so I know.  But there are the thousands who have seen with their own eyes what your fangs have pierced, your sword has cut, and your hands have done.  While your spirit resided in the Temple, your flesh did woeful deeds.  Will the world deny the evidence of their eyes in favor of some story told by those who love you?”

   Beltar always was somewhat thought-provoking.  Worse, he was right.  If I saw someone doing something awful—especially someone I didn’t know all that well—I’d have to believe what I saw.  Lacking any other evidence, or even unbiased sources…

   Well, this could suck.  As a vampire, I ought to know.

   “Okay.  I’ll bear in mind I’m an evil, soul-sucking monster to anyone and everyone until they indicate otherwise.  I’ve heard some conflicting reports on the subject, but I’ll err on the side of caution.  Any other good news?”

   “None, my Lord King.”

   “That’s a blessing.  Now, do you happen to know where I can find Tort or T’yl?”

   “No, but I will immediately begin inquiries, if such is your will.”

   “It is my will and earnest desire,” I assured him.  He started to go to one knee and I pushed him back onto the seat.  He was puzzled, but settled for saluting.  I smiled and nodded.  He nodded in return.

   He used to be a bit of a klutz, but he was never stupid.

   “Have you anything further you wish me to do?” he asked.

   “No, that’s it for now.”

   “Then I shall begin immediately.  If I may be dismissed?”

   I whistled.  Bronze poked her head into the room.

   “The Kingsway looks windy, cold, and possibly icy; I’m told it’s more dangerous than I know.  Think you can get Beltar wherever he’s going?”

   Bronze snorted.  Silly king, asking silly questions.  If I wanted Beltar taken around the world, that might be challenging.  Getting him home was a task almost beneath her—except she would be happy to help.  She curled a foreleg back for Sir Beltar to use as a step.  Beltar moved out into the great hall and saluted me again.

   “Farewell, my King.”

   “Farewell, Sir Beltar.  Drop by anytime.  I mean, return whenever you wish, and be welcome.”

   “I shall, my King.  With your permission, however, I would return to the Temple of Shadow through the underways.”

   “It’s a long walk.”

   “Yes, but Bronze will have no trouble with the tunnel.”

   I paused for a moment, thinking.

   “Tunnel?”

   “Yes, Sire.  The tunnel from the Palace to the Temple.”

   My first impulse was to ask.  My overriding impulse was to agree.  Bronze took him deeper into the mountain, nudged a pivot-door open, and started down a long, downward-sloping tunnel.  Beltar conjured a light to hover over his head as Mary and I watched them go.  Mary took my hand.

   “Where does this tunnel come out?” she asked.

   “Presumably, in the Temple of Shadow.”

   “You don’t know?”

   “It’s a big mountain.  I have a general feel for the place, but it’ll take a lot of study before I know all its secrets.”

   “Fair enough.  So why did he come up the Kingsway?”

   “No idea.  I’m sure he had a reason, though, and I’m sure it involves the public.  Making a statement of some sort perhaps?”

   “Could be.  He seems like a sharp cookie and a surprisingly nice guy.  Are you going to get along with priests, now?” Mary asked.

   “I don’t know.  I got along with Perrin, but don’t ask me why.”

   “Did you throw him out?”

   “Of course not.”

   “I believe you.”

   “You do?”

   “Yes.  If you’d killed a priest of the light, you wouldn’t deny it.  Besides, you’d have a great case of self-defense, since everyone knows they take serious issue with your existence.”  She smiled mischievously.  “He also wouldn’t have fallen to his death.  He’d have disappeared without so much as a smear of blood left behind.”

   “Fair enough.  Which reminds me.  Remember the magi who were chasing us?”

   “Yes.  I think.  You mean the ones from Earth, not some magi from around here?”

   “That’s them.  I saw a spirit today.  It looked like a magi, or magus, or whatever the singular is.  It was a man in a button-down shirt and a tie, anyway.  Judging by the silver cord, I’d say someone was astrally projecting.”

   “You mean we might have fled to an alternate reality and they’re still chasing us?”

   “It’s not unheard of,” I grumbled.

   “That’s ridiculous.  Are they out of their minds?”

   “Possibly.  Or they’re fanatics.  Fanatics are bad.  One could make the argument that fanaticism is a form of mental imbalance.”

   “Something needs to be done about them,” she muttered, darkly.

   “I agree.  I’m working on that, too.”

   “No, you’re standing here.  I’ll handle visitors.”  She shooed me into the great hall.  “Get to work.”

   “Yes, Ma’am.”

   I got to work.  Sometimes it’s hard.  Being the only handyman in the palace means I’m busy, but I have other things I’d like to be doing.

   Let’s see… Visuals for the psychic alarms, yes.  I added Beltar to the welcome list for the security spells.  Next, I finished the two mirrors at the upper door, moved on to two more at the lower, inner door.  After those came a field around the palace to highlight any wandering spirits—I’m not sure I always see free-roaming ghosts or astral projections during the day, and I doubt anyone else does.  Adding a visible aura around any immaterial being struck me as a good idea.  I also had to check on the charging stations for the diamonds.  Then I decided to add some light spells to the four firepits in the great hall for general illumination, as a courtesy to guests.

   I’m kind of proud of my setup on those.  Whenever a fire burned in one of the pits, not only would the illumination spell turn off to conserve power, but some of the heat energy would be transformed into magical energy, charging the spell for me.  Plus, each firepit had a reflection spell; visible frequencies below the edge of the firepit were reflected up, to scatter from the polished gold of the ceiling.  Of course, then I had the idea to grow some sconces above the balcony-gallery thing running around the great hall.  With light spells in some stone pockets, shining up onto the ceiling, the place would always have a warm glow even without the firepits…

   Sorry about that.  I like that sort of thing.

   Bronze came back with the first of Mary’s projects for the night, bringing her into the great hall, out of the cold.  Mary handled the old lady gently, which pleased me, while Bronze came over to me and presented me with a hoof.  I saw her problem; the silencing spells were starting to wear thin.

   “Remind me to put something more durable on, later,” I told her.  She flicked an ear in agreement while I re-energized and strengthened her hoof-spells.  Later, I might also include something for more traction… later, yes.  Mental note.  And, someday, an inertia-damping spell for additional cornering capabilities, as soon as I have time to develop one…

   Then—finally!—it was back to my sand table.  Getting it up to speed took a while—most of the night, in fact.  It was almost morning before Mary came into my scrying room and sat on the edge of the table.  I slid myself out from under it and regarded her.

   “Almost done?” she asked, swinging her feet.

   “I think so.  That is, I think I’m done with it, but I keep finding little things I could tweak to work better.”

   “But does it work?”

   I climbed to my feet as she spoke and pulled her from the edge of the table.

   “Watch.”

   I called up an overhead view of the city.  A circle of powdery sand rose up, shivered down, and became a perfect little replica, complete with pre-dawn traffic on the streets.  Mary leaned close to stare and said something unladylike.

   “Maybe after sunrise,” I agreed.  “Like it?”

   “It’s amazing!”

   “I agree.  I outdid myself on the original design.  This is the Mark Two version.”

   “It’s upgraded?  How?”

   “The original sand table only had four sensors.  This one has eight—four at a shallow angle, four more at a steep angle.  Better overhead views that way, especially in cities where buildings can block the view.  It’s also got spectrum-shifting for false-color images and generates air-refraction lenses at the far end for telescopic zoom.  Some places are blocked from direct scrying—that is, you can’t put a scrying sensor within a shield.  With this, I can look through walls in much the same way a spy satellite can, and zoom in on anything I can get a line of sight on.”

   “You’ve got the equivalent of a magical spy satellite?”

   “Better, in some ways.  I don’t have to wait for an orbit to bring it around to where I want it.  It’s more like a whole spy satellite network.”

   She repeated her first comment with a voice of wonder.

   “I do that anyway,” I pointed out.  She punched me in the shoulder.

   “So, you can see anything you care to look at?”

   “Not anything, and there are some other limitations,” I told her.  “It doesn’t take pictures or record anything, and it can only look at one thing at a time.  I can’t constantly watch two different cities or even two different people.  I can only watch one thing, and then only when I have time to actually, actively watch them.”

   “But you’re working on it, right?”

   “See next year’s model.”

   “You can look at the whole world?  You could turn this into a map of the planet and freeze it, couldn’t you?”

   “I could, yes.  I wouldn’t be able to use it for anything else, though, for as long as I wanted a map of the world.  And the resolution would be fairly low.  The sand is a fine, powdery stuff, but it’s still sand.  The image would be… grainy.”

   Mary punched me again.  I regenerated.

   “I’d like to see the world,” she told me.

   “Sure.”

   I pulled the viewpoint up, zooming out.  The city shrank rapidly.  The Eastrange came into view and shrank with it.  Then the plains, Mochara and the southern waters, the snowline to the north, Rethven beyond the Eastrange… the canals vanished, too small to see.  The western shores, the western ocean… the eastern hills beyond the plains and their cities… the coast curved southward as it extended eastward… higher still, widening the view…

   The sand fell flat, smoothing instantly into the ready state.

   Frowning, I examined the workings of the table.  It was in working order, but something interfered with the array of scrying sensors.  I fired it up again and sent them up again, this time more slowly.  The upper four sensors cut off a moment before the rest of them did, and at about the same level as before.

   “Is that supposed to happen?” Mary asked.

   “No.  At least, I don’t think so.”

   I switched from the sand table to the scrying mirror.  With some care, I probed the area where I lost sand table function, checking for anything unusual—monsters, magicians, or magic.  Seeing nothing, I sent the sensor up higher, carefully, watching as I went.

   We came to the barrier around the world.  It was, as I suspected from our encounters at the Edge, a sky-blue color.  I wondered if there was any air at that height.  On Earth, the atmosphere officially ends at a hundred miles.  Judging by the view below, the height of the firmament was much greater—five hundred miles?  A thousand?

   There could be air at such a height.  It would require re-thinking what I knew of gravity, but maybe my lack of facility with flying spells stemmed from my misconceptions about gravity in the first place.  Certainly, it was something to consider.

   Nothing interfered with my scrying sensor reaching such a height.  When I tried to move it higher, through the barrier, it simply quit, as though dispelled or absorbed.

   Well, at least the sand table mystery was solved.  I explained it to Mary.

   “Why can’t you scry beyond the barrier?”

   “Offhandedly, I don’t know.  I would guess because anything you see beyond the barrier might also be able to see you.  Since I don’t know all the powers and abilities of the Things, it might prove extremely dangerous.  I recall a lady wizard who did something like it, though, and had a broken effect as part of her eye.  I think we can scry beyond the barrier if we open a scrying window out there, but we can’t move an established sensor through it.”

   “I’ll take your word for it.  So, is this thing how you’ll find Tort?”

   “Nope.”

   “No?  What do you mean?  I thought the whole point of all this work was to find her?”

   “It is, but this is only part of it.  I can’t find her with a regular seeking spell; she’s shielded in some way.  This won’t seek out a target.  It’s a—it’s a flying camera, not a radar system.  I have to know where to look before I can see anything with it.”

   “So, what good is it?”

   “This is merely the centerpiece of a more elaborate plan.”  I laughed my best Mad Scientist Laugh.

   Mary rolled her eyes.  I chuckled.

   “It’s not that bad,” I told her.  “I need a few peripheral spells for it.  Powerful and moderately complicated, but not massive enchantments like this.  Those should go much more quickly.”

   “Well, that’s a comfort.  Does this mean I can persuade you to come into town with me for lunch?”

   “Probably.  Why?”

   “Because I want to go out on the town with you.  See a show.  Have dinner.  That sort of thing.  You know, like couples do?”

   “I can do that,” I agreed.  “I’d like to get a feel for how dangerous it is in the city for me, anyway.  I get different impressions from different people, so I ought to see for myself.”

   “Perfectly reasonable”

   “Right after the paternity test results.”

   She paused, cocked her head to one side, and regarded me.

   “Paternity test?”
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   After I walked Mary through the paternity test spells, she favored me with a pitying expression.

   “So, what, exactly, do you plan to do—Dad?”

   “Tell him the truth.”

   “And then what?  Take him in?  Be a father?  Care for him for the next… ten years?  Twelve?  See him educated and find him a good job?  Argue about what career he should follow?  Disapprove of his girlfriends?  Or arrange a marriage?”

   “I don’t know.  I’ll have to discuss it with him.  Probably his mother, too.  She should have some say in the matter.”

   “I’m not sure you should.  You’re not really a daddy, now are you?”

   “You talk as though it’s a bad thing, trying to be a father.”

   “Normally, I think fathers are fine things,” she admitted.  “Mine was.  On the other hand, you didn’t sire this kid.  You didn’t have anything to do with making him or raising him.”

   “He’s a child of my body.”

   “He’s a product of someone else’s artificial insemination using you as a sperm donor!”

   “I suppose that’s one way to look at it.  Doesn’t change the fact he’s mine.”

   “Oh, for God’s sake!”  She threw up her hands and walked away.  I stared after her.  What was the issue, here?  Why was she so upset at the idea I was a father?  Were kids boring?  Or was she upset it wasn’t a child with her?  Or something else?

   I saw the psychic pulse when Heydyl came through the lower door.  Since the spells recognized him, the room didn’t get all shadowy, cold, and hostile.  He came right through and I met him in the hallway.

   “Good morning.”

   “Am I your son?” he asked, without preamble.

   “Good morning,” I repeated.  He swallowed and nodded.

   “Good morning.”

   “You look exhausted.  Did you sleep?”

   “Not really.”

   “You also look out of breath.  I’ll guess you got up early, skipped breakfast, and ran the whole way.  Am I right?”

   “… yes.”

   “Then you need to eat.  Come with me, please.  Haven’t had breakfast yet, myself.”

   We moseyed up to a kitchen and I set about frying things.  I’m a firm believer in frying as a cooking method, especially for breakfast—ham, bacon, eggs, sausage, toast, all that.  Technically, even pancakes are fried.  If fried foods are going to kill me, at least it’ll be a delicious death.

   I eat souls and drink blood.  This is what I choose to have for breakfast.  Don’t judge me.

   With food in front of him, Heydyl ate with good appetite.  He wasn’t entirely familiar with the fork, but he saw me using it and did his best.  Forks are fancy; most people get by with a knife and fingers.  When we finished, I whisked the plates clean with a spell and put them away again.

   “Now, Heydyl, you wanted to know if you’re my son.  The answer is yes, you are.”  He made a fist-pumping gesture of victory.  I smiled at his enthusiasm and hoped it wasn’t misplaced.  “So, tell me what it is you want of me.  Do you want a father?  Or just to know you are my son?  Or do you want me to take care of you and your mother until you come of age?  Or do you want me to see you become a knight and a nobleman?  Or what?  Name it, if you can.  I’m listening.”

   Heydyl was silent for a while, looking at me and thinking.  I tried to keep a small, encouraging smile on my face while I waited, all attentive.  I’m pretty sure he hadn’t actually thought beyond the idea of actually having a father.  If he wanted one, I could certainly try my best, but my track record with children is awful.

   “I’m not sure,” he admitted, finally.  “I… just… wanted to know.”

   “All right.  Now you do.  What else you want?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “Perhaps your mother—who is she, by the way?”

   “Lynae.  She’s a dressmaker.”

   “Lin-NAE,” I repeated, exaggerating the word.  “Good to know.  Do you think she would ask anything of me?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “Should I ask her?  Or would you do it for me?”

   “I’ll do it!” he agreed.

   “By all means.  Go right ahead.  If I’m out when you return, you may either wait for me or leave a note in—do you know your letters?”

   “Everyone in Karvalen knows their letters,” Heydyl sniffed.

   Score one for me and my educational policies as King.

   “Good.  Come with me.”  We left the kitchen and went to the great hall.  “I’ll put a table up in here with some writing materials.  You can leave me a note if I happen to be out.”

   “Don’t you have some sort of magic I can use?” he asked, sounding disappointed.

   “Writing is magic.  It only seems mundane because it is so common, and because most people fail to do it well.”

   “Yes, Father,” he replied, dutifully.

   “Now run along home and talk to your mother.”

   “Yes, Father,” he repeated.  He hurried off to the lower door.  I told the mountain what I needed in the great hall and went looking for something to write with.

   Once I had a place for messages, I pulled out the mirror Beltar gave me.  It wouldn’t work inside the scryshield—at least, not as it was.  A little spell-work to add some temporary encryption protocols so it could synch with the scryshield and…

   “Seldar.  Seldar.  Seldar.”

   The mirror rippled, swam, and cleared.

   The Kingsway alarm went off.  It was someone I didn’t recognize, dressed in scale-and-plate and wearing two swords, with a shield slung on his back.  The tabard bore a device: green on the right, gold on the left, divided vertically by a black bar with a white circle in the middle.

   Seldar appeared in the mirror.  The background was a temple of some sort.  Seldar himself was… Okay, yes, he was older.  I’m really not dealing well with that.  He also seemed large, but that was to be expected, as well.  All my original knights were subjected to growth spells, encouraging size, strength, speed, stamina—all the physical attributes a warrior would need.  Seldar was one of the few who could actually cast the spell combinations, and one of the first to get them.

   “Sire,” he acknowledged, and bowed.  His voice was deeper than before, too.  Well, he was an adolescent when I met him.

   “Someone’s at my door,” I told him.  “I’m sorry; I meant to have a conversation with you.  Can I call you back?”

   “I am at your disposal.”

   I hung up on him, put the mirror away, and headed to the front door.  It was still closed when I arrived.  A quick look through the peephole mirror showed me the same man, alone, with his hand in the hole.  It seemed he could follow instructions.  Fair enough.  I pushed on the opposite side of the door and it swung open.  I stepped forward with my half, wondering what he would do.

   “Hello?” he called.  He took a step forward.  “Hello?”

   “I’m right here,” I said, coming around the door behind him.  He jumped.  “Be careful; an open door is not an invitation.”

   “I have been sent—”

   “Obviously.  I’m going to guess you’re a knight in service to the Baron of the Eastern Marches and he’s sent you to deliver a message of some sort.  Very well.  Enter freely and of your own will, but be aware you already entered my personal domain.”

   While I spoke, I sized him up.  Tall-ish, about five-eleven, with a lean build.  Black hair, black eyes, a solid tan, one missing tooth slightly to the left of center, callused hands.  He moved easily, obviously used to heavy steel armor and associated gear.  His accent seemed familiar.  I couldn’t quite place it.

   I turned my back on him and marched the length of the great hall while he stood there.  I seated myself on the dragon’s-head throne and pretended to relax.

   “Well?” I asked.

   He’s scared, Boss.

   He should be.  I didn’t say the baron could send another messenger.  I said he could come visit.  Although, I added, I suppose I shouldn’t hold this guy responsible.  I doubt he had much choice in the matter.

   He entered.  I wasn’t surprised; bravery is a prerequisite to becoming a knight.  He kept his spine straight and his footsteps regular as he approached.  He bowed at the foot of the dais, directly in front of the dragon’s head.

   “Majesty,” he said.  “I have come from the Baron Gosford, Lord of the Fortress of the East, Warden of the Eastern Marches.”

   “Go on.”

   “He bids me say to you he is unable to come to you and he wishes to hold private converse.”

   “You look familiar,” I told him.  “Who are you?”

   “I am Sir Dantos of the plains, Your Majesty.”

   “Ah.  You’re from one of the plains tribes?”

   “Yes, Your Majesty.”

   “It must be an interesting story how you came to be a knight in the baron’s service.”

   “Perhaps it is, Your Majesty.”

   “Do they still talk about me, out on the plains?”

   “Yes, Your Majesty.”

   A bead of sweat ran down the side of his face.  Odd, considering the temperature.

   “Are you afraid, Sir Dantos of the plains?”

   “Yes, Your Majesty.”  Not an instant of hesitation.  I liked that.

   “Then you should be made welcome.”  I sprang off the throne and down the steps of the dais.  “Come along.  And stop being formal.  My house; my rules.  You may address me as ‘Halar,’ at least until I tell you otherwise.”

   I led him into the kitchen, my preferred audience chamber.  I think it has a warm, personal feel to it.  It’s hard to hold to court manners in a kitchen, and court manners make me uncomfortable.  With a sandwich in one hand a mug of tea in the other, he seemed less fearful and more nonplussed.  I urged him to try something from the fruit bowl.

   “Now,” I began, propping my feet up on another stool and leaning against the wall, “what’s the baron really want?  And please don’t go my-lording me.  Go ahead and explain, in your own words.  Whatever it is, you’ll be fine.”

   Mary came in, looking grumpy.  She paused in the door and Dantos paused when he saw her.

   I invited her in, made introductions.  Dantos rose to bow.  Mary nodded and sat down when he did.  Apparently, whatever she wanted would wait—probably our date, assuming she was done being upset with me about the whole fatherhood thing.  I really do need to do something nice for her; I may not understand why she’s upset, but the fact she is upset is all that really matters.

   “My… Halar, I mean,” Dantos began.  “The baron has not made me privy to his desires, but if you wish me to guess?”

   “By all means.”

   “There are many rumors about you.  Do you know of them?”

   “I know some of them.  Does anyone ever know all the rumors?”

   “Fairly said.  There are many, for you.  Some say you have become a god; others say you were a demon and were banished.  You came to this world through the Gate of Shadow for vengeance on the Hand.  You completed your vengeance, stayed awhile, and departed for your homeland.  You have abdicated; you have turned over your crown to the Queen; you have begun seeking among your children for a worthy heir.  You plan a war with the viksagi, or the frost giants, or the ice giants.  You plan to war with the Witches of Kamshasa.  You plan to spread your kingdom over the people of the plains and the cities beyond.  You plan to conquer to Mountains of the Sun.  You are secretly Rendu, of the Heru, creator of the world, a god of the elves.  You conspire with the Father of Darkness to—”

   “That’s enough,” I cut him off.  “There are more rumors than sense in the kingdom.  Basically, nobody knows anything and they’re telling lies to sound smarter.  Fine.  How does this affect the baron and I?”

   “I believe the baron wishes to declare himself King of the East, using the Teeth of the World’s Edge as a barrier between himself and the Queen of Karvalen.”

   “It’s going to be confusing if this is Karvalen, the city, and that’s Karvalen, the kingdom,” I noted.  Dantos shrugged.

   “That will be his problem.”

   “And he wants me to… what?  Approve?  Give him permission?”

   “I think he wants you to come down and be proven an impostor.  Your arrival here, now, makes it difficult to consider a declaration such as that.  Only a fool would take such a risk.”

   “When the Demon King shows up on the night before you planned to declare war on him, it’s got to be nerve-wracking,” I admitted.

   “Exactly.  He would like to disprove you.  Failing that, I do not know if he would try to kill you.”

   “You don’t seem to have any trouble believing who I am,” I noted.  “Why is that?”

   Dantos got up from his stool and slowly knelt, bending forward and placing his forehead on the floor.  He shifted into a language of the plains tribes.  I didn’t need a translation spell for it; I recognized the phrasing and Firebrand supplied me with particulars.

   “Bless us in the shadows, Lord of Night, and be kind until the dawn.”

   Dantos rose and resumed his seat.  Apparently, he thought that was an answer to my question.

   Well, crap.

   “I have a question,” Mary piped up.  Dantos and I both turned to her.  I nodded encouragingly.  “Dantos—I said that right?  Good.  Dantos, correct me where I’m wrong, but you’re a knight sworn to the service of this Baron Goshdarn or whatever his name is, right?”

   “Yes, my lady.”

   “Yet, there you sit, blabbing about how you suspect your lord of rebellious, even treasonous plans—I’m not sure of the difference between rebellious and treasonous, but they amount to the same thing in that the baron’s going to get himself killed.  Right?”

   “Yes, my lady.”

   “Why are you telling us this?  I mean, you’re in service to the local lord.  He didn’t send you up here to negotiate, did he?”

   “No, my lady.  My mission was to persuade the King to come down by whatever means I might.”

   “Why did he send you?” I asked.

   “I am a plainsman.  It is said our faces cannot be read by any but our wives.”

   “Fair enough, I guess.”

   “Back to my point,” Mary insisted.  “Shouldn’t you be busy lying like a tired dog to get him down the mountain?”

   “My baron did command this, yes,” Dantos agreed, “but, while my duty is to my baron, his authority comes from the King.  Ultimately, my loyalty, like all knights in service to any lord, is to my King, and the Lord of Night.  If the Lord of Night wishes to send me back to the baron in chains for my treachery, then shall I stand the Last Watch, hanging in a cage of iron from the Baron’s walls.  I will not lie to the King, nor sit silent when he commands me to speak.”

   Mary turned to me.

   “I like him.  Can we keep him?”

   “I’m not sure I can send him back, actually,” I mused.  “If you go back empty-handed, what’s going to happen?”

   “Am I commanded to conceal my disobedience to my baron?”

   “Let’s say you are.”

   “Then I will be silent and report only that I failed.”

   “And what will the baron do to you?”

   “He will be disappointed and frustrated.  I do not think he will take any action against me.  He knows, or thinks he knows, the magnitude of the task.”

   “What would you rather do?  Stay here, or go back?”

   “I have a wife and child, my King.  Where I go, they must go also.”

   “Fine by me.  They’re welcome to come up, too.  Or I could ship the three of you off to Carrillon with a note to the Queen about finding you a position.  Whatever you like.”

   “If I have the choice, my King, I will choose to stay with you.”

   “Okay.  Come with me.  I’ll introduce you to the lower door.  If your wife is okay with it, you can bring your family up whenever.”

   Once I showed Sir Dantos out the entryway, Mary took my hand and firmly escorted me to our private chambers.

   “Am I in trouble?” I asked.

   “Not yet.”

   I took it as a good sign.

   Mary opened the makeup kit and started to work on my face.

   “I was trying to call Seldar when Dantos showed up,” I told her.  She didn’t stop.  “I really do need to talk to him.”

   “Which is more important?  Your phone call or our date?”

   Okay, I’m sometimes stupid.  Sometimes I’m a complete idiot.  On the other hand, I’m not sure if there’s anyone in two universes who’s that dumb.

   “I have spells for my face,” I pointed out.

   “It’s a city full of wizardry,” she countered.

   “Yes, but it’s rude to poke someone else’s spells.”

   “And anyone who is rude enough to do so may be powerful enough to not care what most people think.”

   I changed the subject.

   “Mind if I ask why you don’t like the idea of me being a dad?”

   “Yes.”

   Okay, I failed to change the subject.  I shut up and let her work her makeup magic.  It wasn’t really much of a disguise, all things considered.  She lightened my hair and beard, had me wear the green contact lenses, darkened my skin several shades, and did something subtle with my cheekbones and eyebrows.  My face was more rounded, less angular, but I couldn’t tell exactly how she did it.  I thought I looked like Santa Claus after the Grecian Formula commercial.

   “Very nice,” I observed, regarding myself in a mirror.  “Ever consider a career in the theater?”

   “Yes.  I worked as a cosmetologist for a while, too, way back in the ancient days of my youth.”

   “You may have missed your calling.”

   “I was always told to do what you love,” she retorted.  “Hypocrisy.  They tell you that, then they tell you to stop stealing stuff, even make you give it back.  Most unfair.”

   I chuckled and opened a wardrobe.

   “What do we wear?”

   She picked out my clothes for me so I would blend in better.  Since I wanted to wear the rings, she included gloves with the cold-weather gear.  I cut my fingertalons and filed them blunt so they didn’t rip through the fingertips of the gloves.

   “Where, exactly, are we going?” I wanted to know.

   “If we don’t dawdle, we may manage to take in lunch, a couple of shows, dinner, and still make it back before sunset,” she replied.  “You may be perfectly happy living in a mountaintop cave with your spells and mirrors and whatever, but I need to go out and do things.  You are coming along.”

   “Yes, dear.”

    

   We left the palace through Mary’s secret door.  I stayed wrapped in a dust-colored cloak over plain breeches, leggings, and three layers of tunic.  Firebrand had something to say about being left behind, but it’s a big piece of steel and more than a little distinctive.  Instead, I brought along a sharmi—a broad-bladed shortsword—concealed under my cloak.

   Mary was dressed more fancifully, but not greatly so.  Her cloak was dark blue, trimmed with a little fur, and her clothes were both of nicer material and more flattering cut.  It was appropriate for members of the middle class on their day off, according to her.  I didn’t much care for the wriage containing her hair; I like her hair.

   Neither of us wore an over-the-shoulder ribbon.  Being an agent of the Crown might be asking for trouble if the local baron was considering secession from the kingdom.

   The undermountain, as always, was nicely warm.  The public hallways were well-lit; I recognized the spells.  At least I knew where those went; sunlight and artificial light combined to keep the place comfortably bright.  Not having sunlight in the halls of the upper palace area was actually a good idea, come to think of it.

   The halls were like streets—smaller in some districts, feeding into larger thoroughfares, and those connected to huge, arching halls fit for giants.  There was a stronger impression of natural, almost organic architecture involved; everything seemed more rounded, less carved.  None of the halls—streets?—were crowded, but they were usually busy and surprisingly clean.  Much of the city lived and worked inside the mountain.  I wondered if it was possible to never go out at all.

   I talked with Mary about it as we walked; she’d found most goods and services available—tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, butcher, baker, even candle and candle-stick makers.  I’d have to say it wasn’t merely possible to live entirely under the mountain, but easy and even convenient.

   Everyone wore some magic.  Most of it was on clothing—minor glamours to enhance the color or add highlights.  Other spells kept clothes clean or dry, hair in place, monitored access to purses to prevent pickpocketing, acted as timers, and so on.  We passed hundreds of people and at least twice as many spells.  No enchantments, though; those are much more difficult and expensive.  But since almost everyone could cast at least minor spells, they did.

   We left the undercity through the twin pivots of the western doors.  During the day, they open both the inner and the outer door to facilitate traffic.  At night, or in times of trouble, the two doors would act like an airlock to control access.  With both of them open—rotated parallel to the hallway—they formed a center wall to divide the hallway into one-way streets.  Three other sets of doors do the same thing, each set in a cardinal direction.

   In the overcity, Mary knew exactly where she wanted to go.  We walked down through the grand curves of the main streets, switched back and forth at intersections.  We even took a walk through a park on our way to lunch.  I liked the park.  It didn’t have roads or paved walkways, but there were well-trodden footpaths.  The trees weren’t impressive; the park was only about nine years old.  Still, it had real dirt underfoot and a combination of grass, flowers, and small trees.  Everything was still growing wild and could use a gardener.

   Or, on the other hand, maybe it didn’t need one.  Aboveground, the city was stone and rather barren.  Maybe a little bit of the wild and natural isn’t such a bad idea.

   We had lunch at an actual restaurant, The Golden Cockerel—a place for eating, not an inn or a tavern that also provided meals.  We didn’t have those nine years ago.  It was also quite good.

   I never tried kathtali fruit before.  It’s similar to an orange in texture, but the flavor—too strong for my preference, but most everything is—reminded me of sweet apples and cinnamon.  They served it in small slices, icy cold.  Proper technique involved taking a bite, sucking out as much of the juice as possible, then eating the rest of the slice.  It’s messy if you do it wrong, but Mary didn’t laugh at me, possibly because the beard was her idea.  She did order more, though.  Judging by her smile, I think she wanted to see if I would ever get it right.  I did.

   I noticed something peculiar.  While pivot-doors were in evidence, the majority of doors were wooden things, with hinges.  What most people think of as regular doors.  Going through one, I paused to examine the hinges.  They seemed embedded in the stone of the doorframe.  Did the mountain obligingly engulf things people wanted to mount somewhere?  Did they drill holes, put in bolts, and the mountain healed over the holes and bolts, together?  How helpful is my pet rock to the average citizen?  Helpful enough to hang a door, at least.

   While we ate in the restaurant and later, on our walk, I listened to the people around us.  Most of their conversations were of no real interest to me.  What few references I heard regarding the king seemed positively slanted, though.  He’s in the palace, he’s free of the demon, and so on.  No singing in the streets, but I didn’t expect any.

   After lunch, it was off to the theater.  We saw a play.  The language was formal, with almost everything spoken in rhymed couplets or some sort of rapid-fire rhyme scheme.  Maybe it’s the fashion of formal theater; I wouldn’t know.  The stylized acting reminded me of some Oriental style—kabuki, maybe?  Is that what I’m thinking of?  The special effects were excellent, though.  Somewhere offstage, wizards used illusions to enhance the performance.  It was like watching Romeo and Juliet, directed by Izumo no Okuni, with special effects by Industrial Light and Magic.

   Ha.  Industrial Light and Actual Magic.  I’m amused.

   The only thing I didn’t enjoy about it was the subject matter.  

   Let me state, for the record, I did not raise my hands and call up a city of stone overnight.  It did not rumble upward out of the dirt in a matter of minutes.  Nor did I suck the life out of half a mountain range of monsters to empower the stone with life.  And if I ever wrestled a dragon into submission, I don’t remember it.  That sort of thing would stick in my memory, I’m sure.  As I recall, I only fought one dragon, and wrestling it was a Very Bad Idea.  Oh, I could easily put my arms around its neck, but strangling it was out of the question!

   Someone should get their poetic license revoked.

   At the time, however, I kept my mouth shut, ignored the discrepancies, and tried to enjoy the performance.  People seemed delighted by the play, but only people who wanted to see the play would go to it.  Not really a random sample, but the house was packed.  Evidently, it was popular.  Hopefully, so was I.

   After that, it was off to bar-hop.  Mary is delighted at the “primitive” music styles they have here, and most of the taverns have live music.  She seems to be especially amused at the present fondness for embarrassing songs.  Embarrassing to me, anyway.

   As a side note, recorded music is definitely possible, but expensive.  It involves a gem or crystal for each song, of course, but the big expense is hiring a wizard to capture the sound and put it in the crystal for later playback.  It’s not an easy spell, and it only works on one crystal at a time.  You can make multiple copies from one performance if you have multiple wizards, but the performers are usually the cheapest part of the process.  Hence the live music.

   One of the problems with magic is it doesn’t lend itself well to industrial-scale production.  Everything has to be hand-crafted.

   We visited a number of places of varying quality.  For some of them, the only reason we went in was the music, which may have been the point of having it.  Attracting customers.

   The one I’m thinking of was on the lower end of mediocre, but the music was surprisingly light and lively.  There were quite a number of rowdy men in the place, most of whom were armed in one fashion or another—not a serious issue, I felt, since most of them seemed to be either off-duty city guards or knights of the baron.  The ladies present, to judge from their behavior, were either brusquely serving food and drink while ignoring various forms of lechery, or actively encouraging lechery while negotiating the fee before going upstairs.  Of the two, the second was much more prevalent.  They were, I felt, the main reason so many large, martial men frequented the place.

   As I said, not my idea of a quality establishment.  On the other hand, it was a six-piece band and quite a good one.  Mary liked the place.  We found seats near the stage and did all the usual things—clapped along, sang with the crowd on refrains, and so on.

   Okay, yes.  I did enjoy it.  I admit it.

   A little later, there came a crash and clatter, followed by much laughter.  A quick glance showed a tray, scattered mugs, pieces of mugs, and a badly-dampened man in the baron’s colors, rubbing his head while chuckling at the horrified teenaged serving-boy.  The knight was good about it; he even picked up a couple of the mugs.  Another knight chanted and waved his hands for several moments, a spell to dry his dampened fellow.

   I noticed, because of my own beard, the fuzzy status of the room.  The obviously military or guard types were clean-shaven.  Maybe it was regulation.  The civilians seemed divided about evenly on the facial hair front, wearing either longer beards or none at all.

   On the other hand, watching the crowd also showed me less pleasant things.  One of the serving-girls—Eight years old?  Nine?  Ten, and small for her age?—was also on mug-gathering duty.  She kept steering her course around a table full of city guards.  When she got too close, I saw why.  They kept harassing her.

   I won’t go into specifics.  I prefer not to think about it.  All I’ll say about it is this:  If it had been Tianna, nine years ago, I would have not only let her incinerate them, but let Firebrand race her to see who could carbonize bone first.  I admit I may be a bit unreasonable about grown men being too touchy-feely with children.  Sue me.

   Nobody else seemed to notice.  Well, other guardsmen noticed, but paid no attention.  The knights didn’t seem to see it, or deliberately chose not to see it.  The owner or manager or whatever, he saw it, but he said nothing.  Maybe it was a case of public versus private.  It’s one thing to joke about, another thing to follow through.  She might be harassed, but was otherwise perfectly safe.  Maybe.  Something like that.  It might be a cultural thing I never heard of.  I don’t get out much to touch base with the man on the street.

   I still didn’t like it.  If Rendal was still Commander of the City Guard for Mochara and Karvalen, he and I were going to have words.

   I glanced Mary’s way.  She was enjoying the music with the intense delight of the tourist.  Well, that was fair.  I didn’t want to spoil our outing, so I signaled the girl and she came over.  After a bit of negotiation, I gave her one of the hexagonal gold coins we salvaged from the amateur archaeologists.  It was probably about what the guards’ table could manage to drink in one night.  She ran it back to the manager.  He took the coin, eyed me, nodded, and sent her back.

   We now had a personal waiter.  My objective was fulfilled:  she didn’t have to go anywhere near the guardsmen.  A nice compromise, I thought.  Problem solved without violence and without disrupting our date.  Perfect.

   For all of ten minutes.

   The shadow loomed over me and resolved into a guard.

   “Hey, skinny.  What’s the idea of stealing our pretty little servant?”

   “Renting,” I corrected.

   “Whatever.  We miss her over at our table.”

   I rubbed my temples.  Mary glanced at the guard, then at me.

   “Is this guy bothering you?” she asked.

   “Yes.”

   “Is it legal to kill him?”

   “Doubt it.”

   “But can I get away with it?”

   “Too many witnesses,” I pointed out.

   “Hey!” protested the subject of our debate, “is this bitch really threatening to kill me?”  His disbelief was plain.

   “No, I’m asking if I can get away with it.  If I were threatening you, you would be sitting in a puddle of your own urine and crying.”  To me she added, “Why is he trying to be intimidating?”

   “I hired us a personal waitress while we’re here.  He wants her.”

   “The kid?”

   “Yes.”

   “You and children,” she sighed.  “Fine.  But we’re going to dinner when you’re done here.”

   “Yes, dear.”

   I stood up, smiling, teeth hidden behind my lips.

   “My good man,” I began, and he hit me.  He crossed my jaw with a left and put his right into my gut, low, just in the sweet spot between the belly button and the groin.  They were really good hits and I felt them.  When I bent over from the body shot, he smacked my head down on the table and grabbed my left wrist.  The musicians quit about then and several people let out whoops of enthusiasm—dinner and a show!

   He had my left arm out and twisted, locked in place.  It was a nice hold, I have to admit.  Painful, too, all the way from wrist to shoulder.  I don’t think he was trying to break anything, but on mortal flesh and bone it would have been close.  I think he was annoyed with me.  The way he ground my nose and cheek into the rough-hewn tabletop with his other hand was another clue.  I wasn’t sure at if he drew blood by scraping my face on the rough wood.  It felt like it.

   How ironic is that?  I really do need more self-defense classes.  Either that, or I need to be even more paranoid than I already am.

   “Now you listen up you pompous shit,” he growled.  “You don’t come in here and throw money around just to get your way, see?  We don’t like you rich folk slumming it and sneering down your noses, pretending to be better than us.  You take your mouthy little woman and whimper your ass out the door before I kick it into the street.”

   Several options went through my head while lancing pains went through my arm and shoulder.  I think I would have probably gone with the idea of doing as he said and avoiding further trouble, except for one thing:  The frightened look on the little girl’s face.  In retrospect, it might have been from the violence in close proximity, not a fear of what would happen afterward.  I suppose I should have thought of that, but I’m not at my best with my face squashed against old beer and splinters.

   I stomped on one of his feet.  Night or day, I still weigh about three times what you’d expect—and I’m disproportionally strong for someone with that kind of muscle density.  Something in his foot made a snapping sort of crunching noise.  He let go of me, hopping backward and howling, and I pushed him.  He toppled backward and collapsed in a heap.

   The rest of his table came for me, three men, more than ready to brawl.  The two in the lead came in high, trying to grab me, throw me down, pin me.  They were thinking of me as a human being to be subdued.

   I’m tall and thin; I don’t look strong enough to absorb the charge of two medium-to-large men, much less half-shove, half-throw them anywhere.  They came toward me, side-by-side.  I brought my hands up in front of myself, between them, and swept my fists to either side.  I took one of them in the shoulder, the other in the head.  Both of them were surprised to be hit so hard.  I remembered to follow through, continuing the motion, and they wound up going more sideways than forward.  They crashed into tables and other people, much to the amusement of the rest of the crowd.  In the background, I heard the proprietor wailing about no fighting.

   The last man came in low while the other two were departing.  He got me around the waist in a tackle; I went down heavily.  He landed on top, left arm around my waist, and tried for my groin with his right fist.  I raised one leg and blocked with my thigh.  He twisted and punched but couldn’t get a good angle; he also couldn’t get his arm out from underneath me.  He settled for hitting me in the guts, slightly below the belt line, the same spot the other guy already tenderized, wham-wham-wham!

   Oh, I wanted to crush his face!  Instead, I grabbed the back of his head and pulled his face into view; I didn’t give him much of a choice, unless he wanted to rip his own scalp off in resisting.  I hit him with a left, straight in, broke his nose, and stunned him.  A quick arch of my back to free his arm and a rough shove with my foot sent him skidding across the floor.  He broke the legs out from under another table and scattered drinks.

   The other two waded back in, carrying chairs.  At least it was still a brawl.  There were no actual weapons, only improvised ones.  The chairs were heavy things—durable.  This was going to sting.

   One came at me overhand, trying to bring the chair down on my head.  The other swung sideways.  I turned to take the side-shot with my back and shoulder.  I raised the other arm to both block the attack and to hit the overhand chair with my forearm.  Both chairs broke on impact, but none of my bones did.  I’m more durable than I look.  The impacts didn’t stagger me as much as I feared, either.

   While they recovered from their swings, I kicked one of them in the knee.  It made a wet, popping sound and he went down, clutching at it and howling.  No adventuring for him.

   The remaining guy, still holding a pair of sticks from the broken chair, started laying into me with his impromptu clubs.  I closed with him, getting inside his guard, and took a couple of hits in the process—one on the left arm, defending my head, another in the ribs on that side.  What bothered me most was the thrust, straight into the spot where everyone seems to aim.  I’d call it a stabbing pain, only being stabbed hurts less.  It didn’t double me up—I saw it coming—but it hurt far more than the punches.  It went a long way toward getting my opponent killed.  

   I succeeded in getting my arms around his body, under the arms.

   He turned a leg against the anticipated knee to the groin, but I surprised him.  I had my arms around him; I raised my hands behind his back, up his neck.  I pushed his head from behind, shot my head forward.  His face met my forehead in a sudden thud.  Then I kneed him in the groin, because I was feeling ornery.

   I wiped blood from my face—my blood, from the table scrapes—amid laughter and cheers.  It seems everyone loves to watch a fight.  I hurt, but nothing seemed about to fall off.  No teeth were loose, but, since the adrenalin started to wear off, the multiply-abused spot in my gut started to complain more stridently.  The rest of my injuries were painful, but minor—bruises, maybe.  My gut was going to stiffen up, though; I could tell.  My facial lacerations started to sting, too.

   The cheering died down as I grabbed the four and shoved them together amid groans and whimpers.  I picked up the man with the broken foot.  I put one hand in the throat of his shirt, the other around his belt buckle.  I lifted him overhead like a piece of lumber and held him there at arm’s length.  In the resulting quiet, I explained to him, hopefully in a patient and calm voice.

   “Your behavior toward that little girl is reprehensible, especially from someone in a position of authority.  You are a disgrace!  You are supposed to set an example, adhere to a higher standard!  You’re lucky to be alive!

   “As of this moment, all four of you are relieved of duty.  Limp or crawl your way to the Temple of Shadow and explain why you’re there.  After they explain why you’re scum, you will go to the Temple of Justice and serve there for thirty days.  And learn how to be a better human being while you’re there!”  I shook him a bit to emphasize my ire.  “Do you understand me?”

   He gurgled a bit and nodded.  I dropped him onto his companions.

   A hand grasped my upper arm and turned me around.  One of the baron’s knights stood there, frowning at me the frown of a man who finds he has to touch something distasteful.

   “These men are part of the City Guard,” he snapped.  “What do you think you’re doing?”

   “What you should have,” I replied, glaring into his eyes.  Without looking away, I threw a gold coin to the musicians.  The harpist caught it.  “Sorry to have interrupted.”

   “Explain yourself!” the knight commanded, not letting go of my arm.

   “He means,” replied another knight, in an odd voice, “that we should have stopped the… that we should have stood up for… that we should have been ‘as just and fair as our mortal wisdom will allow.’”

   Nobody else seemed to get it, but the knights did.  The first one let go of my arm as though it was on fire.

   “I don’t think much of your mortal wisdom,” I told him, softly, keeping eye contact.  “Surely you remember the words?  ‘Righteous in wrath…’?”

   “…gentle in peace,” he continued.  The rest of the knights in the room joined in.

   “…noble at all times,” came the half-whispered chorus.  Light seemed to dawn on the non-knights.

   Silence fell.

   “You let this happen,” I growled.  “Those four aren’t the only ones who have disgraced themselves.  They have a penance to do.  As for all the so-called knights here… You cannot understand how utterly disappointed I am with you.”

   I held out my hand to Mary.  She took it and rose.  We headed for the door amid a bubble of empty space and a sea of murmuring.  Mary and I made it out the door and into the winter air before she said anything.

   “Every inch the king, hmm?” she asked, holding on to my arm.  I leaned on her a little.  My midsection had a fist-sized knot and hurt like hell.  Walking out with dignity took more effort than I like to think about.  As I calmed down, it became harder and harder to ignore my injuries.  It’s one thing to take a hit and wait a minute for it to go away.  It’s another to take a hit and have to deal with it on a continuing basis.  I’m not so good with the second one.

   Once we were outside, I hurried us away.  The main streets run in curves, but the city blocks have alleys and side-streets between the buildings.  We ducked into a narrow alley and I leaned back against the wall.

   “I’m a charlatan,” I admitted, both hands on my busted gut.  “A con man.  A fake.  I know it.  I’m pretending to be a king because they wanted one.”  I massaged the assaulted abdominal area.  It was certainly going to be a deep-tissue bruise, probably with lots of purple and swelling.  Does the city train the watchmen to aim for that spot?

   I hate fistfights.  At least I know what I’m doing with a sword.

   “Is that why you were disappointed?” she asked.  The wind died down, but the snow was starting to fall more seriously.  It wasn’t sticking, though.  Then again, with the undermountain heating, would the streets ever get snowed over or iced up?  Doubtful, but interesting enough to momentarily distract me from the pain.

   “I’m disappointed how knights—well, whoever those guys were—could ignore what was going on.  My knights would have beat those city guards into a wide variety of purple shades with a hint of red.”

   “That’s not what I meant.”

   “Oh.  Sorry.  I’m not at my sharpest.”

   “What I should have asked—are you going to throw up?”

   “Maybe.  Not for the moment, I think.”  Mary moved to stand beside me, out of the line of fire.  “The thing is, I play the part of a king because they wanted and needed a king.  I’m doing the best I can with Le Morte d’Arthur, a Connecticut Yankee, and a bunch of medieval movies, okay?  This place is superficially similar to some late medieval European monarchies—”

   “Please stop talking,” she told me.  I shut up.  “What I should have asked was, ‘Why did you get into a bar fight in the first place?’”

   “I thought you said you understood about me and children?” I asked, still massaging my midsection.  The icy air on my abused face was both pleasant and painful.  At least my face wasn’t actively bleeding, though it was oozing a little.  I’m a crybaby.

   “Understand?  No.  All I know is you have a thing about being nice to kids.”

   “And those pedophilic perverts were being less than gentle with a little girl.  I didn’t draw a weapon and I didn’t shove their heads up each other’s—nevermind.  I say they got off easy.”

   “In this environment, I’d say they were being unpleasant and rude, but it’s one of the risks you take in a watering hole.”

   “A child her age shouldn’t have to.”

   “Ooo, I love the gravelly, sinister tone when you say that.  And she shouldn’t have to work all day at the family business, either, but do you think they have much of a choice?  The world is full of injustice.  You can’t fix everything.  Get used to it.”

   I took a few deep breaths and straightened.  I could walk.  Mary took my arm immediately and pulled me along the street.

   “And another thing,” she added, switching to English.  “You are terrible at being incognito.”

   “I thought I was doing pretty well.”

   “Only when it was convenient and easy.  The first rule of being in disguise is to commit.”

   “Commit?”

   “John Smith the Normal Nobody does not pick a fight with the off-duty police officer!  He stays the hell out of it—at most, he calls an on-duty cop.  When you adopt a disguise, you become the disguise—you become the person you pretend to be, or it’s no better than a carnival mask.”

   I squirmed inwardly, mainly because she was right and I knew she was right.

   “All right.  I’m not good at it.”

   “You better learn to be.”

   “Must I?  Why?”

   “Because you’re still stuck in the whole power thing.  Like it or not, you have power—physical, magical, mental, popular, political, whatever.  Those knights recognized you, or what you were saying.”  Mary rolled her eyes theatrically.  “You could have just bared fangs or bit someone, you know.  That would have been quicker and even more effective.”

   “All right, all right.  I’m a moron.  I get it.”

   “No, you don’t get it,” she contradicted.  “You keep being a moron!  You don’t learn from your mistakes—which, I suppose, is characteristic of a moron.”

   Ouch.

   “And while we’re on the subject of morons,” she continued, “why in the name of sanity are you still pretending to be a king?”

   “It’s hard to explain.”

   “Try me.”

   “Well… remember how I wound up accidentally founding a city?”

   “Yes, I recall.  You slipped and fell and accidentally had refugees and a pregnant fire-priestess.”

   “Um.  No.  Yes.  Not exactly.”

   “Oh?  Do explain.”

   “They didn’t think of being self-governing.  They wanted a king.  They expected a king.  If they were voting people, they’d have voted me into office.  I sort of wound up being king because they wanted me to be.”

   “What did you want?”

   “That doesn’t matter.  They wanted and needed a central authority figure.  They expected it.  It’s the mode they knew and understood, so they… what are you looking at?”

   “You.  You’re a soft-hearted slob and an unrepentant romantic, you know that?”

   “No.”

   “That’s a big river you’re sailing on,” she observed.  “Right past the pyramids, I see.”

   “If you’re trying to imply I’m in denial—” I began, but she interrupted.

   “Pets.”

   “Beg pardon?”

   “If you’re not a sappy romantic, then this whole kingdom is a terrarium and it’s full of your pets.  You take care of them even when it’s more trouble than they’re worth.”

   “I don’t see it that way.”

   “I’m sure you don’t.  You don’t want to be king.  You don’t want to the responsibility—and, somehow, you think responsibility and power are inextricably linked.  And you won’t simply abandon your tank of living toys even when they’re being difficult.”

   “Look,” I argued, “if you’re going to go with the whole pets metaphor, think of it like this.  If you pick up a starving puppy and feed it, do you then dump it back out into the snow?”

   “If it starts chewing up my shoes?  Yes.”

   “See, that’s where we differ.  I’ll try and find it a home.”

   “You’re a soft-hearted slob.”

   “Have you seen me rip the guts out of someone?” I countered.

   “Yes.  I’ve also seen you get into a swordfight with people toting shotguns.  There’s the restaurant I want to try,” she indicated, nodding at a place up ahead.  “Think you can avoid rescuing any small children from the horrors of okra and pickled cabbage?”

   “That’s asking quite a bit,” I admitted, trying to smile.

   “Try hard.”

   “I will.  Can I have a minute to work a healing spell for my face?”

   “Does it hurt?”

   “Yes.”

   “Then no.  Maybe it’ll help as a reminder.”

   “Seriously?”

   “Seriously.  Moron.”  She sighed and squeezed my undamaged arm.  “Look… I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t be like that.  It’s just… I guess I don’t know what to expect from you.  You seem contradictory to me.  Maybe you’re more complicated than I thought and I haven’t figured out the pattern.”

   “I’m a complicated moron?”

   “Possibly a good summary, but I think there’s more to you than that.”

   “I don’t know what to say.”

   “How about accepting my apology and working your healing spell?  Then we can have a nice dinner and maybe have a less heated discussion, instead of an argument?”

   “I accept your apology.  And I apologize for being lousy at disguises.  I’ll try to do better.”

   I worked my healing spell for my face, sealing the skin, and another one for my various aches and pains.

    

   Dinner went well.  No fights, no reprimands, not even dirty looks.  It was a good dinner; I managed to enjoy it despite my sensory handicaps.  I noticed the door was another “normal” door and saw a lot of traffic, furthering my theory.

   During our leisurely meal, Mary and I discussed a number of things, mostly personal, and generally avoiding what might be thought of as business topics.  Mary called my attention to the conversations around us, however.

   “Listen to the three over there,” she suggested.  I glanced their way, matched sounds to lips, and listened.

   “He’s roamin’ about the town, handin’ out judgment!” one insisted.  “I was there when he thrashed a dozen guards!”

   “I don’t believe it,” number two scoffed.  “Even he couldn’t judge the whole city.”

   “Oh, I don’t know,” said the third.  “He’s got a lot of knights in the Temple of Shadow.”

   “There, see?” demanded the first.  “I tell you, he’s back.  He’s eaten the Demon King and now he’s out to undo all the damage!”

   “Demon King my left nut,” replied the second.  “I’ll grant you he’s in the mountain.  I don’t believe he’s walking the streets and watching us.  Lerit?  Help me here.”

   “It’s possible,” Lerit, the third man, mused.  “We wouldn’t know.  For all we know, he’s in Carrillon killing the cabinet and siring another heir—or he’s at the next table, enjoying dinner.”

   “See!” the first one crowed.  “He could be anywhere!  Watching.  Judging.  Getting ready to kill anyone who doesn’t measure up!”

   “Or seeing who he wants to create knights,” the second argued.  “If he’s not the Demon King, that is.”

   I dialed down my ears and looked at Mary.  I raised my eyebrows meaningfully.

   “I like the rumor,” she said, smiling.

   “I’m not sure I do.  And it’s amazing how quickly it’s spread if we’re hearing it already.”

   “We’re not far from the source, and there were a lot of people.”

   “Yeah, I guess.  Still, I’m not sure I like this rumor.”

   “Why not?”

   “It sounds like I’m some sort of free-roaming bolt of lightning, waiting to strike down the wicked.”

   “Aren’t you?”

   I didn’t have an answer.  I don’t picture myself as one, but, objectively, I suppose I could be interpreted that way.  At least until you get to know me.  I think.  I hope.

   After dinner, it was a walk up to the southern gate to the undermountain, a stroll through the corridors, and up to my front door.

   We were underground for the transformation, but didn’t quite make it to the waterfall in time.  We showered and changed afterward, though.  It’s always an unpleasant experience, but, in the larger scheme of things, merely an annoyance.  It’s all a matter of perspective, I guess.

   “Tell me something,” Mary requested.

   “Pretty much anything.”

   “Pretty much?”

   “I’m not going to lie to you, remember?”

   “Ah.  About the thought of you being a bolt of justice from the heavens?”

   “I think you’ve got the launch point wrong, but go ahead.”

   “I think it’s a really good sign.”

   I finished brushing my face and handed her the brush.

   “I don’t.”

   “Hear me out.  They’re thinking of you as a terror in the streets, hunting and stalking among the crowd, a creature of many faces, watching and waiting for someone to be wicked and evil so you can pounce, mercilessly ripping their lives away before drinking their blood.  Right?”

   I looked at Mary while she brushed her hair in a mirror.  On top of everything, I was envious of her ability to see herself.

   “I really do hate the way you put it.”

   “Sorry,” she shrugged.  “I’m trying to make a point.”

   “Could you do it without drawing blood?”

   “Probably not.  But it’s good for you.”

   “If you say so.  Could you do it quickly, at least?”

   “They think of you as something on the side of angels, seeking out the wicked.  Yes, you’re a blood-drinking monster, but they think of you in terms of ‘What evildoer will he kill?’  They think of you as… as a positive force.”

   Mary poked me.

   “Hmm?”

   “You have your faraway look again.”

   “I’m only wondering why I didn’t see it that way.  It seems… I don’t want to say it’s obvious, but I should have seen it.  I’m an antihero—a ruthless monster doing good in horrible ways.”

   “Pretty much.  You didn’t realize it until now?”

   “No.  I’m not sure how it changes things.”

   “Does it change things?” she asked, setting the brush aside and turning to me.

   “I guess not.  I’m a monster with a nasty case of humanity.  I’ve been trying to come to terms with it for years.  If people think of me this way, I guess it’s a good thing.”

   “It’s only public opinion,” Mary assured me.  She rose and kissed the tip of my nose.  “I’m going to get dressed and poll some other citizens.  You carry on with your garage projects.”  She kissed me more thoroughly and went to find something to wear.

   I went to check my messages.  Heydyl left a note—in shaky letters, but writing, nonetheless—saying his mother had nothing to request and he was satisfied to know for certain who his father was.  Despite my urge to interfere, Mary’s scathing tones were still ringing in my ears.  My suspicion was his mother made him say that—she probably didn’t want to have anything to do with me.  Still, if he wanted anything, he knew where to find me.  I put the note away and resolved to not bother him or his mother in any way if I could possibly avoid it.  But if they showed up with a request… that would be a different matter.

   Dantos and his family—Laisa, his wife, and Caris, his daughter—were already there.  He selected a smaller set of chambers near the main baths and moved in.  I had no idea what I was going to do with them, but I suppose it was good to have company.  Someday, the larder would start to run low and someone would have to do shopping.  I don’t even know where the local market is.

   Finally, I set up the communications mirror again and called Seldar.  He answered quickly, as though expecting me.

   “My King,” he said, bowing again.  “I have been expecting your call.”

   See?  Told you.

   “Busy?”

   “Not at all.”

   “Sorry for the long delay.  Things happened.”

   “They tend to do so, Sire.  I trust you are feeling much more yourself?”

   “If that’s a polite way of asking if I’m no longer possessed by the demon-thing created by the Devourer out of my own darker nature, then yes, I’m feeling much better.”  I grinned at him.  Seldar chuckled.

   “Good.  You are aware you—the other you—has much to answer for?”

   “And I’m working on plans to punish him appropriately.  I’m also looking for Tort and T’yl.  I don’t suppose you know where they are?”

   “I am sorry, but I do not.”

   “Speaking of locations, where are you?  I didn’t see you in Mochara, and Beltar has the temple duty here in Karvalen.”

   “I reside in Carrillon, Sire.  The Temple of Justice here was refurbished and rededicated after the Church of Light could no longer enforce the belief that all other faiths were heretical.  I have the honor of presiding over the Justiciar in these latter days.”

   “I’m pleased for you.  What’s a justiciar?”

   “The kingdom has a system of judges and magistrates to deal with criminals and other wrongdoers.  Where the guilt is not clear, or the blame difficult to place, such cases are brought before the Lord of Justice.”

   “Ah.  And you hear the evidence, render a verdict, and so on?”

   “No,” Seldar replied, puzzled.  “We bring the prisoners or supplicants before the Lord of Justice’ altar.  He makes His will known, and so judgment is rendered.”

   “Well, of course it is,” I agreed, disgusted.  No wonder people tended to be less curious and innovative around here.  Why bother?  You can ring up the gods and ask for help.  Just pick up the hotline to heaven and consult.

   I’m beginning to think the world would be better off without the goddish things running a religion scam on it.  But I could be wrong.

   “So,” I continued, “Beltar said you would want to talk, and there were things you would want to know.”

   “Such as?” he asked, interested.

   “First off, you know the whole thing about how my knights are supposed to be better than me?”

   “Yes.  I recall quite clearly your words on the subject.”

   “Good.  I’ve told this to Sir Beltar and now I’m telling it to Sir Seldar.  The idea was for me to do my best to be a good person, setting the minimum standard for the knights.  It was not to say everyone else had to be exceptional while I got to go do anything I pleased.  It’s an important distinction.”  I paced back and forth in front of the mirror.

   “Seldar, I don’t know how much you went through.  I don’t know if by staying you could have mitigated the problems caused by the Demon King.  You were on the spot; I trust your judgment.  If you feel you did the right thing, then I believe you.”

   Seldar turned away from the mirror for a moment.  I pretended to be interested in something on a worktable.  When he turned back, his features were composed.

   “Thank you, Sire.  You may not know how much that means to me.”

   “Probably not.  I may not be possessed, but I’m still medium-stupid.”

   “Medium at most, Your Majesty.”

   “Flatterer.  And you’re not supposed to call me that, remember?”

   “I was a knight when I had that privilege.”

   “Yeah, about that.  I hear you’ve misplaced your sword.  If I ever see it, I’ll be sure to give it back to you.”

   “I am now a priest of the Lord of Justice,” Seldar replied, dubiously.

   “So?”

   “So?  Can a man be a priest and a knight?”

   “Seldar, if any of my knights fail to act justly, they aren’t going to be knights for long.  I don’t see how it conflicts.  If it does conflict, I expect—as always—for you to use your built-in sense of right and wrong.  Oh, and to tell me what you think, of course.  That’s your job, Seldar.  It’s my job to listen.”

   Seldar simply looked at me for several seconds, as though trying to wrap his head around the idea.  Seldar was always a bright, quick kid; I never expected to see him stumped.

   “You do not require absolute obedience…?” he asked, doubtfully.

   “There’s a huge difference between loyalty and obedience, Seldar.  Work on it.  In the meantime, you’ve had most of the day to look forward to this conversation.  Got anything for me?”

   “Much.  First, however, I must be certain of that which has been said.  You are yourself again?”

   “I am.”

   “Yet, even if this were not the case, such words would issue from your lips, Your—” he broke off.  “Sire.”  I grinned at him.

   “Yes, you raise a good point.” “Then, with respect, how am I to know the truth?” he inquired.

   “Well, I’ve met with both Amber and Tianna in the past couple of days.  I’m pretty sure if I wasn’t me, those meetings would have gone differently.  Since they are both alive—as am I—then I’d take it as pretty conclusive.”

   “Quite possibly,” he agreed, chuckling.

   “I suppose I could come visit.  If I’m a demon-possessed monster, you’d be able to tell, right?”

   “Here?  In the Temple?  I should think so.”

   “Well, if that’s what it will take…”

   “Perhaps,” he mused, folding his arms and looking up, thoughtfully.  After a moment of contemplation, he regarded me again and leaned forward.  “May I ask your plans, Sire?  What goals do you have?”

   “Goals?  Oh, the whole king thing.  No.  I’m in the palace at Karvalen—the mountain—and I’m looking for Tort.  That’s about it, for now.  Lissette is on the throne and doesn’t need me, right?”

   “Need?  No, I suppose need is too strong a word.  If she could bring herself to call upon you, she might find you convenient in some circumstances, but I do not think we can, in fairness, call it a need.”

   “Please let her know if she wants me for anything, I’ll be there.  Otherwise, she’s got a kingdom to rule.  I understand it might not be… what’s the word?  Acceptable?  Safe?… for me to resume the throne.”

   “You intend she should rule?” Seldar asked, sounding thoughtful.

   “I do.  Nobody wants me to.  Well, nobody wants my old self to do so, and explaining what happened won’t wash away the stain of what he did.”

   “That is true.  Very well.  I will inform her.”

   “Thank you.  Meanwhile, I plan to stay home and mind my own business.”  I paused.  “Oh!  And I hear the local baron… Gosford?”

   “Gosford, yes.”

   “…may be planning to declare himself a prince of the city, maybe king of the eastern plains.  I don’t know for sure, but that’s what I hear.  I haven’t got a mirror in the Palace of Carrillon I can call, so I’m having a hard time telling Lissette directly.  Would you do it for me?”

   “I will relay your messages the instant we are done.”

   “Good man.  That pretty much covers it, I think.”

   Seldar smiled at me.  He seemed pleased.

   “That,” he decided, “is the King of Karvalen I recall.  You may still be a dark thing attempting to hide your true nature behind a deception, but I think not.  There is a merriment about your eyes that seems less evil and more mischievous.  Yes, I think you are my King.”

   “But you’ll still want to look me over in detail, right?”

   “Of course.  It is only my feeling.  It is not proof.”

   “Good man,” I repeated.  “You’re welcome to drop in anytime.  Take the Kingsway to the front door.”

   “I will remember.  Will you come to Carrillon in the near future?”

   “Possibly.  It depends on my Tort-finding project and some other things.  I do want to talk to you, though, about what went on while I was stuck in the basement.”

   “Basement?”

   “Buried in my own mind.”

   “Ah.  I will be honored to discuss anything you wish.”

   “Great!  And Seldar?”

   “Yes?”

   “You handed in your sword, right?”

   “Yes.”

   “Other knights gave up their swords and quit when it seemed I was an evil bastard, right?”

   “Yes, my King.”

   “Can you get all those swords, bundle them up, and send them here?  If any of them come calling—they may want to take a look at me themselves—I would like to be able to hand them back.”

   Seldar’s face went through a momentary contortion and he turned away again.  It took him a minute to recover.

   “My King,” he replied, turning to face me again, “I will personally see to it.”

   “Thank you.”

   “Thank you, my King.”

   “For what?”

   “Everything.”

   He closed the mirror.  I sat there and wondered what he meant.

    

   The rest of the night was an exercise in finding Tort.  Wherever she was, she was shielded from rudimentary magical radar.  A somewhat more advanced form of scanning was called for.

   So I invented one.

   Scrying spells work on a principle of correspondence.  Point A is made to represent Point B, usually in some visual medium.  Most of the spells used are psychic ones, allowing the caster to hallucinate the location desired—or, if you prefer, grant the caster a psychic vision of the place in the mirror or ball or bowl or whatever.  My scrying spells absorb visible light and emit it at the other end, like a camera and a video screen, because that’s how I think of it.  This also allows other people to see what I see, rather than taking my word for it.

   Scrying spells aren’t usually to terribly useful for finding things, though.  Given you can look anywhere, where do you choose to look?  I can look for my keys without moving from the stool in front of the scrying mirror, but I still have to steer the viewpoint of the mirror to actually look in every individual nook and cranny where my keys might be.  It saves me the legwork, but not much time.

   Location spells also work on the principle of correspondence, but they approach it differently.  The simplest of them send out a pulse of magical energy—an expanding sphere of power tuned to react when it makes contact with something corresponding to the original pattern.  That’s why a bit of hair or other piece of a person can be so important; you cast the spell to find the body the bit came from.  When the spell comes in contact with the desired object or person, the caster then knows how far away it is and in what direction.

   The biggest obstacle, usually, is range.  All the locator spells I learned are spherical effects.  This means their power dissipates rapidly, limiting their range in a fine example of the inverse-square law.  I would have thought someone would have come up with a directional version, something more like a flashlight instead of a naked light.  Apparently, most magic-workers seem to feel if it isn’t near them, it’s not an issue.  I think this says something about magic-workers in general.  Personally, I plan to use some basic electromagnetic theory and have a directional pulse to increase the range.  But I’m getting ahead of myself.

   It’s possible to actively block spells.  Blocking scrying spells is tricky; the caster can usually see something is going on and start working to counter it.  That’s why I go to such lengths for my own privacy.  Blocking a location spell is easier.  The caster can’t know for certain he’s being blocked—usually—and doesn’t have any idea what’s blocking him.

   As for the actual mechanism of blocking a location spell, there are a few choices.  A shield can cloak the subject, making it register as something else—the blue bird can be covered in a magical layer of “red bird,” instead.  The blue bird is still blue, but any spell looking for it will only find a red bird.  Disguise shields.  

   Another method is to absorb the location spell.  An Ascension Sphere is an extreme example of that; it absorbs all magic directed at it and location spells fail when they encounter it.  Less obvious techniques absorb only spells, rather than sucking in all ambient power.  These also cause the location spell to fail.  Either one lets the locator know he’s being blocked; his spell disintegrates as power drains from it.

   More subtly, one can prepare a defense to identify detection spells for what they are, open a hole in the pulse, and allows it to pass over the target without disrupting the spell.  The spell continues to expand normally, like light shining outward, but the defensive spell is a dark place with a shadow behind it.  Anything inside the dark place is invisible, undetected, as is anything in the shadow.  Of course, if the caster moves, the area of shadow moves, too, so the shadowed area isn’t really a good place to hide, but it can be useful in certain applications.  More often, such a defensive spell is cast on an area or object.  Then the detection shadow is merely an incidental.

   On the other hand, if you put a ring of people around this sort of spell and they all attempt to locate each other, they’re going to notice some members are undetected.  By drawing the lines between who cast a spell and who he saw, the borders of the undetectability can be determined.  Then you can start examining those areas by other means.

   Maybe a better example is in order.

   Take a stadium and black it out.  Pitch-dark.  Somewhere in the place is a big balloon.  The balloon is black to the point that if you shine a flashlight on it, it still looks like the dark background.

   Now, if you could turn on the lights, the balloon would be obvious.  But we can’t turn on the lights.  Instead, we have a dozen friends with flashlights.  As they wander around in the seats, they keep shining their lights at you.  Eventually, one of them winds up on the far side of you from the balloon and his light seems to go out.  Now that you know what direction it’s in, you can guide other friends to have the same situation at different elevations and different angles.  Eventually, you can get a pretty good idea of the size and location of the blacked-out balloon and, therefore, whatever is inside it.

   I intended to do that.  Or something much like it, anyway.

    

   Never fails.  Start one project, something else pops up, even in the middle of the night.

   I was in the middle of a spell, figuring out a way to make it orbit the sand table.  Technically, I was setting it up so the matrix of the spell structure would lock on to the edge of the table and follow it at a fixed distance within the plane of the table itself, rather than orbit, but “orbit” is simpler.  It was finally starting to register on me how the spell needed more than one method of detecting and ranging, as well as a method of orienting itself relative to the north-south axis of the plane—that was important for later.

   Mary shoved the door open with her shoulder and it started spinning on its axis.  She came over to me and laid a firm hand on my shoulder.  I held together everything I had going, hands frozen mid-air.  I turned my head toward her.

   “Important?”

   “To you, yes.  It’s a child.”

   I dropped the incomplete spell structures, letting them unravel and fall to nothingness.  We hurried up the corridors to the great hall.

   Bronze stood next to a firepit, watching over our guests.  The guests were a mother and a child.  The mother was somewhere between sixteen and eighty—physically, at least sixteen; her eyes looked very old, indeed.  The kid was nothing more than a small, well-wrapped bundle.

   Her life energies were low, but exhaustion will do that.  Her child, on the other hand, was only a flicker of life.

   I looked at Mary.  Mary looked at me.

   Sometimes, I hate this job.  Sometimes I hate the Grey Lady, all the various other gods, and the whole race of Man.  Like right now.

   “Let me see,” I told her, gently, and sat down next to her on the edge of the firepit.  She handed me the wrapped-up bundle and I examined her child.  Cute kid, but much too thin—no baby fat at all, nothing but skin and the angles of bone.

   “She wastes away,” the mother told me.  “She eats and eats but it doesn’t help.”  She sounded calm, almost placid.  Judging by her expression and the faded colors of her soul, she was in the place beyond fear, panic, or despair.  A calm, still place where nothing means anything anymore.

   I cast my spells, spread the net of my tendrils, and completely failed to find anything wrong.

   Microorganisms?  No.  Viruses, bacteria, parasites… nothing.  Nothing lived inside her that wasn’t supposed to be there.  Cancer?  Nope.  Not a trace of the fever-bright lights, the unnatural vitality of malignant, fast-growing cells.  Injuries?  No broken places where living energy vented away.  Something mystical?  Her soul was firmly connected at all the proper mounting points.  There wasn’t even a spell or curse or anything of the sort; I would see it.

   As far as I could tell, she was perfectly healthy, aside from the starving.  Yet, according to her mother—who told me the truth; I could see it in her soul—the child ate everything.  She eats, but starves anyway.  Wonderfully paradoxical and not at all good.

   Someday, I will go to medical school and understand the ways the human body can fail.  I still may not be able to do anything about it, but at least I’ll know how I failed to help.

   “I would refuse, but I don’t know how to keep her in her body.  This is not a miracle I can give you.  Have you asked at the Temple of Fire?”

   “I have asked everywhere,” she replied, voice dead and quiet.

   “Then I am sorry.”

   “She suffers,” insisted the mother.  “Make it stop.”

   “If I could heal her, I would.”

   “Stop telling me you can’t!” she screamed.  “I know there is nothing to be done!  I know there is no hope!  I know this is the end of my daughter!  JUST MAKE IT STOP!”

   The baby girl awoke and began to cry.  Her mother collapsed to her knees, face pressed to my thigh, hands beating feebly on either side.  What must she have endured with her child to come to the angel of death?  What does a mother do before stamping her daughter’s soul Return To Sender?  How hard is it to tell a baby “I’m sorry, I failed you.  Go back to where you came from and start over with someone better.”  What is it that gets a mother to such a state?

   I don’t know.  And of all the things I don’t know, that’s one I don’t want to know.  My cold, undead heart isn’t strong enough.

   I touched the mother with a tendril, draining what little vitality remained in her.  She relaxed, slumped, and I caught her with one hand to lower her gently to the floor.  I turned my attention to the crying child in my arms.  The little one worked her arms loose and waved them, squalling.  I moved more wrappings to make her comfortable and smiled down at her.  She hiccupped and subsided, looking up at me.  She might have been as much as a year old, but probably less.  It was hard to tell; she was so thin!

   Damn it, she smiled at me.

   “You’re not making this any easier,” I sighed, still smiling, speaking in the adult-talking-to-baby voice.  She reached up and grabbed my nose.  She laughed, displaying a few tiny teeth.

   “What are you going to do?” Mary asked, staring at me.  Her voice was an unearthly whisper, inaudible to anything with a heartbeat.

   What am I going to do?  I thought.

   “I don’t know what’s wrong with her,” I admitted, keeping my baby-talking tone.  I tickled the little girl’s nose with a fingertip as I spoke.  She grabbed it and tried to eat it, giggling.  “I can’t fix her if I don’t know what’s wrong.”

   “You’re not going to…” Mary trailed off.

   “Do I have a choice?”

   “But you… you do the thing.  You and children.  You’ve got a… a thing.”

   “Yes.”

   “And you’re still going to…?”

   I smiled up at Mary.  I think it was a smile.  My lips were pulled back and my teeth were showing.  Maybe the word I’m searching for is “rictus.”

   “If I had a choice,” I told her, still trying to keep my tone cheerful for the child, “I would take it.”

   “Didn’t you once tell me, early on, about how magic manifests the will?”

   “Yes.  I did.  Your will acts like a program in a computer.  The more processing power you put behind it—magical force—the more effectively the program runs.  The more will you put into it—the more robust the program—the better it works.  And the more detail you have—the more specific the programmed function—the more powerful the effect.  I don’t know what’s wrong with her.  I can’t fix it because I don’t know how.”

   “Can’t you… can’t you skimp on one and double down on the other two?”

   “Yes, sort of.  But it would take mammoth—” I broke off, thinking.

   Most of my spells are highly specific in what they do, which makes them highly effective—they usually do one specific thing and therefore do it well.  On the flip side, I also know spells I didn’t create.  Wizard spells, kludged together by people who don’t know the underlying theory; all they want is an effect.  Start a fire.  Make it rain.  Help grain to grow.  Have a woman conceive a son.  Break a fever.  All the things wizards have been doing for thousands of years without really understanding how their spells worked.  They would scratch in the dirt, chant, and sometimes spend days in meditation, building their power to achieve some effect.

   The kid doesn’t have that long, but I’ve been building up power for a while, now.  Enough to do the job?

   I am a doorway into death.  Can I decide to stay closed?

   It could be, no matter how hard I try, this kid is going to die tonight.  But it won’t be because I didn’t give it the best damn try I could.

   “You had an idea,” Mary accused.

   “What?”

   “The look on your face.  You had the thousand-yard stare and your eyebrows did the thing.  You do that when you have an idea.”

   “My eyebrows do a thing?” I repeated.

   “They do a little dance.  It’s hard to describe.”

   “Okay.  Hold her,” I told Mary, and handing her the kid.  “I’ll be right back.”

   I stepped inside my headspace to search for spells.

    

   Mary sat there with the crying child and I blinked a few times, reorienting myself.

   “What’s wrong?” I asked.  “Was I gone long?”

   “Two minutes or so.”  Mary handed me the child.  “She doesn’t like me.”  I took the kid and she quieted almost immediately, hugging on to me and burying her face in my shirt.

   She likes the Lord of Night, but the Lady of Night is totally unacceptable.  Children are weird.

   “Did you find what you needed?” Mary asked.

   “I think so.  Want to watch me blow phenomenal amounts of power?”

   “Of course.”

   We went to the magical workshop and Mary fetched things at my direction; I was hampered by having only one arm to use.  Every time I tried to put little whatever-her-name-was down, she immediately started wailing.

   While Mary drew a diagram on the floor for me, I went and fetched my four remaining power-diamonds.  They were still in their power circle charging stations, but I was going to need them.  I shoved power into them, draining the power circles, and brought them with me to the lab.

   The kid was not happy to be put down in the diagram.  I soothed her as best I could, not wanting to take any of her limited vitality.  She didn’t want to be soothed; she wanted to be picked up and held.  If she could have stood up in her condition, she would have, quickly followed by grabbing me and hanging on.

   One of the translation spells I know works by tapping concepts, rather than language centers.  Worth a shot.  I built it carefully and cast it on her; she was the one who would have the most trouble with comprehension.

   “Now listen,” I told her.  She stared fixedly at me with wide eyes.  “You have to stay right here for a few minutes.  I’m not leaving.  I’ll be right here.  But you have to stay still.  Can you do that for me?  Please?”

   She stopped squirming and lay quietly, still looking at me.  She seemed to be waiting.

   “Thank you.  You stay right there and I’ll pick you up again in a minute.  Okay?”

   She made a noise the spell interpreted as “I don’t like it, but all right.”

   If I ever need to be fantastically wealthy, I can sell enchanted translators so people can speak baby.  I can name my price and people will pay it.  People will line up at my door.  People will murder each other to get ahead in line.  Ask any parent.

   Mary and I finished the diagram.  I reviewed our work and didn’t see anything that needed changing; she was definitely getting better at this.  I complimented her on it.  Mary gave me a curtsey, spreading her hands, miming a skirt.

   I set up four of the low-power fans, arranged to blow magic into the diagram.  I’d have used the jet versions, but those take too long to build.  Besides, with the four massively-charged gems placed in lesser circles, I had enough power for anything I might want to try.  Probably.

   I stepped into the conjurer’s circle.

   “Do you have anything resembling a plan?” Mary asked, stepping into a lesser circle.  She wasn’t going to help, but the lesser circle would protect her from any untoward or unintentional effects.  Sort of like a blast shield, it was there just in case.

   “Yes.  You know how healing spells work?”

   “Welding?  Or focusing?”

   “Focusing.”

   “They tell the body about the problem and encourage it to devote resources to that specific problem.  They also usually supply more energy and some help in enhancing the body’s response to the problem.  The ones you’ve shown me also give it better instructions than ‘fill in the gap with scar tissue.’  Right?”

   “Pretty much.  There are other spells to do similar things.  The physical enhancement spells I told you about—the ones where I helped the fledgling knights grow bigger and stronger?”

   “The steroid spells,” she agreed.  “They exercised and the spells made their body overreact, sort of, growing more muscle than you would expect, and faster.”

   “Close enough.  They are kind of like drugs, now that you mention it.  Those sorts of spells work until they run out, then the body goes back to working normally.  In the case of muscle mass, you still have to maintain it with exercise and suchlike; your body still thinks it’s supposed to be smaller.”

   “Okay.”

   “It’s also possible to put a spell on someone that lasts a really long time.  Kind of like a fairy-tale curse that runs forever, you can condemn someone to forever grow muscle at an accelerated rate.  They’ll have to really couch-potato it, or starve themselves, before they’ll lose muscle mass.  I did something like it with another baby—it had a heart valve problem.  I… well, ‘cursed’ it doesn’t sound right.  I put a tiny, but long-lasting spell on it to gently remind the body about how it was supposed to be shaped.  That way, when it grew up, it wouldn’t develop the same problem again.”

   “More like a permanent pacemaker than a drug?”

   “Not exactly, but a good way to think of it.”

   “And that’s what we’re doing here?”

   “No, I’m going one step farther.  What I hope to do is effect a permanent change.  I’m going to tell the body what it’s supposed to do.  That way, she isn’t alive only because she wears a spell.  The goal is a fundamental alteration, not an ongoing spell.”

   “Surgery, instead of drug therapy?” she asked, dubiously.

   “Hmm.  I’m not sure that’s exactly right, but it’s close.  This is a fundamental alteration of how her body works.  It’s not like a corrective surgery that might need some touch-up later in life.”

   “Genetic therapy?”

   “That’s the one.  I don’t know if it will affect any offspring, though.”

   “And you’re not a genetic engineer?”

   “That’s right.”

   “So, you’re doing something fearsomely complicated without any idea about how to do it?”

   “I’m going to try.  You’re not helping my confidence.”

   “Sorry.”

   “What I was trying to get across in this particular lesson,” I continued, “is you can use a basic framework of a spell, combined with an act of will and massive amounts of power, to alter reality.  The bigger the area and the larger the change, the more power you require.”  I rubbed the back of my neck.  “This is not the way I usually work,” I added.

   “I hadn’t noticed.”

   “Sarcasm,” I observed.

   “Apprentice privilege.”

   “If you say so.  Pay close attention, because I’m only going to do this once.  This isn’t something you’re likely to ever see again.”

   I considered the baby in the conjuring circle.  She looked right back at me, impatient but still waiting.

   So, you need to be healthy, I thought.  You need to be able to eat and to grow strong on what you eat.  Whatever you eat, you need to break down, absorb, and utilize.  Whatever you can’t use, you need to harmlessly excrete.  Your body needs to detect and recognize the differences and deal with each according to its nature.

   I laid my will on the power in the chamber and shaped a general guide from it.  Only then did I trigger the four massive gemstone reserves, backing it all with grim will and iron determination.  Power surged into the conjuring circle and the area inside began to ripple, as in a heat wave.  The baby stopped looking impatient; she seemed fascinated by the swirling distortions all around her and through her.

   I felt myself trying to fall forward, as though the power were sucking me in.  I braced a foot against the floor and leaned back, spreading my hands.  The surging whirl began to eat into the inner edge of the conjuring circle, an effect I’d never seen before.  It’s really not supposed to do that.  It’s really not supposed to be able to do that.

   I gestured with both hands, eyes narrow, and gripped with my mind the whirling vortex.

   This body will function perfectly.

   The quasi-visible whirlwind of power began to funnel into her.  I kept my focus on the power, on the result, on the desire it had to fulfill.  The rippling distortions narrowed, quickened, whirling in a pillar centered on the baby.  It shrank, sinking into her, making her ripple with it, until the rippling quickened to vibrating, then to invisibility.

    

   For less than a flickering instant, in a sliver of time wedged between one moment and the next, I was in the empty place between worlds.  Before me was a small, bright dot of light.  Beyond it, a somber figure.  I recognized the Grey Lady.  Silver-haired, kind smile, but with her hands folded together rather than extended in welcome.

   “You are changing the destiny of the child,” She warned, nodding at the bright point floating in the formlessness between us.

   “I’m trying,” I agreed.

   “If neither you nor I take her beyond the world, you must return her to the Lady of the Loom.  Her thread will run through the tapestry of the world, touching lives in ways you cannot predict.”

   “Chaos theory would tend to agree.”

   “She may choose paths you do not approve.”

   “She’s a child.  She deserves a chance to grow up and make those choices.  That’s called living.”

   “Indeed it is.  You cannot know the consequences of your actions, yet you choose to risk them?”

   “Does that make me different from anyone else?” I asked.  The Grey Lady shook her head, eyes twinkling.

   “And if I say no?” She asked.

   “I’ll ask nicely?”

   The Grey Lady’s smile widened.

   “And if I still say no?”

   “I bit a goddess, once.  I don’t want to do it again.  I’d rather resort to saying please and pretty please before getting all uncivilized.  Please?”

   “You choose to defend the child’s life even at the risk of your own?”

   “Some things we choose long before the choice is presented to us.”

   “You are more right than you can possibly know.”

   “I’m not sure I’m glad to hear it.  So… Pretty please?”

   The Grey Lady laughed and opened her hands, gesturing toward me.  The bright dot drifted toward me.  I caught it in my cupped hands.

   “Very well,” she said, still chuckling.  “I agree.  She is yours.”

    

   And the power was gone, expended.  One small mountain moved, one small ocean parted, one smiting of the firstborn averted… one sudden realization I wasn’t tired—dead people don’t feel tired—but I felt drained.

   I felt hungry.

   Oh, dear.

   The baby started to cry.  I broke the conjurer’s circle and stepped out, my guts writhing and twisting inside me.  I didn’t expect to be so depleted.  The vast majority of the energies used weren’t mine.  All I did was guide the accumulated power reserves.  My efforts were more along the order of holding a firehose rather than pumping the water.  On the other hand, holding a sufficiently large firehose at full blast can be exhausting.

   Once I adjusted to the undead equivalent of tummy rumbles, I picked her up and patted her back, making soothing sounds.  She calmed down quickly.  Whatever sensations she felt as the spell affected her, they were gone.  The power surge had swamped her translation spell, so I didn’t understand what she was saying.  Well, it was hardly surprising, given the forces involved.  I took a moment to check and realized all my personal spells were down, too.  I considered myself lucky my enchanted items survived.  Mental note for the future—not that I plan on doing this again!

   “What now?” Mary asked.  She was still standing in her circle, carefully not stepping out of it.

   “To the kitchens.”

   “It’s safe?” she asked, indicating the circle she still occupied.

   “Should be,” I agreed.  She stepped out, gingerly, then nodded.

   “You’re hungry for food?  At this hour?”

   “No, it’s not for me.  I’ll eat before the night is over, that’s for sure.  Right now, I want to see if the little one likes shredded carrots.”

   “Want me to get her mother?”

   “Let her sleep.  I’d rather test the results before she wakes up and starts to hope again.”

   “Good thought.  Are you always this generous and kindly?”

   “Bite your tongue, woman.”

   “I’d rather you did it.”

   “Later, maybe.”

   The kid loved shredded carrots.  Along with boiled lyos—much like an avocado, with a hint of pumpkin smell to it—and half a dozen other fruits and vegetables.  She also enjoyed the shredded dazhu and chicken paste.  She didn’t mind a bit that the only shredder I had was a set of teeth.  She actually found it hilarious when I pretended to eat something, then fed it to her on a spoon, or tried to.  She kept grabbing the squishy food and stuffing it in her mouth, no spoon needed.

   I resolved not to tell her mother about this.

   Two things—no, three things—pleased me.

   First, she ate with good appetite and didn’t fight me about any of it.  In fact, she kept kicking and bouncing, threatening to come right off the table in eagerness.  Lacking a highchair, I had to sit in front of her as a safety net.

   Second, her vitality visibly increased as she ate.  Whatever was wrong with her, it wasn’t wrong anymore.  At least, not for now.

   Third, I had enough strength left to feel like casting a cleaning spell on us both.  She was a sloppy trencherman.  There was no excuse for getting food paste in her hair, let alone mine, but she managed it, even against my reflexes.  Take your eyes off a kid for one second…

   With a busy day behind her and full stomach, the kid didn’t want to take a nap.  She didn’t have much of a choice, though.  She fought it with crying and wailing, but eventually surrendered.  I carried her back to the great hall and her mother.  Looking at them, I realized I couldn’t very well send them back on Bronze with her mother unconscious.  I also didn’t want to wake the mother and deal with questions.  Or crying.  Mostly the crying.  The kid provided enough crying for one night.  Moreover, if her kid really was cured, as I suspected, there would be crying—probably even sobbing—and it was likely to be on me while I was still awfully hungry.

   Safety tip:  Never put your head on the shoulder of a hungry vampire.  Intentional or not, it presents your neck.

   “Help me with the mother, please.”  I picked up the kid again while Mary picked up mom.

   “Could you please not throw her over your shoulder like that?” I asked.  Mary rolled her eyes but shifted mom around to a cradle-carry.  We went down to the lower doors and placed them in the circular entry chamber.

   “What’s the plan?” Mary inquired.

   “We’re going leave the two of them in the lower entryway and I’ll give mom enough vitality to wake her up so they can leave.  After that, I’m going to sneak out another way, find a double dozen dazhu, and do my best to eat, drink, and not kill an entire herd of the things.  That was a big honkin’ spell and way more draining than I expected.  I find I’m more than a little hungry.”

   So we did.

   Mary came along for the feasting portion of the evening.  She still finds it shocking, if not frightening, how I grab the vitality of everything in an area and suck it all into me.  She does her soul-sucking retail; mine works wholesale.  On the other hand, she seems to like it when I frighten her; it excites her.  I don’t get it, but I suppose I don’t have to.

   We went out into the boxed-in portion of the plains, between the southern canals and the Eastrange.  There we found a small herd of dazhu.  Probably a semi-domesticated herd that belonged to someone, but I didn’t plan to kill any of them.  I drained enough vitality to encourage them to lie down and stay down.  We walked among them.  I grabbed one at a time with sharp-nailed fingers and let my skin suck blood out of the holes for a little bit—a pint?  A quart?—and moved to another one.  It’s all about knowing where to open the skin, really, so they bleed enough to be worth it, but not so much they won’t heal up easily when you take the talons out.

   “Why not bite them?” Mary asked, watching me as I pulled my bloodsucking version of Mork from Ork.

   “First, that’s a big wound; I’m trying to avoid damaging them too much.  Second, the fangs are penetrating wounds and more prone to infection.  Third, and most important, did you ever bite a buffalo?”

   “No.”

   “Dusty.  Dirty.  Bad-tasting.  And the fur gets between your teeth.  Think of being a cat with a hairball.  Trust me on this.  It’s awful.  I know.”

   “I’ll stick to people,” Mary decided.

   “Probably best.”  I made a face appropriate to hacking up a dazhu hairball.  I remember it vividly and wish I didn’t.

   “Speaking of people.  Were you really going to kill the kid?” 

   “If I hadn’t had an idea?  Yes.”

   “Seriously?”

   “Okay, look,” I began, moving to another dazhu.  “Before I figured out a third and fourth option, the kid had two.  Option one:  Starve to death in misery over the next few days, followed by a long, difficult journey to the underworld—not something the soul of a child is well-equipped to do.  Option two:  Die peacefully and quietly in her sleep, right then and there, and also avoid the long-drawn-out journey.  Either way, the kid was dead no matter what, but the second way was much less ugly and unpleasant.”

   “But if you—if we—consume souls, how do they wind up in the underworld?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “You’re a lousy deathgod, you know that?”

   “True.  I like to think I do pretty well as an angel of death, though.  There’s a major difference between a courier of souls and Lord of the Underworld.  I can’t even run a kingdom.  Heck, I need help to run a charity stand.”

   “At least you’re more a psychopomp than psycho-pompous.  I’d still like to know how the whole theological thing works.”

   “Me, too—I think.”  I shrugged.  “Lacking a definite answer, I can make some wild guesses.  Maybe there’s something more to the soul we can’t actually sense.  What you and I think of as the soul may only be a consciousness.  The actual soul, in the sense of an eternal, energy-based something, may not be visible to us.  Or maybe we do take the soul and process it through us by taking out all the modulation of memories and experiences and letting the normalized waveform propagate right on through to a new, formative nervous system.”  I shrugged again and moved to another dazhu.  “I have no idea.  Next time I accidentally become a deity, I’ll ask.”

   Mary didn’t have a witty rejoinder for that.  Probably a good thing.  Instead, she changed the subject.

   “You said you came up with a third and fourth option.”

   “Right.  Option three was the BFMI approach we used.  Option four was to—”

   “BFMI?”

   “Brute Force and Massive Ignorance,” I explained.  Mary burst out laughing.  Dazhu snorted around her.

   “Is that what you call it?” she asked, still giggling.

   “It’s apt.”

   “I suppose it is,” she replied, suppressing giggles.  I moved to another dazhu.  “Option four?”

   “Put the kid into a slow-speed hibernation to conserve resources.  Build a gate and go find a suitably technological world.  Find a doctor and get the kid treated.  At the very least, we could get the kid diagnosed.  If they can’t fix it, explaining to me exactly what the problem is, or was, would make it more likely I could kludge together a spell for it.  Combining magic and science produces results—profound results.  It’s enough to make people without access to one or the other think you’re godlike.”

   “I’ve noticed.  And the kid is going to be okay, now?” she asked, following me to the next entrée.

   “As far as I can tell.  It wasn’t what I really think of as a spell; it was a spell-like pattern, a guide, and we dumped a massive working—or a small miracle, depending on where you’re standing—of power through it.  I think the effect will cause her to be exceptionally healthy and long-lived.  I could be badly off on my estimate.”

   “Off how?”

   “She might need to be treated again next year, but I doubt it.  Or she might be functionally immortal, which I also doubt.  It’s probably somewhere in between.  Let’s wait a hundred years and see.  All I know for sure is she’s okay… for now.”  I sighed and moved to another dazhu.  “That’s the trouble with… with… with wishing like that.  The results are unpredictable.  It’s wasteful and sloppy and can go horribly, horribly wrong.  That offends my sensibilities.”

   “Poor undead master of the dark arts.  People are such trouble, aren’t they?”

   “Yes, they are!  And quit picking on me.  It’s not easy being a deposed undead king.”

   “So I’ve noticed.  You have to live in a high mountaintop and make the pathway to your door dangerous.  Otherwise, you might be swamped with people asking for your help.  How does it feel to be the legendary wise man on the mountain?”

   “Oh, my god,” I swore, softly.

   “What?”

   “I realized right this second.”

   “What!?”

   “I’m a cliché!”

   “Huh,” Mary replied, thoughtfully.  “I’d say you’re more of a trope, really.  Kind of from the opposite side, though.”

   “What do you mean?”

   “The trope is about the Plucky Hero trying to get to the Hermit Guru to get some minimally-helpful advice or an obscure magic item before going on a quest.  You’re at the other end—you’re the grumpy wizard in the hard-to-reach place and other people are the Plucky Heroes.”

   “Maybe I should start handing out impossible quests and minimally-helpful advice, instead.”

   “You need to be more isolated.  Probably grumpier, too.”

   “I had a good teacher.  I could fake it.”

   “Whatever you say, dear.”

   





   





Monday, February 2nd

    

   One of the things I regret about being a nice guy is the way it cramps my style.  Rather than continue development of my Find-A-Tort project, I spent most of the day building power circle spells, magical pumps to supercharge them, and gem-charging spells to suck in and store power.  All of this was merely putting things back in order after the kid’s corrective operation.

   It was a busy day, and a tiring one.

   Sadly, after the basic lessons in power-circle building and some practice at spellcasting, my work moved past the apprentice level and into much more complicated practice.  Mary, unable to follow, declared she was bored and went out.  I offered to wrap up what I was working on, but she told me to stay; it was important stuff and she didn’t want me to feel obligated.

   Naturally, I spent the rest of the morning worried about that.  Should I have insisted on going with her?  Was that what she wanted?  Or did she mean it when she said to stay and finish working?  I took her at her literal word; she said to stay.  She even said it was important stuff and I ought to stay, that she wanted me to stay.

   I’m not scared, exactly.  Just… cautious.  Concerned.  Worried.  Whenever a lady tells me to go ahead and do whatever I want, it bothers me.  Maybe I need a translation spell for that.

   On a positive note, Dantos came in to see if there was anything he could do to help.  He did the whole one-knee-fist-on-floor thing and started in on a litany of my-king-dread-lord-master-of-shadows-blah-blah-blah before I could spare enough attention to tell him to stop.  A moment later, I finished tying together the ends of a power circle and sat back.

   “First off,” I snapped, “if you ever find yourself alone with me again, remember you’re a knight.  As such, you have different rules from other people.  You are requested, expected, and required to address me—at most—as ‘Sire’ whenever we are alone.  Before I go any further, you will acknowledge what I just said.”

   “We are alone.  I shall address you by the title ‘Sire’ exclusively.”

   “Good.”  I got a grip on myself.  Dantos didn’t deserve the grouchy tone I used.  I took a breath and let it go.

   “Second,” I continued, more mildly, “if I’m muttering and waving my hands in the air, I’m casting a spell.  Do not distract me—in fact, attempt to prevent distractions—while that’s going on.  You can stand in the room, or clear your throat, or leave me a note, or something similar.  But if someone comes in and starts bothering me while I’m tying together a big pile of power, he’s risking his life—maybe mine, depending on the spell, but his life is definitely in danger, and the spell has nothing to do with it.  Make sure it’s worth the risk.  Got that?”

   “I do.”

   I squeezed my temples with one hand and took a deep breath.  A headache was already sitting behind my eyes and looking for a way to move higher.  Maybe I need better posture.

   “I’m sorry,” I apologized.  “It’s been a long morning and I’m worried I irked my girlfriend by being a thoughtless brute.  Or, at least, not as much fun as she expects.  Please forgive me.”

   “My lord—Sire—has utter forgiveness for anything he may wish to do,” Dantos assured me.

   “I’m not sure I like a blanket statement like that,” I mused.  “I’ll probably revisit it later.  But you came in here for something.  What is it?”

   “May I ask, first, if it is permissible to correct Sire about matters of which Sire may not be fully aware?”

   “We’re going to have to do more work on your mode of speech.  Yes.  If I’ve goofed somewhere, tell me.”

   “I am not a knight.”

   “I was under the impression you were a knight of the Baron of the Eastern Marches?”

   “The Baron of the Fortress of the East, Warden of the Easter Marches.  Yes, Sire.  I have sent back my sword, sash, and tabard.  I am no longer in his service.”

   “Ah.  Then I have the perfect job for you.”

   “Sire.”

   “Go find an armory.  I’ve seen more than one in this palace.  Pick out a sword and bring it to me.  Take your time, though, and make sure it’s a sword you really like.  If you can’t find one you like, find the best of the bunch and you can explain what you’d do to make it better.  Run along, now.”

   “Yes, Sire.”  He finally got up from that half-kneeling position, bowed, and departed.

   We’re definitely going to work on that man’s deportment, I decided, turning back to my spells.

    

   Lunch showed up.  Laisa, Dantos’ wife, pushed the door open by backing up against it; the tray in her hands was heavy.  She put it down on a worktable and departed, without so much as a word.  She didn’t even look at me.

   Dantos could take a lesson from her.  On the other hand, he might have spoken to her about our interview.  Either way, she did a fine job of ignoring the whatever-I-am-today in the room, which suited me perfectly.

   Lunch suited me, too.  Did Mary mention I hate strongly flavored foods?  Probably.  Everything was good, but—for a human palate—subtle.  It beat the daylights out of my so-called cooking.

   I was almost done when I noticed a small child standing in the still-open doorway.  She might have been three.  She held a rag doll in one arm.  She wore a spell of some sort, with an invisible strand of power trailing off behind her like a floating string.  She stared at me.  I finished stacking dishes on the tray.

   “Hello,” I offered.  She kept looking at me.  She didn’t run away, but she didn’t approach.  She stood there are watched me.

   Well, fine.  I went back to working on my spells.  Mostly, a magical compression-jet.  While it is possible to use an Ascension Sphere for power gathering, I’ve discovered it tends to be less effective.  The Sphere draws in power from all directions, but uses a fair amount of it in maintaining itself.  The jet-fan spell, on the other hand, sucks in and spews out power in a linear fashion.  It draws in power to maintain itself from the energy stream, true, but the more it draws in, the more suction it applies.

   Too complicated?  Okay.  The Ascension Sphere is a passive thing, like a solar panel.  The Jet is an active thing, like a fuel pump.

   I was in the middle of tying together some of the compression section of a magic jet-fan, a fairly ticklish business, when she stepped up next to me.  She watched as I worked, apparently watching the actual spell structure rather than the markings on the floor or the gestures I made.

   See, now, that is someone with talent for wizardry.

   When I could spare the attention, I drew a line of power in the air—invisible to regular vision, but a glowing thread to anyone who could see magical forces.  With a little flip, I sent one end wriggling over her head.  She reached up and grasped it.  We played a little tug-of-war for a few moments before I released it and let her have it.  She whipped it around a bit and she finally smiled.

   “Do you know how to make those?” I asked.  She shook her head, wordlessly.

   “That’s okay,” I told her.  “Can you see that?” I nodded toward the power circle.  She nodded solemnly.

   “Very good.  But, do me a favor?  If you want to play with something, come ask.  I’ll make something for you, like that,” I indicated the floating, magical line.  “Stay out of these things,” I instructed, indicating the circle and the jet-fan.  “They aren’t easy to make, and the spinning one might eat your fingers.  Okay?”

   Again, the solemn nod.

   The floating thread—the spell on her—twanged.  She ignored it.

   “What’s that?” I asked, indicating the spell she wore.  She shrugged.

   Sighing, I gave it a once-over.  The basic function was to keep track of the kid, obviously, with a minor secondary function of sending a signal either way.  The binding of it to the child, though, was impressive.  It was a two-stage piece of knotwork and placed deliberately to be impossible for the child to see and difficult to reach.  It also incorporated an anti-tampering feature—a bundle of energy that would burst and send a pulse down the line while the spell was being undone.  Taking it apart without alerting whoever was at the other end would require either helpers or a couple of prepared spells.

   On the other hand, I didn’t see anything to prevent the brute-force approach from working.  The connection line could be severed and attached to something else.  What it needed was a constant flow of power down the line; if it were interrupted, it would alert mom… As it was, breaking the spell would require more force than the little one had on hand, as well as much more skill.  A child-proofed tracking spell!

   Laisa probably studied at the Wizard’s Guild.  Doubtless, the little person would too, eventually.  Was her facility with magic what happened when children grew up with magic?  Is it like children in a multi-language household?  If the child is exposed to spellcasting and magic as a routine thing, if it’s as common in the household as the use of language, does the child grow up to use it with equal facility?  

   What if the kid mispronounces something?  Or says bad words?  What’s the equivalent in magical terms?

   This, I did not consider.  Still, I had some evidence parents, as always, figured out ways to cope.

   The line twanged again.

   “Is your mother doing that?” I asked.  She nodded.

   “Maybe she wants you to come back to her?” I suggested.  She nodded.

   “She probably wants you to do it now.”  Another nod.

   Oh, for the love of—

   I picked up the tray and balanced it on one hand, like a waiter.  I might as well bring the dishes back, too.  The little girl took my other hand and we walked down the hall, following the line of the spell-thread.  It worked both ways.

    

   Dantos came back and waited.  I finished my latest spell and wiped at my forehead.  The mountain’s central heating was working well, and I was working hard.

   He presented me with a sword.  I examined it and agreed with him it was a quality weapon.

   “Tell me something, does your wife sew?”

   “Yes… but not well,” he admitted, sounding worried.  “Please, Sire, do not tell her I said so.”

   “Never.  Where does a man get a tabard and sash and such made?”

   “There are many places in the city that can provide such.”

   “Good.  Now, do you wish to serve the house of the King of Karvalen?”

   “I beseech thee, my King, to this petition, that you deign to bless with the might of thy hand this sword with which thy servant desires to be girded, that it may be a defense for those who cannot defend themselves, that it may be the terror and dread of all who would act against the realm, and that it may be just and right in both attack and defense.”

   Well, that answered that.  I didn’t bother to ask if he knew the oath.  Instead, I held out the sword.  He raised both hands and I placed it on his palms.

   “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 replied, “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.”

   I released the sword into his hands and he bowed his head.

   “Rise, Sir Dantos, knight of the Royal Guard.”  He did so, saluted, and sheathed his weapon.

   “What would you have of me, my King?”

   “Offhand, not a thing.  Although I’d like to know how a plainsman wound up in the service of the local baron.”

   Dantos’ lips twitched, possibly in repressed smile.

   “Sire.  Nine years ago… do you not remember me?”

   I considered him more carefully.  I thought he looked familiar the first time I saw him, but it was still the same:  Familiar, nothing more.  If I saw him nine years ago, it wasn’t ringing any bells.  I admitted as much.

   “I remained here when you took me from my tribe.  I lost an arm from an accident while hunting dazhu, and you brought me here.  Your priests took it upon themselves to teach me of their ways every day while they made me whole again.”

   “Oh, you.  I remember you now.  I didn’t intend for you to be stuck here.  I couldn’t fix the problem right then and there and I was in a hurry.  You could have gone back anytime.  You still can, if you like.”

   “With respect, my King, my place is here.  At first, I chose to remain, fearing you meant for me to stay.  No one of the plains would oppose your will.  Then your servants taught me their language, their way of fighting, their magic.  I achieved acceptance and some recognition.  Then I met Laisa… and now we have Caris.  This is where they are happy.”

   “That,” I observed, “is a masterly summation.”  I didn’t say of what.  “With this in mind, I need you to work with Laisa and Mary.  My objective is to work on things—spells, enchantments, other stuff—without being distracted by the daily things.  You live here; treat me as though I were merely an honored guest.  Take care of it and try to keep me from being interrupted.  If I need anything specific, I’ll let you know.  Can we do that?”

   “My King,” he acknowledged, and saluted.

   “And if Laisa mentions Caris came to see me, reassure her.  I don’t mind, but we need to keep little fingers out of dangerous things.  I told her about it earlier, but work on some more child-proofing spells, would you?”

   “My wife is the wizard of the family, but I will see it done.”

    

   I was finishing the last assembly of my final jet-propulsion magic concentrator of the day.  Everything seemed in order and I was looking forward to taking the evening off.  Despite having lots of magical power, there is still an exercise of the will involved.  Even if the spellcaster puts no personal energies into the spell structure, there is still an element of fatigue.  If people were made of sand and spells were sand castles, even if you have a beach of the stuff, it still takes time and energy of your own to build anything.  I was tired.

   When the spear of force hit me, my eyes crossed and I felt as though my ears were turning inside-out.  I lost control of the jet spell and it disintegrated; I barely noticed.  I was busy dealing with a magic-driven psychic assault.

   Firebrand, half-asleep while I worked, came fully awake instantly.  Its psychic force moved to deflect and blunt the attack.  I lay down on the floor rather abruptly.  It seemed prudent, since I didn’t have much choice in the matter.  At least I wouldn’t be distracted by unimportant things, like balance, falling, or the noise my skull makes when it bounces on the floor.

   It’s hard to focus on anything when there’s a purely mental assault trying to squeeze your brain out through your nostrils.  It was really more like the stream of a fire hose trying to blast me out of my own skull.  Even with Firebrand acting to blunt it—turning the solid stream into a wider, less focused cone, so to speak—all I could manage was to turn against it, hunch up, and brace myself.  If I’d had any attention to spare, I might have tried to swear; I was too busy even for profanity.

   How long it went on, I have no idea.  Ten seconds?  Ten years?  I have no way of knowing.  All I could do was take it.  I didn’t even have a way to strike back.  It continued until it quit, that’s all I know for certain.  Then it quit, leaving me reeling like a dervish with an inner-ear infection.

   It was a good thing I’d had the foresight to lie down.

   Boss?

   Yeah?

   What was that?

   Someone doesn’t like me.

   I know.  What was that?

   I just said—no, I get it, I thought.  Ha ha.  Funny.

   At least your brain soup recognizes my humor.

   I recognize being hit with a sledgehammer, too, I countered.  Someone tried some sort of remote attack.

   Why did they stop?

   I don’t know.  Any ideas?

   Um.  They think your brains are flattened?

   Possibly.  I feel flattened.

   Their spell ran down?

   Also possible, I agreed.

   If they were using a spell to direct their own mental force, maybe they got tired of beating on you?

   Also a possibility.  Do you sense anything looming?

   A short pause.

   Nothing I can feel, Boss.

   Good.  Shout for Mary, Beltar, and Dantos, would you?

   They may be too far away, Boss.

   Then shout for whoever is close enough.  Now shut up.  I need to concentrate.

   I winched my eyes open and rested for a moment from the labor.  Once recovered, I rolled over and pushed really hard against the planet, moving it slowly away from me.  It kept trying to come back.  Eventually, I managed to keep it at bay by pushing on it with my feet.  Bronze helped by letting me lean on her.

   Bronze?  Oh.  Right.  She came in while I was struggling with shifting the orbit of the planet.  She seemed all right.  She heard and felt the attack, but it was over before she reached me.

   With her help, I slogged my way up to my chambers.  Bronze nudged doors open.  It was a good thing I’d asked the mountain to make the corridors larger.

   I collapsed on the raised half of the room that served as a bed.  Bronze pulled a blanket over me.

   When was the last time I was this tired? I wondered.  Then I stopped wondering about anything for a while.

   





   





A great tree grows amid a cloud of glowing motes, a sky of green with a sprinkling of fiery mist, like stars.  It is such a tree as does not grow outside the realms of poets’ dreaming.  It reaches into the heavens with its branches, seeks the roof of hell with its roots.  Ancient, towering, it is the jungle canopy of all creation.  It is an overcast of emerald, a verdant sky, and even my eyes cannot see the whole of it.  The trunk is too wide to see the sides, a width so great to twist perspective and make vertical the horizon.  Above, the trunk divides, divides again, forking and splitting, like all the rivers that ever were, fleshed in wood, flowing from hidden sky-springs downward to the earth.

   Is it the breath of gods within the stirring branches?  Or do they move of their own accord?  I can hear them, swaying and clicking, rustling and shifting, a fractal forest of movement in a single tree.  Something moves among the roots, another unseen presence.  This one scratches and skitters, the sound of claws on bark, amid the thick twisting of wood and root.

   I move, though I know I am not here.  My vision shifts, as in a mirror, rising along the enormous trunk, following the forking ways, the branching paths, this limb, that limb, down to the leaves.  Two leaves, not even on the same twig, come close to one another in the breeze, drawn into proximity by some play of hidden forces.  They drift close in the swayings of the great tree and time slows, slows, crawls, perhaps even stops.

   A strand links these two leaves.  Finer than spider-silk, it stretches its taut, tenuous length between them, touching leafy green and leafy green, binding them together in some strange way.  In this instant, nothing moves—or almost nothing.  This faint, almost invisible strand hums, vibrates, thrums with a strange existence.  Time does pass, must pass as I watch, for the vibration is almost audible.

   A flicker, too brief to be certain even of its own existence, passes down the length of the strand, leaping from leaf to leaf like a spark on a winter morning.  Then, while I still wonder if I have seen it, another makes the leap, a glint of light along a silvery strand.  Bright flickers, sparks without end, leaping from one leaf to the other, on and on and on as though they will never stop.

   The tree folds up and vanishes, a child’s scribble on paper, wadded and torn, thrown away—or have I moved, plunging into a new vision or a new place?

   Now there is only darkness visible, and I see the colors of it.  Darkness is the absence of light, but beyond the borders of the worlds, darkness is a thing itself, divided and mixed, making shadowbows in the blacklight, a dark palette for the canvas of the void.  My eyes have their own darkness and I can see the colors beyond light, or beneath it, behind it.  There is beauty in the shades beyond the night.

   A stroke of light pierces the formless dark and shapes appear.  Manlike, yet not men, they are creatures of strange attributes, all different, yet all alike.  Conflict is born, battle rages, and death comes forth among these new-minted lives.  The multitude diminishes—

   





   





“Are you okay?”

   I sat up with a sharp movement and knocked heads with Mary.  We both cried out.  I flopped back on the bed, rubbing my forehead.  Mary sat down heavily and rubbed both her forehead and posterior.  I took a deep breath and held on to the bed platform for a moment, trying to slow my heartbeat.

   “A simple ‘yes’ would have sufficed,” she observed, ruefully.  Dantos, standing by the door, took this as a cue to slip quietly out into the hall.

   “Firebrand?”

   Boss?

   “How long was I out?”

   What am I, a clock?

   “You’ve been asleep for about an hour,” Mary supplied, getting to her feet.  Bronze nodded.

   “Thank you.”

   “You were dreaming.”

   “Yes, I was,” I agreed, easing myself into a sitting position.  My head hurt and I doubted it had anything to do with the impact.

   “Bad one?” she asked.  “I thought you might be fighting something.”

   “I don’t think so.  Something about a tree, and different colors of darkness.  And there were some creatures, people-like, but they weren’t really people…”

   “Keep practicing,” Mary advised.  “Psychic dreams take work.  How much do you remember?”

   “That’s about it.  Oh, and it was a big tree.  Like, world-tree size.  Or bigger.”

   “Got me.  I haven’t had anything like it in my dreams.  Firebrand tells me you had some sort of attack?”

   I said he was attacked, not that he had one.

   “I stand corrected.”

   “Then sit.  Yes, I was attacked.  Somehow, they found me—whoever ‘they’ are—and hit me with some sort of mental spell.  I think.  It felt as though they were trying to squash my brain.  My guess is it wasn’t a physical force.  More likely, it was a purely mental one directed at crushing my consciousness.”

   “So,” she summed up, sitting on the edge, “someone tried to destroy your mind.”

   “Essentially, yes.”

   “And you have no idea who?”

   “Not yet.”

   “Ooo!  I like it when you use that tone!” she purred.

   “What tone?”

   “The low, sinister, I’m-going-to-kill-something-in-a-particularly-gruesome-fashion tone.”

   “I have a tone for that?”

   “Yes.”  Mary grinned at me and leaned closer, whispering.  “And I like it.”

   “I wish I didn’t have a headache,” I observed.  She pouted.

   “That’s my line.”

   “You’ve never used the headache excuse in your life.”

   “Well…” she considered, thoughtfully.  “Maybe not.  But you’re a man.  You’re supposed to be tough.  You can take it.”

   “I nearly had my brains pounded into mush by a psychic assault and you want to have sex?”

   “Your brains are only part of what makes you attractive.”

   “Sounds as though my huge, throbbing brain isn’t really what you’re interested in.”

   “Well, by weight, I’d say your brains are about—”

   “Under normal circumstances,” I interrupted, “I would rise to the occasion.  At least, after ten minutes and a healing spell.  As it is, whoever did this may be gearing up to do it again.”

   “Hmm.  You raise a valid point, if nothing else,” she admitted, and sat back.  “Fine.  Tell me you have a plan that isn’t boring.”

   “Find them and kill them?”

   “I like it so far.  How do we find them?”

   “That’s the trouble.  I don’t know.”  I lay back on the bed-shelf and thought about it.  “This method of attack didn’t leave anything behind of forensic value.  No dust, bloodshed, weapons, any of the usual stuff.”

   That’s not entirely true, Boss.

   “It isn’t?”

   You were the target.  I did my best to blunt the attack, but I was mostly a watcher.  I’m not really all that good at defending, you know.

   “We have a witness,” Mary observed.

   Yes.

   “So, witness, witness!”

   Pushy wench.

   “Blunt instrument.”

   No need to get nasty.

   “Will you tell us what you saw?  Please?”

   Well… since you ask nicely.  Okay.  You’re not going to like some of the description, though.

   “We’ll muddle through,” I assured Firebrand.

   Yeah, well, this is psychic dimensionality.  You’re really not going to like it.

   “As long as you don’t tell me the answer is forty-two, I’ll manage.  What happened?  How did they find me?  How did they get past the various wards and shields around here?”

   That’s the thing, Boss.  They didn’t.  I don’t know how they found you, but it appeared from somewhere else.  It didn’t come through the shields; it started already inside them.

   “Psychic dimensionality?”

   Yes.

   “You’re right.  I don’t like it.”

   I told you.

   “Okay.  What else can you tell me?”

   It was looking for you.  Actually, it was you.  At least, it… sounded like you?  Tasted?  Whoever built it had a good pattern to draw on.  It had enough of you in it that it would recognize you when it touched you.  When it did, all the force concentrated in one place, trying to scramble your skull like an egg.

   “I got that part.”

   I did what I could—I’ve got some of your pattern as part of me, you know—but it wasn’t interested in partial matches.

   “It was alive?”

   No… not really.  It was going after the closest match, I guess.

   “Okay.  Any insight into who did it?”

   Whoever did it has access to massive amounts of power, Boss.  The attack moved through more than the usual physical dimensions to go where you were and manifest there.

   “Fair enough.  That does narrow it down a bit.  Whoever did this has an intimate knowledge of me—well, my psychic pattern, anyway—and huge energy reserves.”

   “How intimate?” Mary asked.

   “Jealousy isn’t pretty,” I noted.  Mary made a rude noise and poked me in the stomach.

   “Was the pattern a complete one?” she asked Firebrand.  “Was it a copy, or did it hit key points—the things weird enough in his head to be uncommon individually, but unique when taken together?”

   It didn’t seem complete, Firebrand replied.  I’d say it was the second one.  Someone who knows him really well could have put it together.  I could, obviously.  His dark double, too, along with Bronze or Tort.  Probably T’yl could.  As for Amber or Tianna, maybe, but I doubt it.  And Sparky, obviously, or any of the other gods they hang around with.  Gods cheat.

   “I think we can assume the gods have more direct methods of chastising me for imagined slights,” I noted.

   Hard to argue with that, Boss.

   “So, where does this leave us?” Mary asked.  “Who do we accuse?”

   “My first thought is the magicians of Arondel.  You say something about massive amounts of power and I think of them.  Some of them don’t like me a whole lot because of a few deaths.  Others seem to think my presence in the world is a sure sign of trouble to come.  People want to live forever and that desire leads them to me, for some weird reason involving making me bleed for them.  Most magicians seem to understand the ecological problems inherent in the unrestricted spread of vampires.  They might think removing the source of the problem to be a good move.”

   “How unified are they?” Mary asked.  “I mean, are we talking about another bunch of fanatics?”

   “I doubt it.  Most of the magicians act alone or in small cabals.  Oh, there might be some fanatics, but I get the impression the magicians of Arondel aren’t terribly unified.”

   “Impression?”

   “I’ve never been there,” I admitted.  “I don’t even know how they govern themselves, other than something about a Council that people sometimes ignore.  I’m not even sure how they fit in with the kingdom.”

   “There’s a city,” Mary said, slowly, “full of magicians.  A city.  Full of magicians.  And you haven’t even tried to find out how the place is set up?”

   “Well…no?”

   “You know,” she mentioned, conversationally, “sometimes I wonder if you really are an idiot.”

   “I’ve been busy!”

   “Ever since you arrived here the first time?”

   “Pretty much, yes!”

   “Really?”

   “Really.  Besides, I figured T’yl knew all about the place.  If I needed advice, I could ask him.”

   “Hmm.  All right, you are provisionally forgiven until you do something else stupid.  Back to our present problem.  Could they target you like this?”

   “I have no idea.  They would need someone to help them…” I trailed off, thinking.  T’yl, a known associate, was missing.  Tort, his former apprentice and another of my associates—a close associate—was also missing.  Put two and two together.

   Hold on, Boss.  You forget Thomen.

   “Thomen?  He’s a wizard, not a magician.”

   He’s head of the Wizards’ Guild in the Kingdom of Karvalen, as well as the Court Wizard.  If he told a bunch of wizards to show up and help him cast a spell, they would.  Not every single one of them, obviously, but he’d get cooperation even if he didn’t explain what he was doing or why.  And there are bunches of wizards in the Guild who think the Demon King needs to never come back.  At least, there were bunches who wanted him to go away.

   “Ah, yes.  I hadn’t thought of that.  Didn’t someone also tell me Thomen hates me?”

   T’yl did, when he was trying to get you to move your stubborn—

   “I remember,” I broke in.  “He’s upset about the way my other self mistreated Tort.”

   That’s one way to put it.  You could also say your daughter is mildly warm, or the sea-people tend toward dampness.

   “He hates me,” I stated.

   Yes.

   “How bad?”

   More than he loved Tort, which was a lot.  I don’t think he’d kill you, though.

   “Why not?”

   You wouldn’t suffer enough.  I know you don’t like torture, but he doesn’t have a problem with it.

   “It ties in well,” Mary agreed.  “The attack you had wouldn’t kill you, just put you down for a while, right?”

   “I don’t know.  It could have been lethal if it had gone on long enough.”

   “But it could have been a miscalculation.  If they didn’t take into account Firebrand’s ability to diminish the effect?”

   She’s got a point, Boss.  I haven’t exactly demonstrated anything but fire to most people.

   “So, it’s either the magicians of Arondel or Thomen and the Wizards’ Guild.  Anyone else we can think of?”

   “What about the magi?  Back in my world?”

   “I don’t think they have the raw power for this.  I think I saw one, or his astral form, anyway—that’s probably the best they can do.  My guess is they don’t actually know how to get here, physically, much less have the ability to reach across worlds to smite me.  It’s a long way to reach, and they would need astronomical amounts of magical energy.”

   “Fair enough.  Any other magical groups in this world think you’re a good target?”

   “Religious ones, yes.  Magical ones?  I don’t think so.  At least none that I provoked.  I don’t know about my dark half.”

   He annoyed the daylights out of the Witches of Kamshasa, Boss.

   “I’ve heard that phrase before.  Who are the Witches of Kamshasa?”

   It’s a kingdom or empire or something down south, across the sea, or around it.  T’yl called it a matriarchal magocracy—a government by magicians, all of them women.

   “Go on.”

   That’s all I know about it.  T’yl didn’t like to talk about it.  I only know he was born there and didn’t care for it.  He escaped by being a prodigy at magic, a long walk through a lot of sand, and by having the good fortune to be noticed by some magician visiting Praeteyn.

   “Interesting.  If I had him here, I’d ask him.  How did my other self annoy them?”

   Political stuff.  They tried to take Mochara.  Most people think it was a prelude to taking the mountain.  They didn’t take Mochara, obviously.  When word came of their fleet navigating the Fang Rocks, he called a war council and discussed what to do.  I mentioned your trick with the spikes from underwater.  Remember?

   “Vividly.  But what’s a fang rock?”

   Uh, big rocks out in the southern ocean?  Something about navigating southern waters, or eastern waters, or something.  It has to do with all the rocks between here and the southern continent.  You can go through them or go around them.  Through is dangerous and around is slow.  The Fang Rocks are some sort of compromise.  Anything more, you’ll have to ask a sailor.  He had a bunch of sailors for the yacht he was building; they probably know.

   “Yacht?  He was building a yacht?  That doesn’t sound right.  This body sinks; I can’t swim.  I doubt he would be too thrilled with the idea of being out to see, either.”

   He claimed it was a yacht.  I don’t think it was.

   “What makes you think otherwise?”

   He put together a lot of shipwrights and brewers to build it.  The thing looked like someone tried to sink a beer factory and almost succeeded, Boss.

   “When was this?  And where?”

   Carrillon.  He had a boathouse built just for his personal ship.  The ship still wasn’t done, last I heard.  He was mad about it, too.  He didn’t think building it would be so much trouble.  He almost killed the headman of the building crew, twice, because of delays.  Once when the Witches sent a small fleet and it wasn’t ready, once when the beer exploded.

   “How did he find time to supervise building a boat?”

   Even he couldn’t spend every hour of every day sucking, slurping, screwing, snacking, or slicing, Boss.  Although he did his best.  He kept trying to beat his personal best of six days straight in debauchery of both mortal and undead sorts—

   “Thank you, that will be all.  I suspect I don’t want to know the details.  Back to the Witches and their naval assault.  What about my trick with the bomb-spikes?”

   He liked it.  Since nobody knew exactly what you did or how you did it, it was still a surprise.  Some spells from Tort, a bunch of hammering, and there you have it.  Busted keels and drowning men all over the place.  The ones who washed up on the beach found Mocharan forces waiting for them.

   “Sounds like a victory for us, sure, but how was it especially unpleasant for the Witches of Kamshasa?”

   Well, their magical rulers are all female.

   “Right.”

   Women are the only people trained in magic.  So, if you’re attacking a city known for wizards, you send a squad of witches along to defend against it.  The ones who washed ashore wound up in the dungeons in Carrillon.  Since the Demon King lived in Carrillon and was not a nice man…

   “Ah.  Yes.  I get the picture.”

   He eventually sent them home, though.

   “Did he?” I asked, surprised.  “I would think they’re still in the dungeon.”

   Oh, no.  He even sent the bodies home with the survivors, just as soon as all the kids were born.

   I groaned and flopped back on the bed.  Mary made a sympathetic noise and kissed my forehead.

   “I take it this is going to hurry along your—uh, oh,” she broke off.  Sunset started.

   “After you,” I offered, gesturing toward the bathroom.  I followed her in and we prepared for our waterfall-rinse cycle.

   “As I was saying,” she continued.  “This is going to hurry you back to your super-scanner-sensor-spells, right?”

   “I think it has to.  Everything hinges on T’yl and Tort.  If I find them, I can get real answers.”

   “Could you get answers from other people?  I mean, have you even tried talking to everyone else you know?”

   “Well… no, I haven’t, not really.  As word gets around, they seem to be getting in touch with me.  It’s sort of a race between people who like me and people who hate me, I guess.  But I know I’ll get my answers from Tort and T’yl.”

   “And if talking to everyone else helps you find them?”

   I muttered something and she cupped a hand behind her ear.

   “I said I didn’t used to need someone to do my thinking for me!”

   “That’s fair.  You used to sleep, too.”  She kissed my nose and turned.  “Scrub my back, please.”  While I did so, she added, “By the way, this Dantos guy?”

   “Yes?”

   “He’s your knight?”

   “Yes.”

   “And you’re his king?”

   “Yes.”

   “So, you’ve given up on the idea of being a retired king?”

   I said something profane.

   “Too late.  The sun is going down,” she replied, turning around under the water.  “But, about being a retired king?”

   “I didn’t mean to.”

   “You slipped and fell and accidentally knighted him?”

   “That’s not what I mean!”

   “I’m listening.”

   “It’s… he’s… the thing is,” I tried.  “Okay, look.  He’s a plainsman.  They have a sort of religious awe of me.  He immediately threw himself onto my side of the line by reporting his boss for suspected treason.  He assumed I was his king and kind of screwed himself over by being… you know.  Loyal.  Upright.  Noble and worthy and stuff.”

   “I see.”

   “Yeah, well, I couldn’t… He was trying to do the right thing and I… it’s hard to explain.”

   “Kittens.”

   I blinked at her.  She smiled and switched with me so I had more of the waterfall.  I rinsed and she explained.

   “Kittens,” she repeated.  “If a kitten crawls into your lap, what do you do with it?”

   “In theory, you feed it and keep it warm and find a home for it.”

   “In theory?”

   “I haven’t seen a cat in decades.  I don’t think cats like me.”

   “Strange.  But all right.  Once a kitten climbs into your lap—if you can’t find a home for it—what happens?”

   “I guess you’re stuck with a lunatic claw machine.”

   “I’m guessing you don’t like cats?” she asked, eyeing me suspiciously.  I resisted the urge to back away from her.  Besides, there was a wall behind me.

   “I’ve got nothing against them, in principle.  I’m not fond of shredded furniture and litterboxes.  Every sort of pet has drawbacks—cats, dogs, dolphins, smartass swords—”

   Hey!

   “—they all have their good points and bad points.”

   “Hmm.  But you don’t actually dislike cats?”

   “How about we say I tolerate them as well as they tolerate me.  If they’re nice, I’m nice.”

   “That’s fair, I suppose.  All right.  I guess I’ll still keep you.”

   About that bit about swords…

   “My point,” Mary insisted, firmly, “was if you pick up a kitten and care for it, you’re stuck with it.  Right?”

   “I suppose so.”

   Unless they’re tasty, Firebrand interjected.  Mary silenced it with a dirty look before she replied.

   “Now, elder vampire wizard king, what did you do with the human, Dantos?”

   “I picked it up?”

   “Yes.  We talked about pets, remember?  And now it’s yours.”

   “I guess.”

   Mary shook her head and started wringing out her hair.

   “You don’t know how to not have pets, do you?”

   “Apparently not.  But he is a decent sort, and it’s nice to have someone else around the place.  If you’re not here, I don’t have to drop everything to answer the door.  Laisa is helpful, too.”

   “And the little girl is adorable?”

   “I hadn’t noticed,” I lied.

   “I’m sure you didn’t.  Come on.  Let’s dry and dress.  You have some calls to make, a lesson in magic to give, and then some spells of your own to work on.  I’m going to try and resist being bored with watching you work, too.”

   Is one of the cornerstones of wisdom knowing when to nod, smile, and say nothing?

    

   Naturally, it didn’t go as smoothly as that.  Bronze, in her guise as the Dark Horse, brought up two customers for the quick route to reincarnation.  This made me consider her hoof-silencing spells again, along with her disguise spells.  So we went off on a magical tangent.  Mary’s lesson for the evening was on enchanting objects and the differences between a spell, a self-sustaining spell, and an enchantment.

   If those seem like imprecise categories, I agree.  The lines between spell and enchantment used to be pretty clear.  I keep blurring them.  You could argue I take the whole world out of focus.

   Bronze, despite being a magical construct, is a living being.  After conducting a few tests, we discovered adding an enchantment to her would be painful.  Doing it painlessly would involve taking her magical matrix apart and integrating the new functions.  I can’t just bolt on an added effect.  Moreover, I don’t like the idea of fiddling with her basic structure when I don’t understand it.  She has complete faith in me, but agrees I shouldn’t do it if I’m not comfortable with it.

   As a result, Bronze, with the aid of Firebrand, contributed five strands of wire from her tail.  Once separated, I enchanted each of them.  It was surprisingly easy to do, possibly because it already came from a massively-enchanted creature.  The first four strands were for silence.  The actual damping spell would reduce or eliminate physical vibrations in the air—sound waves—in a small area around her hooves.

   I’m a cautious sort.  I also added variations on anti-detection magic.  Each strand had a silencing spell, but each also included one more effect.  The first one had a spoofing spell to report she was a normal horse, a straight-up blocking spell on the next, a detection scrambler—like static—on another, and the fourth to sound an alert if the others were penetrated.  I suppose I could add some more effects, but the more you cram into a single item, the more difficult it is.  It’s like an electronic gadget.  If it does one thing, it’s pretty straightforward and reliable.  If it does a dozen unrelated things, it’s a nightmare.

   After the enchantment process, it was simply a matter of winding one through the thick feathering around each pastern, right above her hooves, and spot-welding the enchanted wire to keep it in place.

   The fifth strand had a permanent Dark Horse disguise enchantment on it—or would have, if Mary hadn’t intervened.  She wanted to know if it could be enchanted to give Bronze whatever color scheme she wanted.

   Come to think of it, why haven’t I got something like that?  I cast disguise spells or put on makeup every night.  Wouldn’t it be simpler?  It would be quicker, certainly, than casting a new spell every night.  It would also be less trouble, at least in the long run.

   So, instead of a Tail-Bracelet of Darker Colors, Bronze has a magical Tail-Bracelet of Variable Color Schemes.  She can pick her illusory appearance and change it to suit herself.  I’ll get around to something for myself, eventually.

   It’s eerie to watch her thunder around with nothing more than the feel of the silent thud in the floor and a faint, metallic clinking—her mane and tail are outside the silence field.  Tons of giant horse ghosting along to an ethereal tinkling sound raises goosebumps, or would if I wasn’t dead when I first saw it.

   On the plus side, Mary and I both had dinner, she got her magic lesson, and Bronze is now a stealth horse.

   On the down side, I haven’t really gotten anywhere with my Sand Table of Searching or my phone calls.  Now that the sunrise brought everything back to life, people should be awake.  I’ll see if they’re taking calls this early.

   





   





Tuesday, February 3rd

    

   Seldar answered from aboard a ship, sailing somewhere.  He wasn’t much help on where Tort or T’yl might be.  The last time he heard from them, Tort was in residence with the King in Carrillon and T’yl was living in the palace in the Fortress of the East—Karvalen.  Of course, Tort’s last known movement was to Karvalen.  Where she went from there was unknown.  T’yl remained in Karvalen; until I started asking questions, Seldar thought T’yl was still there.  Typically, they didn’t talk much.  There is no email, telephone, or even regular mail service.  Most people don’t talk to anyone outside their own town or village.  Some people go their whole lives without ever seeing a strange face.

   That’s almost incomprehensible to me, but I’m not from around here.

   Seldar had more information on the career of my evil twin.  As one might expect, the Demon King was not a nice man.  Most of his actual atrocities were on the battlefield, or immediately afterward, during the conquest of the city-states.  He didn’t invent the concept of terror tactics, but he made extensive use of them.  I recognized some of them from Earth history.  Killing defiant nobles by pouring molten silver in their eyes and mouths was a thing attributed to the Mongols, for example.  The Demon King used lead, but the principle was the same.

   These techniques did not go over well with my personal knights—the Order of Shadow.  They expected more mercy and less brutality.  On the other hand, there was a war on.  They were grumpy about it, but didn’t actually try to stop it.  They protested, of course; they argued for mercy every time.  And, every time, they were overruled.  To be fair, people did start to get the message.  The conquest of old Rethven did seem to pick up speed after the first four or five “examples.”

   The larger, although less-elite order of knighthood—the Order of the Sword—was the place for anyone who might be enough of a fighter to merit it, but without the ridiculous standards of the Order of Shadow, the King’s personal guard.  Mostly, it was for the knights of conquered princes or elite mercenaries.  Once you conquer a place, you levy troops, supplies, and money, consolidate everything, then march on to the next place.  The Order of the Sword didn’t have as much to do with the King, directly, and certainly didn’t know much about me.  For the most part, they were only too happy to dish out to someone else what they had served to them.

   Interestingly, Lissette was left in charge of domestic policies, kind of by default.  Apparently, my other self didn’t care much for politics, either.  That was good, as far as I was concerned.  His laziness meant people were accustomed to the Queen’s authority actually meaning something.  Given the chauvinistic, patriarchal attitudes of most of Rethven, it was a huge help to her maintaining the monarchy when the King disappeared.  Of course, the Queen also had her personal guards and personal cabinet—Thomen was her right-hand man, grand vizier, chief advisor, et al and et cetera.  Her cabinet included half a dozen nobles in charge of various government functions, such as taxes, military, internal affairs, secret police, those sorts of things. 

   Once the wars were over—all of the old Rethven cities turned into modern Karvalen subjects, the viksagi beaten back and punished, and the western border claimed (although not consolidated) all the way to the Western Ocean—my darker self turned its attention to other ways to amuse itself.  That’s when he started “inviting” ladies to attend him during the day.  Technically, as King, he was within his rights.  Morally, he was more than a little off.  I’m not sure he would have gotten away with it if Rethven regarded women more highly.  As it was, there were several men who objected to having their property “borrowed.”

   He sent the widows home, I’m told.  Eventually.

   Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar did their best to mitigate the King’s appetites.  Their theory was if he was going to do this sort of thing, they should try to lessen the impact.  

   For example, they volunteered to go out and fetch back whatever he wanted.  This kept him from going out and snatching someone off the street, himself.  As a result, rather than literally grabbing the first pretty girl he found, the three of them made arrangements for him—or assigned people to make arrangements.  No doubt a number of modern political figures have similar arrangements built into their budgets.  Most of his temporary paramours were professionals and were well-paid for their work.  Most of the rest were volunteers.  

   I found the idea of volunteers hard to believe.  Seldar reminded me we were talking about the King, after all.  Ever seen a beautiful girl hanging on the arm of a wealthy or powerful man?  I had to admit he had a point.

   Seldar still had some strong feelings about a few he selected himself, however.  Not all of those were unreservedly enthusiastic.  “Resigned” or “fatalistic” might be a better descriptor, and it bothered him, even years later.  Personally, I agreed with him that it should.  It shows my knights have consciences.  That’s important.

   I really do need to find that black ball.  And a hydrogen bomb.

   As for the King’s evening activities, the Big Three did their best to moderate that, as well.  Most of the kingdom’s jails and dungeons wound up sending their criminals to the capitol.  The new roads helped enormously.  Seldar did most of the work in sorting the potential victims out.  Some were assigned to labor, others fined, or an appropriate penalty was assessed.  He was a big fan of making petty criminals do hard labor.

   Murderers, rapists, child molesters, and other such went to holding cells under the palace.  I have to give Seldar credit there.  If someone was going to be dumped into a monster’s playroom to die a slow, agonized, gruesome death, Seldar did his best to make sure it was only someone who deserved it.  Moreover, he knew my feelings on the male-female social inequality and lumped rapists under the same heading as murderers.  They used to be regarded as no worse than thieves, and for similar reasons.  Not anymore.

   Not much of a silver lining, but I’ll take whatever I can get.

   In some ways, Seldar’s report was a relief.  I had vague, half-formed fears of my other self riding through cities, towns, and villages, ordering all the women to stand outside their homes to be viewed, selecting one or more who caught his eye, and having these brought back for his amusement.  Or a whole wing of the palace filled with “amusements” of all ages to keep himself occupied.  Or a separate pleasure-palace for his “collection.”

   None of his activities filled me with anything but revulsion, but… it appeared as though things could have been much, much worse.  I’m sure it would have been, but the Big Three, by being decent people, moderated even that disaster.  As long as the creature had a hooker for the day and a criminal for the evening, he seemed relatively content.  It’s pricey to pay a demon’s ransom every day, but they got a bargain rate.

   If all he hit were lust, wrath, and sloth, all I can say is I’m glad he didn’t go in for gluttony.  During the war, a resisting city could have been depopulated in a single night.  Not only of people, but of every living thing, right down to the cockroaches, fleas, and bacteria.

   My knights—the Order of Shadow, and especially Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar—did a fantastic job of keeping a demon in check without even knowing what it was.  Maybe someone raised them right.

   When Seldar signed off, I sat back and reflected.  It might have been one of the least-pleasant conversations I’ve ever had.  The high point of it was “he wasn’t as bad as he could have been.”  Talk about damning with faint praise.  It’s like saying, “He didn’t kill all the prisoners,” or “They only nuked one continent,” or “The virus only killed half the people on the planet.”

   Perhaps worst of all was my own guilt.  If I weren’t an idiot, none of this would have happened.  Or, to be fair, would not have happened so easily.  My dark half was obviously out to get me; he might have managed it later rather than sooner.  Or maybe not.  What might have been is of no real consequence.  What did happen is all that matters.

   The Kingsway gate interrupted my unpleasant musings with a vision of a man in steel scale-and-plate leading a pair of horses—one obviously war-trained, the other carrying baggage.  I was in the mood for a distraction.  Mary and Dantos also saw it; they met me in the great hall.  I sat on the throne and they took up positions in the corners, left and right of the main door.

   When the door to the great hall opened, the visitor stayed where he was, sword in one hand, shield on the other arm, visor down.  I could see a couple of poles, weighted with sandbags, supporting a pair of banners.  I stayed where I was, as well, semi-reclined on the dragonshead throne at the other end of the hall.

   “Behold your doom, creature of evil!” he shouted, echoing.  “Halar the Undying, Demon King of Rethven!  Come forth!  Stand for your crimes and meet your just fate at the hands of a Hero!”

   I recognized the voice.

   Slowly, I got up from the throne and walked across the floor, applauding as I approached.

   “Well done!” I complimented him.  “It was short, to the point, and had the ring of conviction.  The banners are a nice touch, too.  Ever considered a squire or a page to blow a horn?  The only other thing I’d suggest is adding who you are.  Make it personal, rather than generic.  Something like, ‘meet your end at the hands of Sir Sedrick, the Hero of…’ and include someplace you’ve performed a grand deed.”

   He lowered his sword and raised his visor as I stopped at the door.  He was smiling.

   “I’m glad you like the banners.  I remember you mentioned them, so I had these made.  Squires and pages, though, get underfoot, get taken captive, and generally get in the way.  Give me a good, well-trained mount and maybe a war hound,” he told me.  “But adding my name… you think so?  Does not that sound conceited?”

   “You’re a Hero, Sir Sedrick.  You’re expected to be a little conceited.  It’s almost a requirement for the job, isn’t it?”

   “I don’t know,” he disagreed, and sheathed the weapon.  “It seems to me pride leads to arrogance, and arrogance leads to overconfidence.  That can be fatal.”

   “You have a point.  Come in, come in.  Have you had breakfast?”

   “Before dawn.  I do not enter battle on a full stomach.  It slows the reflexes.”

   “I’ve had first breakfast, but you’re welcome to share second breakfast.”

   “As you say,” he agreed, and clanked in to follow me.  I led him out of the great hall and down to a sitting room while I spoke with Mary and Dantos through Firebrand.  Dantos volunteered to tend to the horse.  Mary had some sarcasm to deliver.  Sedrick and I found seats around a table and we both laid our sheathed swords on it.  He hung his shield on the back of his chair and put his helm on the table.  

   “So, what brings you to Karvalen?” I asked.

   “You.  Again.”

   “Really?”

   “Yes.”  He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  “There is nothing to be done about a king in his castle, but a monster in his lair is the meat and drink of Heroes.  I would have been in the van of the invasion when you visited, several months ago, but I heard of it too late.  I am glad the Church of Light failed to get you, since you seem to be yourself again.”

   “So am I, and so I am,” I agreed.  “I almost hate to tell you this, but the monster you’re after isn’t here.”

   “I suspected as much.  I spent some time investigating before I came up here.”

   “Good man.  Smart.”

   “Stupid heroes do not live long.”

   “Isn’t being a Hero all about being stupid?”

   “Foolish, perhaps,” he admitted, smiling.  “It is the greatest strength of a Hero to be relentless in the gathering of information.  One does not challenge a magician without considerable planning, nor does one brace a y’yvik in its lair without knowing its color.  In like fashion, I wanted to know if I was facing the Demon King or Halar.  It seems I was correct in my estimation.”

   “I agree.”

   “And, of course, your observation of protocol was the final confirmation.”

   “If it helps, you did a perfect job on the whole heroic challenge thing.  It was a classic example.”

   “I thought you would appreciate it,” he told me.  Laisa put food on the table while we spoke.  “You said the monster I am after is not here.  I accept your statement, for it matches well with what I know.  Perhaps you could explain?”

   So I did, in between bites of breakfast.  I wonder if it’s more comforting to know I’m eating something that isn’t the observer—“Yay!  He’s not eating me!”—or if it’s more disturbing to watch me eat—“Oh, god, look at him take bites out of things!”  Sir Sedrick didn’t seem disturbed by my ability to bite chunks out of anything edible, but he’s a professional Hero.

   He agreed he heard the rumors about the possession and the exorcism, of course.  Nevertheless, when my presence became known this time, he rode hell-for-leather to get here and see for himself.

   “So where does that leave us?” I asked.  “I mean, you came all this way—again—and found your monster isn’t really a monster—again.”

   “Oh, you are a monster,” he argued, “but not the monster I expected.”

   “Do you mean we need to fight?”

   “I think not.  Not yet, at any rate.  As far as I can tell, you are the monster who belongs in Karvalen—the one the people have always thought of as their monster.  If I killed you, I would have to sneak away or the mob would rip me limb from limb.”

   “I’m surprised,” I admitted.  “I didn’t think they cared.”

   “Oh, they have little enough love for the deeds of the Demon King, but those were all done to Rethven, not here.  No one here has seen it—or only a few.  It is not as though most people travel so much.  Heroes, merchants, traveling wizards, missionary priests, diplomats… not much else.  If it is not in Karvalen or Mochara, it’s probably not worth the trouble.”  He grinned at me.  “Those canals are brilliant, by the way.”

   “Thank you.”

   “I mean it.  Most people never see more than the city they were born to.  Most of the rest don’t see more than two or three.  Around here, a man can see Vathula, Plains-Port, Karvalen, and Mochara without much fuss or bother.”

   “I originally thought of canals as trade routes, but I suppose ease of trade does mean ease of travel, too.  I wonder if I need to put a tunnel through the Eastrange for a canal there, too.”

   “I’m not sure anyone here cares what happens on the other side of the mountains.”

   “Hmm.  That could be a problem.”

   “If you say so.  May I remain here for a time?  I should like to see the place again.  It has been some time.”

   “Of course!  Or, more formally, be welcome in my house,” I told him.  “You may remain as my guest for as long as you wish.  I’ll expect proper behavior, however, as a guest.”

   “No beheading you in the bath?” he asked, chuckling.

   “That sort of thing, yes,” I agreed, grinning back at him.  “Even if you do decide to skewer me, I expect you to do it when there are no children around—and there is one presently at large in the place.  The safety and well-being of any kids in the house is paramount.  Please calculate your attacks, surprise or otherwise, with this in mind.”

   “That’s either completely in character for you, or a clever ploy by a dark and terrible thing,” he mused.  “I think I’ll take it as a further confirmation of what I already feel to be true.”

   “Thank you,” I said, and I meant it.  “Now, tell me about yourself.  What’s been going on these last nine years?”

   “I took your initial suggestion of touring the region around Byrne and offering my cautions to the people.  They did not, at first, heed them.  As the armies of Byrne suffered and the armies of Carrillon grew, both in size and proximity, the people grew fearful.  Since someone burned most of the palace in Byrne to the ground…” he trailed off, smiling.  I chuckled.

   “Yes, I’m sure that helped.  But the armies of Carrillon?”

   “Shortly after the damage to the palace in Byrne—a matter of a few weeks—armies were marching on Byrne, itself.  I do not know if my own small efforts encouraged people to surrender, but I hope so.  The consequences of defying you and your forces were too terrible to contemplate.”

   “I’m sorry.”

   “Don’t be,” he countered, quickly.  “Purge all sorrow and guilt.  You did none of it.”

   “Oh?  I know I didn’t, but—”

   “But me no buts,” he insisted.  “I spent more than a year investigating you.  I consulted wizards, magicians, even the witches of Karvalen—and that was worthy of a song or two all by itself.  They don’t like strangers, especially ones asking about you.”

   “Don’t you mean the witches of Kamshasa?”

   “No, the witches here, in Karvalen.”

   “We’ll come back to those.  Go on.”

   “While none could tell me anything for certain, over time I came to understand you were not yourself.  Eventually, I concluded you were, in fact, possessed by some dark spirit.  For the years since then, I have seen nothing to contradict this idea until recently.  Until you came here, a place you had avoided.  Then I came hither at speed and with some small hope.  And my hope has been rewarded.”

   “Remind me to reward you more materially.”

   “I shall bear that thought in mind, Your Majesty.”

   “But you mentioned witches in Karvalen.  What witches?”

   “The Witches of Kamshasa are dangerous and treacherous creatures,” he told me.  “Most witches are, or they would not be called witches.”  Technically, the word was a compound word:  Ven’fiesha.  Ven, or blood, and fiesha, or power.  Why, I’m not entirely sure.  I think it’s because witches run in families—one is born with the talent to be a witch, rather than trained to be a wizard.

   Hmm.  I never thought about it before, but it also explains the Rethven for fire-witch.  Ven’strina, or blood of fire.

   “The witches in Karvalen,” he continued, “are of the gata who make their home here.”  He shrugged.  “They do not like to talk of you, thinking it improper, somehow.  It was expensive to gain what little trust I have.”

   “I’ll happily recompense you, or even introduce you to them on a more friendly level.”

   “I’d not say no,” he admitted.  “They are unparalleled as traders with the plains people; their wagons roll everywhere in the great, grass sea.  The people of the plains always welcome them and their wares.  It is said they are shrewd traders and drive hard bargains, but they are also scrupulously fair.  They never lie or mislead a plainsman about their wares, out of respect for the law you gave.”

   “I have to admit, I’m glad I did something right.”

   “On the other hand, they’ll cheat anyone else for the fun of it,” he added, “and often do.  Still, I like them.  They are their own people.  They can be kind, but they can be cold.  They will be generous—when it suits them.  And they will hold to a bargain even if it means ruin.  They are complex, intricate—I admit I do not understand them.”

   “Neither do I, but they seem to like me.  I can’t ask for anything better.”

   “Indeed.  Still, I’ve wandered from your question.”

   “I had a question?”

   “About my adventures for the past few years?”

   “Ooo, yes!  Do tell!”

   “Well, after determining there was nothing within Rethven that required my powers—at least, nothing within my scope—I turned my attention to the north and the viksagi.  They, too, are a complex people, but the blue-white giants they fear are much simpler.  The key to facing one of those is to get in close.  They favor great, tree-sized clubs and will smash you if they can swing on you.  Get past the arc of their swing and they are awkward in close quarters…”

   We talked for quite some time, mostly me listening while he talked.  He told his stories well.  I especially liked the way he always found out everything he could before committing himself.  I respect that.  It was also probably the reason why he was still alive.  Heroing is not an occupation with a lengthy life expectancy.

   For reference, never let a northern frost giant stand off at a distance and throw things at you.  They’re surprisingly accurate and they throw big things—rocks, trees, slabs of ice, those sorts of things.  Messy.

   As the morning wore on, I recognized time was slipping away.  Since I had things yet to do, I introduced him to everyone but Caris—I had no idea where she was—and excused myself to make more calls.

   I dialed the mirror in the capitol I’d tried before, while I was in Zirafel.  Another young lady to answered it.  Same ribbon, same badge, same wraparound braid hairstyle, different girl.  She didn’t scream like the other one, but she went rigid and her face went white.

   “Good morning!” I sang, as cheerily as I could.  “I see you recognize me.  Please calm down; you’re not in trouble and no one is going to be upset with you.  Okay?”

   She nodded without speaking.  She trembled.

   “Would you be so kind as to tell me where your mirror is?  Is it in Karvalen?”

   She nodded.

   “All right.  I’m going to have to ask you to actually use your voice for this one.  Where in Karvalen is it?”

   “The Palace,” she squeaked.

   “Which palace?  The one in the mountain?”

   “Carrillon.”

   “Oh, that’s excellent!” I exclaimed, and meant it.  When she agreed her mirror was in Karvalen, I thought she meant the city, not the kingdom.  “Is the Queen in?”

   She nodded.

   “Good, good.  Now, take a message—you have something to write with?”

   She nodded.  I was starting to wonder if there was bobble-headed doll in her ancestry.

   “Please let the Queen know I’m feeling much better now.  Tort and T’yl have fixed the problem.  I’m looking for them, however, and can’t seem to find them.  Also, I’d like the opportunity to meet and apologize to her at her convenience.  Got that?”

   She nodded.  I restrained a sigh.  Being a terrifying figure of legend isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.

   “Thank you for your help.  Is there anything I can do for you?”

   Her neck did work side-to-side, not only up-and-down.

   “All right.  You can call me back on this mirror.  You can do that, right?”

   Up and down again.

   “Wonderful.  Good day.”

   I closed the connection and sat there, thinking for several minutes about who to call next.  There weren’t too many choices.  But did I really want to call Thomen?  It could work out.  If he still cared about Tort, he could be a powerful ally.  He might even be willing to put his hatred on hold until we could establish Tort’s safety.

   While I sat there, thinking about it, the mirror rippled and cleared, revealing Tianna.

   “Tianna!  I’m so glad to see you.”  I noticed her expression.  “You look worried.”

   “I am.  You know about the Church of Light?”

   “I’m aware of it, if that’s what you mean.”

   “No, not at all.”  She gripped her temples with one long-fingered hand, a gesture either copied or inherited from me.  It was odd to see.  “Granddad, the Church of Light has been in the Fortress of the East for… well, it’s been everywhere, but it’s been especially present for the last nine years or so.  When your other self relocated to Carrillon, the Church of Light presence started to grow here.  Elsewhere, too, I think, except in Carrillon.  Having a Demon King on the throne helped their recruitment in other cities.”

   “I guess it would.”

   “I think they meant to build up their strength before attempting to unseat the Demon King.”

   “Reasonable, I suppose.  And now?”

   “Now, they’ve got fifty or so of the especially devout marching up the Kingsway, chanting and singing and waving sun-face medallions.  I think they’re coming for you.”

   “No doubt, but why?  I haven’t done anything to them.  Or are they trying to be preemptive?  You know, before I go on some sort of rampage.”

   “I’m not sure.  I don’t… um.  We both have sun-god connections, although not the same one.  We, uh, really don’t get along too well.”

   “I can imagine the theological implications.  Conflict of interest sort of thing.  I’ve wondered why I get along so well with the Grey Lady, myself.”

   “Oh, that,” she scoffed, waving a hand dismissively.  “The Grey Lady determines the time of a person’s death.  She escorts people to the underworld by the Long Road, then walks with them through the dark and into rebirth.  She handles everybody.  You don’t determine the end of their road—that’s Her job.  You also get single, specific people.”

   “She runs Club Destiny and I’m the doorman.”

   “Beg pardon?”

   “She’s omnipresent.  She snips their Ribbon and they follow her on the Long Walk.  I’m more of an express route, but you have to make an appointment in advance and leave a little early.”

   “That’s… strangely, I think that’s not a bad description.  As long as you’re incarnate, you’re limited to those you can see and touch.  You can’t handle everyone in a kingdom.”

   “I have a tough time with cities, too,” I admitted, thinking of Zirafel.

   “I imagine.  You also handle tough cases.”

   “Tough cases?”

   “Ghosts who refuse to leave.  Spirits that remain, rather than continuing their journey.  Not all who die are willing to go with Her.  She forces no one—it is not Her way.  You, on the other hand…”

   “So, not only the doorman, but security, too.”

   “She also likes you.  I don’t know why.”

   “How do you know all this?”

   “My grandmother was a priestess of the Grey Lady for a long time.  Plus, I sometimes see the Grey Lady when one of my patients is dying.  We talk.”

   Is it a family trait, this conversational familiarity with the local deities?  Or quasi-divine thing?  Or just mystical?  After all, I’m semi-undead, she’s a fire-witch.

   “Fair enough.  So, I’ve got few dozen Bright Boys walking up the Kingsway.  Good to know.  Thank you for warning me.”

   “You might want to hurry; I had to run back to the Temple to get to my mirror.  I’m not sure how far along they are.”

   “I’ll take care of it right now,” I promised.  She blew me a kiss and closed the connection.

   Sure enough, looking down the Kingsway I could see a line of people working their way up.  They were, indeed, chanting as they shuffled along, waving shiny medallions.  If it had been nighttime, I would doubtless have been blinded by the radiance of their illuminated faith.  As it was, they resembled a bunch of poorly-dressed street performers with a religious theme.  Did the whole Church have a vow of poverty?  Or was it a case of minimal personal needs while ministering to everyone else?  Charity is a virtue, I’m told.

   What were they trying to accomplish?  This was stupid.  Unless they had a secret weapon, I could stand at the head of the ramp and hold it until they ran out of people.  Besides, it was daytime.  Waving a holy amulet of light in my direction was about as dangerous as waving their mothers’ jewelry at me.  To be fair, they might not know that.  Approaching me during the day, in bright sunshine, at the height of their deity’s influence… there’s a case to be made for it.

   Below, along the side-streets of the Kingsway, crowds watched their progress.  Maybe it was a publicity thing?  Look at us, we’re the church to challenge even the Demon King?  That could have something to do with it, as well.

   What were my options?  Several.  First, kill them all.  Not always a good option, but it was on the table.  Not that I particularly wanted to, but I’m dealing with religious fanatics who want my head burned to ashes and my heart with it.  There were any number of ways to accomplish their collective demise.  The most basic was to walk down to meet them and wave a sword around.  The Kingsway is a one hell of a choke point and none of them were armed.

   Second, block them.  I could ask the mountain to do a variety of things—round off the road surface so it was like walking on top of a pipe, and make it slick as glass.  Open a gap, or several, in the bridgeway to stop them.  I suppose we could run a water line down the inside of the Kingsway.  If the sides curved up a bit and water poured down the middle, we could have everybody going back to the market square on a giant water-slide.  That could be fun to watch!  Or, more traditionally, get a big, stone sphere ready for next time.  Again, with curved-up edges on the road, just roll it down the middle.  All of those options would take time, however.

   Third, ignore them.  I could close the door to the great hall and let them wander around as much as they liked.  I didn’t see any pickaxes or shovels.  Eventually, they would get hungry and thirsty and have to go home.  I’ve got a terrace-balcony-thing attached to my chambers.  I could unseal the door and address them from there to find out what they wanted, provided they didn’t form a human pyramid to climb up to it—climbing down was problematic with the rocky overhang above the balcony.

   Maybe a blocking action…

   I put my instructions into the mountain and it started working.  The last several feet of the Kingsway formed a crack as the pivot-gate drawbridge disengaged.  I stepped out of the way as the stone continued to alter.  The people approaching were moving along cautiously and relatively slowly—the Kingsway wasn’t icy, but it was cold and a bit windy.  Numb toes don’t help with narrow bridges, and the view of the long drop encouraged caution.  I judged I still had about half an hour.  Good enough.

   What in the world were they trying to do?  A public display of disapproval?  A formal declaration of intent to destroy me?  Was this a way to throw down the gauntlet, or was there some other point to it?  The question bothered me as I watched the slow march.  I had the feeling something was going on and I wasn’t in the loop.

   By the time the head of the line reached the top of the Kingsway—ten or twelve feet from the wall—I had the drawbridge up and the wall intact.  I sat on top of the wall, a clear violation of the safety rules I laid down way back when.  Then again, the rule was to keep children from playing on the thing.  It was a long way down.  I drummed my heels idly on the outer face as the head of the line reached the gap.

   “Afternoon,” I offered.  “You should really call ahead for group discounts.”

   “Behold the Light!” screamed the lead guy, and he directed the face of his medallion at me.  Everyone behind him took it as a cue and started doing the same thing.  Things were awfully crowded on the Kingsway all of a sudden.  It’s really not the safest place to be, especially on a windy day.

   “Yes, I noticed it,” I told him.  “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

   “Begone, son of darkness!”

   I continued to sit there.  They continued to shout curses and banishments and, for all I know, exorcisms.  It’s hard to make out what any one voice is saying when there are so many.  I didn’t feel anything actually trying to banish me, but it was still broad daylight.  Their attempts at demon-destruction didn’t seem to have much effect.  After sunset, however, things might be different.  But… surely they knew it?  Or could they really not know?

   If they had tried to smite me as a mortal man—that is, if they tried to kill my mortal form with some sort of divine magic—would it have been more effective?  Were they even capable of doing so?  Their predecessors used a sort of cooperative magic, ritualistic prayers that acted as spells.  These people didn’t; they were using the power of their faith to banish evil.

   Either their faith wasn’t up to it, or I wasn’t the sort of evil they could banish.  I have no doubt they were incredibly effective against demonic Things from beyond the Edge of the World.

   Seeing they weren’t armed and apparently not about to stop, I laid down on top of the wall, folded my hands over my stomach, and pretended to go to sleep.  They seemed to get the point after a few minutes of shouting at me.  When they subsided to restless mutterings among themselves, I raised myself to my elbows and regarded them.

   “Are you done?  I mean, I don’t want to be a spoilsport or anything.  If you’ve got some more shouting to do, I can wait.”

   “Get thee hence, foul creature of the outer void!”

   “See?  I knew you had some more in you.  Go on.  Vent.  Get it out of your system.”

   I think I made them mad.  Fists waved, both with and without medallions.  Some of the pious mouthings started to sound slightly less than pious.  I continued to wait; they wore themselves out much more quickly than I did.  Standing in the cold on a narrow, un-railed bridge while the demonic thing you intend to banish politely waits for you to finish chanting and praying at it is disheartening.

   “O-kay,” I began, once they quieted to a reasonable level.  “If you want to send someone up to talk, I’d be happy to receive a visitor.  Send two.  Send a group of three, if you like.  I’d be happy to have a delegation from the church pay me a visit.”

   “After what you did to our brother, Perrin?” the lead man demanded.  “You expect us to trust a treacherous creature such as you?”

   “What I did to Perrin?” I asked, sitting up fully.  “I invited him in, fed him a hot meal, discussed theology, and sent him home.  What happened to Perrin?”

   “You hurled him living from your walls to die upon the street below!”

   “The hell I did.  He walked out of here on his own two feet!”

   “And you expect us to believe a creature such as you?”

   “Am I known for being a liar?”

   The guy in the lead hesitated for a moment, obviously considering his answer.  I interrupted his musings.

   “Will someone throw me a medallion amulet thingy, please?” I asked.  “Let’s see if it burns when I hold it.”

   I should have picked someone.  A dozen of them came my way with great speed and murderous intent.  I caught one and shielded my face and head from the rest.  Those things are heavy and someone with a good arm can really make one hurt.  I was going to have bruises.  I was also glad I didn’t get one on the noggin.

   I held up the medallion I caught.  It gleamed nicely in the sunlight.

   “All right, all of you.  Shut up and pay attention.  I, Halar of Karvalen, swear on this day, in the light of the sun and by the amulet in my hand that Brother Perrin left this place on his own two feet, alive and unharmed.  I did him no harm of which I am aware, and I most certainly did not do anything to throw him down or make him fall.”  I continued to hold the amulet for a minute, tilting it to flash sunlight at people.

   “Now that we’ve settled that,” I continued, “go home.  Well, you don’t have to go home, but you really shouldn’t stay here.  The Kingsway is crowded and it’s not the safest place to stand.  Besides, I’m going inside.  It’s cold and I was thinking about lunch.  Since some of the medallions landed in the courtyard, you can have those back if you’ll send someone to ask for them.  I’m not throwing them back to you; you might overreach and fall.  Like I said, the bridge isn’t safe.”

   I dropped down inside the wall and walked into the great hall, ignoring the shouting from outside.

   “Problem?” Mary asked.  I noticed she was in her professional killer outfit, but wore an over-robe to make it less obvious.  Maybe it was a way to keep warm; winter was definitely still here.

   “Religion.”

   “Ah.  Always a problem.”

   “Not always, but usually.  The local dimwits think I threw Perrin off the wall and they’re cheesed about it.”  I shook my head.  “I think he slipped on his way down, which is a shame.  I liked him.  It’s actually a wonder these goofballs didn’t lose anyone, bunched up as they are on the Kingsway.”

   I didn’t really want to make it any more inviting, but maybe something safer was called for.  If it was enclosed, like a tunnel bridge, maybe.  I could put a dragon’s head at the lower end, so entering the Kingsway was akin to going down a dragon’s throat.  Maybe the whole Kingsway could have a scaly pattern, too… I worked the idea into a mountain-message spell while we walked.

   “I wouldn’t think it a major loss to the world,” Mary continued.

   “Perrin might be, but the rest of them?  Probably not.  Why the robe?” I asked, changing the subject.  “Are you cold?”

   “A little, but mostly it’s Dantos’ wife getting prissy about my outfit,” she answered as we walked through the hall.  “I get the impression women don’t wear anything form-fitting.  I haven’t seen anything but skirts.  Have you?”

   “Not the last time I checked, no.  I’ve seen a wide variety of clothing choices in brothels, but those can’t be counted as dress for polite company.”

   “I’m many of things, but not a prostitute,” she said, primly.  “Speaking of fashion choices, though, what’s with the head-things?”

   “Head-things?”

   “The hair-bag older girls wear.  Like the one Laisa has on her head.”

   “I think it’s called a wriage, if I remember right.”

   “Yep, that’s the one.”

   “It shows she’s married.  Loose hair is for children, a braid is for an eligible but unmarried girl, and the bag-thing is for married women—I don’t know if they braid their hair or let it go loose in the bag, though.  I seem to recall something about the type of braids being significant, but it’s a faint memory.  Age?  Occupation?  Engagements?  It’s a tip-of-the-tongue thing for my brain.”

   “Me, too, now that you mention it.  Leftovers from meals?”

   “Probably.  If you’re interested, claim to be a foreigner and curious about the custom.  I’m sure any young lady in town will be happy to tell you all about it.  Or ask Laisa.”

   “I’m not that interested.”

   “Fair enough.”

   “What are you going to do about the religious zealots?”

   “Invite a couple to tea, find out if I can get them to be as reasonable as Perrin was, and kill them if I have to.”

   “Can I help?”

   “Depends on who they send,” I allowed.

   “I meant with killing them.”

   “It still depends on who they send.  We might get along.  Hold on a second,” I told her.  I finished my message spell and put it into the nearest wall.  She watched, perplexed.  “There,” I told her.  “I gave the mountain a message rather than plug in and tell it myself.”  She shuddered.

   “Any news on the mirrorphone?” she asked, avoiding the topic.

   So I told her about my conversation with Seldar and with the receptionist at the Palace.  She nodded thoughtfully and I continued.

   “Now I’m thinking of calling Thomen,” I finished.

   “I thought you said he hated you?”

   “That’s what I’m told.  He might need an opportunity to vent on me.  Who knows?  Some yelling might relieve him a little.  Or not.  Maybe punching me a few times will help him feel better.  My point is, I don’t know if his knowledge of my possession can overcome his emotional difficulties at my dark half’s actions.”

   “Don’t bet on it,” she advised.

   “Oh?”

   “It’s been my experience people don’t do well at that.  They get something in their gut and then their heads don’t have much to say about it.  If he spent the last few years learning to hate you, the best you can hope for is civility to your face while he plots to murder you.  That’s about it.”

   “I’m thinking I might also get a clue as to whether or not he’s the one who tried to pummel my brain.”

   “Hmm.”

   “Besides, if I can get him to be civil, that’s a foot in the door.  I can be unfailingly polite and helpful, right?  Experience will change his feelings.”

   “Are you stupid?”

   “No.  At least, I don’t think so.  Unwise, sometimes, and stupid only on occasion.”  I thought about it for a moment.  Mary remained silent, looking at me as we walked.  “Okay, maybe,” I allowed.

   Mary took my arm and patted it.

   “You’re forgetting the trust issue.  People don’t trust you after you crush them.  Yes, yes; I know—it wasn’t you.  But for them, it was you.  For years, you were the Demon King.”  She frowned in thought.  “Look, if you knew someone who was consistently a wife-beater and a child molester, what would you think of him?”

   “Doesn’t he look natural.”

   “Excuse me?”

   “At his funeral.  I’d be thinking, ‘Doesn’t he look natural?’ after the undertakers finished with his corpse.  Assuming they didn’t cremate whatever was left.  If I leave the head pretty much intact, they can hide the rest of the injuries—”

   “Let me try again,” Mary interrupted, squeezing my arm meaningfully.  Fingertips between the bicep and bone, right where it hurts.  “Let’s say you know someone who has no children, but consistently does hard drugs, pimps for low-budget porn movies, and beats his wife even though she never complains in public.  You know it, but you stay out of it because it’s not your business, right?”

   “…right,” I agreed, reluctantly.

   “For years, he does this.  It’s his life.  That’s the way it is.  Then, one day, for no apparent reason—at least, no reason you saw—he suddenly becomes a model citizen.  Goes to church on Sunday, pays his taxes, gets a working-class job, drives his wife to therapy sessions, joins the neighborhood watch, volunteers at the homeless shelter, and mows his lawn.  The works.  Do you buy it?”  She shifted her grip to a more gentle one.

   “Hmm.  What do you mean by ‘buy it’?”

   “He’s a new man.  He hates drugs, won’t even watch porn, and will never lay an ungentle hand on his wife again.  Unless she insists,” Mary added.  I thought about it.

   “No… I suppose I don’t.”

   “Why not?”

   “Because people don’t change like that.  I’m tempted to say people don’t change at all.  The overnight switch is too much to believe.  He’s still a drug-using, porn-producing, wife-beating person, even if he doesn’t want to be one at the moment.  He’s not doing it right now, sure.  Whatever it was inside him that made him that kind of person is still there.  I admit, I tried to push Mark into a turnaround by scaring him, but I knew he wasn’t going to really be a model citizen.  I expected him to behave better, not be a saint.”

   “And?”

   “And… that’s your point,” I admitted, sadly.

   “Go on.  Explain it to me.”

   “For nine years, I was a nasty bastard who earned the nickname of the Demon King.  Now, after being absent a few months, I’m back and I’ve turned over a new leaf.  I’m a better person, despite still being a blood-drinking monster.  Most people aren’t going to believe it even if I spend nine more years being Arthur at Camelot and pouring out the Holy Grail on anyone who wanders near me.”

   “I’d say you’d have to wait at least a couple of generations,” Mary suggested.  “All the existing people will have to die off and their children and children’s children will have to grow up knowing you as a figure with a bright halo.”

   “This is a problem, yeah, but some people will believe me!”

   “Only if they already believe in you,” she countered.  “Seldar sounds like one.  Tort, whenever you find her.  T’yl, too.  And, of course, your daughter and granddaughter.  That Beltar guy.  Maybe a few others.  Maybe Dantos—I’m not sure about him.  He regards you with a sort of religious awe.  He might not care if you’re the Demon King or not; he’ll still do anything you tell him to.”

   “He’s a special case.  Nekelae are demigods to the People of the Plains.  It’s our job to be terrors in the night while they placate us and ask for our protection.”  I paused for thought.  “Actually, I’m not sure a nekela is a nightlord.  It could be a necromancer.”

   “So, am I a nekke-lay?  Or a nightlady?”

   “Ask Dantos.  I’m sketchy on the plains details.”  I paused for thought.  “I don’t think I’ve eaten many of them.”

   “I will, and I’ll let you know.  So, did you get my point?”

   “About being the Demon King no matter what I do?”

   “Yes.”

   “Yeah, I guess I did.  I don’t like it.”

   She gently squeezed my arm and pushed the pivot-door to a kitchen.

   “I didn’t think you would.  Is it too early for lunch?”

   “I don’t think I’m hungry.  And you can always call it brunch.”

   “Suit yourself.”

   I left her to her meal while I went for a walk around the halls.  She had a good point about the Demon King problem and she finally drove it through my thick skull.  My public image is awful.  While it’s probably totally justified regarding the Demon King, I’ve been defamed, slandered, libeled, misrepresented… I need more words.  I need a public relations manager.  I need a public relations firm.

   Where’s Linnaeus when I need him?

   Dead.  And his only living descendant is working against me, last I checked.

   There’s a thought.

   I can’t convince a kingdom I’m a changed man.  Can I convince one person?  Could I persuade Tyma it was a demonic Thing that killed her father, using my body?  If I could get her on my side instead of trying to set my side on fire, it would help.  Not today, nor tomorrow, but perhaps in a year or ten, rather than a generation or three.

   Which left me with two big questions.

   First, how do I find her?  She’s probably well-hidden, cloaked behind walls of magic to foil location spells.  She would have to be to survive this long.  My other self would have turned her into minstrel chops and fed her to something unpleasant.

   Or would he?  Would he care?  He strikes me as the type to have a sensitive ego, so he could have hated any sort of mockery, been sensitive to anything that could be viewed as an attack on his dignity.  On the other hand, it’s almost a requirement to have at least a six-pack of overconfidence to go with the case of megalomania.  After murdering Minaren, he might have dismissed her as beneath his notice.  It was also possible people never again brought any of her work to his attention—the consequences of bearing bad news and all that.  Interesting.  I’ll have to ask.  It was tough to know which way to call it.

   The other big question was somewhat more stomach-churning.  Assuming I get to talk to Tyma without her trying to strangle me with her harpstrings, how do I open up such a conversation?  An elaborate apology?  Explanations?  Disavow all knowledge?  Shift blame?  Or say I’m sorry?

   That’s tricky.  Maybe I should let her punch me as much as she wants some evening.  It might help her get it out of her system.  I really don’t know, but beating on me until she’s too exhausted to move might let her feel better.  Worth a shot, I suppose.

   Despite all the souls I’ve consumed, I still don’t understand people.

   As I headed through the palace toward my workroom, Dantos crossed my path.  He stopped and saluted.  I returned it.

   “My King, there are a number of guests who greatly desire audience.”

   “Oh?  Who are they?”

   “Former knights of the Baron Gosford, Sire.”

   “I suspect I know where this is going, but I suppose I should ask.  Why do they want to see me?”

   “They would serve the King, Sire.”

   “Thought so.  All right, I’ll see them.  Lead on.”

   Dantos walked with me through the cavern-halls.

   “How many are there?” I asked, as we walked.

   “Six, Sire.”

   “Did they show up as a group?”

   “Yes, Sire.  They returned with me through the under-door.”

   “That’s odd.  I should have had an alarm go off.”

   “Sire?”

   “I should have noticed them coming in,” I clarified.  “You were with them?”

   “Yes, Sire.  I escorted them to quarters pending your attention.”

   “Hmm.  I’ve probably goofed somewhere in the links to the authorization protocols.  It should still alert everyone even if an authorized user is present.  I’ll have to look at it.”  I thought about it as we walked and changed my mind.  Having a psychic alarm go off and alert everybody in the palace could become annoying in short order.  Imagine a front door with an automatic doorbell going off every time it opens.  Now add a dozen kids to the house.

   Yeah, maybe I accidentally set the authorization protocols up correctly.  It wasn’t what I meant to do, but occasionally I do get lucky.

   Dantos shoved a pivot-door and we entered the public bath area.  Small cleansing pools to the left, draining under the row of toilets.  Hot pool, cold pool, and a swimming-pool-sized lounging pool.  The room was much warmer than I expected, but I had only been in the place once.  Maybe the mountain re-routed some heat to it when people started to occupy the space around it.

   Half a dozen men were lounging in the main social pool when we came in.  Their conversation came to an abrupt halt and water splashed as they scrambled out.  Moments later, I had six triathlon models kneeling before me, dripping, naked, and holding swords across their palms.

   “We beseech thee, our King,” they recited, more or less in unison, “to our petition, that you deign to bless with the might of thy hand this sword with which thy servant desires to be girded, that it may be a defense for those who cannot defend themselves, that it may be the terror and dread of all who would act against the realm, and that it may be just and right in both attack and defense.”

   I looked at Dantos.  He looked back at me.

   “You know these men?” I asked.

   “I do.”

   “Would you trust them to safeguard Caris while assassins roam the halls, looking for me?”

   “I would.  I know them.”

   “Then they’ll have their chance.”

   One by one, I took swords, traded oaths, and handed swords back.  When I finished, they remained on one knee.

   “Now, you’re knights by the grace of the King and an inside straight.  You’ve been knights to a baron.  This will be a bit more difficult.  You know Sir Beltar?”  They did.  “Good.  He’s one of my knights.  Go tell him what just happened here, then do whatever he says.  He’s senior, and he knows what I want done.  Get dressed and get going.”

   They dressed and Dantos attracted my attention.

   “Sire?”

   “Yes?”

   “Shall I go also?”

   “No, you have duties here.  But you might talk to Beltar when you have a chance.  He’s familiar with the training regimen for the Order of Shadow.”

   “I will do so immediately, Sire.”

   “Good man.  Now, I need something to eat and a change of clothes; I’ve sweated straight through this outfit.”

    

   In the privacy of my own chambers, I called Beltar on the Temple’s mirror and explained what was coming to him.  He promised to see to the additional training and exercises.  I didn’t press him for details; he said he could handle it, therefore, he could handle it.

   I rinsed off and dressed, preparatory to getting something to eat, when Dantos pushed open the outer door of my chambers and called for me.  I suppose I need a doorbell or an intercom or something.  I know I used to have a bell with a pull-rope in my private quarters.  Whatever became of that?  Maybe it’s a drawback of having a mutable mountain.  Things you thought were permanent fixtures are actually optional.

   “Yes?” I asked, emerging from the bedroom area.

   “My King, the Queen requests your attention on the magic mirror.”

   “Thank you.”  I jogged to the mirror room; I didn’t want to keep her waiting.  Lissette was in the mirror, in profile, obviously talking to someone else.  I seated myself in front of the mirror and she gestured the unseen person to silence.  We regarded each other for several moments.

   Yes, she was older.  I would have guessed more than nine years older, but with nine years, several children, and the stresses of being Queen, her appearance was about right.  Let’s not even get into the troubles involved with being married to the Demon King.  I wondered what their private life was like.  I doubted she had an easy time of it.

   “What do you want?” she asked, coldly.

   I was suddenly certain she had a hard time of it.

   “What I want,” I replied, slowly, thinking hard, “is to say I’m sorry.  The Demon King is gone, thanks to Tort, T’yl, Tianna, Firebrand, Bronze, and others.  I’m me again.”

   “Fine.  What do you propose, now that you are yourself again?  Do you plan to take the throne and rule?  Will you be coming to the palace to be a father to our children?  Or is there some new territory you wish to conquer?”

   “Um.  This is not how I pictured this conversation going,” I admitted.  Her eyebrows rose as her eyes widened.

   “Oh?  How did you think it was going to go?  The little wife would welcome back her husband with open arms?  The Queen would bow before the King and you would have your way in everything?  A few words of apology and all would be forgiven and forgotten?  You wanted to talk to me.  Talk!”

   I’d forgotten she was beautiful when she was angry.  So many women aren’t.  Lissette became colder as she grew angrier, until she could be a statue carved from marble.  And yet, her whole face was somehow suffused with an almost surreal quality of vitality, as though she was even more alive.

   I didn’t say any of that.  If she wanted to be all business, I could try to match her.

   “All right.  Fact: I’m here.  Fact: I’m in Karvalen—what they’re calling the Fortress of the East.  Fact: I’ve taken up residence and intend to stay here for some time.  Are you with me so far?”

   “Yes.”

   “Good.  Now, I’m looking for Tort and T’yl.  If you know where they are or how to find them, please tell me.”

   “I do not.”

   “Fair enough.  With that out of the way, please understand I will not be coming to Carrillon unless you invite me to do so.”  Lissette’s face shifted, like ice cracking in a thaw.  I think I surprised her.  “You’re the Queen.  From what people tell me, you’re ruling the place anyway.  I’m happy about it.  If you like, I’ll be happy to show up, put a crown on your head, formally abdicate the position of King, and have everyone swear fealty to you under my watchful eye.  Say the word and we’ll do it.  Or we’ll ignore the formalities and you go on ruling exactly as you have been.  Whatever you feel necessary.

   “However, if you need me for anything, you have only to ask.  I’ll destroy a city or look into someone’s soul, or anything in between.  But I have no plans to interfere with your rulership.  I never wanted to be a king, and I’m told you do a wonderful job of being a monarch.  Please continue.  Any questions?”

   Lissette stared at me, obviously at a loss for what to say.  I could see a little revulsion in her face, but mostly it was wonder, caution, and a moderate leavening of hope.

   “You’ll help?”

   “With anything you require.”

   “So, the Queen can call upon the King?  Is that what you’re saying?”

   “No.  I’m saying Lissette can ask Halar to help.  The Queen has a nation to run and the King is staying out of her way.  It’s your monarchy; it’s your country.  Do whatever you want with it.  Halar, on the other hand, has been gone a while… but remembers Lissette.  I always liked you, you know.”

   “That’s…” she trailed off, then turned the mirror, rotating it to face upward.  I got to look at the ceiling for a few moments.  Interesting.  I should rig my own mirror’s frame with a swivel like that.  Handy form of hold feature.  Personally, though, I’d put some sort of painting on the ceiling, kind of like visual hold music.

   She rotated the mirror down again and addressed me.

   “Do you recall the viksagi?” she asked, bluntly.

   “Vividly.”

   “We—that is, I have some difficulty dealing with them.  They conduct small raids across the Averill by boat, and they are especially difficult in the east where they found or built a bridge.  I once asked Tort to do something about the bridge, but she said it was impossible to destroy.  Can you remove it?  Or do something about the raids?”

   “I feel confident I can,” I admitted, “but before you tell me what you would like done, may I make a suggestion?”

   “A suggestion?  About what?”

   “If you ask me to go north and annihilate the entirety of the viksagi, I probably can.  It will take quite a while, though.  I would rather find a way to let them live peacefully with the kingdom instead of having an ongoing state of guerilla warfare.”

   Lissette blinked at me for several seconds.

   “You would rather…?”

   “Promote peaceful coexistence, yes.  Although, if you insist, I’ll kill them all.”

   “I don’t!” she declared, shocked.

   “Good.  I feel better.”

   “It is… strange,” she told me.  “I keep expecting you to… you really are the man I met, aren’t you?”

   “I am.  But you keep seeing the guy who was the Demon King for nine years.  I’ve had this pointed out to me.”

   “Yes.”

   “It must be weird.”

   “Yes.”

   We sat there in awkward silence for a bit.

   “So, about the viksagi?” I asked.

   “What did you have in mind?”

   “Rather than take down the bridge, maybe we should put up some more.  Maybe one every ten miles or so.”

   “What?  That’s crazy!  They would be back and forth over the Averill like it wasn’t even there!”

   “Exactly.”

   “I thought you were trying to help,” she snapped.

   “I am.  Do you know why the viksagi keep raiding us?”

   “They’re bloodthirsty savages who delight in killing and thieving,” she stated, positively.

   “Who told you that?”

   “Everyone knows—” she began, then shut herself up.  She folded her arms and pursed her lips, thinking.  “Anything ‘everyone knows’ should be questioned,” she mused, as though to herself.  She glanced at me again.  “They do come across the Averill.  They kill people and steal their things in raids.  I have reliable reports.”

   “What do they steal?”

   “Valuables, I presume.”

   “Of what sort?”

   “I don’t know,” she admitted, still thinking.  “What do the viksagi find valuable?”

   “Food, mostly.  They do like our steel, though, and they desperately need the weapons.  They have an ongoing problem with the frost giants.”

   “Frost giants?” she asked.  “Are you saying frost giants really exist?”

   “Yes.  Big, nasty brutes.  They eat people, livestock, and apparently anything else they can kill.  They make life difficult for the viksagi.  My thought is if the viksagi can… I don’t know, maybe trade with the kingdom more easily—possibly even farm some of the land south of the Averill, too far from the snowline for the frost giants, maybe they won’t be so quick to raid the neighbors.”

   “The river does keep us from readily attacking them, too,” she mused.  “I would have to talk to them, see what sort of organization they have.  If they could be persuaded to become part of the kingdom…”  She placed one hand across her face, thumb on one side, fingertips stroking the faint scar on the other.  “We could offer them help, perhaps even protection.  Do frost giants use magic?”

   This sort of thing is one reason I’m perfectly content with handing the kingdom over to Lissette.

   “Not that I know of,” I told her.  “The viksagi have magic-workers, but it’s a spirit-binding type of magic.  I don’t know if they can persuade a fire-spirit to torch a frost giant.  If we were to throw a few balls of fire at frost giants, it might go over extremely well with the viksagi chieftains.”

   “Can we open diplomatic negotiations without a bloodbath?”

   “If I can do it, anyone can.  They seem pretty much unconcerned about lone riders asking to talk to the local lord.  I’d recommend sending one guy—one with tact, a high tolerance for foreign customs, and a willingness to be respectful to the ‘barbarians’—instead of a battalion.  They can get nasty if they feel threatened.”

   Lissette lowered her arms and leaned forward, looking at me intently.  I leaned forward to make it easier.  She met my eyes and held them for several seconds.

   “You’re really are in there, aren’t you?”

   “Uh… yes?”

   “All right,” she said, leaning back.  “I want something.”

   “Name it.”

   “Bring Tianna to Carrillon.  I want to talk to her at length.  I want assurances before I agree to,” she gestured at me, head to toe, “you.”

   “I am hurt.”

   “No, you’re not.”

   “But I am,” I insisted.  “I shouldn’t be, but I am.  What you ask is entirely reasonable, but it still smarts a little.”  I sighed.  “I also think I’d do the same thing in your place.  I agree to your terms.  I’ll talk to Tianna and see when she’s available.”

   “Very good.  Is there anything else?”

   “One thing.  Well, maybe more than one.  I understand my body was busy while I wasn’t operating it.  This has caused, ah, some extensive family incidents.”

   “You have many children,” Lissette stated.

   “Yes.  I don’t see how I can do the father-thing.  In point of fact, I have no idea what to do.  What do you think I should do?”

   “You’re asking my advice?”

   “Yes.”

   Lissette stared at me for several seconds.  I couldn’t read her expression.

   “Here’s the problem,” I told her.  “I’m lost.  I know I should do something, but I haven’t a clue.  As has been pointed out to me, someone else stole my body and did things with it.  I’m not the one who… I’m not the one who asked for a series of women, but the results are products of my flesh.  I don’t even know if I should feel as responsible for this as I do.  I certainly don’t know what, if anything, I should do for all the… well, they’re not fatherless children, obviously, but they don’t have their biological father around to be a good example.”  I paused for a moment.  “I’m not sure I’m equipped to be a good example, anyway.”

   “Are you considering being a father to our children?” Lissette asked.

   “I’ll do anything you ask.  Say the word and I’ll move into the palace.  Or tell me to stay out of it and I’ll never meet them.  Or any arrangement you choose.  I hear you’ve had almost no control over the matter.  Now you have total control.  We’ll do this your way, any way you choose.  You’re the one who’s had to raise them in horrible conditions.  As far as I’m concerned, whatever you want, you get.”

   “I’ll pretend you mean it, and I will think about it.  We may talk about it after I talk with Tianna and some others.”

   “Perfectly reasonable,” I agreed.  “Please also think about what to do with and for all the other children, too.  I have no idea what should be done, but I feel something should be.  This isn’t a problem I’m equipped to solve.”

   “Halar?”

   “Yes, Lissette?”

   “I hope you really are you again.”

   “I am.”

   “Because, if you aren’t, I’m going to have you hunted down and destroyed.”

   We regarded each other in the mirror and I felt a little intimidated.  She gestured and the mirror rippled into reflection.  I certainly looked intimidated.

   Definitely a better ruler than me.

   All right, Lissette wants to talk—at least, she wants to talk to Tianna.  I can kind of see why.  If I’m still the Demon King, fooling Tianna is going to be impossible.  So, how fast can we get to Carrillon, have the interview, and settle matters?  I’ve got several things I want to do, but she’s the Queen.  If she’s going to accept the idea she’s in charge and I don’t want to be, I should really snap to and make whatever she wants happen.

   I called Tianna to schedule a visit to the capitol.  She didn’t answer immediately, so I connected my main mirror to my pocket mirror and left it running; I didn’t have time to wait around.  She was sure to notice the next time she looked.  The inside of a pocket is much darker than a normal mirror.

   I hurried down to the sand table room and spent the next couple of hours working on my spells—power jet, sensors, orbital mechanics, the lot.  Mary wandered into the sand table room and watched for a bit, then wandered back out.  I admit, it’s not terribly interesting.  What can I say?  I’m boring.  I could spend all day putting spells together, doing house maintenance, and puttering around in the barn.

   I miss that place.  I miss the Four.  I wonder how Mark and Gary are doing.

   The prototype orbital reconnaissance spells worked pretty well.  My major breakthrough with those was the realization a spell matrix can be treated like an object.  Most spells are cast on the spot to achieve an effect.  Think of it like a flashlight.  You put batteries in it and shine it at your target.  The farther away the target it, the less light reaches it.

   But what if you throw your flashlight?  If you do it right, it lands next to the target and illuminates it from close by, rather than from where you’re standing.

   I built the spell matrix I wanted, stabilized it, and built another spell to transport it to the Edge of the World.  A couple of prototypes and some refinement later, I had the working models following the Edge of the World without any problems.  At least, for the moment.  I was about to start work on the mountain-based navigation spells when my pocket said, “Hello?”  I fished out my small mirror.  Tianna’s puzzled expression gave way to a smile.

   “Hang on,” I told her.  “Let me get to the big mirror.”

   “I like your trick,” she declared.  “If I get a small mirror, will you show me how to do it?”

   “Miss a lot of calls?” I asked, hustling down the corridor.

   “How would I know?  That’s why I’d like to try it.”

   “Good point.  Sure.  I’ll be happy to teach it to you.  Maybe we should invent voicemail, too.  We could embed crystals in the frame and use them as recording mediums.”

   “What’s a voicemail?”

   “I’ll show you that, too.”  I sat down in front of the big mirror and tapped the small mirror to the larger one, switching the call.  “There, that’s better.”

   “Indeed.  So, how did you handle the assault of Light on the Mountain of Shadows?”

   “Is that what people are calling it?”

   “No, that’s what I’m calling it.  I inherited a strange sense of humor.”

   “I blame your mother.”

   “I think she got it from her father,” she countered.  “Some people do call it the Mountain of Shadows, or Mount Shadow, or the Shadowmount.  Just the central peak, obviously; not the whole town.”

   “Seems fair.  The light-absorbing spells do tend to make the surface darker than normal.  How else are we going to get decent lighting in the undermountain?”

   “I wasn’t criticizing.”

   “I didn’t think you were.  I guess I’m a little defensive.”

   “A little?”  Tianna raised an eyebrow.  “A moat, a fifty-foot wall, massive gates… and that’s the whole city.  I’m sure the mountain spire has other defenses.”

   “That’s not what I meant.”

   “I know.  But I asked about the Church of Light and their long walk up the Kingsway.  How did it go?  They came back down, one way or another, and you seem okay.”

   “I am.  They came up, waved holy symbols at me, and went away.  They seemed mostly upset about Perrin.  I think they think I threw him off the mountaintop.”

   “Did you?”

   “Of course not.”

   “They found his body on the downslope, on Kingsway Road, where he died from the fall.”

   “Impact,” I corrected.  “Died from the impact.  The fall doesn’t kill you.  It’s the sudden stop.”

   “Whatever.”

   “No, I didn’t know, but I inferred it from the commentary.  I didn’t see what happened, but, from what I’ve been told, it seems likely he slipped on the Kingsway.”

   “I think so, too.  I know many people who share my opinion, especially after their idiotic march on your palace.”

   See?  I’m not the only person who thinks they’re idiots.

   “Oh?” I asked.  “May I ask why?”

   “Two more of their faithful managed to fall to their deaths.  I think they’re starting to realize how dangerous the Kingsway is.  Mundanely, I mean.  It leads to your door; most people think that’s dangerous enough.”

   “I’ve started some changes on it,” I told her.  “It should be a little safer to travel, soon.”

   “I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” Tianna reflected.  “It will encourage people to brave the walk.”

   “The lower end should look like a dragon’s head.  Going up the Kingsway will be like walking into a dragon’s mouth and down the throat.  I’ll add some spells to make it grumble and growl randomly, and maybe have it shine a flash of reddish light once in a while.”

   Tianna grinned at me.

   “All right, maybe you have something, there.”

   “I hope so.  I also hope to have something in Carrillon.”

   “Oh?”

   “Yes.  You.  And me.  Lissette wants to look me over and talk to you.”

   “Hmm.  I assume she wants my opinion on the Demon King?”

   “I guess.  Either that, or she misses her step-granddaughter,” I added.  Tianna gave me a sarcastic expression.  I don’t even know how an expression can be sarcastic, but she did it, and she did it well.  I had no trouble identifying it as sarcastic.

   “When did she have in mind?” Tianna sighed.

   “She didn’t say.  I’d like to get it over with at your earliest convenience.  I want her to feel I take her seriously as Queen.  It’ll help reassure her my intentions are good.  Can we leave tonight?”

   “That’s difficult.  I’m the High Priestess.  They need me here.”

   “How long can they spare you?”

   “We can have a lesser priestess handle some of the duties—Sheena and Darys are not fire-witches, but the Mother will hear them.  But for the Calling of Spring, I do need to be here.”

   “When is it?’

   “Three days.  After the rite, I could be gone for ten days, but Carrillon is three days away by ship, and only if you have the winds.  It would be tight to get there and back in ten days, unless you want to do something with the weather.”

   “Bronze will be immensely hurt at your lack of faith,” I noted.

   “Bronze…” Tianna considered the idea.  “I know she’s fast; I’ve heard the stories.  Can she run all the way to Carrillon?”

   “You need to be in the Temple, here, before dawn on the third day?”

   “Yes.”

   “Shadowfax ain’t got nothing on Bronze.”

   “I beg your pardon?”

   Drat.  I’m used to talking to Mary.  She usually gets my geeky references.

   “Trust your grandfather?” I asked, instead.

   “Yes.”

   “Then we can leave tonight.”

   “Hmm.  I suppose.  You’re sure Bronze can get us there and back in three days?”

   “I’m pretty sure.”

   “Pretty sure?”

   “I’m thinking we’ll be there by midnight.  But if we don’t make it to Carrillon before dawn, we’ll turn around and come right back.”

   “That’s fair,” she agreed.  “All right.  We’ll go visit the Queen.  I’ll set things up here at the Temple.”

   “I’ll pick you up a little after sunset.  And wear something you’d wear to a hurricane.”

   “Why?”

   “Trust me.  You’ll see.”

    

   “So,” Mary sneered, “your plan is to go to the capitol where everyone knows you as the Demon King, gallop up to the Palace, say hello to the Queen—who, by the way, rules the place only as long as you don’t try to take back the throne—and hope she agrees you’re a nice guy?  Bringing with you, of course, your only flesh-and-blood descendant who might challenge her for the throne.”

   “Anything sounds crazy when you use that tone of voice.”

   “Do you remember our discussion about being a moron?”

   “Huuuh?” I asked, deliberately sounding stupid.  Mary hit me in the shoulder, hard.  “Yes, I remember,” I admitted, rubbing my injury.

   “It doesn’t sound like it.”

   “Look, Lissette is a decent, intelligent person.  Yes, this could be an elaborate, involved trap to get me in a vulnerable position.  On the other hand, she has a perfect right to know for certain I’m not the evil creature I used to be.  I could sit here in the mountain and never stir from it, but doing so would only increase everyone’s paranoia.

   “Even considering the idea is a good thing, much less actually going.  The Demon King wouldn’t agree to this.  He couldn’t bring himself to trust anyone.  I think I have to demonstrate I’m not the Demon King by showing I’m better than him—a kinder, gentler monster, if you will.  As a result, if Lissette wants a throne room full of priests, magicians, and wizards standing around and looking me over, it’s her call.  She’s Queen.  She needs to know—who I am, what I am, what I want, and to know I trust her with a kingdom.  I believe she has the best interests of the kingdom at heart, and that makes her ideal for the throne.”

   “You’re talking with great authority and certitude about the lady you married because of political reasons, who spent the last nine years being used as a brood mare by a monster, and who rules a kingdom as the appointed second fiddle to that same monster?”

   “Um.”

   “You know, the woman you barely knew nine years ago.  Her.  The nice girl who grew up into a… whatever she is now.  Oh, and what’s her favorite color?  Does she like her dazhu grilled or stewed?  What are her children’s names?  Does she sleep on the left side or the right side?  Silk, linen, or cotton underwear?  Sure, she’s a decent, intelligent person—at least, nine years ago.  What else can you tell me about her?”

   I rubbed my temples with both hands, thinking.

   “All right, you have a point.”

   “Several, I should think.  Moron.”

   I lifted my head and glared at her.  Mary stepped back.

   “First of all,” I snarled, trying to keep my voice level, “do you recall when you asked me to yell at you, if necessary?”

   “Yes.”

   “I’m not sensing a playful tone,” I told her, while trying to get a grip on my own.  “Forgive me for saying it, but you sound snappish, even scolding.  I am not a moron.  Now, I know you don’t mean it, not really.  You’re using the word to tell me you disagree with my plan and to express your low opinion of my choices.  I get it.  But being called a moron, especially in that tone of voice, is starting to get on my nerves.  Please stop.”

   “Sure,” she agreed, and added, gently, “Dummy.”

   “How about we put all the name-calling on hold until I’m in a… a less sensitive mood?  Please?”

   “Oh, all right.  But I do think your plan, such as it is, is stupid.  Is that okay?”

   “Always.  Which brings me to my second point.  I know you disagree with my plan and my generally trusting nature.”

   Mary made a snerk noise and covered her mouth with one hand.  I ignored this with dignity.  Some, anyway.

   “Thing is,” I continued, “I am prepared to trust an extremely limited number of people.  I’m actually a suspicious and mildly paranoid individual, as you’ve noticed.  Lissette, I am prepared to trust.  I do plan to do exactly as you describe, because I do trust her and she needs to know it.”

   “Even if it’s a stu— even if it puts you and Tianna in jeopardy?”

   “Even so.  Which brings me to my third point.  I strongly doubt Lissette will do anything to Tianna.  I also doubt she’ll want to kill me out of hand, either.  I expect a ton of security, yes, and possibly a lack of dignity on my part before I’m allowed into the presence of the Queen, but nothing actually life-threatening.

   “However,” I continued, “I could be wrong.  Which is why I bring this plan up to you.  You’ve put your finger on the problem with your usual tact and grace.”

   “Oh, thanks.”

   “Which is why you’re not coming with me.”

   “Now hold on just a pocket-picking minute—”

   “You’re staying here with Dantos and my magic mirror.  If anything goes wrong—if you don’t hear from me by morning—you’ll know the midden has met the windmill.  I’ll set up a gate spell and you can pop over to Carrillon to look the place over.  Maybe someone on the outside—you—can bust me out if I’m sealed in a steel coffin or something.”

   Mary looked thoughtful.  The idea of breaking into a magical palace for purposes of a rescue obviously held a certain appeal.  I thought it might.

   “That could be fun,” she admitted, still thinking about it.

   “And there might be things worth pocketing, too.”

   “In that case, I agree.  But I want you to let Dantos, Sedrick, and that Beltar guy know they should help me.  I may need them.”

   “I agree, except about Sedrick.”

   “Why not him?”

   “Because I have something else I want him to do while I’m busy.”

   “If you say so.”

   “Thank you.  But there is one other thing.”

   “What?”

   “You raised the possibility of someone trying to off Tianna.”

   “Well, I think it’s possible.  She’s a potential heir to the throne.”

   “True enough.  More important, however, is the fact she’s my granddaughter.”

   “Same thing.”

   “Not to me.”

   “Ah.”

   “Exactly.  If this goes pear-shaped, her safety is a priority.”

   “Not to me!”

   I rubbed my temples and thought hard.

   “Okay, look.  If I’m still alive and kicking—or dead and biting—rescuing me is fine and dandy.  Thing is, I can get skewered repeatedly and survive it.  I really don’t want to find someone puts a knife in the back of her neck and I have to bind her soul into a body-shaped chunk of plasma.”

   “I understand,” Mary agreed.  “I have my own priorities.  If you wind up in a shark tank, I’m rescuing you.  If you want to then turn around and rescue her, I’ll be happy to come along and knife someone for you.  But you are my priority.  Period.”

   “Look, Tianna—”

   “Doesn’t matter in the slightest.  Oh, I like her well enough, and I’ll go out of my way to help her—for you.  So don’t expect me to put her welfare over yours.  That’s the way it is, and that’s final.  If you can’t grasp that, if you can’t deal with that, then we’re going to have our first real fight!”

   Mary and I locked eyes and held there for several seconds.  I was acutely aware of my heartbeat.  We had a fundamental disagreement and neither of us was prepared to back down.  I wanted Tianna kept safe at all costs; she wanted me to survive whatever was coming.  The two didn’t have to conflict, but if it came down to a choice, I wanted Tianna to take priority.  Mary saw it from another perspective.

   “Eric.  Halar.  Look,” she said, softly.  “I like your granddaughter.  She’s a good person.  I’ll do whatever I can to be nice to her, not just for your sake, but because I like her, at least a little.  I don’t know if I’d tackle a church full of solar power fanatics for her, but I’ll back you up if you want to.  But when it comes to cases—if this meeting with the Queen goes as badly as I think it will—I’m coming for you.  Then we’ll get Tianna, not the other way around.  I care more about you than I do about her, and that’s all there is to it.”

   For several seconds, I wondered why I was so angry with her.  Was it because her priorities weren’t identical to mine?  Or because I was afraid of losing her over something like this?  Or am I just so shallow I can’t stand to be contradicted?  Maybe the whole power thing has gone to my head and I expect people to do as I say.

   She has a right to her feelings and her priorities.  If she were a soldier, she would have to follow orders.  She’s not a soldier.  She’s my friend.  I’m tempted to add other things, but I’ll let it go with “friend.”

   “You’re right,” I told her.  “I’m not happy about it, but you’re right.  If I’m not around to call the shots, fine—come get me.  But if something seriously awful happens to me, will you go ahead and look out for Tianna?”

   “I can do that.”

   “And if something happens to both Tianna and I, feel free to rip the Palace at Carrillon down to the ground.”

   “I have no problem with that,” Mary assured me.

   I nodded and looked for something to lighten the conversation.  I stroked my face-fur and wondered if it looked as bushy as it felt.

   “Do you think I should shave before I pay a visit?”

   “Depends.  Do you want to look like the Demon King they all know and love?”

   “You could just say ‘Absolutely not!’,” I complained.

   I called for Dantos and spoke with him directly.  Beltar and I spoke on the mirror.  Mary would have the assistance of my newest knight and the Temple of Shadow if it came down to cases.  I didn’t think I’d need Mary’s help.  If I did, I didn’t think Mary would need their help.  But you never know.

   Once we finished our discussions, Mary took over the mirror to start looking around Carrillon, “casing the joint,” as I think it’s called.  I went off to another room and had the mountain make a nice arch, much like it made the sand table, and produce a smooth sheet of silver.  This gate was going to need a dedicated mirror and I could polish the silver while enchanting it.  I was going to need a gate room eventually, so starting it now was a good idea.

   Could I get the mountain to squeeze out iridium for the gate?  It can find all sorts of metals—gold, silver, platinum, iron, mercury, copper… Iridium shouldn’t be any different, aside from its rarity.  As for that, all I had to do was identify it properly.  How to identify it to a gigantic pet rock was more of a problem.  Of course, if I had some iridium, I could give it to the mountain and it would then squish it into the metals room—assuming this world even has any iridium.  But without a sample to start from, iridium is one more silvery-white metal.

   I should have picked some up before we left.  Well, now I know better.  Maybe I can work the iridium into the arch later.

   Once the mountain’s arch-and-mirror growth was in motion, I sent for Sir Sedrick and had him come to my sand table room.  I finished my prototype spells for the sand table while he made his way to see me.  He met me there and I gestured him to a seat.  He waited patiently while I finished connecting spell modules.

   “You requested my presence?” he asked, when I straightened up.

   “Yes.  I’m working on something and I’d like your help.”

   “My wizardry is mediocre,” he warned.  “I have studied some of the basics, but I rely mainly on my sword-arm.”

   “It’s not about that.  My project is a magical thing for finding someone, but I’m going to be busy for a while and I’m worried it might be for quite a long while.  I could wind up imprisoned or dead, in fact.”

   “Really?” he asked, looking interested.  “Do go on.”

   “You remember Tort?”

   “The Lady Tort, Consort to the Demon King, Magician of Karvalen.”

   “That would be her.”

   “Yes, I know of her.  We met some time ago, before you took the throne in Carrillon, but I remember.”

   “Good.  When she organized and accomplished my exorcism and escape, she put herself in grave jeopardy on my behalf.  It is possible she sacrificed herself for me, but that is a possibility I cannot and will not accept.  I must believe she is alive somewhere—although where, or why she would be elsewhere, I have no idea.  She’s the one I’m trying to find.”

   “And you want me to find her for you?”

   “Possibly.  I’d like you to look into it, at least.  Also, there’s the matter of T’yl.  I trust you remember him?”

   “Elfin appearance, supercilious, sometimes rude, generally polite only to other magicians and you?”

   “I hadn’t noticed him being outright rude all that much.”

   “Naturally.”

   “Oh.  I suppose I wouldn’t.  Good point.  But you obviously remember him.  He’s missing, too.  Tort is my priority, but while you’re looking around, asking questions, that sort of thing, I’d like anything you can get on T’yl, too.”

   “So, you lost your magicians and you can’t find them?”

   “That’s not how I’d put it.  They’re my friends.  I want to make sure they’re okay.”

   “But that’s how it is.”

   “Well… yes.”

   “I will discover what I can.  Would you prefer I rescue them, if they need rescuing?  Or do you want to do it?”

   “I’m not proud.  If you think you can do it, go for it.  Be sure to keep someone here informed if I’m not handy.  You do still have that mirror, right?”

   “I do.  And I will be honored to be of service.”  He smiled at me.  “You’re going to owe me favors.”

   “I know.  Let me know what I can do for you.”

   “I will.  I’m saving up for something big.”

   “You have only to say the word.”

   “Have you any thoughts on where to begin?”

   “Offhand?  Let me think.”  I gave it some thought and paced in a circle around the sand table.  “T’yl was in residence here, in the palace of Karvalen, up until he disappeared.  Someone might know something—last seen leaving the city sort of thing.  Both of them are magicians, so someone in Arondel might know more.  As a last resort, I might ask Bob.”  I paused and thought about it.  “Actually, asking Bob might not be such a bad idea.  T’yl had an elf-body, last I checked, with some humanizing alterations.”

   “I am hesitant to consult with an elf,” the Hero cautioned.  I sympathized.

   “I’ll get you a token.  He’ll know you have my authority and he’ll be helpful.  I have every confidence in his loyalty.”

   “Do I want to know why?”

   “Probably not.”

   “You mentioned a token?” he asked, changing the subject.

   I found a coin, one of the silver pentagons with what was probably meant to be my face on it.  A few minutes of work and it had an imprint shaped like my hand on both sides—one dented inward, the other pushed outward.  Bob would recognize it, I felt sure.

   “There you go,” I said, handing it to Sedrick.  “I’ll call ahead and let Bob know you’re working for me, too.  Let’s see about getting you some money—not to pay you, but to smooth the way in your investigations.”

   “I will appreciate whatever you may afford.  I believe I will begin by asking questions here, in Karvalen.  If this proves fruitless, Vathula will be next—it’s closest—and then Arondel.”

   “Sound thinking.  Wait here a minute.”  I left him and dashed up to the metals room.

   Cracks in the walls still oozed metal.  The mountain didn’t fill the room up with lumps of it during my absence.  It stopped when the piles stacked up to the height of the metal veins.  This left a lot of metal in the room.  No iron—it was probably appearing as if by magic in one of the smithy rooms.  No copper, either—same probability; it’s the main component for brass and bronze.  A pool of mercury occupied one corner.  Piles of gold and silver lumps heaped themselves against the walls.  A smaller mounds of platinum and other metals were spaced around the room.

   I’m going to get some iridium for the mountain and ask about it.  I swear I am.  Right now, though, I’m not sure it hasn’t already squeezed out a small pile of it.  That’s the problem with a lot of metals; they look a lot like each other until you do something esoteric, occult, or arcane to them.  I’ll have to test them and see… later.

   I gathered some lumps of gold.  Firebrand helped me slice the larger ones down into smaller pieces.  I brought a double handful of the stuff back down to Sedrick.  He grunted as I dumped the precious metal into his hands.

   “There you go.  If you ever need more, say so.”

   “I’ll keep it in mind, Sire,” he replied.  “Right now, I need to find some strong pouches.”

   “Ask Laisa,” I advised.  “She’ll know.”

   “Right away.”

   “Good.  I leave it in your hands.  If I discover anything, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

   “Excellent.”  He bowed and hurried off, trying not to lose chunks of gold.

   I went back to my spell-work.  I knuckled down and got busy with the spells on the sand table.

   My first three spells were reflectors and already established.  They roamed slowly around the edge of the world, connected to each other and the mountain with locator spells.  Rather than spherical pulses, the energy of the locators were focused into beams—think of laser beams, scanning as they sweep slowly around.  I was proud of that.  It let me link multiple spells together over vast distances.

   See, the idea was to have fixed spells on the mountain—three at the edge of the upper courtyard, acting as fixed navigational points.  Three mobile spells out at the Edge, following it as they worked their way around the world, would beam information to each other and to the mountain as they moved.  Eventually, they would scan the whole world.

   I considered having them orbit up and over, tracking along the firmament, but I’m cautious about doing anything with the shield defending the world from the hungry demons outside.  Call me overcautious, but I’ve been in a fight with those Things.  It’s not an experience I’d care to repeat.

   As the mobile spells worked their way around, they would act in much the same way as a reflector.  The fixed spells on the mountain emitted a basic detection beam at each of the roving spells, changing the angle by a minute amount with each pulse as the reflectors orbited.  Eventually, these detection beams would sweep like a scanning laser over everything—ground, water, trees, the works.  With all that information fed into my sand table, it could display a map of the world.

   This would not, by itself, find anything shielded from locator spells.  What it would do is find any area blocked from such spells—the black balloons in the stadium.

   If the sand table displayed the world, except for a half-dozen “holes,” then I would have a good start on places where Tort or T’yl might be.  Some I might be able to peek into with a scrying spell.  Location-blocking shields don’t stop scrying portals, and vice versa.  Others I might be able to look into with a combination of scrying spell and telescope—the spy satellite method.  With others, perhaps I could use something like a psychic link with a bird to fly in and look around—the viksagi shamans did something like that, or tried to, during the Battle of Crag Keep.

   I have lots of options for looking someplace over.  The trouble, as always, is finding the place!

   A related problem was the time it would take.  The spells floating around the world, following the contours of the Edge, might take a while.

   This whole setup was harder to coordinate than I anticipated.  Flinging the spells out to the Edge wasn’t the problem.  Immaterial constructs like a spell matrix don’t have to worry about mere physical issues such as air resistance or the speed of sound.  They traversed the distance almost instantly.  My real problem was the information links back to the mountain.  All these information-processing spells needed to communicate with each other to send their detection beams, relay the information, and keep a track of all the relative movements of everything else, all while coordinating with each other.  It’s a network of spells, all talking to each other at the same time and relaying their location information to the sand table.

   If it sounds complicated, you’re getting the picture.

   I’d only tested it on the small-scale, mapping the sand table itself.  It was really only a proof of concept.  Scaling it up might have some problems.

   Still, if it didn’t work, I’d at least be able to start debugging its program.  I did manage to put it all together—eventually.  I could have used another pair of hands and a prehensile nose, though.  Fortunately, I had the presence of mind to lock the door; the mountain welded the pivot-door shut for me.  If someone had walked in and disturbed my concentration during those few hours, I might not have been as patient and understanding as I should be.

   It started working.

   I watched as narrow wedges started to appear on the sand table.  Terrain?  Land, sea, hills, forests?  Yes… not too clear, but it wasn’t designed for high-resolution scanning and all the fiddly details.  Blank, flat sand stayed smooth and unbroken until the leading edge of the scanning satellite-spells crept over it.  Grains leaped up all along the lines between mountain and Edge, revealing a map of the world with agonizing slowness.

   But it was working, or seemed to be.  It wasn’t an example of high-resolution imagery or of lightning swiftness, but it worked!

   Watching it wouldn’t make it scan faster.  Although, if I added more scanning satellite spells to roam the Edge… which would take more networking to integrate each one with all the others…

   I can be patient as long as I can see progress.  This was progress.  Now I needed to leave it alone and let it do its job.

   The power requirements for building the scanner array weren’t too bad.  I wasn’t tired in the sense of feeling drained.  It was more of a concentration thing.  I spend hours on end focused on magical projects.  Whether they cost me in terms of energy or not, there’s a pleasant feeling that goes with completing it and sitting back, relaxing from the intense concentration.  So I took a brief break, worked some kinks out of my neck and shoulders, and checked with Laisa about something to eat.

   I like her.  I think she assumes I’m always hungry.

   With a plate of food in hand, I munched my way over to what was now my new gate room.  I wondered again what happened to the old one.  I hadn’t found it in all my wanderings.  With the original gate destroyed, it didn’t really have a purpose.  It might have simply closed up and vanished.  I suppose I could ask the mountain, but asking it questions and getting answers takes an awfully long time compared to people.  Every question becomes a geography question…

   The mountain had an arch prepared and a layer of silver on the wall for me.  The new arch was already a free-standing piece of stone.  I hadn’t specified how big it should be, so it duplicated the old one.  That suited me.  I could ride Bronze through it at a full gallop if I needed to, and I might.

   Rather than dive right into another major enchantment project, I worked on the sheet of silver first.  The mirror was the easy part—much less complex and far less power-intensive.  Since the mountain had the metal sheet embedded in the wall, I worked carefully.  No, it wasn’t considered “part” of the mountain.  The metal was separated, but held there by a frame of stone.

   Does this mean the stone of the mountain is alive, but the metals aren’t?  Or is this particular sheet of silver something of an exception because I asked for it to be?  The mountain doesn’t really know these things, not like I want to know these things, so asking it is pointless.

   But I wonder.

   I gave the new mirror a quick polish and a basic pan-and-scan scrying enchantment; I was in a hurry.  With the mirror mounted next to the arch, one could find the target point and use the scrying portal as a sort of lightning rod, or maybe as a pilot hole for the gate spell to follow.  It would help with targeting the other end.

   Then it was time for the heavy lifting.

   Creating a gate spell enchantment is not a small task—not for me, not for magicians, not even for the ancient Order of Magicians from Zirafel.  On the other hand, I cheat.

   Casting the spell, rather than making a permanent magic item, is much easier.  It’s a sort of poor man’s enchantment, really—the duct tape and wire version, if you like.

   Rather than exhaust myself by gathering power, I drew energy from a charged gem to build the spell matrix.  A second gem gave it a functional charge; it would work at least once with only moderate effort on the part of the person opening the gate—assuming they were enough of a wizard to activate the thing.

   I cheated further by embedding the other two gems into the stone structure of the arch.  With those connected to the spell, it should be good for three uses, maybe four, depending on how quickly it was used.  Call it ten or fifteen seconds of open time.

   Under normal circumstances, one would use the spell until it ran down.  The spell would then fold in on itself and consume its own structure until it disintegrated and the portal closed.  In this case, however, the gate could be opened or closed at will.  If the spell didn’t discharge fully, it would remain intact, ready to be used again—and could be recharged.

   It’s something like an old diesel engine.  If you run it until it uses all its fuel, you get a fault called vapor lock.  Basically, it won’t run again even if you do put in more fuel.  You shouldn’t have let it run out, because now you have a lot of work to do to fix it before it will start.  The spell was just one step worse.  If you let it run out, it melts down and goes away.  You can’t fix it; you need a new one.  But as long as you don’t let it run out, you can keep refueling it indefinitely.

   As a further cheat, I built a small power jet and a fuel gauge.  As time went on, the gate would continue to suck in power and charge itself.  When the crystals and the spell reached their maximum capacity, the jet would shut down, go into an idle mode, and wait to be reactivated.  It struck me as a lot less troublesome than building a power circle and periodically draining it, feeding power to the gate, and erecting another power circle.

   I like automation.

   After all my work, it was time for a shower; I was worn out and sweaty.  Power-intensive work as a mortal does it to me every time.  It’s a drain on the vitality of the caster even when there’s power aplenty.  I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again:  Building sand castles with lots of the best sand isn’t as tiring as having to go all over, scraping it together, but it’s still effort—and gates are rather elaborate sand castles.

   Then it was time for a big dinner after a busy day.  Laisa doesn’t say much, which tells me where Caris got the tendency.  I don’t know much about her, really.  On the other hand, she does her best to keep food in front of me, so my mouth was too full to ask much.  Not really ideal chatting circumstances, anyway.  I can’t really object.  I wonder, though, if she’s so determined to feed me because she wants to control who and what I eat.  It bothers me she might have such an opinion of me.

   Am I being insecure?  Probably.  Doesn’t change the fact I worry about it.

   In my chambers, I set up a protective ward on the half of the room with the bed platform.  Then I remembered one more thing I needed to do.

   Never fails.  Get set to have a nap and everything you forgot comes rushing back.

   I went out and found a small club, about the size of a typical policeman’s nightstick.  At least this wouldn’t require much.  Certainly no enchantments; I was too tired for enchantments.  But a few spells, yes.  A couple of conditional spells to identify the holder, some sets of recorded words to be played back under the proper conditions, one small spell to destroy the fibrous matrix of the wood, another for some illumination effects…

   By then I was pushing past tired into fatigued.  I crawled onto the pile of furs and rolled into the protective circle.  With Firebrand lying next to me and Bronze standing over me, it was time for my nap.  The last time I had a nap seemed to go all right, so I wasn’t as worried about it as before.  Wearing myself out would help with overcome my natural tendency to lie awake and worry, too.

   If I was about to have a talk with the Queen to convince her I wasn’t an Evil Overlord, I was going to have to be at my sharpest.

   





   





The fettered genie stands tall as mountains, broad as seas.  It bleeds bright drops of rainbow blood like rain.  Each drop strikes like a note of music, a ringing, liquid meteor.  The splashes shatter into shards, each a crystal seed.  Sharp and deadly, they are spears piercing the earth.  They grow around the genie, crackling and clicking, crystals multiplying, spreading outward, upward, thrusting sky-bright spires into the bellies of the clouds.

   A palace all of glass and crystal takes shape, chiming, tinkling, spreading and branching, prismatic, glowing, delicate.  A thing all of angles and light, formed of high spires and eggshell arches, fragile as dewdrops.  At the heart of the palace, the wounded genie bleeds still, feeding the spreading empire.

   Crystal strands spread across the land, lines of glass and scintillating power.  They mark the face of the world, transforming it.  Wherever the glowing lines touch, nothing remains the same.  Men become gods or beasts.  Animals grow into myths or vanish.  Everything evolves, drinking in the bright power or being slain by it—there is no third choice.  The world within this egg of rainbow crystal and bloodied glass is a thing of splendor and terror, blazing light and horror.

   The genie dies before my eyes, breathing out its last, looking at me, accusing and mournful and afraid.  Its final breath is a pale mist of color, swept away on iron winds.  The genie fades, turns grey, turns old, turns cold.  It cracks, like stone beneath the weight of winter and years, but does not crumble.  Its face remains, with the look of pain and weary sadness.  Its sightless eyes are black with burnt tears.

   Tall towers, their points brushing the cloudless sky, crack and fall.  They shatter into flakes like sharp, glittering snow.  Coruscating lines collapse, leaving only barren ground.  The eggshell arches sway as the earth shudders, break into jagged shards.  Showers of crystal daggers fall like a rain of death upon screaming multitudes.  Sharp points pierce flesh and bone and stone, and nothing survives the fall.

   Reflected in every shard, I see my face.

   





   





I sat up with a jerk, heart pounding, sweat beading my forehead.  I seized Firebrand and looked wildly around.

   Nothing was trying to kill me.

   Didn’t go well, Boss?

   “Depends on how you look at it,” I admitted, trying to calm down.  “I’m not actually being buried under tons of broken glass, am I?”

   Not that I’ve noticed.

   “That’s good.”  I took a deep breath and lay back.  “See, this is why I hate sleeping.  Nightmares.”

   Bronze snorted.

   “It’s not an actual mare,” I replied.  “You’re quite comforting.  Bad dreams are not.”

   She nodded, mane tinkling slightly.

   At least you’re trying, Boss.  That’s good thing, right?

   “Is it?”

   You don’t like it, so it must be good for you.  It builds character.  Right?

   “I don’t like being electrocuted, beheaded, or ripped apart by rabid weasels, either.  Do those build character?”

   Do you at least remember what it was? Firebrand asked, avoiding the question.

   “Something about a genie bleeding to create palaces of crystal, I think.  Then the genie died and it all fell apart.  Somehow, it was all my fault.”

   Something is going to kill the mountain? Firebrand guessed.

   “That’s what I was thinking.  Blood and I go together, and the mountain grew in a sort-of crystalline fashion; it’s a rock, anyway.  I’m not sure how killing me would have any effect on it, though.  I’ll look into it the moment I get back from Carrillon.”

   I’m not sure how everything would fall apart even if the mountain died.  Doesn’t stone tend to, you know, sit there?  If it stopped being alive, we’d be stuck with a mountain, right?

   “Yeah, I don’t get that part, either.  It was clearly a disaster of epic proportions, not the passing away of my pet rock.”

   Maybe there’s something bad that happens if the mountain dies? Firebrand guessed.  It’s a really big pet rock.  Big enough the world might notice?

   That cold feeling of fear came to visit me, settled in, made itself comfortable.

   “I can think of something,” I admitted, slowly, “that could kill the mountain and injure the world.  I’d rather not, though.”

   If you say so.  Precautions will be taken, right?

   “Yes.  And maybe I can get Mary to do the dreaming from now on.  I think I hate doing this.”

   Fair enough.

   “And I’m probably going to do it again.”

   That’s my Boss.  You keep on being stubborn.  Bad dreams aren’t going to get the better of you!

   I got out of bed—well, rolled off the edge of the platform—and stretched.  Piles of furs and blankets do not a mattress make.  On the other hand, I felt much more rested.  Enough, at least, to conjure up a small spell to do some wood-burning before sunset.  I inscribed “In the hands of the minstrel Tyma, my name is KINGSMACKER.”

   Yes, it sounds stupid when you say it like that.  It sounds much more impressive and portentous in Rethven.  It’s kind of like, “Quidquid Latine dictum sit, altum viditur.”  Anything said in Latin sounds profound.

   Sunset started and I hit the waterfall immediately.  I was going to be in a hurry again as soon as I died.

    

   The Kingsway was wider.  It also had low railings.  The footpath had a slight curve downward in the middle, like a shallow gutter.  The railings continued the curve upward, almost making it a half-circle.  Another week and it would be a long tube.  I made a mental note to get a big ball of rock slightly smaller than the interior.  Not for anything in particular, just… you know, in case.  A few barrels of lubricant could be funny, and a few barrels of kerosene less so.  Those might not be bad ideas, either.

   Bronze carried me down without incident and almost without sound.  She didn’t like the stairs at the end, however.  They were broad, wide, and shallow, but she doesn’t like going down stairs.  She’s perfectly fine with going up a flight of stairs, but down annoys her.  I have no idea why.

   Tianna was waiting for us at the Temple of Fire.  She had a traveling bag with her, which I tied to the saddlehorn.  I also had her move back when she tried to take the front position.

   “No,” I told her.  “I’m in front.”

   “I’ve ridden Bronze before, Grandpa.  Besides, I want to see.”

   “You’ve ridden Bronze when she was taking it slow and easy,” I countered.  “Besides, even with the aerodynamic spell I’m going to use, I expect it to get more than a little breezy.  You may be glad I’m a windshield.”

   “She wasn’t exactly walking when we rode between Karvalen and Mochara.”

   “She also wasn’t trying.”

   “We’ll see,” she answered, but let me swing her up behind me.  I prepared spells for the teardrop-shaped air shield and a couple of gravity-distorting ones.

   “What’s this?” she asked, reaching out to touch Kingsmacker, where it hung from my belt.  The spell didn’t recognize her as Tyma, so it sounded off with one of the recorded messages.

   “I am Kingsmacker, meant only for the hand of the minstrel Tyma!  In her hands, my name comes true!”

   Tianna dropped it before it got out the second word.

   “What in the name of the elder moons is that?” she demanded.

   “A present for Tyma.  I’m hoping to do some fence-mending while I’m in Carrillon.”

   “Seriously?  By giving her a stick meant for smiting kings?”

   “Smacking kings,” I corrected.  “Yep.  I have an idea.  You can call it stupid later; everyone else will.  Now hold on,” I advised.  She did so.

   Bronze started her run.

   We were out of the city, over the southwest bridge, and headed south along the canal track in about a minute.  We didn’t take the central island—the road-like area between the canals—because people tended to camp on them overnight.  Instead, we stayed on the canal’s side-road along the western bank.  Tianna hunched down and admitted she was pleased to have me for a shield.  I refrained from saying Grandpa knows best.  She probably wouldn’t have heard me over the wind, anyway.

   It’s even more eerie to be blasting along at highway speeds without a single hoofbeat.  Wind, yes, like a motorcycle on the freeway, but without even engine noise.  No, better yet:  It was like falling.

   Before long, we swung aside to avoid Mochara and intercept the coast road.  Bronze skidded slightly—and soundlessly—on the hard surface as she merged, throwing blue-green sparks.  This reminded me yet again to do something for her traction.

   Bronze didn’t care.  She tossed her head and extended her neck.

   With nothing in front of us but unbroken road, I activated the aerodynamic shell and the gravity-shifter.  Suddenly, the screaming wind diminished to a light breeze and the road ahead seemed downhill.  Bronze blew a vast plume of flame into the air and shifted into high gear.

   I’ve said it before and will say it again.  I need a speedometer.  I’ll settle for a stopwatch and mile markers.  The force of air against our shield taxed it severely; I pumped more power into it.  All I could think at that moment, though, was maybe she really could hold her own against a police car.  Even if it did manage to catch her, it would deeply—although briefly—regret doing so.

   Behind me, all I heard was a sustained “Wheee!” sound.  A whipping, flickering light came from behind me, too, as though a flag of divine fire flew behind us.  I was afraid to look back; I might turn into a pillar of salt.  Instead, I concentrated on shoring up our air shell.

   The road bore straight to the mountains before it started to snake around on the slopes.  It clung to the mountains, curving gently and then leaping across gaps in arched bridges.  It was never quite a tunnel, but was usually recessed heavily into the mountainside.  There were also large side-sections, pull-offs from the main thoroughfare, easily long and wide enough for a whole caravan of wagons.  Some of them were even occupied by travelers encamped for the night.  I can’t even imagine what they made of us as we passed by.  We were a vibration in the ground and a fiery whoosh and a lingering trail of smoke.  And a scream of glee, of course.

   I still don’t know how she can sustain such a sound.  It’s obviously not only a little-girl thing.  Circular breathing?  Training as a singer?  A miracle?

   About halfway through the mountain range, we encountered a gate.  Someone built a small castle on the side of a mountain and fortified a chunk of road.  Beyond the gate was a short tunnel, then another gate leading to the rest of the road.  Judging by the smell—ultra-keen nose, you know—it was manned by galgar.

   Bronze wanted to just go through it.  It wasn’t capable of stopping her.  I nixed the idea; Tianna might get caught by twisted bits of metal as we broke through.  Bronze agreed and slowed in good time.

   “Hello the gate!” I shouted.  A head popped up over the wall.  Big nose, greasy hair, galgar.

   “A copper for you and a copper for the horse.”

   I drew Firebrand and held it up.  It burst into flame.  Bronze reared and blew a plume of fire to go with it.  Tianna wrapped her arms around my chest and held on.

   “Open the gate! ” I bellowed.  A few loose stones rattled down the mountainside.  The sentry clapped hands over his ears and squeaked in terror.  Undead lungs, undead vocal cords.  When I’m loud, I’m inhumanly loud.

   Besides, I don’t much care for galgar, orku, trolls, ogres, or elves.  I think they were lucky I didn’t jump to the battlement, kill everything in reach, and open the gate myself.  I might have, if I didn’t have Tianna to think about.

   Sadly, they decided to open the gates and let us through.

   We raced onward.  Not long after, we cleared the mountains and followed the bypass road to go around Baret.  I suppose we could have gone through the city, but doing so always involves explaining who you are and why you’re traveling at night.  Fortunately, there’s a bridge north of Baret crossing the Caladar.  It has a gate, but the guards are only there to collect the toll.  Bronze slowed to a fire-breathing halt, pawing impatiently at the ground, and the gate-guards let us through.

   Weird.  They didn’t ask who we were.  They didn’t even ask for money.  They opened the gate, stood aside, and saluted as we thundered over.  I can only conclude human gate-guards are smarter than galgar.  To be fair, the humans were also standing much closer.  They had a much better look at us.

   Then it was on to the Quaen river, across the bridge to the north of Formia, and a long, unbroken run to Carrillon.  Five hundred miles, maybe?  I don’t have an odometer, either.  And the night wasn’t even half done.

   Bronze slowed as we approached Carrillon, shifting from a blowtorch gallop to a more sedate running walk.  She continued to blast fire from mouth and nose while cooling down.  I let the mistreated air shield fail and took down our gravity-shifter.

   “Grandpa?”

   “Yes, Tianna?”

   “Thank you for sitting in front.”

   “No problem,” I chuckled.  “Are you okay?”

   “Yes, but I’ve never been on horseback this long before.  When can I get down?”

   “We’re almost to the city.  Would you like to walk for a bit?”

   “Please.”

   We dismounted and Tianna ran one hand over Bronze’s nose, ignoring the—to her—harmless flames.

   “I am so very sorry I doubted you.”

   Bronze snorted a plume of fire in Tianna’s hand.  It was completely understandable and Bronze forgave her.

   We walked.  Tianna worked the stiffness out of her legs and Bronze cooled more quickly.  Ahead, I saw the eastern gate of Carrillon.  The Oisen River branched at Riverpool and sent the Dormer River south.  It ran along the eastern side of the city, much like the canals on the eastern side of Mochara.

   Carrillon continued to grow since the last time I saw it.  A spread of buildings—a suburb, if you will—mottled the eastern side of the river.  The city would doubtless need a new outer wall, someday; that seemed to be the growth cycle.  Build a town, put a wall around it, build more town outside the wall, put up a wall around that… like growth rings in a tree, in a way.

   People eyeballed us from their homes or stood aside to let us pass.  We didn’t attract as much attention as I feared, possibly because Bronze didn’t announce her coming with bells and metallic gleams.  We were another pair of people with a big, dark horse.

   Some of the outside-the-walls neighborhoods along the main road were a bit rough.  No one bothered us, though.

   The river could almost be crossed via any of a half-dozen partial bridges.  The dead-end portions, out in the river itself, could each be completed by lowering its drawbridge from the city wall.  Naturally, the drawbridges were up for the night.  That struck me as odd.  Cities this big, with this much traffic, don’t lock up for the night.  Small towns, yes.  Small cities with a bandit problem, yes.  Large cities don’t close unless they are actively under siege.  Was it the eastern suburb?  Was it more of a ghetto than a suburb?  Or was there a reason I didn’t know about?

   I wondered whether we should go to one of the other walls.  This could be inconvenient.  If we could cross the river and circle around, the harbor area was probably wide open.  For that matter, if it was an issue with the eastern burbs being a wretched hive of scum and villainy, crossing the river was our only real obstacle.

   On the other hand, the bridges were illuminated all along their length.  The guards would see us clearly.  We could just ask to be let in.  Offhand, I wasn’t sure what I would do if they told us to go away, but Lissette did tell me to visit.  They might open up.

   We mounted up and Bronze carried us to the end of a bridge.

   There followed a bit of a shouting match while I tried to persuade the gate guards to lower the drawbridge.  Hollering back and forth over a fifty-foot span of open water isn’t a recipe for persuasiveness.  Besides, the guards were not prepared to be helpful.  I don’t think they really intended to open up for anyone at that hour.

   Finally, I gave up in disgust and turned around.  We crossed the Dormer at the bridge upriver of the city—it was guarded and gated and the night rates were extortionary.  I paid it without biting anyone’s head off, but the guards came closer to it than they realized.  Then we tried again at one of the northern gates.

   The low-rent districts aren’t limited to the eastern bank of the Dormer river.  Carrillon’s outer wall is surrounded by them.  No, let me take that back.  Carrillon is a somewhat spread-out city, with some inner sections surrounded by defensive walls, but no outer wall surrounding the city as a whole.  With that many people living outside the wall, the city has outgrown its walls.

   As a result, we had to go through another low-rent district—the northern area isn’t exactly suburbs.  It’s more of a less-fashionable and less-expensive part of the city.

   On the other hand, given some of the less savory individuals roaming the streets, maybe the city’s defensive wall was more useful against the suburbanites than against actual enemies of the State.  Even though the district was mostly permanent buildings—actual construction, not some knocked-together shantytown—I’m not sure I’d want Tianna walking through the area at night.  I’m not sure I’d want to walk through it during the day.

   The nearest northern gate had a guardhouse and a garrison of ten men.  That told me all I needed to know about how they regarded the outer city.  Dismounting and speaking politely went a long way toward getting us inside, but wasn’t quite enough.

   They hadn’t heard of Tianna.  They also didn’t believe me when I identified myself—I blame the beard.  Firebrand, on the other hand, they recognized.  Since it was in close proximity, they did what it said without hesitation.

   As we rode in, I put a hand on Firebrand’s hilt.

   “For future reference?”

   Yes, Boss?

   “The phrase, ‘Open in the name of the King,’ is acceptable.  ‘Make way for the King before I burn your eyeballs to ashes,’ is not.”

   Yes, Boss.

   Tianna snickered; she heard the exchange.  I ignored this with something resembling dignity while we proceeded to the Palace of Carrillon.  We didn’t have to argue with gate-guards at any of the inner walls—the outer walls of Carrillon, when the city was smaller—because, I think, the gate-guards had some way to communicate.  At least, if I was setting things up, I’d have arranged communications for the guards.

   It’s possible I did, as a defensive measure for my home base.  What else have I been up to?

   The Palace opened the outer gates and let us into the courtyard without fuss.  Tianna and I dismounted at the base of the steps.  Bronze stood there with us, looking around.  It was a nice place, this palace.  Not up to the standards of Zirafel, but I’m a little—burp; excuse me—biased on the subject.  Instead of big and solid, it was more sprawling and extensive.  Someone designed it to be a mansion, added on to it, had a fire and rebuilt portions, renovated old pieces, and continued in like fashion for a few centuries.

   Broad, shallow steps stretched the length of the portico.  At the top, a pillared area sheltered the front of the building and had a pair of massive, giant-sized doors.

   Why do people like super-sized doors in this sort of building?  Sure, they have people-sized doors built into the big doors, but why bother to have the big doors in the first place?  Visiting giants?  Or to intimidate visitors?  

   The main doors opened in slow, grand sweeps.  A liveried gentleman came out to greet us.  If they were trying for intimidation, the contrast ruined it.  The doors were huge, but having a single man come out through them spoiled the effect.

   “Good night to you both,” he offered, bowing from the top of the steps.  “I am Hogarth.  I will do my humble best to make you welcome.”

   “Suits me,” I told him.  I dismounted.  “I am Halar.  This is my granddaughter, Tianna, Priestess of the Mother of Flame, High Priestess of the Flame in the Fortress of the East.”  I helped her down.  “This is Bronze.  And I am sure you know Firebrand.”

   We’ve met.

   “Of course,” he agreed, bowing deeply in acknowledgment.  “If you will follow me?”

   Hold it, Firebrand cautioned.  The way it sounded in my head seemed a private statement.

   What’s wrong? I sent back.

   Hogarth, here, is about to be an idiot.  He’s thinking he can really get in good with Thomen by killing you.  After all, you’re a deposed king, and keeping you off the throne is a good idea.  He’s certain he can set you up and then talk to Thomen in private—he’ll be rewarded, even if Thomen doesn’t take the opportunity.

   Thomen?  Not Lissette?

   That’s who he wants to impress, Boss.

   “Hogarth.”

   “Yes?”

   “Perhaps you would be so good as to get approval for your plan before you take it upon yourself to do anything rash.  Since we were invited here by the Queen, we’ll wait here while you inform Her Majesty of our arrival.”

   Hogarth bowed, backed away, and turned to walk quickly back into the building.

   “Is this a problem, Gramps?”

   “Maybe.  Lissette wanted to see us, but she may not have made it clear to her underlings.”

   “Weren’t they expecting us?”

   “I think so, but I also think they need to be clear on how hospitable to be.  Hogarth was planning on ambushing me to earn points.  The staff may be a little confused on the purpose of our visit.”

   We stood in the courtyard for more than ten minutes, less than half an hour.  Bronze supplied me with some extra patience.  I helped Tianna up on Bronze so she had a place to sit.  I leaned against Bronze’s shoulder.

   The doors opened again and Hogarth came out, flanked by what I thought, at first, to be a pair of elves.  They wore dark clothes and some sort of veil over the lower part of their faces.  They were tall for the local elves, but they moved with an uncanny, almost disgusting grace.  Ballet dancers envy the way these two walked.  It was as though every movement was honored to have been chosen for the glory of execution, which is pretty typical of elven grace.

   But their spirits weren’t elvish.  They were human.  They carried light, elf-style weapons and moved like elves… Then I had it.  Malana and Malena.  Of course.  They were taller than they used to be, a phenomenon common to young people I haven’t seen in a decade.  I really need to get used to it.

   Hogarth bowed again.

   “The Queen requests the presence of the Priestess Tianna and the Dragonsword.”

   “What about me?”

   “I am told you are well-familiar with Her Majesty’s personal guards.  They will escort you to a chamber where you may refresh yourself before having audience with the Queen.”

   Interesting phrasing, I thought.  Was I granting the audience to the Queen, or was she granting one to me?  I chose not to press the point.

   I unbuckled the gear and tackle that goes with Firebrand and handed the bundle to Tianna, including the new smacking-stick.

   “Take good care of each other,” I told them.

   “Are you going to be all right?” Tianna asked, softly.

   “Undoubtedly, because I’m being honest.”

   “That’s not a guarantee,” she noted.

   “True.  But I also have you and Firebrand in close proximity, and Bronze will help if you need her.”

   I don’t like being separated from you, Boss.  Not here.  There’s too much fear and hostility in this place.

   “That’s part of why I’m here.  To deal with it.”

   How are you going to do that?

   “I don’t know, I’m making this up as I go.  Too much depends on Lissette for me to have a plan.”

   “Grandfather?”

   “Yes, dear?”

   “Would you please survive?”

   “I’ll do my best.  Now go talk to your step-grandmother and reassure her.  And see if you can arrange to have the Kingsmacker given to Tyma.  Oh!  If Tyma’s instruments are available, I’d like to see them.  I understand they’re not working and I’d like to try to fix them.”

   “All right,” she agreed, doubtfully.  She went up the steps, lugging Firebrand.  Malana and Malena came down as Hogarth showed Tianna inside.

   “Evening,” I offered.  “My, but you’ve grown.  And you move amazingly well.  Has Seldar been doing his fighting-growing-spell thing for you?”

   “We’ve grown quite proficient at it, ourselves,” Malana told me.

   “Over the course of the last few years,” Malena continued.

   “We’ve handled it ever since the end of the wars.”

   “Especially since we knew he was going into the priesthood.”

   “Our magical training has lagged a bit.”

   “Compared to our martial training.”

   “But everything would, considering.”

   I made a deliberate effort to stop my head snapping back and forth.  It was like watching a tennis match from much too close.

   “Could you two stand closer together?” I asked, plaintively.  “I’m going cross-eyed trying to pay attention to the speaker.”  Obligingly, and in perfect unison, they took a step toward each other.  Graceful, but creepy.  Gracefully creepy?  Creepily graceful?

   “If you would follow us, Your Majesty, we will show you to a chamber.”

   “Yes, but could you call me ‘Halar’?  I’m trying to give up the kinging business so Lissette can run the place.”  They glanced at each other and I distinctly saw something flicker between them.  It wasn’t a spell; it was a flicker of… their spirits?  It was a deep something, possibly because they were twins.  Could they feel each other’s thoughts?

   I wonder.  If I had Mary watch closely, would she see something like it when I talked with Firebrand?  Or with Bronze?  Come to that, what would Mary see if she watched the twins?

   The Someday Holiday is really going to be busy.

   “As you wish… Halar.”  They stepped aside and gestured for me to pass between them.  Again, in perfect unison.  It was like watching one person in two places.  I took the hint and moved forward, presenting them with a perfect opportunity to attack.

   Might as well find out.

   To my considerable relief and modest surprise, they fell into step beside me.  That might bode well for my future.  I had a brief, internal monologue about whether I was going to a comfortable room, a prison cell, or something with qualities of both.  I decided it was about seventy-thirty in favor of the cell, with or without the comforts.

   Again, I was surprised.  The rooms were underground, to be sure, but the floors were covered in rugs, the furniture solid and comfortable, and the bathroom had running water.  No shower, not even a waterfall, but the tub could be filled from a big, brass tap.  There was only the one water pipe.  Heating the water involved building a fire under one end of the tub.  I felt the urge to improve on the design, but restrained myself with some effort.

   The lack of windows was, to me, a selling point, not a detriment.  I’m sure everyone else felt the same, although for different reasons, considering I was the one about to occupy the place.

   The twins took up station inside the only door, however, one to either side.  I wasn’t sure if they were there for my protection or restraint.  Possibly both.

   I availed myself of the bathroom to remove the smoky smell that goes with a high-speed run on Bronze.  I cleaned my clothes magically, dried myself, and dressed again before I emerged.  The twins were still standing at the door.

   “Okay, I’m ready whenever the Queen is.”

   They didn’t even glance at each other.

   “Her Majesty will see you later this morning.”

   “We weren’t expecting you so soon.”

   “If there’s anything you need in the meantime.”

   “We would be most honored to provide it.”

   “Perhaps someone to eat or drink?”

   “Or is there something else you would prefer?”

   I found it helpful to look at the door, between them, rather than shift back and forth.  It also seemed wise to let them finish.  Since they alternated speaking, they never seemed to draw breath until they stopped talking.

   “I’m a little hungry,” I admitted, “but it’ll wait until someone needs my services.”  They gave me a questioning look, so I explained again about the express service to the afterlife.  That did cause them to glance at each other.  Again, the spiritual sparks flickered between them.

   “We were unaware of your preferences.”

   “But we’ll see to it your wishes in the matter are observed.”

   “Will you require a trip to the Temple of the Grey Lady?”

   “Or may we simply bring you someone?”

   “No, no,” I protested.  “Not now.  There’s no rush on my part.  If someone needs my services, though, the person might be in a bit of a hurry.  Until then, I’d much rather hear about what happened after the… well… you know.”

   “You wish us to tell you about the kingdom?”

   “During the years under your rule?”

   “I wouldn’t say I was the ruler,” I mused.  “I wasn’t even along for the ride.”  So I explained about that, too.  It didn’t seem to comfort them.

   “If you were not actually ruling the kingdom.”

   “Then it was ruled by an usurper.”

   “Which negates anything he did.”

   “And you would need to ratify anything the Queen decreed.”

   “Because you are the true King.”

   “And the other one’s word means nothing.”

   “I see,” I interrupted, before they could continue.  “Well, if Lissette wants to give me the paperwork, I can apply the Royal Seal—I presume we have one?”  They nodded.  “Then I can stamp whatever she thinks is appropriate.  That’s part of why I’m here—to give whatever legitimacy I can to her reign.”

   “Part?” they asked, in unison.

   “I’m also trying to make amends and give apologies.  I didn’t do the things the Demon King did, but I still feel responsible.  I’m sure there are a bunch of children who need stuff from dear old dad, and I have to do something to make up for their lack of a full-time father.  I’d also like to apologize to Tyma—I understand the Demon King killed her father.  And then there’s Torvil and Kammen; they’ve doubtless been a little upset at the apparent behavior of the man they thought was a decent person.  And you two, as well.  I’m sure he didn’t make your lives easy.”

   They glanced at each other again.  Spirit-sparks danced.  I wondered if there was a way to tell if it was a long conversation.  Or even if they spoke.  Did they trade understanding directly?  Or did they act like a single individual with two bodies?  Was there a tactful way to ask?  I’d heard twins were regarded as one soul in two bodies… offhandedly, it didn’t look that way to me, but they did share a shocking level of similarity.

   They didn’t say anything further, so I took it as a sign to shut up.  I lay down on the bed, put my hands behind my head, and closed my eyes.

   Firebrand?

   Yo, came back to me, distantly.

   Where are you?

   Leaning on an ugly chair in a private sitting room with Lizzy and the redhead.

   “Lizzy”?

   Yeah, yeah, I know, Firebrand replied.  Don’t call her by a nickname.  That’s one of the things I miss about the old you, Boss.

   I’m not going to ask.  How are they getting along?

   Pretty well, all things considered.

   And…?

   Want to listen in?

   Can I?

   I’m pretty sure we can do that, Boss.  Hang on.

   I hung on and waited.  After a moment, I thought I could hear whispers, then voices.  They grew stronger as I focused on them.

   “… pretty much as I remember him,” Tianna finished, her voice rising into a sort of audibility.

   “I’m not sure that counts for anything.” —Lissette.

   “Would you like me to try to immolate him?  The fires of the Mother will not harm him.”

   “Which only tells me he’s powerful, not that he’s purified.”

   “Majesty, I understand your hesitation.”

   “No, you do not,” Lissette snapped.  “You listen to me, you arrogant child!  You remember a happy grandfather who bounced you on his knee, let you ride his horse, and spoiled you in any way he was able.  While I remember a decent man who was kinder to me than I had any right to expect, that man vanished overnight.  In his place was a cruel, calculating monster in the guise of a man.  What I have endured—what my kingdom has endured—under that thing’s control is beyond your comprehension, with your pleasant little life on the far side of the mountains.

   “My ‘hesitation,’ as you put it, is doubt—rightful, justified, and proper!  I will not risk the realm being placed under a monster’s control again.  I do not give a damn who he claims to be—Halar, the demon, or the god of justice itself running around in there.  I see the face of a monster.  Yes, it is only a mask for what dwells within, but it is, nonetheless, a mask, hiding the truth.  I will not risk it!  Nothing that wears that face will never sit on the throne of Karvalen again!  I have spoken!”

   Seething.  Anger.  Control.  A slew of chaotic thoughts settling into words again.

   “Majesty?” Tianna asked, mildly.  “May I answer?”

   “Speak!”

   “He wants the same.”

   Confusion.  Puzzlement.

   “Go on.”

   “I am, obviously, not privy to his innermost heart.  Such is the privilege of lovers or gods, and I am neither.  What he has said, however, and what I believe, is he desires to see you rule.  I do not know when last Rethven—now Karvalen—had a reigning Queen, but he means for you to be.  It’s true, he is the King, but he has little choice about it.  What choice he has is how much of a king to be.  He tells me he will support your reign to have you rule and as the sole sovereign of the realm.  He is willing to sit in his mountain for a thousand years, watching the kingdom from afar, but acting only when you—or your heirs—call him up.”

   “I don’t believe it.”

   “I do, and so does the Mother.”

   “You can’t speak for a goddess.”

   “Can I not?”

   I felt the change through Firebrand.  I could picture it easily:  Tianna’s hair turning to flame, her eyes brightening into fire.  Something vast and powerful came into the room through the flesh of my granddaughter.

   “My priestess-child speaks for Me in every word.”

   And the presence of the goddess diminished into Tianna once more.

   “But you are a Queen,” Tianna continued.  “You cannot be swayed by the voice of a single priestess.  If my grandfather were here with us—” Did I detect a note of mocking in her voice?  A trifle of sarcasm? “—he would say the Queen must not follow the word of any single religion.

   “So ask him.  Summon your magicians and priests to observe while you question him at length.  Call for the Scales of Truth from their Temple.  Fetch some of the Mother’s rivals from their hidden temples to the Lord of Light.  Have them weigh his words and see for yourself.

   “Or, if you wish, simply send him back to… a ‘pleasant little life on the far side of the mountains,’ Your Majesty.  And, if you are a betting woman, I will wager anything you care to name he will obey you without even asking why.”

   “How can you be so certain?” Lissette asked, plaintively

   “He is my grandfather,” Tianna stated, flatly.  “He will never disappoint me.  I believe in him.”

   “You believe him?”

   “I believe in him.”

   “Your goddess will not like to hear you speak so.”

   “She knows, and She can reprimand me for it whenever She takes a notion.  Such is not your affair, Your Majesty.”

   “But the fate of the realm is.  I will not risk that fate on a girl’s hopes.  Leave me.  —and leave the sword.  Just go.”

   I waited, listening for anything further.  I thought I heard something, but I couldn’t make it out.

   What’s that? I queried, and mentally highlighted what I meant.

   She’s crying, Boss.

   Crying?

   The thing where water comes out of the eyes.

   Okay.  Thanks.

   Wait a second…

   What?

   Someone’s coming.

   Pause.  Then:

   “Lissette?” and more audible weeping, even sobbing.

   Who is it? I asked.

   Thomen.  Court Wizard and Queen’s physician.

   Queen’s physician?

   Yeah.  Mammals don’t lay eggs; they act like eggs.  Sometimes the eggs go bad and they have to get rid of the—

   I get it.  Lissette had some miscarriages?

   Yep.

   And you’re only mentioning this now?

   Is it important?

   Well, that was a good question.  To me?  Yes, because I like Lissette.  In the larger scheme of things?  Probably not.

   So why did she get Thomen instead of Tort, or a priest?

   Lissette didn’t trust Tort to help.  She didn’t feel comfortable sharing her troubles with the clergy, and didn’t want any of your fiery kids involved.  Instead, she got Thomen to fix her up.  He’s a really helpful sort.  He even started the process over whenever it quit.

   Started the process…?  You mean to say he’s been shtupping the Queen?

   Well, yeah.

   Is there a reason you failed to bring this to my attention?

   You were busy shtupping the dead blonde, Boss.

   My beginning tantrum stopped on the spot.  Firebrand had a good point.  Sure, I’m married to her, but it’s a political marriage.  I like Lissette, but I don’t really have any sort of emotional claim on her.  There might be succession issues with the heirs, but I have my reservations about an inherited title—I have no way of knowing if our kids would be any better than kids by her and Thomen.

   Maybe I could set it up to have the heirs of the Crown descend through the Queen?  A matrilineal descent might work out.  Then it wouldn’t matter who sired the children.  Or it shouldn’t matter.  Patriarchal societies are touchy about that, but this could be a foot in the door.  It might even give her more power to rule as well as reign.

   On the other hand, what does it mean—for me—if Thomen is doing the Queen?  I’m told he hates me.  Is this his way of exacting some small revenge for the Demon King’s treatment of Tort?  Or, to push it back further, is it about Tort not continuing their relationship after I woke up from my coma?  If he does actually care for Lissette, is he concerned at all about my reaction to him having an affair with my wife?  It could be a repeat of the earlier business with Tort—at least, he could be worried about it.

   Maybe I should write him a note and ask him to be the Queen’s Consort, or something.

   While I ran through these considerations, Thomen took Lissette in his arms, comforted her, kissed her, and reassured her.

   “Don’t be afraid.  He’s down in the dungeon even now,” he crooned, softly, reassuringly.  “He’ll not be leaving it soon.  I’ve seen to it.”

   “He’s powerful,” Lissette argued.

   “And he’s only one man.”

   “Can we trust the guards?”

   “I’ve had Torvil and Kammen summoned to the tower.  Your guards are watching him.”

   “What if he really does want to give me the throne?” Lissette asked, doubtfully.

   “We have it already,” Thomen insisted, patiently.  “We don’t need his approval.”

   “He could make it all so simple,” Lissette worried.  “The lords won’t dare cross him.”

   “They’ll learn not to cross us,” he assured her.  “He brought them to heel.  We’ll see them trained to obey!”

   “Oh, Thomen!  But can we?  Can we really?  We have a whole kingdom to rule, but they don’t think of it as a single realm.  Each little lord remembers when he answered to no one and had his own little kingdom.  Or they want to be part of a larger kingdom only if it doesn’t cost them anything.”

   “They’ll learn,” Thomen assured her.  “I have a plan.  We only need have them visit periodically.  Send for another one, a troublesome one, and I shall speak to him, as well.  He will come around to our way of thinking.”

   “Are you sure?  Sometimes… sometimes I think… I think we shouldn’t be doing this.”

   “There, there, there.  It will be fine.  You’re tired.  I’ll give you a little sleep spell and everything will be all right in the morning.  I’ll take care of all our problems.”

   “Well… I’m not sure.  We should talk about this.  It’s a matter… a matter of policy.  It seems odd… to let you… make… all… the…”

   “It’s all right.  Perfectly all right.  You settle back, now.  I’ll make it all those doubts and fears go away.”

   A thick silence followed.

   Well? I asked Firebrand.

   He’s doing the wizard thing, Boss.  She’s sleeping.

   She’s already asleep?

   Yep.

   Then what is he doing?

   Some sort of spell.

   Any idea what sort?

   It started as a sleep spell, I think, but he’s still going.  I don’t know what it is.  It’s not a fire spell.

   This concerns and annoys me greatly.  From the sound of it, I’m guessing he’s using some sort of magical convincer to make her think his ideas are her ideas.

   I’d love to tell you, Boss, but if it’s not fire magic…

   Fair enough, I suppose.

   Can I come back, now?

   No.  Stay there and stay quiet.  I want your opinion on her state of mind when she wakes up.  You were listening to her intently when she went to sleep?

   Sure, Boss.

   Then try to figure out if she’s under some sort of compulsion or confusion or something.  Maybe I’m just oversensitive on her behalf—you know I don’t like having my mind tampered with—but I’d like to be sure Thomen’s being helpful.

   As opposed to…?

   A traitor with his eye on a puppet Queen, or angling for the throne by manipulating her mind.

   If you say so, Boss.  I’ll look into it.

   Thanks.

   I sat up on the bed.  The twins were still standing by the outer door.

   “Is it allowed for me to call back to the Fortress of the East?  I should check in and let people know I arrived.”

   “We are to remain here with you.”

   “Nothing was said about leaving.”

   “We’d be glad to escort you to the mirror room.”

   “But it would violate our orders.”

   “Would you like us to send a message?”

   “Thomen ordered wizards to assist us.”

   “There should be one waiting outside.”

   I shook my head.

   “No, but thank you.  I’m guessing I can’t call out through the palace protections?”

   They shook their heads in unison.  All the things I’ve seen.  All the things I’ve done.  That’s what weirds me out.  Go figure.

   “Fair enough.  Can you send for writing materials?” I asked.  They pointed at a table.  It didn’t have anything on it, but the top was hinged.  I lifted it and saw a nicely-arranged space underneath, neatly divided into lots of little compartments.  I got out paper and a quill.

   I cheat whenever possible.  A spell to contain a reservoir of ink inside a quill isn’t hard.  It also saves the trouble with dipping and blotting and suchlike.  It’s not a ballpoint, but it works.

   I wrote Lissette a letter, explaining in writing how I wanted her to rule and reign and run the realm while I stayed out of it.  I also suggested she might want to name a Royal Consort, what with my own frequent unavailability.  I considered a separate note to Thomen about pursuing the idea of becoming a Royal Consort to the Queen, but decided against it.  If he was playing the part of the Evil Grand Vizier, I didn’t want to legitimize him.  If he was honestly trying to help Lissette, I could always legitimize or pardon him if it came down to it.

   Then I drafted a Royal Decree, rewrote it, rewrote it again, and finally got it right on the fourth edit.  Inheritance in the Royal House shall follow through the female line of descent.  A daughter can inherit, so girls shall be listed in the line of succession along with any male children, all in the order of their birth.  A first-born son can inherit and rule, but the children of his wife shall be considered first in line after him.

   I signed everything, handed them to Malana or Malena, and went to lie down on the bed.  One of the twins opened the door, handed the letters off to someone outside, and went back to standing guard.

   I spent most of the rest of my incarceration in my headspace, working on spell designs.  If I was trapped without anything to do—and it would be rude to start actual spellcasting in my oh-so-comfortable cell—I could at least do things I’d been putting off.  I’ve needed a spell to dial down various senses, especially my sense of taste.  I’ve been meaning to work on an inertia-damping spell so I can not only move at the speed of dark, but corner, too, without playing pinball off someone as a bumper.  Then there’s the need for refinements on the power circle, Bronze’s anklet enchantment—both for improved sound damping and a traction-enhancing function—as well as a variety of other things that haven’t had priority.

   Nobody bothered me for quite some time.  I think I made progress.  Maybe not on my master plan to find Tort, find T’yl, set the kingdom to rights, and destroy the Orb of Evil, but at least I made progress on something.  I don’t do well with sitting quietly and doing nothing.

   Maybe I should practice meditation more.  Okay, maybe I should start.

   





   





Wednesday, February 4th

    

   Along about dawn, I stepped into the bathroom and came alive.  It’s slightly more extreme than most people, even without coffee.  Instead, I suffered through the transformation, ran a cleaning spell, and then took a bath.  I felt much better.

   Wouldn’t you know it, the minute I settled into the tub, everything went to pieces.

   My butt hit the bottom of the tub and I leaned back.  A resounding magical thud shivered in the air.  I froze for an instant, wondering what I’d done, then realized it wasn’t anything in the room.  A quick sensory pulse seemed in order.  A minor working only, to see if something nasty was in the other room.  I stood up while performing it.

   The wards and barriers around my chambers/holding cell were down.  That explained why I could feel something happening on a magical level.  It also meant I could see the main magical defenses of the palace were down.  That impressed me.  Either someone wanted magical entry to the Palace in the worst possible way, or they temporarily lowered the Palace shields for some internal reason.

   Was this my problem?  Possibly.  It depended on who was doing what and why.  It could be a prelude to an attack.  I know not everything is about me, but since I’m always present when people and Things attack me, it often seems as though it is.  It’s a perspective thing.

   I heard shouting out in the main room.  I whisked myself dry with a gesture and reached for my pants.

   A ghostly figure float-walked through the bathroom door.

   She was about twenty, with light brown hair, brown eyes, and a misty, vaporous nightgown drifting around her as though underwater.  Around her neck was a glowing band of light, like a collar, and another one across her brow, like a headband.  I remembered something like it from Zirafel.  Binding spells—a geas—usually had a manifestation of some sort on spirits and similar entities.  This spirit, whoever it was, likely had a specific mission to perform before it could be released to seek its afterlife.  With two such bands, it might have two duties to perform.

   I also saw, half-hidden in the slowly-shifting tissue of ghost-cloth, a silvery cord stretching about three feet from her.  The cord seemed to stretch away into the distance, as though the three feet or so was actually an optical illusion of perspective.

   Extradimensional.  Astral projection.  Interplanar travel.  That sort of thing is hard on the eyes.  At least I was pretty sure she wasn’t native to Rethven; they don’t go in for sexy nightgowns.  They usually have things more like pajamas, loose-fitting and comfortable, when they wear anything at all.  Another astral entity from Mary’s native world, sent by a house of magi?  That seemed most likely.

   The collar and headband interested me, though.  The last spirit I saw only had the headband.  The two geas spells seemed very different from each other in construction, though.

   The spirit and I looked at each other for all of two seconds.  She didn’t seem surprised, or excited, or even interested.  She might be the astral form of a living person, but one or both of the geas were blocking most of her free will.  I eyeballed them on a magical basis.  Something about the headband seemed off.  The spirit might be from another universe, and the headband’s general structure seemed to corroborate the idea.  The spell structure of the collar seemed to follow the local rules for spell design, however.  Did someone catch a wandering astral entity and bind it?  If the collar was overriding the headband, it might account for the vacant look on the spirit’s face.  The two geas spells might be fighting for control within her mind.

   The door came violently open, slamming right through her without effect.  Malana… Malena?  One of the twins came in right behind it, already moving at a dead run.  The other one recovered from kicking the door open for her sister.

   The lead twin cut perfectly through the ghost, shoulder to opposite hip, in a stroke that would have killed a man in armor or cut down a telephone pole.  Her sword gave off a strange, singing note as it sliced air.  The astral projection didn’t seem to mind; I think she only barely noticed.  Then the twin—I’ll assume it was Malana; they’re fungible—her momentum carried her through the spirit and straight toward me.

   I really should get a pair of swim trunks and never take them off.

   She didn’t skewer me, so that was to the good.  She didn’t bounce off, either.  She slowed down but was unable to stop, ran into me, and I caught her, stepping back as I did so to cushion the impact.  Our eyes met for a moment; I wasn’t sure what to make of her expression.  At least she wasn’t horrified.  Surprised, yes, and something else.  Probably embarrassed.

   Then Malena’s sword made the same ringing, singing sound as it whispered through the apparition.  Malana turned away to face the spirit, advanced on it.  It regarded her with a vaguely puzzled expression, peeked over its shoulder at Malena, and paused where it floated.  Swordpoints threatened it from both directions.  Its instructions obviously didn’t cover this.

   Everybody held their positions for a moment.  I went ahead and pulled on my pants.  Nobody was trying to kill me at that precise second, so I might as well get dressed.

   The astral entity continued to look puzzled and reached out to touch Malana’s swordpoint.  Malana let her, distracting the spirit while Malena performed a sword form I half-recognized.  It involved a complex dance of blade through spine and would turn an unarmored human into quadriplegic cutlets.  The only sound involved was the singing, metallic sound of her blade cutting air.

   Malena was remarkably fast.  Lightning-quick, in fact.  I’m not sure human eyes could follow it.  Come to that, I’m not sure my daytime self could do it so quickly without some sort of magical cheat.  I could learn to, with dedication and practice, but it would be a project.

   The spirit ignored the metal passing through her.  She might not have noticed; the swordpoint never came far enough forward to be in her line of sight.

   “She doesn’t seem hostile,” I observed, “and I don’t think you can hurt her, anyway.”

   “Our orders are clear.”

   “She’s an invader.”

   “We cannot stand idly by.”

   “This cannot be permitted.”

   “Maybe,” I suggested, “I could help?” I pulled on a shirt while I spoke.

   “How?” they asked, in unison.

   “Well, she’s obviously intangible.  Swords aren’t going to help.  Wizardry might.”

   While we spoke, the spirit-girl surveyed the room without moving.  Her expression remained mostly vacant with a hint of puzzled.

   “We don’t have a spell for dealing with spirits.”

   “We don’t encounter them all that often.”

   “You’re in luck,” I told them, “because I do.”

   As one, they took a single step back, widening the gap between themselves and the ghostly form.  I took it as a cue.

   “Now, if you’re going to attack an astral spirit, you need to spot the silver cord.  That’s a connection between the physical form and the spirit that’s gone wandering.”  I stepped around Malana as I spoke and the spirit’s eyes tracked in my direction.  If I could get a linkage of any sort, we might be able to talk.  Then I could find out what she wanted.

   “Material weapons won’t hurt the cord, though,” I added.  “You’ll need a specially-enchanted weapon for that.  Astral cords are notoriously tough.  They’re really cables, woven together of all the strands connecting the soul to the body.  They’re intangible, of course, but even on a spiritual level, they’re tough.  They have to be.  It’s actually easier to snip them, one by one, while the soul is still inside the body.  It’s a synergy thing.”

   The spirit held up a hand.  I held up a hand to match her.  She touched her dainty little hand to mine.

    

   “He’s comin’ around.”

   I opened one eye.  The other didn’t want to, so I let it sleep.  I wished I could be asleep all over; my eye seemed to have the right idea.  Even with my good eye open, everything was fuzzy and sort of cloudy.  My whole right side had a strange sort of painful, tingling numbness.

   “Who did this?” asked a voice.  I tried to focus on the speaker, but it didn’t work.  That’s a bad sign.  It was a big, deep voice.  Rumbly.

   “I dunno.  Father Sky?”  Another big voice, one backed by an abundance of resonant chest space.  A talking horse?  Or an exceptionally well-spoken ogre?

   “Not underground.  –wait.  Are you seriously suggesting a god tried to smite him?”

   “You sayin’ none of ’em want to?”

   “Fair point.  I think we can assume none of the gods did it.”

   “Why?  ’Cause he’s alive?”

   “No, because if one of them did it, we can’t protect him.  It’s our responsibility to keep him alive, so we have to assume whatever we’re protecting him from is something we can actually handle.”

   “Huh.  Never thought of it like that.”

   I wondered who was talking.  Then I started to wonder about the smell.  Someone needed to check the oven; whatever it was needed to be taken out, possibly extinguished.

   “Can you keep him alive?” asked a third voice.

   “The Queen wishes it,” it continued, without pausing for breath.

   “If he dies, he will be a soulless monster come sunset.”

   “The existence of any such creature.”

   “Will not be permitted,” it finished.

   Yeah, the twins were still watching me.  I’d recognize their delivery anywhere.

   “All we have to do is keep him alive until nightfall.  His rings helped.  One blunted the attack a little; the other healed him somewhat.”

   “Do we move him?” asked the other male voice.

   “I wouldn’t.”

   “I’m thinkin’ we should at least dry the place and make him comfortable.”

   “You’re probably right.”

   There followed some movement around me, but not much conversation.  I elected to retreat into my headspace; it hurt less in there.

    

   Much better.  Somewhat distanced from my physical self, I took the opportunity to recall what happened.  I touched the spirit’s hand.  Right.  Then there was a bright flash.  Right.  Something awful happened all down my right side.  Got it.

   All right, let’s take a look.  I sat down at my desk and summoned up my physical schematic in the surface.  My body appeared in multi-layered form, displayed within the glass.  Right off, I could see my right arm and leg were offline.  Not dead, exactly, but pretty badly burned and not responding.  Secondary damage along the right side of my head, including the eye, which explained why it didn’t open on command.  Some other damage, too, mostly of a convulsive, muscle-tearing nature.  Overall, probably some sort of lightning.  Either the ghost of Tesla’s daughter paid me a visit, or Saint Eligius expressed his displeasure at Bronze’s lack of shoes.  Either way, I was fried, possibly barbequed.

   I’m glad I didn’t touch the astral visitor with my left hand.  Frying my left side would have put electricity through my heart, and I need it during the day.  What for, I’m not entirely sure, but I’m told it’s important for something.

   It occurred to me if people were trying to keep me alive, I really ought to help.  It would be rude to die without thanking them for their efforts.  Being stuck inside my own head meant it would be problematic to coordinate with them, though.  While I could probably manage some healing spells, I was pretty sure they would do the same.  On the other hand, I could exercise conscious control over my body’s response to the damage.  Already, shock was setting in; the lights were dimming.  I touched the desktop and reprioritized my physical responses.  Calm, controlled function, that’s the ticket.

   And a good sunset.  I could really use one of those, too.  I sincerely hoped there was a bloodbath coming up—one of the non-violent sorts.  A full-sized tub of blood to soak in would really be nice.  At least, for as long as it lasted.

   Sitting at my desk, I kept track of my vital functions and overrode my autonomic nervous system on occasion.

   At least I managed to keep the lights on.

    

   Hey, Boss? Firebrand called.  I looked up from my desk.  In here, it was a voice in the air.

   “Yes?”

   Oh, good; you’re still in there.  Listen, people out here are arguing about whether or not to let you die.

   “I thought people were trying to keep me alive?”

   Some of them are.  Like I said, there’s an argument.

   “And what, exactly, am I supposed to do about it?  I’m electrocuted and lightly carbonized.  If I come out of my headspace, I’ll probably pass out.”

   Just keeping you posted, Boss.

   “I vote for keeping me alive, if that’s any help.”

   I figured.  Do you have anything you want me to tell them?  Aside from, “Hey, he wants to live”?

   “Give me a minute to think about it.”  I thought about it.  Nothing sprang to mind.  My condition wouldn’t warrant a second look from a battlefield medic; he’d go after someone he might be able to save.  This did not put me in a strong bargaining position.

   “Nope, nothing,” I told Firebrand.  “If they kill me, give my regards to everyone I like and try to be helpful to Lissette and my heirs.”

   Okay, I can do that.  You might not get offed, Boss.  You’ve got Torvil, Kammen, and Tianna watching out for you.  The twins, too, sort of.  They weren’t ordered to kill you, only to keep you contained, if that’s any help.  They answer to the Queen, not to Thomen.

   “That’s actually pretty comforting.  I feel better knowing it.  Thanks.”

   No problem, Boss.

   “Let’s keep hoping—” I started to say, and everything went pear-shaped and sideways.

   Ow.

    

   Waking up painfully is a bad habit I would dearly love to break.  I envision a pleasant morning, well on its way to noon, with a lovely brunch served as breakfast.  Possibly in one of those motorized beds, the ones that can tilt so you’re almost in a recliner.  Comfy pajamas.  Maybe a big-screen television with the remote close at hand and a selection of suitable movies.  I don’t necessarily need company.  I’d settle for someone to bring me a pleasant breakfast and leave.  Am I asking too much?  I’m willing to pay, if it’ll help.

   The sunset prickle started.  If nothing else, at least I was alive and dying.  I opened my good eye.

   The room was about sixty feet square and done in a cross between Arabian Nights and Grecian Classical.  Pearly walls ran from sculpted pillar to sculpted pillar.  Recessed alcoves in the walls held statuary, basins, bowls of fruit, mirrors, and similar such.  Silky drapes, predominantly red, billowed gently between the pillars, partially obscuring the alcoves.  Two walls, to my right and left, seemed composed entirely of some opaque, golden glass.  The ceiling was barrel-vaulted and high; the floor was black marble veined with red.

   As for myself, I was naked—again!—and chained between a pair of free-standing pillars in the middle of the room.  The chains and pillars resembled gold.  At least someone left me enough slack to lie down on the floor.  I stayed there while life, or unlife, crawled back into my charred and wounded flesh.

   As my transformation continued, a small whirlwind arose, formed of swirling water vapor and air, and flowed over me.  It was only about three feet tall, but it crawled all over me like an over-friendly elephant’s trunk.  It kept sucking up the filthy results of my transformation until the transformation completed.  Then it whirled faster and dissipated, vanishing, apparently taking the icky stuff with it.

   Nice trick.  I’d have appreciated it more if I wasn’t starving.  My regeneration was already putting the burned bits back in order and my bloodthirst was growing more intense.  I really need to get a chart and start graphing the types of damage and how much I can heal of each type per unit of blood.  I’ll need a lab assistant with a strong stomach, my new pain-damping spells, and a variety of blood sources.  Some restraints would probably be in order.  The ones I already wore seemed adequate.

   I sat up and tugged on my chains.  No, they weren’t actual gold.  At night, I can pull gold apart like taffy; it’s a soft metal.  With slack to work with, even heavy steel chains won’t hold me for long.  Whatever this stuff was, it held against my most violent pull—I braced my feet against a pillar and tried to yank a chain apart.  No luck.

   I stood up and scrutinized the room more thoroughly.  Nothing new leaped to my attention.  A quick check, however, revealed a massive amount of magic in the air.  In point of fact, the whole place shimmered with an aura of power, as though it were all enchanted.  Magical floors?  Magical drapes?  Magical fruit?  That seemed more than a little unreasonable.  It took me a couple of minutes to grasp the problem.  It was an ultra-high-intensity magical field coloring my wizard-vision.

   With a quick gesture and a word, I directed power at a link in my chains, intending to fracture it.  Much to my surprise, the spell sparkled and vanished, grounding out through the chain.  I’d never seen anything like it.  What was this stuff?  Some sort of magical superconductor?  Or enchanted to be immune to magical effects?  Either way, it made sense.  If I were chaining up a prisoner in a magical environment this intense, I’d need something not easily broken with a spell.

   As I wondered, there was someone in the room with me.  I didn’t see or hear him come in; he was simply and suddenly there, as though appearing from thin air.  He might have.  The room was so charged with magic you wouldn’t want to accidentally make a wish.  It might operate like a cranky genie and grant a twisted version of your desire.

   We stared at each other across a space of four paces.  I recognized him.  Johann Fries, head of the Fries family of magi, but looking a good thirty years younger than the last time I saw him.  He appeared to be a hale and hearty man of fifty, not a fragile old man of eighty.  His hair was mostly black with a bit of grey at the temples, instead of white and mostly missing.  He moved with confidence and strength.  He wore several spells, all powerful enough to obscure each other, but I didn’t doubt there were at least a few defenses and a rejuvenation spell.

   I didn’t like his soul.  It was bright, inhumanly bright, and monochrome.  Human souls are multi-colored things, constantly shifting and changing.  The thing inside him was a soul-shaped bit of power, not a human being.

   “Well, it seems we finally hooked our fish,” he observed.  “Welcome to my home.”

   “You could have sent a written invitation,” I told him.  “Even a phone call would have done.  I’d have made time in my schedule for a visit.”

   “I couldn’t be sure, what with my family being one of the few devoting itself to the eradication of your kind.  You might have declined.  And I do so very much want to talk to you.”

   “To me, or with me?”

   “Let us say a bit of both.”

   “Fair enough.  What can I do for you, Mister Fries?”

   “Please, let us not be so formal, Vladimir.  May I call you ‘Vlad’?  I believe you encouraged my grandson to do so before you killed him.”

   This is not going to go well, I thought.  I suspected it from the start, but having confirmation is sort of a relief.  It removes all doubt, at least.

   “Please do,” I said aloud.  “And I apologize.”

   “We may revisit that later,” he allowed, still smiling, but I detected a hard glitter in his eyes.  “For now, let us speak of present and future matters.”

   “Of course, of course.  But, if this is going to take longer than a few minutes, I would like to bring up a near-future issue.”

   “That being?”

   “Blood.  I have injuries still regenerating and that means my reserves are depleted.  If I don’t feed soon, I won’t be rational enough to have a discussion.  Right now, it’s merely a rabid badger trying to dig out through my stomach.  It’s not a voluntary thing, and it will become a problem in fairly short order.  Just letting you know, in case you want me able to answer questions.”

   “Hmm.”  He thought about it for several seconds and shrugged.  “Well, never let it be said the Fries failed in their hospitality to a guest, no matter how degenerate.”  He snapped his fingers and I saw the flare of power.  It wasn’t even a full spell, merely a spell framework with rivers of power run through it—a highly inefficient way to do anything, but extremely versatile.  Sometimes too versatile, even unpredictable, if you don’t focus precisely enough.

   In this case, a young man in military fatigues appeared.  He didn’t seem aware of his surroundings.  A closer look revealed some sort of spell wrapped around his head, suppressing brain activity.  It strongly resembled the headband-spell on the spirits I’d seen.  Fries gestured him toward me and he did the zombie shuffle in my direction.

   “You should have ample reach,” Fries commented.  He was right; there was slack enough in the chains to put dinner within my grasp.

   I thought hours of things in a matter of seconds.  This guy wasn’t trying to kill me.  He wasn’t even volunteering to die.  He didn’t have some terminal illness or a deathwish.  He was some guy called up only to serve as food.  Fries was probably feeding one prisoner to another.

   I hate that.

   An army invaded my mountain, once, when I was alone in it.  The mountain made it possible to break them up into smaller units, divide them.  I’m not sure I could have killed them all if they had remained a unified host.  But I did kill them all, because they tried to kill Bronze.  I didn’t need to eat them all.  I could have stopped at any time.  I made a choice and every last one of them died in the dark.

   On the other end of the scale, a village disappeared one night.  I was so hungry I lost control and killed everything.  Men, women, children, pigs, chickens—even the rats in the thatch.  Every drop of blood went down my throat like water down a drain.  When I came to my senses, I got to wander through the ruins and count the frail, pale corpses.

   What was worse, to me, this guy was obviously zombified by a spell.  He didn’t know what was going on or why.  He had no free will, no way to express his opinions or preferences.  The last thing he remembered might be someone waving a hand at him.  I doubted he volunteered for this.  Defend his country, yes.  He didn’t sign up to risk being captured, imprisoned, zombified, and fed to a fellow prisoner.  That’s not usually mentioned in the recruitment literature.

   I didn’t want to kill him.  It was inevitable, though.  I could try to take only enough to get by and leave him alive, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop.  The hunger pangs were becoming extreme.  I could either consume him, here and now, to wait until I lost all control and the bloodthirsty monster did it.

   “I’m sorry about this,” I told him, quietly, knowing it wouldn’t register.  “I don’t see a choice.”

   Then I bit a chunk out of his neck and drained him like a juice box.  It was good.  So good.  I don’t generally let myself get hungry to the point I need to eat, to drink, but I needed it then.  And he was a big, healthy guy with lots of delicious blood.  I was lost in it for several seconds, feeling the taste of it spread through me, if that makes any sense.  I wrapped him in tendrils, absorbing the light inside him even more rapidly than the blood.

   I let go.  The husk was empty, dark.  It fell to the floor like a sack of laundry.  I felt better, physically, although still hungry.

   “Well, that was interesting,” Fries observed.  I resisted the urge to yank on my chains, break them, and fly at him like a missile.  I knew the chains weren’t going to give, and I knew he had to be warded from my tendrils.  He wouldn’t be foolish enough to be unprotected in the presence of a vampire.  The spells surrounding him were unfamiliar, but I had no doubt at least one of them was intended to keep me from eating what passed for his soul.

   “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I replied, lying like a rug.  If I found a good way to make him pay for that, I promised myself I would use it.  “I’m not entirely satisfied, but I think I can hold a rational conversation for tonight.”

   “Good, good.  Tell me, do you require such feeding every night?”

   “Not usually, but I’ve been damaged.  The more I’m damaged, the more I require.  I keep meaning to conduct tests to determine my hit points per gallon.”

   “Logical.  I’ll bear it in mind during your stay.”

   “You’ll forgive me if I don’t find this situation entirely to my liking.”

   “Oh, you shouldn’t,” he agreed, still smiling.  “On to business?”

   “Fine,” I sighed.  “What do you want and when can I go home?”

   “That depends at least partially on you.”

   “And partially on you?”

   “Exactly.”  He sat down without a chair; a dark blue mist boiled up from the floor and supported him.  Instant chair, just add backside.  The mist slowly shifted and rolled, like clouds, but remained mostly underneath him as he settled back against it.  A translucent female figure appeared, un-fading into view, bearing a tray with a large, golden cup.  Once fully solidified, the scantily-clad woman knelt by the misty chair and offered the cup; Fries took it in his hands and regarded me over the rim.  She remained kneeling, immobile as a statue.  I didn’t see any life in her, only magic.  I wondered if she was a corpse with animating magic or a purely magical construct.  I tended toward the latter view; she didn’t seem to have a scent.

   “What I want,” he mused, and took a sip before continuing.  He viewed me with a thoughtful air while he considered his words.  “What I want,” he repeated, “is to duplicate a feat of magic.”

   “I don’t see how that’s a problem.”

   “Ah, but I didn’t actually see how it was done.  I’m not really certain how it was done at all.”

   “That’s more of a problem,” I admitted.  I wondered if he intended to leave the exsanguinated corpse lying there indefinitely, but I didn’t say anything.  If he was prepared to ignore it, so was I.

   “How, exactly, did you do it?” he asked.

   “Huh?” I replied.  Ever the clever comeback.

   “Oh, now don’t be that way,” he chided.  Current passed through the chains and electrified me.  I went rigid and started to smoke.  It really was quite a display of electricity.  Alternating current, too, and at high voltage.  I ought to know; I’m getting far too familiar with electrocution.  Zappy things, even when they don’t actually do damage, still piss me off.

   After twenty or thirty years—maybe ten seconds—he smiled at me and the current quit.  I lay on the floor for a moment, twitching, before clanking and rattling to my feet.  The electrical burns under the manacles on wrist and ankle were already disappearing.  I hesitated to ask for more blood; the hunger was there, but I knew what was likely to happen.

   “I’m convinced you’re serious,” I told him.  “I apologize if I seem to be obtuse.  I simply don’t yet understand what magical feat you refer to.  If you’ll tell me what you want, I’m sure we can reach some sort of accommodation.”

   “You’re surprisingly cooperative,” he observed.

   “I get that a lot when I’m restrained and tortured.”  I didn’t add, “…by a fanatical vampire-hunter with access to an overwhelming amount of power.”  I only thought it.  He didn’t seem to notice.

   “Oh?” he asked, sounding interested.  “You’re restrained and tortured on a regular basis?”

   “You’d be surprised.  I’m depressingly familiar with it.”

   “Amusing.  But, if all that stands in the way of getting my answers is a little specificity, it is an obstacle easily overcome.  The feat I wish to duplicate is the opening of a nexus.  Until now, I believed as all magi believed:  a nexus was a radiant point of energy, nothing more.  Since you can obviously open one and release the full potential of a nexus, I want to do so.”

   “May I ask why?  Not that I’m arguing,” I added, hastily, “but I’m curious why you would bother.  It’s clear you have more magical power at your command than anyone else—possibly everyone else—in the world.”

   “Oh, this?” he sneered, waving a hand.  “My surviving children and grandchildren also draw on the same source.  While I don’t necessarily mind, their magical escapades require frequent discharging and some tiresome safety precautions.  They never seem to coordinate with each other, and sometimes their spells clash.  One will want to transform a garden of flowers into a hedge maze, another will want it to stay a flower garden, a third will be trying to invent a new fruit tree, and so on.  You see my dilemma.”

   “So, let me get this straight.  I’m paraphrasing to make sure I understand.”

   “Certainly.”

   “You want to open up some other... uh, power centers.  That way your descendants can have their own domains and can stop making messes in yours.”

   “Correct.”

   “To do this, you sent out spirits to seek me in other universes so you could summon me here.”  It was only a guess, of course, but if he was willing to confirm it…

   “In a manner of speaking.  I had an excess of mortals in my domain.  With the heightened level of power, even they could sense and, to a limited extent, use it.  Rather than allow them to clutter the place with their infantile efforts, I made use of them.”

   “Mortals in your domain?” I asked.

   “My domain is everything within about three hundred miles of the nexus you opened.  It was the largest shield I could raise, I’m afraid.  Still, I think it was well done.  It contains and concentrates the power from the open nexus, as well as acts as a primary defense against both magical and mundane interference from without.”  He smiled wider.  “It actually has some roots in your own work.”

   “My own?”

   “The Ascension Sphere you built.  While I don’t pretend to understand the subtle aspects of it, the principle is all that matters, now that I have the power to raise one of my own by an act of disciplined will.”

   “You’re welcome,” I lied.  “So your mortals are the ones in, say, New York, Washington, Cleveland, Detroit…”

   “Technically, not all of New York.  Only about half of Manhattan Island is within my sphere of influence.  I keep thinking I should expand the dome enough to get the whole thing, if only to make things tidy.”

   “And how did you use them?”

   “I called forth their spirits and sent them searching through the void for you.  Since I had no real way to locate you, I had them do the looking.”

   “Logical,” I agreed, shuddering.  “Even several million people doing soul-searching would take a while,” I added.  “You got lucky.”

   The man grabbed who knows how many people’s souls and simply set them to the task of searching the proverbial haystack for the dark needle.  Obviously, he was either very good at the focused wishing method or the formerly “useless” spells of the Atlantean Age were much more useful now.  

    “It was not luck.  It was inevitable,” he replied, chuckling and sipping his drink.  “I had some idea where you would be.  Afterward, it was merely a matter of summoning you with the proper rite.  To be frank, I am rather surprised it worked on the first attempt.  I anticipated wearing you down with repeated attempts.”

   “When your spirit-lady zapped the crap out of me, it kind of cut down on my resistance.”

   “Beg pardon?”

   “The spirit.  The astral form.  She discharged a bunch of electricity when she touched me, like lightning.”

   Johann frowned and cocked his head, rolling the cup between his hands.

   “I included no such spell.  Their sole purpose was to find you, not subdue you.  –wait.  Did you say ‘she’?”

   “I did.  Pretty girl, billowing nightgown, dark hair?”

   “That is not the one who found you.  You were located by a man.”

   “I did see one,” I admitted.  “I saw the girl more recently.  She’s the one who electrocuted me.”

   “Odd.  I have no report of such an incident.  I shall have to look into this.”

   “May I trouble you to share your findings?”

   “Indeed.  But I’ve answered enough questions.  You will now tell me how you opened the nexus.”

   So I explained about the psychic tendrils of darkness and using a spell to guide them.

   “In essence,” I explained, “I was the drill bit and pipe in the oil well.  The spell was the drilling rig.  I don’t see why you couldn’t do the same thing with a suitable spell, though.  Something like a drill bit with a power channel, maybe.”

   “Hmm.  I foresee difficulty developing something to serve such a purpose.  You almost make me regret incinerating all the vampires I could reach.”

   I didn’t say anything.  It didn’t seem to call for comment.  I wondered, though, if he meant all the vampires within three hundred miles, or if he meant all the vampires within range of any auto-targeting, homing, vampire-incinerating spells he might know.  While I was interested in the answer, I wasn’t interested enough to encourage him to demonstrate.

   “Still,” he continued, “I have you.  I doubt I need anything more.”  He drained the rest of his cup and set it on the tray.  The kneeling lady simply faded from view.  Johann’s cloud-lounger shifted, moving him upright and fading away.

   “You will duplicate this feat on a nexus within my domain.  If successful, I will attempt to duplicate it for myself.”

   “What do I get in return?” I asked.

   “You think you have a choice?” he asked, eyebrows rising in surprise.  He spoke to me gently, as though correcting a small child’s error.  “No, no.  I am not asking.  I am stating.  A question would end on a rising inflection, like so:  You will duplicate this feat?  What I said was not a question, so:  You will duplicate this feat.  Hear the difference?”

   “I hear it, but I’d like to know what I get out of it.  I don’t want much.  I’d settle for the opportunity to go home and pretend we never met.”

   “No, I don’t think so.  I haven’t decided what to do with you just yet.”

   “And if I refuse?”

   The electricity came back on.  While I lay on the floor and hummed at about sixty cycles per second, the golden, glassy walls cleared into transparency.  Beyond was a starry night above and a brightly-lit, chaotic fairyland below.  As far as I could tell, we were in a high tower, but I was in no position to take notes.  I was busy smoking and vibrating.

   “I’ll probably be back before dawn,” he told me.  “If not, I’m sure I can find another vampire and experiment with it until I figure out the procedure.  Auf wiedersehen.”

   He vanished without fanfare.

   I lay there and hated him.

   On the plus side, at least I learned something.  While my body is undergoing electrocution, I can’t muster up the concentration necessary to retreat into my headspace.  It’s kind of like sewing on a button.  It’s not hard, once you know how.  Doing so under the influence of high voltage makes it a tad more difficult.  Maybe it was the electricity scrambling my brain impulses along with my peripheral nervous system.  I could think, at least somewhat, but I couldn’t seem to concentrate.  I guess electrocution will do that, even to a dead guy.

   So I continued to vibrate and sizzle.  The smoke wasn’t only coming from under the manacles.  I was steaming a little bit, kind of like the science experiment where you stick a fork in either end of a hot dog and apply current.  If you don’t know the experiment, take my word for it:  It doesn’t end well for the hot dog.

   Ironically, after a while the novelty of it wore off and I found myself growing bored.  The manacles continued to burn my wrists and ankles, but it was a steady, uninflected pain.  It would be one thing to have a torturer poking me with hot, sharp things wherever whim struck, unpredictable and unexpected.  This was a steady sizzle to go with my high cyclic trembling.  Maybe the best comparison is a terrible headache.  It’s there, a steady pain, constant and unwavering.  You can’t ignore it, but it doesn’t demand your constant attention, either.

   There was nothing to do but wait.

   It was a long night.

   





   





Captivity, First Dawn

    

   The sky lightened in the east.  I didn’t feel it through the electro-frying, but I could see it, albeit with a jumping, jittery view while my eyeballs shivered.  After a time, the sky brightened to the point I could feel it; the smoke I gave off started to thicken.

   Johann was there again.  It was a nice trick and I hated him for that, too.

   “Goodness, I appear to be just in time,” he schmoozed, all smarmy solicitousness.  “Do you require water?”

   I continued to vibrate and sizzle.  I would have glared, but glaring at someone requires the ability to focus and hold a steady look.

   “Oh, yes.  It must be hard to speak in your condition.”

   And then my sizzling was purely a function of the pre-dawn light.  Johann snapped his fingers and the transparent walls darkened to a golden color.  

   I lay there for several seconds, letting my body do its regenerating thing.  I was, unsurprisingly, hungry again.  How much had I lost in the way of fluids?  How much tissue damage needed regeneration?

   “Hungry?” Johann asked.

   “Yes,” I admitted.  “It was a rough night.”

   “So it seems.  Perhaps you should hurry with your breakfast.”

   I spun to my left when someone appeared.  Another of the local citizens, I presumed.  Thank you, Mister Random Person, for giving up your life to the needs of a powerful magi and his vampire prisoner.  Sunrise was still in its early stages, so I was mostly dead.  I hurried, biting out a chunk of neck and bolting down the blood.  All the while, I tried not to think about how this person was another victim of circumstance.  Instead, I focused on Johann and the idea of ripping his head off his shoulders while keeping it alive.  That seemed much more palatable.

   I finished the breakfast victim and left him on the growing pile; two husks instead of one.  Is two a pile?  If this kept up, it might be considerably more than two, and soon.

   Johann gestured again.  The miniature cleaning whirlwind formed and wandered over me.  He waited, smiling and watching, until the dawn transformation was over and the cleaner disappeared.

   “Now that you’ve had some time to think it over, perhaps you would care to ask your question again?”

   “I’m not even sure what the question was.”

   “Is that an implied response or a legitimate statement?”

   “No, really.  I don’t remember the question.  I recently had some electroshock treatment—I can’t call it therapy.”

   “Ah,” he replied, nodding.  “That’s understandable.  You asked what would happen if you refused my command.”

   “Now I remember,” I agreed.  “Yes, that was it.”

   “Would you care to ask again?”

   “No, I don’t think so.  I suspect I understand the implied answer.”

   “There you go.  A few more lessons and you should make an excellent servant.”

   “I feel I should point out, however, I’m not going to be able to do what you want during the day.”

   “Yes, I’ve noticed.  You do seem mortal when the sun is in the sky.”  He shrugged.  “We’ll resume this after nightfall.  In the meantime, I trust you’ll remain here?”

   “I wouldn’t dream of leaving,” I lied, rattling a chain.

   “Good.”  And, before I could ask about clothes or food, he wasn’t there anymore.

   The bastard could at least have left me a chamber pot.

    

   I tried some more magic.  Everything I tried failed.  While I could feel energy around me, every time I tried to grab it, it seemed to ground out through the chains.  Here I was, in a major power center, and I couldn’t cast a single spell.  Moreover, I was in a sumptuous, even palatial room, but still chained up in a prison cell.  Nice as it was, it was also cold and uncomfortable with nothing but a hard, stone floor to lie down on.  All of which was probably by design.

   My life has so much irony it should rust.  Bloodstains only look like rust, so they don’t count.  Of course, I don’t generally have much in the way of bloodstains, either.

   Frustrated and more than a little angry in general, I lay down on the cold floor and tried to sleep.  It is a measure of my desperation that I was willing to have a psychic dream rather than dwell on my situation.  Pain, hunger, thirst… all of which is unpleasant, but the thing that really gets to me is boredom.

   Besides, I might dream up a way out.  Unlikely, but it was a case of looking for a bright side.  In this case, a not-as-dark side.

   I was dozing, half-asleep, when someone appeared in the room.  I would say I need to learn the spell, but it’s probably not too useful outside an overcharged power zone.

   My visitor was a young lady, probably in her mid-twenties.  She was young, but with a rejuvenation spell she might be any age.  She wore a turquoise gown that almost reached her knees, belted with braided gold.  She wore light sandals with intricate, knee-high straps.  Her golden-blonde hair was done up in a complicated arrangement and held in place by a silver net.  She stood there and watched me until I opened my eyes fully and sat up.

   “Is there a sign saying ‘Do Not Feed the Exhibit’?” I asked.

   “Not one I’ve seen,” she admitted, cautiously.

   “Could I trouble you to feed the exhibit, then?”

   She gestured and a pair of translucent beings materialized, achieved solidity, and bowed before me as they offered trays of various delicacies.  Unlike Johann’s creations, these were brawny, male figures.  I thanked her politely for the food and drink, then practically insufflated the lot of it.  I recognized most of it—fruits, vegetables, various meats, and so on—but even the unidentifiable bits didn’t stand a chance.  It had been that kind of night.

   Once I had the trays empty, they and their bearers vanished.

   “Done?” she asked.

   “I’m out of food, so yes.”

   “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.  I am Juliet Fries.”

   “I’m Vladimir Smith, at least around here.  Call me Vlad.”

   “A pleasure.”

   “Likewise.  To what do I owe the honor of your visit?”

   “Are you really a vampire?”  I showed her my fangs.  She nodded, unsurprised.  “And you aren’t getting along with grandfather?”

   “Miss Fries, I see no reason to lie to you.  I got along wonderfully with your grandfather by ignoring him and being ignored.  I enjoyed this pleasant arrangement right up until he decided to kick over my tea wagon.  He snatched me from my own world and chained me up here,” I told her, giving her a metallic rattling for emphasis.  “After the night I just had, I’m torn between wadding him up like an old beer can or simply going home and ignoring him forever.  It’s a toss-up, with maybe ten percent more emphasis on the wadding than the leaving.”

   “He can be… difficult,” she admitted.  “He wants to expand the magical dome he’s created and the dominion he holds beneath it.”

   “I’ve heard.”

   “He’s explained it to you?”

   “Sort of.  I get the impression he wants to give you and your siblings your own domains to get you out of his hair.”

   “Oh, my!” she exclaimed, startled.  “No, that’s not it at all!”

   “Why am I not surprised?” I asked, tiredly.  “If this is another political problem…”

   “I’m sorry.  Shall I go?”

   “No, please.  Go ahead and tell me what’s going on.”

   “He wants to take over the world.”

   Megalomaniacal magi.  Well, with a power-rush like this, I suppose I couldn’t blame him.  I could blame him for his mistreatment of involuntary guests, but not for a little power-mad posturing.  I still wanted to kill him.

   “And how does he plan to do this?”

   “I’m not sure.  He has people from Washington and he’s working on them.  There are also a bunch of foreigners from the U.N. building, I think.  They figure into it, somehow.”

   “That’s terrible,” I agreed.  “How can I help?”  I figured I might as well get some of my own irony in there.

   “Do what he wants.”

   “I beg your pardon?”

   “I don’t want to take over the world,” Juliet denied.  “I and… well, some others feel Grandfather is not… I don’t know how to say this…”

   “You’re worried he’ll be some sort of Dark Lord of Magical Evil and rule a world full of mindless slaves?”

   “That about sums it up,” she agreed, nodding.

   “So how does giving him what he wants stop him?”

   “That’s not exactly what I meant.  He wants you to open up more of the nexus points, yes?”

   “Yes.”

   “You must give him what he wants, but not on his terms.”

   “Go on.”

   “If you give him another nexus to cap off and draw power from, he’ll only grow more powerful.”

   “But you want me to open up a nexus for him, don’t you?”

   “Don’t do it for him.  Do it for me.”

   “Still not following,” I admitted.

   “Some of us loved Grandfather before he became a power-mad tyrant.  We would stop his insane scheme, but we cannot defeat him.  He has some sort of power-lock on the open nexus, draining away most of its force for his own use.  We don’t dare try to break it.  If we try and fail, he’ll know.  If we try and succeed, we may be able to defeat him, but the lock is tied into the dome, too.  Military force from around the globe is watching the thing.  They might even nuke us.”

   “It is the only way to be sure,” I mused.  “So, you want a nexus of your own?”

   “More than one.  One would be too much of a risk.  With at least two, though, I feel confident we can overcome Grandfather without killing him.  Then we can try to help him, show him the madness of his schemes.”

   “Sounds reasonable, and I’d be happy to help.  Trouble is, I don’t see how I’m—”

   “Hush!” she snapped, looking frightened.  She vanished, Johann appeared.

   “Good morning!” he teased, cheerily.  “I had a brief break in my schedule and thought I’d check in.  How are you feeling?”

   “Hungry, thirsty, naked, annoyed, and in need of a toilet.”

   “How frightfully discommoding it must be for you.”

   “You think you’re funny, don’t you?”

   “At my age, you learn to enjoy the little things.  Like this.”

   No electricity, this time.  Instead, the floor heated up to scorching levels.  I did the hotfoot bouncing routine for a bit, then had the bright idea to stand on some of the links of my chains.  I spread my legs wide to step on some of the slack in my leg chains and grabbed my wrist-chains high up for balance.  That helped, but the floor was a stovetop and the links I stood on started to heat up.  It was a delaying tactic, but the only one I had.

   “Clever,” Johann complimented me, applauding softly.  “Very clever.  I’ll let it pass.”  At his gesture, the floor stopped growing hotter.  I was still going to have blisters.

   “You’re so kind,” I told him, trying hard to not sound mocking.  “So, you were talking about drilling a hole into a nexus?  You have one in mind?”

   “I do.  Are you ready to participate in my little project?  Or do you need more time to prepare yourself?”

   “You do realize I’m going to need to be in better shape to drill down that far, don’t you?  My vampire powers can’t reach that depth on their own.  It’s a taxing, difficult thing even with the right spells.”

   “Hmm.  I suppose it would be.  Thank you for bringing it to my attention.  I’ll consider the logistics of it.  But I only dropped in for a moment.  I have a Chinese delegate I’m reprogramming.  If you’ll excuse me?”

   He didn’t wait for an answer.  He also didn’t cool down the floor.

   Okay, maybe twenty percent more on the wadding than the leaving.  I definitely hate that man.

   While I stood there, naked, barefoot, awkwardly poised on several links of heavy chain, feet being lightly scorched by the radiant heat of the stovetop floor, Juliet reappeared.  I wished for swim trunks.  Juliet wore an expression composed of both amusement and embarrassment.  She took intense interest in one of my golden-bronze pillars and spoke to it rather than look at me.

   “I see my grandfather has not lost his sense of humor.”

   “That’s debatable,” I replied.  I certainly wasn’t amused.  “I’m not sure he ever had one.  Could you cool off the floor, please?”

   She made a fanning movement with her hand.  Air moved quickly around my feet and the floor cooled rapidly.

   “Better?”

   I stepped off the chains.  The stone was merely warm.

   “Much.  Thank you.”

   “You’re welcome.  So, will you do it?”

   “Back up.  I know you want me to open a couple of… nex… a couple of power-points for you.  What I don’t see is how I’m going to be any use.  Johann has me chained up here with magic-proof manacles.  Doubtless he also has some sort of sentry spells, alarms, and other stuff waiting and eager to go off the instant I break out.  Since he’s unlikely to let me loose until it’s time to actually perform for him, how am I going to do anything for you?”

   “We’ve been discussing it,” Juliet pointed out.  “We think we have a plan.”

   “You think you have a plan?”

   “We do have a plan.  It might not work.”

   “So tell me.”

   “We break you out right before nightfall.  We teleport to a hidden location, well-prepared with concealment and illusion spells.  When you finish… dying… we teleport again, this time to a nexus point.  You open it and we proceed to the next nexus point.  We keep doing this until Grandfather tries to stop us.  Then we fight.”

   “I see two potential problems with your plan.”

   “Name them.”

   “My transformation takes a while, on the order of half an hour, give or take.  Sunsets don’t take that long, but I do.  Will this be a problem?”

   “I don’t think so.”

   “Second, the opening of a nexus isn’t something I can do at the drop of a hat.  It takes time—I don’t know how fast I can do it, but the first one I did cautiously.  Like a surgeon drilling into someone’s skull, I kept drilling a little deeper, in shorter and shorter bursts, the closer I got to the nexus power-center.  Overall, it took about an hour, once I got my spells together.  I can do it faster, I’m sure, but I don’t know how much faster.  How well can you conceal all the nexus points from scrutiny while I’m working?”

   “I don’t know.  I’ll consult with the others.”

   “Oh, good.  Keep me posted.”

   “I will.  Be ready to come with me on a moment’s notice.”

   “And bring me something to wear when we leave, would you?”

   “Of course.”  Was that a blush?  I thought so.

   “Thanks.  And one last thing.”

   “Yes?”

   “What are my chances of getting a chamber pot or magical equivalent?  I really need to pee.”

   For future reference, if you ever have a chance to pee into a magical, miniature whirlwind, don’t.  No, I don’t want to explain.

    

   The rest of the day was another exercise in waiting.  At least I wasn’t being zapped continuously.  I stepped into my headspace and reviewed my nexus-opening process.  I could see some refinements I wanted—more surge protection, for one thing.  There was no telling how much power would come blasting out if they wanted a major nexus opened.  The one I opened was a piddling little thing, about as small as a nexus can get.  A major nexus might be a bit more dangerous.

   With the preliminary spell design done, I went back over some of my new, untried spells—inertia-damping, variable traction for Bronze, that sort of thing.  Without testing them, there wasn’t much to change, but I did catch a couple of minor bugs.  Proofreading your code is important.

   As a test, I also tried to cast a spell on myself, from within my headspace.  It worked fine in the simulation, strictly inside my headspace.  As expected, however, once the spell started working on my body it grounded out through the chains.  I found this insultingly frustrating.  What was this stuff?  How did magi work with it?  It didn’t have a spell on it; it was a property of the substance, I felt sure.  But if you have something virtually immune to magic, how do you make anything out of it?  Hire a blacksmith and do it the old-fashioned way?

   While I muttered and grumbled, I also wondered about Rethven and Karvalen.  What was going on there?  If I had a candle, I might be able to ask, but the palace prison cell was illuminated by some soft, sourceless glow.  Were Mary and Lissette discussing with Amber and Tianna on how to find me?  Lacking Tort or T’yl, was Thomen included in the discussion?  Was he willing to be included?  Could I expect a rescue attempt?  If so, when?

   I spend more time getting rescued than I like—almost as much time as I spend involuntarily naked.  The universes don’t like my taste in clothes, that’s all there is to it.  If they ever make a movie of my life, it’ll need some careful camera work or a cautionary rating.  Maybe I should go live in a nudist camp and be done with it.

   About sunset—I couldn’t see it, but the tingling was a clear giveaway—Juliet appeared.  She brought along a pair of battery-powered angle grinders.  I sat down and she gave me one.  Since time was obviously a factor—she went to the trouble to bring two, after all—we both started working on ankle manacles.

   “Why not cut the chains?” I asked, over the shrieking of the cutting wheels.

   “The manacles will still be on you,” she replied.  “I can’t teleport you while you’re wearing them.”

   “Good reason,” I shouted back, and focused on my work.

   Once we had the ankle fetters off—it helped I wasn’t too concerned about grazes and cuts—I set up my angle grinder on the floor and held it in place with my knees.  This let me work on my right wrist manacle while she worked on the left one.  It was awkward for me, but I made some progress on the right before she finished with the left; she finished what I started and I was free.

   “Ready?” she asked.  “It takes a few tries to get used to teleportation.”

   “I’ll manage,” I promised.

   The room blinked.  It was faster than switching windows on a computer.  It literally seemed to happen in a blink.

   We were in a bright place with an Art Deco feel to it.  A fireplace burned cheerily behind me, a coffee table stood in front of me, and two other people regarded me from one chair and a sofa.  They all wore helmet-like masks and full robes; I couldn’t even tell if they were men or women.  Juliet took the other chair.  I stood there and tried to wear my dignity.

   “We understand you can open a nexus,” began one voice, distorted by the mask.

   “Yes, but I’d rather not do so without pants.”

   Juliet was startled at my request.  Until then, I don’t think she even considered I might want to be dressed.

   She waved her hands in my direction and I felt the surge of forces around me.  Without the magic-draining manacles, I could much more clearly sense the play of energies about me.  Clothing formed on my body, not out of magical force, but out of matter shaped and altered into the form desired.  It was interesting to watch and somewhat disconcerting to experience.  On the other hand, it wasn’t actually all that complicated.  Could I do it?  In this environment, maybe.  Back in Rethven?  Yes, but only technically—it would take days of preparation.  Juliet did it with a wave of her hand.

   That spoke of truly ridiculous power.  What had I started by opening a nexus?  A resurgence of the Atlantean Age?  It made me wonder about the powers contained within the ley lines, and the fall of Atlantis.  The house of magi that sought immortality supposedly used up the majority of the world’s magical energies in creating vampirism among their ranks.  If they knew their fellow magi would disapprove of their form of immortality… Could it be they somehow closed the nexus points deliberately to limit magical interference from their colleagues?  Or was it a natural phenomenon concurrent with the sudden decrease in ambient power?  Did they automatically close to avoid being completely drained?

   What if their immortality spell went awry?  If the nexus points had closed unexpectedly, then they might have miscalculated.  If they had drained all the magic in the world, would they have still needed to feed on life energy and blood?  Or would they have become some sort of immortals on the order of elves?

   Ancient history, perhaps, but interesting questions.

   I examined my outfit.  I wore a black, velvety garment of an Hellenic sort—a chiton, I believe—a knee-length garment belted at the waist, clasped over one shoulder.  I could probably have walked down a street in ancient Athens and drawn no more attention than any other well-dressed individual.

   “Much better.  Thank you.”

   “My pleasure.”

   “Where am I, anyway?”

   “Grandfather conjured up a palace over the nexus you opened.  It has expanded somewhat during the following months.”

   “Months?  I didn’t think I’d been gone that long.”

   “You were in another world,” she pointed out.  “Does time run the same there?”

   “No,” I admitted, “but I thought it was a constant differential.  If it’s a variable, then I may need to—”

   “If we might get to business?” interjected the original speaker.  “We don’t have all night.”

   “Yes,” Juliet agreed.  “Vladimir?”

   “Of course.”

   It bothered me, though, to realize time might not run at a constant speed.  Maybe it was part of the calculations the Hand made in their own inter-universal gate project.  Could time run faster and slower, depending on the cycles of the worlds involved?  Like the motion of Mars?  Viewed from Earth, Mars’ movement through the sky varied on where the two were in their orbits.  At certain times, the two seemed almost to be in sync, like two balls swung on a single string.  Other times, Mars could be gaining, falling behind, or even going backwards.

   Could other-dimensional movements account for the variations in gate energy between worlds?  More energy required to go to worlds with a drastically different time differential?  And what happened to a time differential when a gate made a connection?  Did it temporarily force them into synchronization?  Or was synchronizing the time rate part of the adjustment process?

   More interesting, could I go to a world with a negative time differential and return before I left?  Could this be a way around relativity and a viable method of time travel?

   On that elusive Someday, I will find out.  That’s going to be a hell of a good day, Someday.  I’ll master magical gates, learn to fly, reconcile with those I’ve wronged, and Snow White will get her Prince.  Assuming the universe I’m in doesn’t collapse in on itself and crush everything out of existence first.

   “Vladimir, I’m told you need time to open a nexus.  How much time?”

   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “It will certainly take less than an hour, but more than a few minutes.  I won’t be able to tell until I try one.  There are too many variables—magical environment, size of the nexus, whether I’m tired or hungry, and so on.  It could also be dangerous, and I’d like a chance to cast some spells to lessen the danger.”

   “So we need to hide you from Grandfather for at least half an hour?”

   “A half hour should do it, but I can’t swear to it.  I’m confident it will be less, though.”

   “We can do it, but we’ll need you to be as quick as you can.  Is there anything we can do to help you?”

   “Once I get there and start working, no.  I assume you don’t want a lesson in how to do it yourselves?”

   “Could we do it ourselves?”

   “If we weren’t in a time crunch, I could go slow and demonstrate each step.  As it is…”

   “I see.  We’ll revisit this some other time.  Right now, I can feel a—”

   And, dammit, I was suddenly standing at the bottom of a deep pit.  It was about ten feet in diameter.  The walls were black and smooth as glass.  I wasn’t sure if they were metal or stone.

   “I see you made a good effort at escape,” echoed down the shaft.  I tried to see who spoke, but the light was directly above the pit and shining into my eyes.  Obligingly, it dimmed.  Johann stood at the edge, sixty or seventy feet above me.

   “I thought so,” I called up to him.  “I see you had better alarms and location spells than I thought.”

   “No doubt.  Now, if you’ll excuse me?”

   “Of course.  I’ll wait here.”

   “No, no,” he chuckled.  “I meant for this.”

   And the sound started.  It echoed and re-echoed, a throbbing hum that vibrated and shook within the pit and all through me.  It shifted up and down the scale, then settled into a few harmonic notes.  Disastrously unpleasant ones, for me.  I could feel internal organs vibrating to the sound waves, bones rattling against each other, my teeth aching as though about to split.

   Agonized, I tried to leap out of the pit.  I didn’t even make it halfway to the lip.

   And the sound got louder.  My eardrums gave way with a sick, tearing sound, but that didn’t stop my ability to hear; my whole head throbbed with the harmonics as though to turn my brain to jelly.

   Maybe it did.  I don’t remember anything but the pain.

    

   Upon awakening, my first thought was, Oh, ye gods and gremlins, how I hurt.

   My second thought involved Johann, his mother, and their Oedipal relationship.

   My third thought was about how hungry I was.  I don’t usually have this problem.  Normally, I don’t suffer much damage from people who want to die, one way or the other, so I stay ahead of the hunger curve.

   It’s been a rough couple of nights.

   I tried to sit up and found I was chained down, shackled at every major joint.  Again, with the golden-bronze-colored stuff.  This time the chains were much shorter, and I was therefore forced to remain reclined on some large, metallic grating.  Various unpleasant and specialized implements on the wall hinted I would not enjoy my stay.

   A clear barrier of some sort divided the room.  It wasn’t totally clear; there was a slight translucency and a little distortion, as through thick glass.  Beyond it, I could see Johann—even make out his sad expression—while he had an earnest talk with his wayward granddaughter, Juliet.  Juliet was naked, hung by a chain from the ceiling by her ankles.  Her hands were bound together and chained to a bolt in the floor.  She couldn’t even swing back and forth.  Her hair was a mess, too, hanging down almost to her wrists.

   Where did he get all this anti-magic stuff, anyway?  Mail order?  Or a custom job at some foundry?  And why in the world would he bother to have it?  To contain vampires, maybe?  That would certainly account for having it, but why so much of it?  And why not use it in Mexico when I was the guest of the Mendoza family?  Was he conducting research into vampires on the sly before the nexus opened?

   Johann shook his head mournfully and applied an electronic gadget, causing Juliet to convulse and scream soundlessly.  I couldn’t hear a bit of it through the barrier, but I could see the smoke from the contact with her skin.

   I reached out with tendrils and got the shock of my life.  Literally.  There was some sort of magical barrier surrounding my rack.  The moment my tendrils reached far enough to touch the surrounding spell, it shocked them.  It was like reaching into sunlight, but without the sunlight.  Weird, and a painful, not-at-all-good weird to boot.

   My estimate climbed to eighty percent in favor of wadding him into a crushed, bloodless ball.

   After watching Johann play with Juliet for a while—much the same way a cat will play with a mouse it has cornered—Johann lost interest.  He left Juliet hanging there and disappeared, only to reappear in my half of the torture chamber.

   Interesting.  There was a perceptible length of time between disappearance and reappearance.  The transfer wasn’t instantaneous.  It was on the close order of a tenth of a second.  Was distance a factor?  Mass?  And could that help me in some way, later?  Probably not, but it’s always good to know the little things.  You can never tell.

   “Well, I see you’ve recovered nicely.”

   “I’d like to think so.”

   “Good, good.  Now, suppose we discuss something.”

   “Fire away.”

   “You know my granddaughter, Juliet?”

   “I think I’ve seen her before, yes.”

   “No doubt,” he replied, smirking.  I wanted to punch his smirk out the back of his well-barbered head.  “I presume you’ve also met others of my descendants.”

   “Doubtless.”

   “Good!  Please describe them.”

   “I can’t do that.”

   The grating was apparently there so an updraft of flames could go through it whenever he felt like it.  He felt like it.  My hair burned away, creating an awful stench.  My beard survived the earlier electrical discharge fairly well, more’s the pity, and my body shielded the remainder of it from the flames.  The skin of my back crackled, bubbled, cracked.  I screamed.

   Johann was both shocked and pained; he clapped his hands over his ears and clutched at the sides of his head.  The flames died as he did so.  A moment later, I ran out of air for screaming.  He scowled up at me, hands still plastered over his ears, and I saw something deadly, murderous in his gaze.  But also something afraid.  I’d hurt him with the inhuman volume of my scream.  I’d hurt him in a way he hadn’t anticipated.  There might be other ways, and the thought frightened him.

   He vanished.

   I lay there, regenerated, and thought about ways to kill him.  It kept my mind off my stomach.

   Johann rejoined me shortly.  He seemed less than amused; his façade of kindly host was gone.

   “Now,” he began, “you are going to tell me who else is planning my overthrow.”

   “Some of your kids and grandkids.  That’s all I know.”

   “I do not believe you.”

   That’s when the real pain started.

    

   I’ll say this for Johann:  he’s not at all shy about going all-out for what he wants.  He wanted me to tell him who was plotting against him.  He didn’t believe me when I told him I didn’t know.  He did one damn fine job of trying to wring it out of me.

   I think I’m going to leave it at that.  I didn’t enjoy any part of it at any time nor in any way.  True, losing a limb—or other appendages, or organs—is traumatic and painful, especially given his methods, but the knowledge it will all  grow back takes most of the sting out of it.  It still hurts, sharply and deeply.  It didn’t help when he traded off between my side and Juliet’s side.  She got to watch me suffer and I got to watch her suffer.  It wasn’t exactly my cup of tea.

   Let me put it this way.  If I’d known who they were, I’d have told him.

   Yeah, it was a bad night.
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   It was a bad day.

    

   It was a bad night.
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   One happy ray of cheer I found was Johann’s knowledge of the care and feeding of undead prisoners.  He didn’t bother with giving me a victim to consume.  Instead, when I reached the point of being too hungry to answer questions, he had blood poured over me.  Occasionally, to restore lost bits for fresh tortures, he dunked me in a tub of the stuff until they grew back.  I didn’t ask where he got it and he didn’t offer the information.

   Did you know sawing through the lowest rib to remove it is extremely painful?  And that was one of the milder treatments.  He was really, really fond of needles, though.  Neat, tiny, penetrating wounds, and lots of them, generally administered at slow rates—an inch per second to an inch per minute.

   Like I said, I don’t want to talk about it.  Forgive me if a few examples bubble to the surface anyway.  They tend to be a bit intrusive.  Remembering them is even less pleasant than relating them.

   No doubt he could have inflicted much more interesting and engaging pain if I wasn’t fastened down with magical grounding metal.  Spells wouldn’t affect me directly, but he could conjure up heat, cold, electricity, or other forms of energy and focus them on me.  Summoned servants could manipulate purely physical tools.  That sort of thing.

   He never tried using sunlight as a torture implement.  Probably because he didn’t know how awful it is, but possibly because it would only be useful during a narrow window.

   See?  I still have my sense of humor, such as it is.

   This morning, after my transformation, I was pretty much intact.  Yesterday I was missing some non-vital bits, which was more than a little disturbing.  It’s an interesting experience to have only one eye, or be short a thumb, or find some less-vital organs have gone missing.  Puts a sort of perspective on things regarding people who have to deal with disabilities.  Today was better in that respect, but everything was firmly tied down to the grating, which was slowly heating up.  He left me there while he went to quiz Juliet a bit more.

   I noticed she also tended to regenerate.  Not as quickly as I, but also without infusions of blood.  Powerful healing spells, I assume.  Possibly some sort of magic to supply the nutritional requirements of a healing body—if the spells in question even worked that way.  For all I knew, it might function as a slow-motion undo function, reversing the damage purely through magical means.

   Come to think of it, that’s a pretty good idea.  Maybe I should look into it.  Hello, Someday.

   To keep myself distracted, I wondered how long Johann had gone without sleep.  Something on the order of two days?  Of course, he’s was running on a power high, so he might not be feeling it.  He might even have spells to eliminate the need for sleep.  If so, this could go on for an awfully long time before I got a real break.

   Actually, I already had several breaks.  Mostly arms and legs.  I was surprised at how difficult it was to break my bones.  You’d think a brawny-looking guy conjured out of thin air could do it with a well-placed kick, but no—they tried clubs, then upgraded to sledgehammers.  At least they had to work for it.

   I also had to respect Juliet.  If she hadn’t given up her co-conspirators yet, she was either a lot tougher than me, or she didn’t know, either.  I thought it unlikely she wouldn’t even know her own relatives in the cabal, but it was slightly possible.  If she did, I had to respect her guts, notwithstanding the times I saw them hanging out of her.

   The heat in the metallic grating was starting to become painful on my mortal skin, so I tested my bonds again.  Nope.  Still fastened down like a passed-out frat boy covered in duct tape.  On the plus side, my hair and clothes burned away early on, so I didn’t have to worry about them catching fire again.  Even my beard went away.

   It says something when that’s the high point of my day.  It doesn’t say anything good, but it says something.

   I spent most of the day on the grill.  With uncanny timing, every time the burned areas got to the point where the nerves started to shut down, the whole grating jounced, shifting me on my griddle to expose new bits of fresh skin.  That was just mean.

   I’ve had better days.

   That night, immediately after sunset, I was more than a little hungry from regenerating the extensive burns on the back of my body and the usual crop of full-body piercings.  I decided to distract myself with a puzzle.  The chains kept grounding out my spells; they didn’t seem to have much effect on my tendrils.  I probed the metal, getting a feel for it, trying to analyze it.  Oddly, while I could examine them without too much trouble, they felt much more solid than any other form of matter.  Instead of whisking through them as easily as air, they felt thick, almost sticky.  It took real effort to push a tendril through the material, then more effort to pull it back out.  I could even move the material with tendrils, but it did me no good.  I lacked the strength to physically rip my way free; my tendrils are orders of magnitude weaker.

   Examining the stuff kept me suitably distracted until my host paid me another visit.

   Johann didn’t bother to ask me anything.  He started poking holes in my undead flesh with a carefree lack of compunction.  As always, it was nothing too damaging from a structural standpoint, but aimed quite skillfully at the goal of causing pain.  It was a fairly mild treatment, at least in comparison to his previous creativity, though.

   “Excuse me?” I asked.

   “Ready to talk?”

   “If I could tell you what you wanted to know, I would have.”

   “Any human would,” he countered.

   “So, this is going to go on until I tell you?”

   “Yes.”

   “Isn’t that incentive enough to believe I would have told you?”

   “No.”

   “Hard to argue with that,” I said, trying not to sound condescending.  “I have a question, though.”

   “You want to question me?” he asked, eyebrows climbing his forehead.

   “If you don’t—ow—mind.”

   “By all means, go right ahead.”

   “This bronze-ish stuff.  What is this?  I’ve never seen anything like it.”

   “It’s an Atlantean alloy called orichalcum.  It’s a magical conductor.  Atlantean magical technology relied heavily on it.”

   “Thank you.  I was wondering.  Ouch.  It must be a pain to work with, though.”

   “Not really,” he assured me, shrugging.  “I have people for that.  It cannot be worked with magic, that’s all.  It must be done with fire and water, the old way.”  He shrugged.  “There are some special tricks to it, but it can only be worked by hand.”

   “Fair—Ow!—enough.”

   Johann nodded and drank something while watching his conjured servants continue to stick sharp spikes through me.

   “That reminds me,” I added, then grit my teeth while a spike went through my undead liver.  “I’m getting hungry.”  I hoped he recognized an understatement when he heard it.

   “I know.”

   “Ah.  Not interested in my sparkling wit and pleasant conversation?”

   “All you do is lie,” he sighed.  “Maybe you shall feel differently when you return to your senses.”

   “Can I ask what you’ll do if you ever get evidence I’m telling the truth?”

   “Regret the wasted time,” he told me.  “Or not.  It has been somewhat interesting.  I certainly won’t apologize.”

   “I thought not.”

   An hour or so went by.  Johann stepped up his game, forcing my regeneration to work harder.  Fire and acid are especially difficult to regenerate.  They actually destroy flesh rather than simply open it up.  This hastened the onset of a severe hunger fit.  It was obviously his goal and he knew how to go about it.  I was in no position to stop him.

   It wasn’t long before the hunger grew to inhuman, even monstrous proportions.  When it grew large enough, there was no room for me.

    

   When I came out of my berserk hunger rampage, I was standing amid piles of corpses, fully healed, while a mist of blood whirled in the air and condensed on my skin, vanishing.  I was still in the torture chamber, but someone had unfastened me from the grating, turning me loose on a bunch of people.

   Small people.

   Children.

    

   I was knee-deep in corpses.  They ranged mostly from four to twelve years old.  None of them appeared to be sleeping.

   Then I realized I wasn’t standing on the floor.  I was standing on another layer of bodies.

   How many bodies?  I don’t know.  I hope I never know.  Hundreds, certainly; possibly a couple of thousand.  It was a big room, and the floor had more than one layer.  I didn’t dig down to find out just how many.

   Hunger was one thing.  I know the feeling well.

   Rage was entirely another.  I haven’t felt so vast a wrath since the elves blew chunks out of Bronze.  It was a burning sensation, as though I was on fire on the inside.  If I’d tried, I think I could have breathed fire, chewed stone, and spat lava.  I already intended to kill Johann if I could manage it.  At that instant, he stopped being a target of opportunity and became a goal.

   As bad as it was, it got worse.

   I found five bodies fastened to the wall, kept separate and obvious, above the piles of bloodless dead.  Their placement and positioning made going for the throat awkward, so they were disemboweled rather than bitten.  The smallest hung in two pieces, half still suspended on the wall, the other half dangling by a few strips of internal tissue.

   Johann found out about my feelings regarding children, so he tormented me with feeding on them.

   Then he went to the trouble of finding my old neighborhood.

   The bodies were the Fabulous Four—Gary, Luke, Edgar, and Patricia.  Worst of all, though, were the broken remains of little Olivia.

   I can weep.  My tears are bloody things and sink into my cheeks as quickly as they form, but I weep, nonetheless.  I would have torn my hair out if Johann hadn’t burned it off.

   He deliberately provoked me into a berserk hunger, knowing I would kill anything I could reach.  He then introduced hundreds of children into the monster’s cage—my cage.  Moreover, he deliberately included children who meant something to me, personally.  He carefully set it up so the special ones would remain visible even after I turned a mob of children into a pile of corpses.

   He was moving on from torturing my flesh to torturing my soul, and doing an amazingly good job of it.

   My burning rage dimmed, replaced by a bitter, empty cold.  I sank to my knees before the broken bodies and gently—oh, so gently!—searched within them for any trace of life.  Of course, there was nothing.  Nothing survives a nightlord gone berserk with hunger, much less a defenseless child.  They were as cold and empty as I was, and their eyes could not even accuse me.

   I wanted to kill Johann before this.  I wanted to take him in my hands and rip him to pieces in such a way as to make music of his screams.

   Now I wanted him to live—live a long, protracted, excruciating life.  I wanted him to survive for a thousand years in an agony so vast he couldn’t scream.  I wanted his essence placed in a lantern so his soul could burn and provide me with a warm glow.

   I used to joke about being a guardian demon, I thought, still holding Olivia’s lifeless hand.  Johann will find out what that means.  Today, it’s not a fucking joke.

   To make it possible for me to kill as he wanted me to kill, he had to let me out of the orichalcum chains.  I was still confined to a room, yes, caged in a cell, but free to move around, free to cast spells.  Free for how long?  Long enough to suffer?  Surely, but there was no point to my suffering if he couldn’t enjoy it.  He was watching—must be watching.  The moment he thought I passed beyond pain and rage and into something closer to rationality, he would have me back in chains.

   I’ve never tried to cast a spell in overdrive.  Time to give it a shot.

   While I knelt there, next to the wall, I moved my awareness through my body.  There is no heartbeat to increase, no breathing to accelerate, but there is something inside me, ticking with a slow, steady movement.  It is nothing physical, but mystical, spiritual.  Perhaps it is my soul, washing back and forth inside my flesh, like water in a shaken vessel.

   I shook it faster.  And faster.  And faster.

   Power surrounded me in this place, as always.  I left it alone for the moment, building the first spell I wanted—shields.  Shields against being simply grabbed and stuffed somewhere; a barrier to directed magic.  I built it out of my own energies, a trick mortal spellcasters can’t use.  Trying to do so would exhaust them for even the simplest spell.  I have the advantage of many souls to feed my forces.

   Only when it was complete did I gather up the magic around me, squeeze it, mold it, compress it, funnel it into the matrix of my shielding spell.  It came alive, sparkling around me, and immediately I started work on a second spell.

   Johann appeared in the room, somewhere behind me.  I could feel the bastard smiling.

   “My, but you seem upset,” he chuckled.  “Did the evening meal not agree with you?”

   I ignored this; if he wanted to monologue, that was fine by me.  I finished my second shielding spell and a third while he was trying to be a witty villain.

   When he didn’t get a response—I didn’t even turn around—he tried to transport me.  My guess is he wanted to put me somewhere more easily controlled.  His second attempt, a blast of mental energy to stun me, met one of my other shields and fizzled.  His third try was electricity-based, directing a high-voltage surge toward me.  No doubt it was the magical version of an electrical stun weapon.  He was too late, though.  The electrical discharge hit another of my defensive spells and grounded out.  None of it touched me.

   “My turn,” I whispered.

   I turned away from the wall and planted a foot against it.  I pushed off, half-leaping, half-running at him.  The wall cracked beneath my foot.  The air tried to rip my face off as I shot toward him, claws outstretched.

   Johann didn’t even have time to look surprised before I was closing taloned hands around his throat.

   Whatever else he might be, he wasn’t unprepared.  He disappeared an instant, an inch, before my outstretched claws touched him.  He didn’t have time to concentrate on leaving; I moved too fast over too short a distance for human reflexes to react.  No doubt a defensive measure of his own went off with the proximity, triggering an automatic teleport.  I wasn’t really paying attention to his spells.  All I wanted was to get my claws in him.

   I screamed in rage as he escaped, then occupied myself with hitting the far wall without damaging myself.  I slowed a little on the way, absorbed some of the shock with my arms, and managed not to break anything, wall included.

   He got away.  Somewhere in a high-magic environment, a mage who can teleport at will was avoiding me.

   Well, fine.  Let’s see about forcing him to come to me.

   The crystal wall was still intact.  I walked over to it and hit it straight with my right fist.  It didn’t shatter, but it did crack nicely.  A second punch cleared an opening large enough to drive a tank through.  I left the abattoir and entered the relatively clean torture chamber to rescue Juliet.

   If I could free her, get out, and open up some additional power centers, the kids and grandkids could keep Granddad occupied.  I would be free to find him and beat him to death with his own spine.

   Getting her loose was tricky.  At the moment, she was strapped to a table rather than chained.  The chains were still attached to the table, though, which made approaching it while wearing shielding spells problematic.  I downshifted out of overdrive to talk to her.

   “Are you awake?” I asked.  Since she was strapped down, not chained, she could be under a spell.  When she did not respond, I checked; something was on her head, probably altering the structure of her dreams and keeping her unconscious.  That was unfortunate.  I couldn’t reach past the orichalcum chains around the table without ending my own spells.  I couldn’t even affect the spell on her; the chains would ground out magical attempts to reach past it.  Yet, I needed her.  She was the only person I had who could show me where another nexus point might be.

   All right.  I could enclose everything inside a shield—the whole room.  If I made a large Ascension Sphere… Yes, that could work.  The chains, being completely inside, wouldn’t have anywhere to ground out to.  They would exist entirely within a higher-potential magical environment.  The Sphere would act as a defense against remote spells and a spell inside the Sphere could prevent teleportation.  Then I could help Juliet, raise my defensive spells again, and we could, hopefully, get out of here before Johann figured out a way to get to us.

   I set about doing so.  Fortunately, I had more power surrounding me than I’m used to.  It was more power than any other time I can remember, except for my wake-up call in the base of my statue.  I wasn’t sure how long I might have, so I worked quickly, trying to hit a balance between personal energies expended versus time.  It helped that I had several sharp objects with which to scratch symbols on the walls.  While I walked around the torture chamber and scribbled-scratched, I tried to ignore the depth of the corpses in the abattoir.

   The air crackled as the Ascension Sphere activated, surrounding the room, bulging out farther than the walls themselves as it stabilized into a sphere to contain the whole chamber.  For a moment, the interior of the Sphere seemed dull and dim, but power radiated from its inner surface, filling the space rapidly to higher and higher levels.

   I took stock.  I wasn’t hungry yet and I was physically intact.  I was in no sense tired; the abundance of energy here helped enormously.  Good.  My mental shield had taken a beating, though.  Something tried to alter my thinking processes while I was paying attention to other things.  I reinforced it and built a second one for safety.  Then a quick barrier to bar transportation through spaces other than the usual three…

   I turned my attention to Juliet.  The spell on her head was definitely a dream-inducer—probably some sort of nightmare, judging by her heart rate and the wild, panicked colors in her spirit.  I ran fingernails across the straps and sliced right through them.

   Then I dismantled the spell around her head.  When the spell fell apart, she opened her eyes and sat bolt upright, screaming, hands flailing, the works.  I stepped back and let her get her bearings.  It took a minute.  After a few days of torturous destruction and magical reconstruction, I couldn’t blame her, but I was in kind of a hurry.

   “Get a grip,” I told her, not unkindly.  “You’re free, and we need to move.  Focus!”

   She took her sweet time about it, in my opinion.  Her eyes were wild and she gripped the edges of the table with white-knuckled hands, breathing hard and fast.  I kept my impatience in check.  I don’t do so well when I’m rudely awakened, either.  I counted to ten under my breath and addressed her again.

   “Got your bearings?  Know where you are?”

   “I… yes.  I’m in Grandfather’s torture chamber.”

   “Thinks of everything, doesn’t he?”

   “Yes, he does.”

   “Can you stand?  Can you walk?  I need your advice on how to get out of here and get to a nexus point.”

   “I can stand.”  She swung her feet off the table and I helped her to stand.  “I don’t know where we are, though.”

   “You just said we were in his torture chamber.”

   “Yes, but I don’t know where he keeps it, just that he has one!”  She paused and cocked her head.  “I can feel we’re in some sort of large shielding spell and I can’t detect anything outside it.”  As she spoke, she ran her hands through her hair, re-forming her hairdo.  Her hands then stroked down her sides and a short, skirted garment manifested to cover her.

   “Great.  Could you help me out in the men’s clothing department?”  She nodded and gestured my chiton outfit back onto me.  “Thanks.  Now, put your fingers in your ears.”

   “Put my…?”

   “Do it!” I barked.

   She did so, looking puzzled.  Since I couldn’t use a locator spell through the Ascension Sphere, I produced a powerful sonic pulse to generate echoes.

   Yes, I shrieked and listened.  Like a bat.  I can be a stereotype if I want to.  It’s in my contract.

   My primitive echolocation didn’t tell me where I was, but it did tell me I wasn’t underground.  We might be high up a tower or sitting on the third floor, but there were open spaces beyond each wall.  That much I could tell.

   “Do you have spells to hide us and transport us?” I asked.

   “I can conjure such things, but Grandfather’s power is such he will penetrate my spells if he is looking for us, and I assure you, all his attention is on this room.”  She kept her eyes fixed on me as she spoke, deliberately not looking at the abattoir.  I didn’t blame her.

   “How quickly will he overcome your spells?  We only need a few minutes.”

   “I think I can do that.”

   “Good.  Fire them up and get ready to teleport us if we can’t escape by other means.”

   “Do we have anything resembling a plan?”

   “Yes.  Now do as I say!” I half-snarled.

   “Yes, sir,” she replied, flinching.  I suppose I can be a little frightening when I’m in that sort of mood.

   She started her spellcasting and I started mine.  I wanted better shields against a variety of effects—even if an anti-zappy shield only stopped one magical taser hit, it was one magical taser hit that didn’t drop me instantly.  Mental attacks were also on my mind, as well as teleportation into unpleasant places, fireballs, and similar nastiness.  I also cranked up my inertia-shedding spell on the theory people tend to expect normal movement.  It might be helpful to change direction, accelerate to full speed, or stop nearly instantly.  It was a heavy outlay of power, but I had power, more power on hand than I really knew what to do with.

   Yeah, I might have gone a little overboard on my protections.  Sue me.  I wasn’t feeling at all safe.

   I regarded the wall.  It appeared to be mortared stone, suitable for most castle dungeons.  It cracked like a stone wall, too, when I kicked it.  I kicked it again, cracking the mortar, dislodging head-sized stones, sending dust and stone chips into the air.  I stuck my head out.  A high, cold wind whistled by and ruffled my hair as I watched a block tumble down the side of the tower and crash into a crystalline dome, shattering it.  The lights within flickered and died as glassy shards collapsed inward.

   We were not on the ground floor.  I could survive the fall, since it was night, but I’d want several minutes and several dazhu.  Mortal flesh and bone would probably splat, rather than crunch, assuming the shards of the dome didn’t slice it into hamburger.

   “Okay, so much for running away,” I observed, loud enough to be heard over the wind.  “I don’t do well with sprinting at altitude.  Are you ready to whisk us away?”

   “Yes, but what are we doing?”

   “You’re teleporting us to a nexus.  Directly.  I’m going to open it as fast as inhumanly possible.  Once that happens, you might want to notify anyone interested to come occupy it, because we’re going to be in a fight with your grandfather.  We’ll probably need all the help we can get.”

   “But with only one nexus—”

   I rounded on her.  She jumped and backed away from me.  It’s the eyes that cause that reaction, I think.  Of course, my hair was still burned off and my ears were visible, too.  I suspect my fangs were out.  It was that sort of night.  

   “You still want to take him alive?” I demanded.  “That’s still your plan?  Fine!  You do it, if you can.  I’m sure he’ll appreciate your kindness and respond by only trying to capture you.  That’s what you want, right?  A magical duel where nobody gets hurt?  Just captured and interrogated and tortured?”

   She shuddered and turned away.

   “All right,” she whispered.  “You’re right.  He has to be stopped.”

   “I’m so glad we’re in agreement.  Are you ready?”

   “Yes.”  She straightened and turned back to me with a grim look.  “Yes, I’m ready.”

   “I’ll give it a one-two-three and then we go.  One.  Two.  Three!”

   I sucked up the power in the Ascension Sphere, draining it.  Spells sparked and crackled around us on my shields and on Juliet’s.  Then the world blinked and we were in a forest.  Blink.  An abandoned building.  Blink.  A ring of standing stones.  I waited for a moment, but we didn’t blink out again.  The place was Stonehenge Mark Two, apparently.  I had a sudden burst of nostalgia, remembering Tamara and the ring of stones she used as a place of worship…

   “We’re undetected,” Juliet whispered.  “I think.”

   “What’s with the multiple blinking?”

   “He would track us if we came straight here.  By bouncing from point to point, we should be ahead of his gaze.  By the time he could track our teleport to the woods, we should have left.  To be safe, I took a second detour.”

   “Good work.”

   “Thank you.  Now hurry; he may begin probing nexus points at any moment.  If he probes this one, I will not be able to deceive him for long.”

   “Do your best.”

   I stood in the center of the nexus and stabbed downward.

   My previous attempt at tapping deep powers was a slow, careful thing.  I drilled down with caution, knowing there was power, but uncertain about the quantity involved and how violently it would come flooding out.  I had a legitimate concern about suddenly being the lightning rod when the bolt hit.

   This time, I hammered the spike of my tendrils down into the nexus.  Spell-driven in this charged environment, it was like driving a railroad spike with a railgun.  The nexus responded as expected:  The magic within the nexus erupted upward in a bright column, spearing into the sky.  It crackled over me and through me, sizzling along the thing I think of as my soul.  It hurt, but I’ve been hurt far worse, and recently.  My decades in an Ascension Sphere served me well, here.  The power surge could sizzle and sting, it could burn along the channels of my spirit, but it didn’t stand a chance of setting my soul on fire.

   For a creature of darkness, I’m surprisingly resistant to combustion.

   Juliet stepped back, eyes and mouth forming three circles of wonder.  As well she might; it was a geyser of power fit to boil lakes and move mountains.  Invisible to the untrained eye, it cast no shadows, threw no illumination, but it was a palpable, physical presence in the ether.  Waves of it rippled outward, expanding through the countryside like a meteor strike in the ocean.  

   I drank from the fountain, power pulsing down the million-stranded tentacle of tendrils like a throat swallowing.  I drank, and never felt full; I took it in and it poured through my spirit like blood through my flesh.  I could have stood there for a thousand years, but I had promises to keep.  I stepped out of the power surge. 

   Viewed from the outside, it was even more impressive.  It reminded me of Amber’s assassination, with magic fountaining a mile into the sky like a pillar of coruscating, prismatic fire, splashing on the shimmering, heat-haze dome of power.  Brilliant and volatile, yet visible only to those with the eyes to see it.  I wondered what Sparky would think if she could look at it.

   “I’ve alerted my allies,” Juliet informed me, shading her eyes from the brilliant column of force.  “Do you want to try for another one before Grandfather catches on to why you’re opening them?”

   “What do you mean?”

   “He’s already noticed this and is looking intently at it; I’m blocking us from his vision, but I can’t hide that.  If he thinks we’re doing this to gain access to power, he won’t expect us to open another one.  In fact, if he comes here to cap it and tap it, he’ll be too busy to stop us from opening several.”

   “I like this plan.  Let’s go!”

   The world blinked again.

   We repeated the process twice more with results varying with the power of the nexus.  Juliet assured me someone took control of them after we left.

   “Someone we like?” I asked, standing over another nexus and reaching downward.

   “It must be.  Even Grandfather can’t seal and control two erupting nexus points at once.  If he’s gaining control of any of them, it’s the first one we opened—the others are simply too much to handle at the same time.”

   “Is there any way to contact your relatives and see if they’re on top of things?”

   “Not without risking a distraction at a crucial moment,” she admitted.

   I tapped into another nexus point and power erupted, blasting upward like a column of magma.  I stepped out of the soul-searing glare as the opening widened to its maximum.  I could see her point about not distracting anybody.  Humans aren’t built for this sort of power surge.  During the day, I’m not built for this sort of power surge.

   As I finished this, the third opening of the evening, Juliet stepped into the flood of energies as I stepped out.  She let it flow upward through her body and I tried not to interfere.  My urge was to tackle her, get her out of the deadly stream of power, but she was a professional magus and, presumably, knew what she was doing.

   “This one is mine,” she thundered.  Her voice boomed and echoed, as though in a large room, despite the open area.

   I could see her spirit’s pain at the contact with the rocket-blast of energy, but she seemed to welcome the sensation, like the burning feeling in muscles after an intense workout.  A good pain, possibly—or one endured in the knowledge it was worth it.  Her aura—the radiant field that surrounds all living things—interacted with the silent, invisible fountain of power.  I could see her aura change, creating a bright nimbus of light around her.  The colors of it, seething and swirling, washed out and faded, merging with the fountain of power.  The colors turned to the scintillant brilliance of magic, colorless and bright.

   I didn’t like it.  Humans aren’t able to cope with this level of raw energy.  They can use spells to cap the gusher off and feed power to other spells, but to stand in it?  To absorb it?  No.  Even to channel it is laughable.  It would be like standing in the path of a river when they blow up the dam.  You don’t deflect it with your hands.  You don’t deflect it at all.  If you stand in it, it washes you away.

   Much as the colors washed away.  As her living aura washed away.  Almost as though the colors were burned out of it, until it resembled Johann’s soul—monochrome, undifferentiated, the pattern of a soul inscribed on magic, without the actual person.

   So that’s what having your soul set on fire looks like, I thought.  It reminded me of some test subjects in my vampirism experiments.  In a dim, dark way, the empty, soulless undead looked much like the soulless thing before me.

   “If you say so,” I hedged.  “Now, where’s your grandfather?  We need to see about dealing with him.”

   “That will not be a problem,” she laughed, raising her hands to regard them, flex them.  She laughed aloud and the sound set my teeth on edge.  It made me think of amused Things from the primal chaos.  Was madness a side effect of this process?  A little megalomania to go with your infinite cosmic power, maybe?

   “Don’t get overconfident.  You’re bathed in power, but power isn’t everything,” I cautioned.

   “My confidence is fully justified,” she assured me.

   “Okay, I’m listening.  What’s your plan from here?”

   “Our plan,” she corrected, and three glowing forms appeared.  They were projections, illusions, of three people in similar circumstances—standing in opened fountains of wild, unfettered power.  One of them bore a striking resemblance to Johann.  All of them had the same bright auras, leeched of color, scintillating with nothing but seething magical forces.

   “We did not think you could be so easily persuaded to open up so many,” Juliet added.  “Now we do not need to open them ourselves.  Each of us has a nexus of our own.”

   Weirdly, I felt a strange sensation, as though watching the whole tableaux from a distant point.  It was a sensation I remembered all too well.  Pieces clicked together like tumblers in a lock, opening the door of memory.  And then it was all clear to me.

   I badly underestimated the ancient and complex magic of Atlantis.  They had an Ascension Sphere in California.  I should know; I made it.  And yet, when I cast my sensor spells, looking for the Orb, even the most powerful pulse did not encounter it.  My sensor spells should have expanded out from me until reaching the power circle; on contact, the power circle should have sucked them in.

   But they knew this.  All they had to do was hide the Ascension Sphere.

   Put the Evil Orb inside the Sphere and it would sit there indefinitely, even happily.  The Thing inside the Orb would know intimately how to hurt me, as well as where to go for victims.  It could tell them about Karvalen.  It could tell them everything they needed to know to find me, how to set me up, and how to use me.

   The Ball of Awful might even have thought to use Juliet, the damsel in distress, with her plea for my help.  The noble purpose of rescuing dear old Grandpa from himself.  The capture, the torture—was it real?  Or merely an illusion in the glass wall?—the escape, and the release of powers they needed and only I could provide…

   And no need for any of it, really, if they asked nicely.  I could have been persuaded without all this.  Of course, that wasn’t the point, not to the Black Ball.  Doing it in a civilized, reasonable way wouldn’t have hurt.

   The Orb might not be in charge, but it had influence.  Whether supernatural influence over minds or the whispered promises of power, did it matter?  It hated me even more than I hated it.  Its cruelty, unlike mine, was without limit.

   “You’ve got my Orb,” I accused, looking at the spirit-forms standing in a row.

   “Indeed,” Johann replied, his glowing, immaterial smile like searchlight.  “It has been most valuable in our quest to attain power.  As have you.”

   “Tell me something.  Did you really want to learn how, or did you just want me to open the nexus points for you?”

   “Why would I ever want to open one?  My surviving children and grandchildren are the only ones who need such power.  We have no need to open others.”

   “And you used me to get it for them.”

   “You were more useful than my wildest hopes.  Alas, now that you have opened our power-points, your usefulness—”

   I’m stupid, but I’m not that stupid.  I knew how the sentence had to end.  People always start by saying something nice, then they add a qualifier.  I started into hyperdrive at “alas” and kept my foot on the gas, so to speak.

   A family of magi, all loaded for vampire and sitting on fountains of power?  Not my first choice for adversaries.  They weren’t even physically present, aside from Juliet.  This couldn’t be a fight.  It would be a slaughter and I was on the wrong end of it.  If they were going to try and kill me—and they were—I’d rather they had the logistical troubles of reaching across universes.

   No one living understands the intricacies of a gate spell like I do.  I’ve studied it.  I’ve used it.  I’ve taken it apart and put it back together like a favorite jigsaw puzzle.  I may not qualify as the ultimate master of the spell, but you can be damn sure I’m an expert.

   An appalling amount of power still flowed all around me, waiting to be used.  I had all the charge of a credit card on Black Friday.  I grabbed the energy while I whipped tendrils around me, scored the ground in a circle.  It wouldn’t be ideal, but the definition of a border was the important thing.

   This really was not a good way to go about it, but speed was the only thing that mattered.

   I dumped everything I had into my escape attempt.  It seemed to me if I didn’t get away, holding on to a reserve wouldn’t help.  Either I got off the line quicker than they did, or they would run right over me, squashing me into vampire paste in the process.

   They reacted immediately, attacking.  Energies of various sorts erupted in my direction.

   I dropped into the swirling vortex before it was fully formed.  Searing light and screaming colors exploded above me as I fell through the open whirlpool of twisted space, spinning in strange directions.

   The vortex closed like thunder around me.

   





   





It’s cold.

   I’m not sure I’ve ever been this cold.

   The darkness visible is a formless thing, mixed of all the colors beyond the reach waof light, beautiful and terrible.  It swims, it swirls, it flows like rivers of clouds and I am borne upon it as a leaf upon the waters.  A mammoth current swirls around me, carries me in a direction I cannot fathom.  Even so, I know where it takes me, feel my course through the void.

   I see at last.  The void is not empty, merely a place of things beyond the knowledge of man, for it is older than man.  It existed before the first pinprick islands of light came to be, before worlds or life or thought, and still it remains.  It is home to Things that love the light, hate it, hunger for it, or ignore it.  There are the little ones, the big ones, and the great ones, all abroad within this realm and none of them concerned with me.

   Do I belong here?  Is this the place where the blood-drinking creature of the night might find a home?  I sense a kinship with this place, a sense of homecoming and alienation and of loss, all intermingled...  Are these kin to the spirit that makes me something other than a man?  Or do the Things dwelling within the darkness visible simply have no interest in a half-breed mongrel scampering along the gutter?

   Questions, questions, questions.  All I ever have are questions.  Life is questions with no promise of answers.  Perhaps that is why religion is so popular.  It promises ultimate answers, but only when life is over.

   I spin through the ever-full void, slipping through the cracks between the worlds, tiny in the darkness, borne upon a river of twisted space, and I fall.

      





   







   Enjoying the story so far?  Great!  Help others find the story by leaving a stellar review!

   Nightlord: Orb

    

   Good news!  The Book Four is already manifesting from the void between the worlds.

   In the meantime, if you need something more to read, check out my Author Page!

   Garon Whited
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